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Chapter 1







Sneak


Theo had to put his back into it as he pushed against the metallic door. The hinges were rusted, the thing itself weighed way too much for an emergency exit, and the built-up dirt on the other side was making his life a living hell. But he persevered, the concept of seeing the light of day is too strong for somebody so feeble as "physical limits" to stop him. 
Adrenaline and pain might’ve helped too, but who truly cared? His feet pressed hard against the rough stone ground as his legs pumped forward for all they were worth. When the roots of the plants began to break and crack, momentum began to build up, and the rays of the sun started to pierce through the small gaps and hit Theo right in the eyes. It hurt and yet the sting was the greatest feeling he’d had in a long time. It was the feeling of freedom, the smell of life reaching his nose and making him realize one fact above everything else.
"I am so taking a bath when we get back to the village," Theo said as the metal door hit its peak. While he couldn’t swing it over entirely, the frame still needing to be held to stay up, the duo and [Familiar] could leave the [Facility] without issue. Letting it fall as soon as he was out, the [Rune-Crafter] was able to look back and notice just how little he could see of the door. "There’s no love for that disappearing trick."
"Let’s just move. I think I know where we are," Stig said as the [Mage] tried to scratch some symbols into the nearby moss, making it somewhat clear where the hidden door was meant to be. While there was the distinct sound of something moving around underneath them, there was likewise a chance they would be able to go down to the ninth floor again without having to battle through so many layers. If so much of the place could be skipped, who wouldn’t take the chance? "Actually… Yeah, I know exactly where we are. Follow me."
Staring up at the blue sky, the [Rune-Crafter] felt peace. Threading through the thick undergrowth pushed his already tired legs to their limit, but the forest dwarf ahead of him had a destination and path in mind. Nero sang sweet words about what fruits they would be able to find if they went offtrack for a few minutes, but the man didn’t listen to the [Familiar]. While the little rabbit did need some form soon, they could wait until they knew they were safe.
If only that allowed them ample access to an easier trek. Theo’s right foot got caught in a rather thick part of a bush, and he would’ve fallen if not for Stig assisting him at the last moment. The dwarf was just as tired as him, but being aware of each other was still a priority.
"Be careful so I don’t have to drag you, please," Stig said, the assistance for Theo seeming to have drained him more than the walking itself. The damage to the neck still wasn’t healed as much as one would desire and the overuse of [Mana] before should’ve been enough reason to relax for a day. And yet they were still out and trying to return to the village. "I think I hear something."
Oh, here we go again.
"Beasts?"
Theo braced himself as his shaky arm raised the shield. Checking through the connection, it was clear that some of the [Runes] still worked. Barely, sure, but it would be enough to roast a few fur-covered beasts.
"No," Stig replied after another second, confusing the [Mage] as the dwarf’s face began to light up. "Voices."
Voices? Theo wanted to question it, yet the confirmation that Nero was hearing some odd muttering in the distance made it all more reasonable that the pace of a certain dwarf increased. The balance-drained human was barely able to keep up as they moved through the thick forest. Trees, plants, and tall grass were moved through faster than ever before and the [Rune-Crafter] slowly started to hear some of those voices himself.
Another few seconds allowed him to identify the sources as well.
"Keep it up, you fools!" the rough voice of a certain bald dwarf shouted, Theo able to match the voice to a face as he half-stumbled into the proper gravel path with Stig not so far in front of him. "We all know you can move those stones faster!"
Looking down the road, there were easily ten dwarves walking out of and into the the dungeon through the main entrance, those coming out carrying woven baskets filled with rubble. A small hill had already been created not too far from the entrance and the group seemed happy to increase its size. There had to be several tons already on top.
They’ve been working on rescuing us all this time?
Sweet words filled Theo’s mind, and the [Rune-Crafter] was more than happy to start calling out to the bald dwarf overseeing the operation. The only thing that stopped him was the jab in his side from Stig, the forest dwarf putting a finger to his lips. Even though he was tired and his body was battered to no end, his mind was still filled with wit. Even when both of them needed medical attention, it seemed that pulling a small prank on an elder was more important.
If the [Mage]’s back had hurt a little more, he might’ve objected to the delay. Instead, he watched on from a distance as Stig slowly but steadily moved down the road and towards the shouting bald dwarf, the movements soundless amongst the loud clutter and thrown rubble.
Nero had some ideas about what they could use that for.
"No, we aren’t going to ambush anybody," Theo muttered under his breath, watching Stig get ever closer. Giving the [Familiar] on his shoulder a glance, he saw that those red eyes almost looked ready to burst into tears. "Just forget the idea of eating them, please. There are other things you can try."
The rabbit begged to differ. The [Rune-Crafter] didn’t understand what he was meant to do with her messages. None of the offered ideas from the [Familiar] were accepted, the later ones being too close to even find the difference between them. Just how did a little critter have such an in-depth ability to visualize the innards of humanoids?
"How’s it going with the operation?" Stig asked from behind the bald dwarf in a moment of relative silence, only the grunting of the movers in the front making up the background noise. Theo didn’t understand why the young archer thought that such a fake-sounding deep voice would ever work, but Ulf didn’t seem to question the query from behind. "How much more work is needed?"
"We have had three full rotations of diggers, two full rotations of movers, and one group has brought us food today. Those inside say that we’re nearly halfway but the bigger boulders are going to force progress to a crawl, since our tools break before they do," Ulf replied concisely, not even looking at the young dwarf mutely observing the movers. Nobody looked away from their work. "What news is there from the village? Has Arila found the old root spores yet? We need them if the men are meant to work into the night again."
Even after asking the questions, the old forest dwarf didn’t even care to turn his head around to look at Stig’s stretched grin, Theo rolling his eyes as he slowly walked along. He made sure to keep his footing as silent as possible, trying to emulate the weird way Stig had moved. While it wasn’t the most normal foot placement, it certainly softened the blows to the gravel. He almost couldn't hear his steps.
New [Skill] learned!
[Sneak] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

Now what I expected to see, but I’m not going to be angry at it.




Chapter 2







Forced Treatment


"It’s coming along, of course," Stig replied back in that gruff voice, his throat sounding hoarse to be sick. "Though, I have to ask, just who are you expecting to find on the other side of all that rubble? We’re already out of there, you know?" 
The last sentence, said with the forest dwarf’s regular voice, was enough to make Ulf turn his head faster than most men could blink, the old warrior putting his hands on Stig’s shoulders as he shouted out every curse in the dictionary. The injured archer was shaken, screamed at, and then given a hug strong enough to crush the soul itself. Theo kept a safe distance as the sputtered words from the bald dwarf attracted the attention of everybody else, the raised Stig making a revelation spread through the fifty-strong group of workers around.
They’d found another way out and Ulf was giving Stig a piece of his mind because of it. Honestly, that bald forest dwarf had a higher lung capacity than most drill sergeants that Theo had met in the old world. It was strangely enamouring, in a way.
A sigh almost broke past his lips when the [Familiar] sent another helpful idea his way.
"Save it for a wolf," Theo muttered to the rabbit before moving forward, joining the half-calm Ulf as Stig was put back onto the ground. When the young forest dwarf’s leg seemed to give way. Theo immediately reached over to help him stand. "Take it easy with him, please. There are enough injuries on him already."
"Did you throw yourself against a wall a few times? I can’t say I endorse that behaviour, Stig," Ulf called out as he saw the bruised shoulder of the archer. The tinge of purple made it clear that damage had been done. "And just what happened to your neck? I can see a slice of red."
"It’s more than just a slice, Ulf," Stig said, pulling the shirt away to show the crowd the quite massive area where the liquid flame had burned the skin. It covered most of the upper shoulder and lower neck on the left side, that red scarring being permanent. It had been treated, but another dose wouldn’t hurt. That slight wince as Stig’s fingers momentarily grazed the skin made that clear. "We had too many close encounters with the bigger beasts down in the dungeon."
"Tell me everything when we get you two looked at," Ulf stated, noting quicker than anyone the slight hobbling in the [Mage]’s steps as he watched from the side. "I guess you have been thrown around a few times as well, Theo? Your armour has seen better days."
The skin on the lower parts of his legs had as well, the leather from the armour having bonded with the melted skin due to the sheer heat. The [Rune-Crafter] knew that would be a pain to get fixed, though he likewise knew it was a requirement. It was either that or letting it get infected, and he had no need for that in a world with limited antibiotics. Or maybe they had something for that in the form of [Alchemy]. Theo wasn’t sure.
Both he and Stig were thrown onto a familiar small wagon and hauled back towards the village. Most of the crowd stayed with them throughout, though a few ran ahead to warn the others of their arrival.
"You two have been the only conversation topic for the past three days, you know," Ulf commented as he walked along, keeping the others from swarming the duo. While they were out of the dangerous parts of the woods, their bodies still needed space and rest. "Nothing but just what was happening inside that dungeon."
"Oh yeah?" Stig questioned, looking up at the bald dwarf with a wry smile. "Did anybody say anything nice about me? Maybe how worried they were?"
"They were worried you’d grow used to not having night shift at the guard station and wanting to stay in there," Ulf replied, the few others close to the wagon giving out a few comments that just strengthened the point. "You and Theo were thought to have conquered the place already. Some of the men were thinking you two would come out of that broken hallway riding one of the rabbits from the lower floors."
Riding one of the rabbits? Theo knew that the massive one they’d fought on the ninth floor likely had a few brothers and sisters, but the idea of using them like horses had never reached his mind. Nero likewise hadn’t considered it, the little [Familiar] commenting on the chances of it moving anything more than his hand. She’d get there eventually. She just needed to grow a few times.
Maybe she can even fly us around. Those wings might just grow into the tools of a mighty beast.
Nero bit his finger at being called as much, but it didn’t hurt too much. The [Rune-Crafter] was just able to laugh it off somewhat as the wagon continued steadily onwards, the holes and bumps of the road throwing the duo around. The already-injured back made sure he felt every adjustment.
Time passed slower than ever.
"Oh, you idiots couldn’t have brought them in a way that didn’t shake around their insides a little more?" the voice of an old, scornful woman shouted, waking Theo up from his half-slumber. Looking around made his neck hurt, the [Mage] having seemingly slept for a few minutes too many. The gate of the village opened up to allow the dwarven group entrance, the faces of worried residents staring them down from all angles. It was a full-time job to keep the masses away, and only the shouting old lady in the front was allowed to come closer as her wooden cane clattered against the gravel. "Carry them over to the herbal tent or I’ll be having all of you picking blackberries without a glove in sight."
Ulf was the first to react to the old woman’s orders, picking Stig up from his lying position within the second. A few more took out a stretcher that had been brought from the village, and the archer was nearly out of sight as Theo felt several hands grip at his shoulders.
"Oh, no, you don’t need to carry me," the [Rune-Crafter] assured the many dwarves more than ready to push him into the air. Trying to get his feet on the ground, he did his best to resist the hands without hurting anybody. "I can walk just fine, see? I’ll get over there myself, don’t you—"
"Did it sound like I was making a request before, human?" the old dwarf croaked, those eyes feeling more powerful than any beast or monster Theo had faced in the last many months. "Stop your babbling this instant or you’ll beg to be put on blackberry duties."
A moment of thought, raw calculation, and swallowing of unadulterated fear was had before Theo relaxed his shoulders, making no efforts to stop the dwarves as they swept him up from the ground. His feet hung out from his stretcher, but he didn’t offer a single complaint. In a way, Theo tried to enjoy the quiet steady minute travelling on the stretcher, the sounds of the world drowned out by the beauty of the blue sky. There wasn’t a cloud in sight, only the view of the bright sun shining down from above. His eyes hurt at the sight, the level of brightness not felt in days.




Chapter 3







Herta 


It was glorious. Theo nearly felt betrayed by the sound of hooks being unclasped as the man was brought into a white tent filled with smells of all varieties and into a soft bed. The other dwarves left the area as the [Rune-Crafter] just stared up at those white sheets that shielded him from the sun’s shining rays, herbal smells filling up his nostrils to the maximum. 
Lavender, citrus, mint, jasmine, and just about every other smell that Theo associated with plants could be detected. Turning his head, no matter how painful that movement was, he was able to spot a hanging board of dried flowers, each group offering a new colour, size, or shape. There was just about every kind he’d seen before and so much more, hundreds of plants spotted as he looked around the room. And that didn’t even start to account for the near-thousand small vials spread around the ten or so tables strewn across the tent, the twenty beds inside just barely able to be fitted in between all the herbs and storage.
Whether it was the work of a madman or an unrecognized genius, Theo couldn’t be sure.
"Tell me every injury the two of you attained down in that wicked dungeon," the old forest dwarf half-spat as she finally reached through the tent’s entrance herself. Her cane made indentations in the brown dirt beneath as she walked straight over to one of the tables to search through the many liquid-filled vials. That some of them seemed to be both bubbling and glowing greatly concerned Theo, and yet the old lady didn’t give them a thought at all. "Don’t leave anything out, no matter how much you think ‘you can just tough it out.’ If your breath smelled bad after you sneezed, you are going to tell me. Now, human, you speak first."
"The human’s name is Theo, Herta," Stig offered from his bed. The instant wince as the eyes of the old dwarf hit the archer clear as day. "It’s not hard to use it, you know, even if you think we’ve been stupid."
"Stupid? Oh, no…you haven’t been stupid. Stupid wouldn’t be close to cutting your actions. You two have become the idiots of the year," Herta said, hitting the ground with her cane before setting it aside, using both of her hands to get the cork out of a vial of green glowing liquid. The interaction with air nearly made it instantly overflow. Foam formed at the top, but the addition of a red leaf from above made it settle down, the liquid absorbing the material and turning a light yellow. As she began to move towards Theo, the [Rune-Crafter] felt his heart sink. "You broke the rules of being lost and wandering away, became the modern definitions of miracles by surviving, and then thought that you have any right to correct my words. Drink this, human, and don’t even think about holding it on your tongue for more than a moment."
Theo’s hand was raised through the old woman’s iron grip, the vial shoved in his hand and not-so-gently pushed towards his face. The [Rune-Crafter] almost voiced his opinion, but the slight narrowing of the old lady’s eyes made him obey without question. Downing the vial’s contents in one go, he tried to ignore the extremely acidic taste as it went down his throat, the small bubbling on his tongue making him feel nauseous.
"Just what was that?" Theo questioned as Stig was handed the same concoction, the archer mirroring the [Rune-Crafter]’s expression with familiar distaste. "That can’t have been healthy."
"Healing from days’ worth of injuries without anything getting infected or left to rot isn’t meant to be fun and it isn’t meant to taste good," Herta replied in concise form, going back to the table to sit down on a chair to rest her legs. "You have five seconds to start listing off your injuries or I’ll give you another dose."
The moment needed to register the last part of her words made the [Rune-Crafter]’s eyes bulge, the sentences flying out of his mouth before he’d even realized it. Nero offered ideas about the potential influence of whatever he’d drunk, but he couldn’t think about it at the moment.
"I was thrown to the ground back-first and it felt like something moved around in there, I have those burns there on my legs from a larger rabbit spitting flames on them directly, there are bites from the rabbits on just about every part of my body, and…I think a part of my left ear was torn off somewhere along the line," Theo said, the [Familiar] letting him know of the last change as she looked up at what had once been a full earlobe. His back was missing a chunk at the bottom, one small enough to not be immediately noticeable but large enough that it could be spotted once pointed out. Theo nearly put up a hand to feel at it but Herta slapped it away before he could even get close. "Stig has some injuries as well that you might want to—"
"Shut up."
…
Alright. Theo just sat in the bed without moving as a pair of golden tweezers was pulled out from a drawer. The old lady hobbled over to his bedside. As she sat down in the chair, putting one hand on his left leg, the [Mage] grit his teeth and leaned back, trying not to shout in pain. Strand by strand, the remnants of destroyed armour were separated from his flesh.
"You’re lucky that this didn’t get too much deeper, or I would’ve needed to cut the layer off entirely," Herta commented, Theo not feeling that she should be one to comment about the intricacies of otherworldly luck. It felt like the gods above were laughing at him now more than ever before. "And if you don’t squirm, the pain medicine will wear off before I finish with the other leg."
This was what it felt like with painkillers? Theo imitated the statues of the Greek myths as he didn’t move an inch, Stig grinning his way as the archer sat in his bed unwatched. The forest dwarf was finding comedy in his reactions.
"I’ll get to you the second I finish with this leg, idiot number two," Herta muttered, seemingly detecting the somewhat positive mood gathering. And much like when a boulder was pushed through a tower made of glass, everything shattered and came falling to the ground instantly. "Start listing off your injuries or live with the pain while I remove anything in your skin."
For once, tweezers digging into his legs and ripping out fabric didn’t feel so bad as Theo smiled back at the quickly paling forest dwarf. If it weren’t for those eyes of death, he could’ve sworn that Herta had one on her face for a moment as well.
Only a moment, though. As words of pain and broken shoulders started to slip out of Stig’s mouth, Nero smelled the fresh blood leaking from Theo’s legs. While the [Familiar] was relatively sure of the source, and would never even consider the idea of eating from the [Rune-Crafter]’s lifeblood, it was still enough to make the critter peek out her head from the half-broken shoulder plate.
Likewise, that was enough for a hand to shoot out and grab the critter by the head, pulling her out of hiding and nearly getting the tweezers through Nero’s heart before Theo could grab the old lady’s hand. She was faster than he’d thought possible.
"Don’t worry about her, please," Theo pleaded, his hands shaking as he pushed against Herta, who was still steadfastly trying to impale the small rabbit. Squeaks of defiance were heard from the [Familiar], even when the [Mage] requested that Nero calm down. She refused outright, as the head-grabbing was a call to war. The rabbit wanted blood, jumping up and trying to get to the tweezer-holding hands. She wasn’t even close as Theo pushed the hands up a bite more. "Nero here is my [Familiar]. She is harmless if you don’t try to crush, hit, or impale her with anything."
It was maybe the most blatant lie of the day. The [Familiar] wasn’t stopping in her attempt to get her teeth into Herta’s fingers, but the old lady relaxed somewhat, looking at the squeaking creature with new eyes. They were eyes filled with distaste, sure, but there was a small inkling of curiosity as well.
"For a familiar, it’s rabid," Herta said as she started on taking out the fabric from Theo’s burnt skin, Theo putting Nero back into her spot. The warmth of his shoulder, along with the gentle scratches from his fingers, calmed the little lady down. Herta, on the other hand, seemed to find great pleasure in taking out a large swatch of leather in one go. "Keep an eye on it or I’ll crush its neck."
Theo didn’t know if it was meant in jest or not. He made no reply as Herta finished up on his legs in only a few minutes more. Burn salve was applied after everything foreign had been removed from the burnt skin, and the armour around the wound was cut off to allow the area to breathe properly. After that came Stig’s turn, Theo looking on from the side as the archer began to feel a world of true pain.
"I believe Bjorn’s advice on the dungeon has been ‘look up for rabbits hiding on the ceiling’ for the past forty years," Herta commented as the leather shoulder pads were removed and the massive burn mark’s treatment began. Stig’s wince as the first piece of burnt skin was removed made sure Theo understood just how much it stung. "Do tell me why you forgot about that this time around. Were you too busy being idiots?"
"We were too busy running for our lives, actually," Stig responded, getting a mild slap for trying to turn his head while Herta was working. Moving around was forbidden. "We had to either face a horde of beasts or be less careful while fleeing. There was no in-between."
"That kind of worldview is why you’ll be marked for the rest of your life," the old lady said, handing the archer another vial of green as she began to apply the burn salve. It looked to hurt more than ever, the skin becoming more inflamed than what it had been after the first time Theo had applied the salve. "And just how did you manage to bruise your shoulder to this extent? Ripping it off would have messed with the muscle tissue less."
Criticism about their lifestyle was said in full as she worked on them both. Many salves of all kinds of colouring were put onto the skin, they were made to drink every foul thing after the other, and more than once was Theo asked to keep a leaf in his mouth.
"Does it help quicken the healing?" the [Rune-Crafter] dared to ask after the third leaf that had tasted like rotten eggs.
"It certainly helps with my mood when I look at your face," Herta said, ripping the leaf out of his mouth and making him hold onto another. When Stig laughed, he was given two at once. The two were made to stretch in the meanwhile. "Just how did you ever think that you would be allowed to walk to this tent when your side has this many cuts? Everything would rip open if you turned around too quickly."
"On the topic of everything being ripped open," Stig commented as they both got another round of painful oils on their wounds, "do you know where my mother is? I’d expected her to have broken through the tent to give me a piece of her mind at this point."
"Arila Goldfeet, the leader of this entire village, is currently running around in the wilderness to scavenge enough root spores to last fifty tired workers an entire night so that you two could be rescued from what was thought to be certain death," Herta answered, her words cutting deep. The mother of the archer was certainly strong-willed if she wanted to go to such extents, though Theo had to admit that the operation to save them was already so major. The number of resources put into their rescue was nothing to baulk at. "I sent out a group to find her, but she has likely travelled far to find fresh caves. If you truly miss the words that she’ll use to cut you two, it should only be another hour."
"Actually…" Theo cut in as Nero commented on the ruckus outside the tent. A horde of noise was moving through the village and it was only getting louder. "I think it might just be thirty seconds or so."
It was barely ten, the face of a sleep-deprived village leader showing itself to the two bedridden patients. If Herta had been able to induce fear into their hearts, Arila forced them into another reality of it.




Chapter 4







A Retelling 


A bag filled with black and dirty roots thumped on one of the nearby tables as Arila walked into the large tent, everyone keeping silent as she glared at the duo on the bed. 
Herta merely grabbed her cane. Then the two women embraced for a moment.
"Injuries?" Arila asked in a low voice, only Nero’s assistance letting Theo listen in. The low voice didn’t seem to stop Stig either, however, the ears of the young forest dwarf twisting and turning as the syllables continued forth. "Anything I need to be aware of?"
"Burns on the human’s legs and your son’s neck, both treated and in need of care in the next few days. Each of them has a bit of bruising, though your son did have a more severe hit on his shoulder, and there’s enough cuts and missing bits of flesh on the two to make some of the weaker ones here faint," Herta replied, her voice softer as she talked to the leader of the village. While there still was that croaky and hoarse sound in the throat she tried to sound caring. Here, the [Healer] wasn’t talking down to an underling. She was respectfully giving information to an old friend, and the two women did sem like good friends. "I’ve treated the wounds, and the burns have gotten a layer of comfrey salve. Your son already had one layer applied by the human a day ago, but he did a poor job of it. Rest and care not to rub dirt everywhere will have them up and moving in prime form in a day or two. They also need double portions on every meal if their bodies are to regenerate without eating at the muscle tissues."
"Thank you for caring for them, Herta," Arila said, a small smile briefly forming on the leader’s face before a few more words were shared in an even more hushed form, the sounds of breathing obscuring the truth. Theo could only look on as Herta left the tent behind shouting to shoo away the few onlookers who’d gathered on the outside, and left the trio inside the tent all alone.
Surrounded by a world of herbal remedies, dried plants, and the imposing aura of the village’s leader, Theo and Stig sat upright in their beds as they looked at Arila’s expression. It was steadfast, unmoving, and did nothing to show off what emotions were stirring inside the woman. In essence, they had no visual clues on how to act, no idea of whether to beg for forgiveness or laugh it all off. And when there was nothing they could do right, the only choice was to do nothing and pray they wouldn’t be killed.
"If I have to make one request before you destroy our hearing, I want to say that everything that happened was my fault," Stig said, breaking the silence and surprising Theo. The [Rune-Crafter] had been more than ready to blame himself. "We should’ve known that the dungeon would be more unstable from the recent storm, and using heavy weapons just after was a disaster in the making. As the more experienced one, I should have called it off and—"
"Quiet," Arila said, the tenseness on the woman’s shoulders falling as they fell a little. The leader exhaled the breath that had been held for the past second. "Ulf already tried to put all the blame on himself with that reasoning, to the extent he offered to leave the entire village for the error of his ways. I’ll give you the same answer I gave him. ‘Shut up and move on.’ The both of you are out of the dungeon, you are alive, and you have learnt from your mistakes."
Even then, both of the two injured fighters wanted to argue for their case. Theo understood more than anybody else that trying to argue that it was their fault wasn’t too smart, but it was the ethics behind it. They had been stupid to an extreme degree, and just…ignoring their former displays of idiocracy didn’t sit right with him.
Yet under those stronger eyes, they could do little.
"We didn’t get the chance to ask this after we got out at the start, but was anybody else injured inside the dungeon?" Theo cut in after a few more moments of silence, the acceptance of blame passing through the air. Nobody would be brought out and shown off as the idiot of the year, since the damage had already been done. Further degradation would do nothing. "We don’t know what’s been going on since the tunnel collapsed. Was anybody hit, were there any serious injuries, and was there anything we need to worry about?"
Arila studied Theo for a moment, the leader of the village looking his face over a few times. Sitting on the bed with his arms and legs covered in various bandages might not have shown off the most imposing figure, but he tried to hold eye contact for as long as needed.
"Bjorn broke a few of his fingers trying to dig and push away the rubble after the initial collapse, Ulf had a mild burn on his back from getting distracted after the accident and letting a rabbit sneak up on him, and we have more aching backs in the village than ever before due to the sheer amount of rocks having been moved around," Arila recounted, her eyes glossing over for a moment before she was brought back down to reality. "Do you need to worry about it? No. Everybody did it of their own volition. It’s because of me that there were only so many inside the dungeon at once, since we need warriors to stay inside the village as well. If Ulf had gotten his way, half of the village would be over with those rabbits trying to dig out the tunnel and save the two of you."
"Well, it’s good we got out before everybody had their backs broken in two, then," Stig commented, some kind of a grin forming as the mood increased to something a bit more lighthearted. "Nobody got too hurt, nobody had to suffer for too long, and we managed to get out with our lives intact. Everybody wins in the end, even if we might have to only use the upper floors of the dungeon for the next many weeks."
But as much as they wanted the mood to become light, it was all too quick to nosedive as the expression on Arila changed for the worse. She was not done.
"For the next many months, you mean. No warrior is going anywhere near the floors that have shown a higher frequency of fractures. This is the first and last time anything like this will happen," the leader of the village corrected, her words making harsh lashes as they cut deep. "And…the two of you getting out without assistance wasn’t thought possible and I would very much like to hear just how you managed it. Tell me everything you saw and tell me just how you got out of the dungeon without using the front entrance."
The duo looked at each other for a moment, nodding slightly before they both started to explain their side of the story. The attempts to find another way out on the upper floors, the mapping of the hallways in the hopes of finding one not destroyed by age and old fractures, their close encounter with the hordes of rabbits, and…the story of how they got away from that horde in the end.




Chapter 5







Leaving the Familiar


They didn’t kill the rabbits and they didn’t run, the two having been forced into a corner after Stig had been so near his final hours after the forest dwarf’s neck had been burnt. They had been forced against a door they couldn’t open and then, without explanation, the duo had been safe on the other side. 
"I know this sounds hard to believe, mom, but I’m an actual mage," Stig recounted, the explanation of what was seen in those moments of near-death making Arila’s face fall into a look of doomed despair. The leader of the village pressed her lips together as she settled in one of the chairs. "The stress just hit me the right way and Theo and I teleported. It was apparently enough to make my nose, eyes, mouth, and ears bleed instantly but we were brought to safety. If you need me to, I can show it—"
"You don’t need to," Arila cut in, the leader softly shaking her head as she leaned back in the chair. Stress was clear on her face. "The domain of space runs in our veins. Your grandfather had the gift, though I thought it had permanently skipped the lineage afterwards. I should’ve known it would be you who brought that dormant ability back into our lives when you were able to power up Theo’s rune work."
So the [Affinities] for magic was actually focused around genetics. Theo hadn’t been too sure before, but it was good to know, even if that was another reason why he didn’t have the slightest knack for any specific domains. He could use [Mana], sure, but it was untainted by anything that could produce effects unassisted.
"Grandpa could use magic?" Stig questioned with a confused voice. Arila seemed to be calling his view of the world into question. Theo thought it best not to interfere. "The same man that had trouble walking over to the bed after dinner was a user of mana?"
"Seven decades spent not using his legs for anything more than getting out of bed most certainly bit him in his old age," Arila replied with a voice filled with some amount of spite. "But, yes, he was a decently powerful space mage in his younger years. Extensive abuse of said abilities did limit him in the last quarter of his life, but the gifts were nevertheless passed on to you."
The silence was king of the tent as Stig absorbed the information, the [Mana] inside the [Space Mage] swirling in mild frustration. Theo watched on as the young forest dwarf held his head. Stig’s mind was unable to truly perceive the truths that had seemingly been kept from him. It was clear that Arila hadn’t told her son about his lineage. Maybe it was to hide the potential awakening, and the disappointment that would come if it didn’t happen, or maybe there were other reasons. Whatever the case, Theo thought it best to leave the topic for another time. This was not the day to dig into old wounds.
Instead, there was another topic he needed to bring up.
"He needs training if he’s meant to get better," Theo noted from his bed. The two forest dwarves looked over at him, seemingly remembering he existed once again. Was he truly so forgettable? "He can [Teleport] objects of smaller weights a limited distance, but for anything more it’s downright impossible. There’s a need to know [Spells] with a higher [Tier] if he’s meant to progress, and even then he needs to increase in overall power if he’s meant to use his abilities to the full potential."
"What are you trying to say?" Arila questioned, though the woman already seemed to know what his answer would be. Really, with how much Stig’s face was starting to light up, it was clear that they'd both caught on to what he wanted to propose.
"Your son needs a teacher, and I don’t think there’s anybody here who can hold up that role," the [Rune-Crafter] said. He only knew the basics of [Mana] and what powers could come from that realm of energy, but he had nothing on the more intricate uses of it. Any effect he produced would only be with the [Runes] as an intermediary. There was no concept in Theo’s mind on the use of already-coloured [Mana]. "While this might sound ridiculous after you’ve spent so many resources on getting him back, I believe it would be a good idea if he went out into the world to find a [Mentor]."
It was getting more clear that in the realm of magic, the so-called [Mentor] was an important part of a [Mage]’s life. They were the one to guide an [Apprentice], moulding them into the greatest version that they could be. While Theo knew that he had certainly grown more powerful through the last few months, he likewise knew that his progression would have been much more rapid if there were somebody around to tell him what to do. An expert on the subject would accelerate the learning to the highest of extremes and he couldn’t bear to imagine that Stig might be forced to figure it out on his own.
If the archer, the only one who’d been so outspoken about seeing the world, was forced to stay in the village with the potential for so much more, the [Mage] wouldn’t be able to accept that he hadn’t helped stop it. There was just something fundamentally wrong with that forced handicap. The idea of not being allowed to grow, to learn more about the world, disgusted Theo to no end. He’d gone through the enslavement of solitary life once. Now that he was out of that eternal cycle, he couldn’t sit by and let others fall into it when they didn’t want to.
…
"Mages learn spells naturally as they grow in power. If my son were to stay in this village and lived the same life he always has, he would progress steadily through the ranks in no time," Arila replied after some moments, the face of the so-called son falling once again. A hope to see it all had been proposed, and here it was seemingly shut down so quickly. "But I know how it dug into your grandfather when he was given that same ultimatum. He was the leader of the village from a young age, and he couldn’t leave the place behind for his own selfish reasons. He couldn’t leave behind the people that trusted him to guide them through the turmoil of life."
That wasn’t a rejection of the idea. They had a chance.
"But I’m not a leader yet," Stig pointed out, and Arila’s mood once again seemed to slip. The actual leader of the village looked at the future head of the people with sadness. "I know that I can’t let go of my future just yet, but I still have time to improve myself for the role. Mom, there is no chance that I would ever leave this place behind permanently. It is my home and there’s nothing that will change that. I just want to turn myself into a figure worthy of ruling."
"That you want that at all shows that you are already ready, son," the leader of the village said, hugging the young archer who showed no end to his embarrassment as the mother held on despite his complaints. "I promise you nothing just yet but…I might have something that could work. Before that, however, I need to speak to you in private. Theo, we do have a wheelchair in your size. Would it be possible for you to—"
"Oh, yeah, of course," Theo assured the leader, not seeking to intrude at any level. After being brought the wheelchair in question, its thick wheels allowing it to move through the dirt without issue, he was shown the door and brought outside, his shield grabbed and put on his lap on the way. "I’ll see you both later."
Farewells were given in kind and the tent’s flap was held open as he wheeled it out of there, going down the small hill and rolling along.
I wonder how I'm going to get the rest of the armour. I can’t use these leather pants when they’re basically shorts now.
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The Reasons


"So he saved you from death inside that dungeon?" 
"That he did," Stig confirmed, knowing that look on his mother’s face. She was worried about everything that included him, always protective to the highest extent. It had taken a long time and a lot of arguing for him to get inside the dungeon to begin with, her worries about a "future leader" setting his life at risk inside that place always restricting him. The archer felt he wouldn’t have been able to move around at all if not for what Theo had done in the dungeon. "He’s tried not to mention it too much, and I don't think he realizes how much he did for me inside there, but he shielded me with his body. Mom, there is no reason you should give him anything but your highest level of trust. Theo would have died before he let the monsters get at me."
Stig couldn’t truly remember much of that horde. The pain of the flames that had burned his neck covered those memories with extreme heat, and little else was steady in his recollection. Little else but that and the words Theo had told him in the last moments of danger, the farewell and the promises to not let anything happen to him. A human, one of the race of people that his mother and all others had always talked about with scorn, had willingly tried to put down his life to extend his by even an instant. 
While his mother refused to accept his words, there was no part of the space mage that didn’t trust Theo. Some actions couldn’t be ignored and the human care and worry for his health were unforgettable. That he’d even offered to be left behind so Stig could have a chance to escape by himself, when they’d been stopped by the rubble-filled hallway on the ninth floor, just cemented those facts in his mind.
"You have known this man by the name of Theo Locheim, a rune-crafter who proclaims to be from another world entirely separate from ours, for a little under a week and you already trust him with your life?" Arila questioned. Stig’s reasoning was unquestionable but something as unimportant as the time seemed to make his mother disappointed. "Son, there are people who will do anything to gain your trust. I understand that you don’t believe this man is one of those people, but you need to always be cautious."
"I have been cautious," the young forest dwarf replied with a cutting tongue, keeping his mind quiet and his pulse low. This was meant to be a discussion about him being mature enough to make decisions for himself. Getting angry and shouting wouldn’t help his case. "Before this accident, there was never a moment I isolated the two of us from the others. I kept us together with others from the village at all times, we moved as a group in the dungeon, and never did he never hint at the idea of betrayal. The only time that the two of us were isolated was when there was no other alternative, and even then Theo did his best to help me. I don’t know what criteria you have put forth to make somebody trustworthy but this man has filled all of mine. He has saved me more times than most others in this village and he has asked for nothing in return."
"And that’s the part that I’m worrying about. This human has asked nothing of you," Arila pointed out, the leader seeming more and more worried when she wasn’t able to convince Stig of her side. She couldn’t see the same as him. "Traders come here every few months, they act like old friends, and they do their damndest to rip the money from our pockets. More than once they have done favours for us for seemingly nothing in return but they have always gained more in the end. Do you trust this man, this person you have only known the name of for a week, to want nothing from you?"
That… Stig grimaced when he had no instant argument to lash back with. That part had hit him before today and, to be fair, he’d never found a reasonable answer to it. Theo Locheim, the first human Stig had ever met, was so separated from his idea of the race that the archer knew him to be the biggest of exceptions. He had a moral code not usually found by people who travelled alone, a desire to give back for saving him when he was wounded by a snake’s venom, and even when he had given more than enough, he continued to throw out gift after gift. Theo Locheim was an enigma.
But he was an enigma that made sense. Stig knew that those words were, by themselves, meaningless. A puzzle that wasn’t understood but made full sense? If he’d said as much out loud, his mother would have turned down everything said before as madness.
While the archer didn’t understand the human’s reasoning, the personality behind those reasons had clicked within the first day. Theo was a man with the desire to see more, to know more. The way he’d talked about magic, about how he had always dreamed of something like it, made Stig realize that the two had so much in common. Given how little the rune-crafter had known about the forest dwarf before that point, clearly it wasn’t an attempt to win him over either. The two just had goals that clicked together like the elven gears of the old ages.
They both wanted to see the world, but they didn’t want to see it alone. A detail that Stig had never given out about his last attempt to flee the village and see everything there was to see was that he had tried to return quite quickly.
He’d always told the others that his reasoning for never making it was a snake bite he received while trying to reach the nearest village, but the truth was that he had more than tried to make it. He had gone inside the gates of the next place, and had greeted the guards for all of five seconds, before realizing that he knew nobody around, that nobody knew him, and that he was a single entity in the grand space of the world. That feeling of being alone had scared him, and because of that, he had tried to return to his people immediately. It was at that time that a snake had managed to find its prey and he had been saved by a well-timed search party.
Stig didn’t want to see the world. He wanted to see the world alongside somebody else. He wanted somebody that had the same wanderlust, heard the same calling for the horizons, and sought to map it all by hand. If it existed, Stig wanted to have a look. And from what he’d learned about Theo, the man wanted the same.
"But he has asked for something, though you might not have realized it," Stig pointed out after a few more seconds of eye contact between him and his mother, Arila refusing to do anything but wait for his response. "That proposal of me going out of this village isn’t fully just for my benefit. He wants to follow me."
"How will the human benefit from this again?"
"For lack of better wording, ‘he does not deal with the concept of being alone well,’" Stig said. He’d seen the expression Theo had worn when it became clear they were trapped inside the dungeon. The man had been forced to spend a long time inside one by himself before and that primal fear had been obvious when Stig had looked at his face. While the young forest dwarf had been of a similar mind, he couldn’t have compared that mental state with the brief but powerful look of dread from Theo. "Call it a need to not have silence around or whatever else you think of it as. Theo Locheim is alone in a new world and he wants to make sure that this isn’t a permanent status. That’s what he gains from this."
…
The two forest dwarves stared each other down. Stig had given his argument and he wasn’t going to bend from it. He knew it to be true, that it was the truth, the whole truth, and that no untruths had been mixed in. This was what he believed and he would stand by that.
"If you are wrong, it will be you who feels the consequences. I can’t protect you after this point," his mother said, elation rising onto Stig’s face as her mother leaned back. She’d given in, once and for all, and she had accepted his ideas. "Again, don’t expect to be running out of this village just yet. I need to send a letter to your potential teacher in Oslaker and see if he still wants to talk to me or you at all."
"Who?" Stig asked, not remembering any too-strong connections in the nearby village. They were on positive terms with the leaders, and with the most common traders that went through the city, but anything more was entirely foreign to him.
"Your uncle, better known as my half-brother from my father’s side," his mother answered. Since Stig couldn’t remember his grandfather having more than one wife through his life, no other descendant being noted on the family tree other than his mother, it wasn’t hard to figure out why they might not be on too good terms. "He’s older than me, though I don’t know by how much, and he has the same gift as you and your grandfather. Through the years, we haven’t talked much, but I believe he might consider teaching you the basics. Anything more might be impossible, though."
It was something to work with. Hugging his mother, who offered no complaints at all, Stig just felt happiness for the near future. A lifelong dream was going to be fulfilled. He would see the world and he would see it all.
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Age


For all its ability to travel through gravel without issue, the wheelchair was stopped entirely by a mud patch that Theo just couldn’t get himself out of. One of the wheels was nestled deep inside and, no matter how much he used his shield as a stick to press himself upwards, the wheel wouldn’t escape from the depths. Who would’ve thought it would be dirt and water that managed to win against the mighty [Rune-Crafter] in the end? 
Muttering curses from every region that he could remember, Theo nearly didn’t notice when a familiar face came to his rescue.
"I believe Herta has ordered that the use of these rolling chairs is to be restricted to the inside of the buildings and tents of the village," Bjorn commented as he grabbed onto the trapped wheel, with one arm lifting up the chair and letting Theo escape from his fate of potentially falling from his seat. "Might I ask why you’re out of the medical tent to begin with? Herta ordered everybody to stay away so you two could heal quietly."
"Well, I was asked to go away for a little while to let Stig and his mother talk in private," Theo said, Bjorn’s face grimacing at that. Were all of the former "private chats" just screaming or something? Why did it seem to induce so much fear? "Is that an innuendo for Stig being torn a new one at the moment?"
"No… It’s worse than that. Arila is going to try to talk to him about his future duties as the village head," Bjorn answered with a sigh, helping Theo settle on the dry part of the patch, then quickly offering to push the wheelchair from behind to let them move towards one of the areas with more shade. The [Mage] accepted without a second thought and the two were quick to move along. "Those never go too well, if you understand what I mean. Arila wants the best for Stig and Stig…wants something that nobody in his role can get. It has been a good year since the last real talk between those two about it, so I and many others had started to hope that he would see the reality in front of him. Now things might have returned to the ways they once were."
Everybody else wanted him to stay in the village, Theo realized. They saw it as the way things had always been, and the way that things would always be. Not once did they expect that Arila might come to terms with the potential alteration to the standard. Was it truly so far-fetched that she’d allow her son to go into the world and see if he could empty his tank of wanderlust?
"Is that truly so bad, though?" Theo asked, craning his neck to look at the old forest dwarf behind him. His sitting in the chair made their heights somewhat equal, the two able to look eye-to-eye without issue. "Stig already made it clear he doesn’t want to leave this village behind permanently. Letting him see the world for a while before he takes up the role as a leader shouldn’t be too bad."
"No, it would not be," Bjorn agreed with a heavy voice, sounding like he’d heard the line many times before now. "I have offered the very same idea and reasoning to Arila in the past. Letting the kid see the world and return after a year would be easy to accomplish and it would allow us all to sleep a little easier at night."
"So…why hasn’t it been done already?"
"The dangers of the wild? The fact that he nearly died the last time he went out? That his demise, a small but very possible risk, would put the entire village in danger?" Bjorn said, listing off every possible issue with the idea before shaking his head. "Arila did try to propose a middle ground where Stig could go on an excursion with thirty or so of our warriors across some of the different villages in the eastern forest. She wanted him to be safe during it, but…it was apparently not enough for Stig. He refused it and Arila didn’t bother to suggest it a second time. They’re both unwilling to see the other’s side and there are very few things that could change the consensus."
Maybe the fact that Stig needed training as a [Space Mage] would help shift the idea into the land of possibility? Theo certainly thought that idea, since he’d seen that look of indecisiveness on Arila’s face. From how the younger forest dwarf had reacted to her words, it almost looked like a definite at this point. He and Stig would be going on a bit of an excursion.
Or…maybe some others as well. Bjorn’s words had put the actual details up for debate, nothing had been settled just yet. There was still the chance for circumstances to change, and, while Theo thought himself more than well-built when it came to help protect the newly awakened [Space Mage], there was a chance that Arila didn’t think the same way.
Humans are still not the prime example of goodness here.
"Have the others shifted their opinion of me while I was away?" Theo asked as he was finally put beside a tree, shielded from the rays of the sun as he sat in the wheelchair. Bjorn just settled on the ground, grabbing a pipe from his satchel along with something to light it with. "Any change in general sentiment?"
"Well, there hasn’t been any shouting to have your head on a stake in the last two days," Bjorn said, his blunt response making Theo wince. Had he really been that disliked before? They had been prepared to fight him during a small explosion in the village a few days ago, sure, but was it to the extent they wanted his head chopped off? "We are a group that survived on the basis that we always hid from humans. Are you truly so surprised that the people here have grown to loathe your kind as a tradition?"
Thinking back to Stig’s former ranting about what humans had done, it was easy for the [Rune-Crafter] to shake his head. Bjorn nearly laughed, forced to clear his throat as smoke travelled a bit too far.
"So what has changed in the past two days for people to alter their opinion of me?" Theo asked. "It’s quite the change from wanting me dead."
A few more seconds passed as Bjorn got the pipe up and running properly, a large cloud of smoke blowing out as the shoulders of the dwarf relaxed. He nearly looked like his ancient age for a moment, the posture matching the wrinkles on his face.
"You have Ulf to thank for that. He’s one of the people who haven’t gotten a lot of sleep while you two were trapped inside the dungeon," the dwarven warrior recounted, reminding the [Mage] of what Arila had said. The bald dwarf had offered to leave the village entirely for what he thought to be his own fault. "When people started to blame your presence for why the future leader was trapped inside the dungeon, he gave them all a piece of his mind. Arila had to throw him out to oversee the digging operation so that he didn’t beat up more of the other elders, but…his words did seem to have left an impression with many."
Theo supposed he couldn’t be too far off, the villagers walking by barely giving Theo more than a glance. There was no attempt to keep away from him, the people seemingly adapted to his presence. They did perhaps still fear him at some level, but it wasn’t close to what it was before. What Ulf had shouted was seemingly enough to make him neutral in the eyes of many.
And maybe the recounting of what happened in the [Facility] will help shorten the distance to friendly attitudes.




Chapter 8







Promises Kept


A small nudge inside his leather shoulder pad made him realize that his [Familiar] was stretching, the small critter having grown tired of the small space. She could smell cooked meat in the distance and she sought to explore everything around Theo. And while the [Mage] didn’t initially mind it, Bjorn drawing a knife from his side the instant she showed herself made that impossible. 
"What in the flying realms do you—" Bjorn began to say before growing quiet at Theo’s midair grab of his [Familiar]’s attempt to escape. While Nero most certainly struggled, seeking the scents of meat, a few scratches on the neck made her peaceful once again. "You tamed one of the beasts? Was killing them not enough for you?"
"Losing skin to those small teeth was more than enough for me, I assure you," Theo said as he put the rabbit back on his shoulder, offering future gain if Nero stayed quiet for a few more minutes. Enough time should’ve passed for him to get back to the tent soon. "But Stig and I were able to find a few parts of the dungeon that the rabbits hadn’t gotten to yet. The machines inside, while nearly killing me, created this little fuzzball and connected her to me. Her name is Nero and she will bite."
…
There were a few seconds of silent thought, the old warrior having to force down instincts as the little critter cleaned her fur on top of Theo’s shoulder. Any regular beast would’ve jumped at the chance to take the remaining chunk of the [Mage]’s ear, yet the rabbit didn’t even consider it a possibility. No, it was the future promise of wolf meat that had her being patient. Theo, on the other hand, had to start wondering how he would be able to attain as much.
Bjorn just said, "You humans are too strange," shaking his head as he returned to his seated position. He relit his pipe properly, smoke flying into the air at a steady pace. "We had an entire three months of silence, no accidents, and no shouting matches between Stig and Arila. In just a week, we’ve had all three."
"Sorry?"
"No, there’s no need to apologize," the old forest dwarf assured the human. "The village needed life put into it again. The people haven’t been more lively in a long time."
Now that kept echoing in Theo’s mind. The background was filled with idle chattering and moving mouths, everybody having something to talk about. Laughter, shouts, crying, and everything in between in a constant torrent, everything blending and melding into an unintelligible puddle of understanding. It was life in a village and it couldn’t be underestimated.
It’s life from all sides.
Kids were playing, the elderly were having an afternoon tea, and the stronger youth were replacing yet another chunk of the walls, a section that had been hit by a nasty cut. Theo supposed those tree monsters had gotten more aggressive while they were away if they’d reached the village itself.
"I would ask about the need to bring a monster into the village, but I don’t expect to get a proper response at the moment," Arila commented dryly, the [Mage] turning his head in surprise as the village leader stood next to the wheelchair-bound [Rune-Crafter]. Bjorn just kept on relaxing against the tree, the pipe in his mouth as he looked up at the sky. "While I haven’t grown too fond of the idea, I understand that my son has his mind set on this. I’m going to get the two of you an escort over to Oslaker to meet with an old friend of mine. After that, the two of you will be out on your own. The expected leave is within the week. Be ready, crafter of runes."
Nothing else was said before the leader of the village left again, Arila leaving no time for questions. It was…sudden, to say the least, and Bjorn more than anything else looked ready to cough himself to death, the eyes of the old forest dwarf red as he held in painful coughs.
"What?" the old warrior could just barely say before the coughing hit its peak and Theo was forced to just sigh.
He tried to explain, but hecouldn’t, the [Mage]’s words barely making sense to the aged face in front of him.
Tales of an awakening of magic, a need to learn, and the strength to make a certain parent understand. Everything was explained with wide eyes, the few passing by stopping to act busy while they listened in. Theo didn’t act against it, knowing the word had to spread anyway. Stig had magic and he was leaving to learn it soon.
"This day is just the time where everything needs to happen," Bjorn said with a shake of his head as he began to help push Theo down the street. With Arila having done talking with Stig, the [Rune-Crafter] needed to get back and rest. His legs might be able to take weight properly the next day if he properly cared for the skin, but that wasn’t happening out here in the open. "Is there anything else I should know?"
"Uhm…not really. There is something I need to know, however," Theo replied, looking up at the old dwarf as he saw an eyebrow begin to raise. "Do you know if the village has any wolf meat? I somewhat promised Nero to get some for her."
The direct eye contact with the [Familiar] in question made it clear. Bjorn seemingly gave up on making sense of the world as he promised to have some of it brought to the healer’s tent later in the day. Helping the [Mage] at the last stretch, he was able to roll Theo into the tent without further issues.
Inside was Stig, the forest dwarf sitting where he’d been before. The chair had been moved a little closer to him but not much else had changed. Getting up on the bed without straining his legs too much, Theo just felt tired.
"This has been a long day," Theo commented, staring up at the ceiling of the tent. That light outside was getting darker. Had the time truly passed so quickly? "The most interesting day of my life, sure, but not a day I want to relive."
"But you’re going to get a chance to do it anyway," Stig replied with a tired grin. "We’re getting out of here soon."
Even through the desire to rest, Theo’s eyelids growing surprisingly heavy, he smiled back. They were going to travel the world. Or…the forest, at the very least. It was semantics at this point.
We’re going to see it all eventually.




Chapter 9







A Flying Dwarf


As it turned out, cooked meat didn’t help Nero in the slightest. While the [Familiar] was more than happy to slurp down on the heated flesh, the [System] refused to look upon it as a kill, not granting any kind of progression to the critter in terms of levels. While Nero might’ve been sated in her stomach, Theo was not happy in the slightest. Not that there was anything he could do against it, of course, as the requirement of a fresh kill would require him to leave the tent and hunt it himself. 
…Right?
"It has to be around here," Stig said as they treaded through the tall grass, the group following their old tracks meticulously as they searched the area. The team was larger than usual, the people venturing to the dungeon having increased to hopefully make it safer. The village was certainly taking no chances now. Ulf, Bjorn, and a few others who had experience with tracking dwarven steps were in the group as well, each trying to hone in on where Stig and Theo had escaped the dungeon. "That scratch on the moss couldn’t have disappeared in the span of only four days."
Just as long a time had passed since they'd left the [Facility]. Theo’s legs had regained their strength in that time along with all his other body parts. Stig could say the same for his own physical health, only the rather nasty burn from the fire-breathing rabbits still annoying the forest dwarf. Herta promised it would lessen even more with a few weeks of waiting around, but there was only so much natural healing could do.
In the meanwhile, they had other tasks to get to, one of them being the locating of the exit that they’d taken. Down on his hands and knees, Theo looked through the foliage again and again, Nero doing her best to sniff out the spot as well. She could smell that they’d been there previously, but anything more accurate was getting hard. The [Mage] cursed the rain on the previous night, the last remnants of tracks close to vanishing entirely.
"It might be no use, Stig," Bjorn commented as the dwarf prodded at the ground with a wooden stick. Everything he hit gave back the dull thud of nothing but dirt. Every other forest dwarf around was doing something similar, coming back with the same results. There was little to see, little to find, and the moods of the people were growing more tired. "Moss will hide it eternally if it wants to. The dungeon is not one that wants to show its secrets so easily."
Personifying the mechanization of emergency exits was perhaps not what Theo thought most clever, but he didn’t try to have a say in it, instead switching over to [Mana-Sight] as he tried to search for that outline of purple that they’d known from earlier hidden doors. Theo wasn’t sure if it was the same on those not meant to be entered through, but he could always pray.
"It can hide the truth from your eyes, sure, but there are other ways to find empty space inside the earth," Stig replied, the others just shaking their heads as the tendrils of the [Space Mage] began to lengthen. Nobody but Theo could see them, but everybody else already knew what Stig was doing. He’d shown it off so many times that he had nearly fainted yesterday night, Arila threatening to delay the departure because of it. They all knew how the magic worked by now, and nobody truly questioned it further. The elders saw it as a tool for a great leader and the peers saw it as a way that Stig could cheat during card games. "And…I found it!"
So quickly?
Wiping off the dirt that had accumulated on his newly restitched armour, Theo hurried over to the place that Stig had pointed out. The [Rune-Crafter] was just barely able to notice how his eyes wanted to not directly look at it. Forcing it, however, that small scratch he’d put into the moss was clear in his sight. They’d found the exit!
"If we ever stumble upon some ancient ruin, we’re going to use that ability to find hidden caches," Theo commented, laughter heard as he and the others began to dig through the moss and dirt beneath, excavating the entire area. It was peculiar how much resistance there was, though the [Rune-Crafter] was able to see it was the [Runes] on the steel plate modifying the nearby materials. It was a spell that could fortify the dirt somehow. Theo couldn’t see which of the [Runes] were doing it, though. "This is a little more complicated-looking than I remember it being."
"You were ready to collapse standing, Theo. I don’t think you were of the right mind to pick up details," Ulf replied, helping shove more and more dirt away to reveal the entire steel door. Rough reinforced stone sat on either side of it, the barest hints of hinges on one side making it clear that it could be opened physically. Not that there was a handle to do as much, however, though the others still tried to force the door to do it anyway. It didn’t work. "Hand me the hammer. I can destroy the hinges."
Bjorn was quick to oblige, handing Ulf the warhammer that he cared so much for. Theo grimaced as he saw the [Impact Runes] on its sides, knowing what damage they’d caused previously.
"Are you sure this will end well?" Theo asked as he and the others backed away, watching Ulf line up the hit as precisely as possible. The old warrior seemingly wanted to do it in one attempt. "This is an emergency exit made by [Rune-Crafters]. This was not meant to be an entrance and there’s a good chance they made precautions to stop it from being used as such."
"Yes, of course they made precautions. They put no handle on it!" Ulf agreed, the dwarven warrior looking a little too shortsighted. A bark of laughter was had before the final breath was made, and the warhammer was raised over his head before it was swung in a full arc. As it hit the upper hinge of the steel door, the sound of the impact resounded into all nearby ears. Theo closed his eyes and held his head as Nero felt it ten times as hard as he did. It counted as sonic damage at this point.
…
"Where did he go?" one of the first forest dwarves to look at Ulf’s previous position asked. Theo briefly thinking the same thing, as both he and the prized warhammer were missing. The [Rune-Crafter] considered the chance of the steel door’s [Runes] just obliterating the dwarven warrior down to the last atom for a moment until a groan could be heard from a nearby bush. Moving over to it revealed that a certain dwarf lay still inside.
"I think there’s more than just a removed door handle to stop people from getting inside here," Theo surmised when Ulf turned out to be alright, the dwarf standing within two minutes. He was a little rattled but had gotten worse, though the warhammer had seen better days. A part of its arm had been cracked. It wasn’t enough to break it in two, but another hit to the iron door certainly would. "How about we save the search for secrets to another day? Arila ordered that only the top floors can be hunted in anyway."
"That’s just fine with me," Bjorn said, looking over at the other hammer-wielding warrior. "We will note down the spot so we can find it in the future. Maybe one of next season’s mages will be able to crack it open."




Chapter 10







 [Petrification Rune]


The others offered grunts of affirmation before the movement began once again, leaving the site after another few minutes of digging. There was little chance the spot could be forgotten with all of the stones placed around it along with the sheer amount of removed moss and dirt. The [Runes] of the place could perhaps offer many attempts to hide it, but there was only so much they could do. 
"Are you coming, Theo?" Stig asked when the [Rune-Crafter] stayed for a little longer, looking down at the [Runes] on the steel frame. "The others are grabbing the meats from the entrance and then we’re going back to the village."
"I’ll be there in a minute," Theo assured the young forest dwarf, never letting his eyes leave the steel. "I just need to make sure I understand this one right."
"That’s fair enough. We’ll be waiting out by the road," the [Space Mage] said, going through the established path. "Don’t take too long!"
Theo most certainly wouldn’t. He was close to getting the [System] to acknowledge his connection with one of the [Runes]. Most of the other pieces of the door weren’t close to being understood, their lines and general shapes being too highly detailed to make sense to him. The corners and shapes seemed like there were three-dimensional shapes forced into a two-dimensional plane. Theo, while able to draw a perfectly circle, couldn’t fathom the concept of making proper pyramids just yet.
But this one…this one he could do, the three rectangles, each with something that looked like strands of DNA inside, put into a triangle with soft corners and a hexagon surrounding it, seeming more than doable. It was a little more advanced than the others he’d made but there was little care about that. Inserting his [Mana] into the shape, circling it inside the [Rune], the [System] was finally able to understand his need to see its secrets.
[Petrification Rune]
Mana-Purity: 93%
Tier: 4
Material: Cold Iron
Capacity: 75/75
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 124/154

…Oh.
Taking his hand away from the [Rune] in question, Theo spent a moment trying to think properly. A [Petrification Rune] had quite the name to it, and the [Mage] was more than able to consider what that name might mean. And since it was three [Tiers] higher than any other [Rune] he’d previously witnessed, he wasn’t happy to consider just what he might’ve unearthed by accident. This here was a dangerous find. And the [Material] itself was something he hadn’t seen before. Just what was [Cold Iron] meant to be? It was cold to the touch, sure, but most metals shared that property. No, this had to be something different, something he hadn’t seen before.
"This is something very dangerous," Theo commented out loud, putting Nero into her safe pocket on his shoulder. The critter always wanted to go out when he felt fear. While it was how she showed care, the [Mage] had no desire to let her touch this [Rune] in particular. "And what the hell is that [Activation] meant to be? There’s [Passive] and [Trigger] and somehow also this now? [System], what is a [Command Trigger]?"
After he let the blue box above think for a moment, something finally popped up in his vision.
Request accepted!
[Command Trigger] is one of the most-used [Activation-Methods] for [Runes]. It is characterized by its ability to restrict the [Activation] of a [Rune] to when a certain pulse of [Mana] is inserted into it or a certain phrase is uttered. Which of these two sub-methods is used is decided through the [Intent] upon the [Rune]’s initial creation.

"And what is [Intent] supposed to be?"
Request denied!
[Intent] is only to be used for [Runes] with [Tier 4] or above and the information is not allowed for [Apprentices] as a standard because of this. Ask your [Mentor] for special permission to gain this information.

Figured. Looking at the steel door again, Theo thought for a moment. He could properly recreate the [Rune] on his shield, or a torn-off part of it if he wanted. The actual shapes weren’t too hard to do, even if the sine curves inside the rectangles would be a little more complicated.
However, there was one more question that truly needed to be answered. The [Material].
"[System], how does [Cold Iron] affect the [Petrification Rune]?" Theo asked, not sure why he hadn’t thought of doing this before. The database in his head had some level of information. Maybe it could answer this?
Request denied!
[Petrification Rune] is a [Rune] with [Tier 4] or above and the information is not allowed for [Apprentices] as a standard because of this.
Rejection overruled due to potential danger to [User] if [Rune] is used improperly.
The [Tier 4 Petrification Rune] is wildly unstable in use on regular [Materials] and [Cold Iron] is one of very few [Materials] that have had any recorded success for more than minutes. It is not recommended to use the [Rune] on any other [Materials] without proper precautions in case of a violent reaction.

That wasn’t good to hear.
"Any alternatives to [Cold Iron] that I can use?"
Request accepted!
There are no standard [Materials] other than [Cold Iron] that the [User] can make use of. All other [Materials] recorded to have coexisted with the [Tier 4 Petrification Rune] are stored and fabricated at the [Citadel] and require special permission from a [Director] to make use of.
Due to the [User] being in possession of a [Transformation Shield], it is possible to [Transform] the [Material] of the shield into [Cold Iron]. Be wanted that the transformed [Material] will degrade at a higher pace when separated from the main shield.

…
So that was what the [Transform Shield] could do. Theo felt a little stupid as he looked at the heavy tool sitting next to him, wondering how much he could’ve done if he had known about that detail. How exactly did he use this [Skill], however?
"What, do I just need to push it against the [Material] or…" Theo said, pressing his shield against the [Cold Iron] door, watching silently as the colouring began to change on his weapon. "It really was that easy all this time, huh?"
He felt more than stupid now, watching his [Mana] steadily drain as his shield became replaced with the new [Material]. It nearly took all 180 [MP] that he had at the moment but that was just fine. In the end, he had a brand-new shield and a desire to learn.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Transform Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

"God, I hate this so much," Theo said, knowing that a lot of time had been wasted on a [Skill] that was possible to change so very easily. Just how had he never managed this before? It was a question of incompetence that he didn’t need answered. "At least it’s another [Skill] able to be upgraded."
How was that [Skill-Collection] doing, anyway? Opening it up, Theo skimmed through it.
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with a higher accuracy.
6SP/use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 2]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/use

[Transform Shield]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 6]Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Novice 2]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of a [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Intimidate]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to intimidate one or more targets.
9MP/use

[Barehanded Digging]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to dig through hard materials using his bare hands.
4SP/use

[Climb]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to climb structures with greater finesse.
2SP/sec

[Sneak]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to sneak around with greater finesse and slightly decrease sounds made.
2SP/sec

Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Novice 4]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.

[Poison-Resistance]
[Novice 5]
Grants the user a larger resistance to general [Poisons].

[Teach]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to teach other sapient entities more efficiently.

[Pain-Resistance]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to resist pain more efficiently.

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

It wasn’t bad at all. Two were one [Skill-Increase] away from becoming a [Novice Rank], and more than just a few were closing in to the same. Theo didn’t need to push much more before he could ascend to a higher level of power.
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Chaos


A shout in the distance reminded the [Rune-Crafter] of the promise to cut time short. Making a rough scratching of what the [Petrification Rune] looked like, making sure to keep the sizing somewhat consistent, he moved to group up with the others once again. 
"What kept you down there?" Ulf asked when Theo finally managed to join the group, the bald dwarf being the one to pull along the cart of dead rabbits the group had just hunted. "Did you feel the need to try and open it yourself?"
"No, it’s just that I needed to look at the [Runes] on the door," Theo replied as some of the others chuckled. "I was hoping to find something to explain that mild push you felt when hitting it, but there wasn’t anything like that that I could spot."
"Then what did you find?" Stig questioned, curiosity shining through his attempted passive face. "Anything interesting?"
"Somewhat," the [Rune-Crafter] answered. Joy was found in their sour expressions about the lack of context. "I found that one of the [Runes] on it might’ve been made to turn any would-be attacker to stone. It’s lucky that didn’t happen when you hit it with your hammer."
Ulf broke another record in turning pale at the moment, the others are more than ready to baulk at the news. Danger was everywhere and luck had saved them from experiencing it. To be fair, Theo didn’t know if the [Rune] would have activated by simply being struck, or if there was a need for somebody to activate it manually from the other side, but he wasn’t going to be the one to test it out.
Another few minutes passed by until the [Rune-Crafter] was able to get a late wish fulfilled. Nero warned him of coming prey before anybody else could voice their opinion.
"Wolves," Stig commented as the group of seven dwarves stood battle ready. Every pair of ears could already hear the mild growls through the forest. A larger group had seemingly decided that the four bags filled with dead rabbits were ripe for the taking. "Does anybody have a count?"
A trio of golden eyes peeked from the darkness to their left, another six joining in from the right. They were surrounded.
"I count thirty-six," Bjorn replied after another moment of tenseness, the number of growls growing stronger with time. Every wolf was in position and more than happy to start their attack. "Maybe a few more that are hiding further away."
"Throw the wolfsbane!"
As one, the many members of the group threw out vial after vial of the concentrated flower, the corks removed and the smells invading the nostrils of the wolves. Stig had told Theo tales of how much damage they could do in the long term and how the wolves of the forest always fled from the smell.
But here, they did no such thing, those golden eyes only gaining red streaks. Ulf was barely able to order the others to brace themselves before the horde of wolves descended upon them.
No time like the present.
From Theo’s angle and position at the front, ten of the nearly forty wolves were coming straight on. He activated the close-range [Rune-Circuit], two of the [Gale Runes] lighting up alongside a few of the [Ignis Runes]. In the three seconds, it took for the wolves to get within range, the burst of fire and the heated wind were ready for them.
Fur was heated and burnt to a crisp, the heads of the ten wolves set on fire outright as the wave of flash-boiling travelled across their surfaces. The [Mage] noted that the flames didn’t burn as long as usual, though he didn’t have the time to question it now. Instant pained howls came from them, the group not dying instantly but more than ready to flee. Theo wasn’t ready to give them the chance, the long-range [Circuit] activating only a second after.
The wide pillars of flame spewed from his shield, the [Rune-Crafter] bracing as he swiped the ten-strong group with more heat. Some died outright but others saw it as their call to charge, a few lunging at him from above as the fires stopped much earlier than they usually did. The [Runes] weren’t working like they were meant to.
The sheer momentum and weight of one of the lunging wolves took Theo off his feet. The shield stopped it from reaching him, but it only just barely worked as a barrier between its fangs and his throat, the [Mage] forced to push for his life to stop it from getting a bite into his face.
Stig was more than ready to fire off an arrow, but it was Nero that saved the day, the small critter jumping out of the shoulder pocket and onto the snout of the wolf in question. While the three eyes instantly honed in on the critter, there was little the wolf could do to stop those small teeth from tearing into its third eye. In the moment that the wolf was distracted and in pain, an arrow from Stig was able to take care of it.
Snatching Nero from her prize before she could truly begin filling herself up, Theo put her back in the shoulder pocket, rising to the challenge of another oncoming wolf. Ready for it this time around, the [Impact Rune] on the shield met the skull of the monster.
In stark contrast to the weakened [Ignis Rune], the [Impact Rune] instantly cracked the internal structure of the wolf, offering more power than ever. Theo was stunned for a moment as he looked at the instant death, only an eager wolf from the left putting him back into the battle mindset.
Another hit with the shield gave the same results, though the [Rune] ran out of that point and Theo was put onto the defensive as he warded off the remaining wolves on his side. The other dwarves held up their end as well, slowly but steadily dealing with the wolves until the very last one succumbed to its wounds.
Even with two legs broken, and a jaw unhinged as well, the last wolf had tried to get its teeth into Ulf. A hit with the hammer silenced it permanently but everybody present knew that this was wrong.
"They’re not rabid, they were able to work together throughout it, and there’s no frothing or foam in their mouths," Stig commented as they loaded up the wolf’s corpses on the wagon, though they made sure to separate them from the rabbit meat. "There’s something wrong with them but I have no clue what."
"Look at their bodies, Stig. Most of them are half-starved," Bjorn pointed out, Theo able to see the ribs on some of them. They hadn’t eaten nearly enough in the last many days. Something had stopped them from getting their regular prey. "Could the blights have caused this?"
"Those tree monsters aren’t usually hostile to smaller animals but I wouldn’t put it past them," Ulf replied as the others looked at the bodies. Nero tried to leave the shoulder pocket to jump on top of the pile of corpses but Theo stopped her. She didn’t appreciate it. "No matter what, we need Arila to take a look at them. Their behaviour was extreme, starved or not."
The others agreed to the same. All except Nero. The [Familiar] was able to wriggle out of Theo’s hands and lunge into the pile, digging herself underneath the top layer as she started to eat to her heart’s content.
"You might want to get her out of there, Theo," Stig commented. The [Rune-Crafter] was forced to enter the pile as well, using his second set of senses to somewhat understand where that damned [Familiar] was hiding. The [Bond] was being filled up with pure delight from Nero’s side as she stuffed her stomach to the brim. Theo did not need the visceral descriptions of wet flesh, however, and was able to get a proper hand around the back of a certain rabbit. "Oh, you got her quick."




Chapter 12







[Transform]


With care and precision, Nero was taken from the pile with a small slab of meat firmly lodged in her mouth. When the [Mage] raised his hand to remove it, the mental response from the rabbit made him give up. Holding the small critter in his hand, he just accepted that she wouldn’t do it again. At least for the next few hours. Rabbits ate a surprising amount. 
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!

Progression for the next [Level]: 100%

Your [Familiar] has levelled up!
The level has increased from [1] to [2].
[2] points have been granted.

Now that wasn’t too bad. Walking along as the group started to move towards the village again, Theo opened up the [Familiar Status].
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 2(0%)
Profession: -
Health(HP): 48/48
Stamina(SP): 64/64
Mana(MP): 33/33

Stats
Physical: 16
Mental: 13
Soul: 7
Available Points: 2

While the [Mage] did want to make the [Familiar] stronger first and foremost, he needed the ability to reason with Nero. The rabbit, while intelligent enough to understand orders, still wasn’t smart enough to obey those orders. She was still working in the short-term and that wasn’t something Theo could deal with. Putting the two points into [Mental], he felt the [Bond] strengthen just a little.
Are you going to do a repeat of before now?
That the instant response was an unquestionable affirmative made Theo sigh. She could at least make the responses more clear now, though they weren’t progressing in the right way. Maybe that would change in the future when she was a little bigger.
Another ten minutes of travelling brought the village into sight, the group spreading out as the gates opened up. Arila and Herta were called for and the corpses of the wolves were studied as the rabbits were removed for the night’s dinner. The meat needed to be prepared, after all, and the cooks did not care about issues with unrelated corpses.
"There’s something on the lower end of the brain stem," Arila said after a few minutes of cutting through wolf skulls. Most of the other forest dwarves had left to avoid the blood splatters but Theo was too curious to not stay. Stig agreed, looking at the dissection with curious eyes. "This black spot. A tumour?"
"A tumour across every wolf in an entire group," Herta agreed, the other skulls offering the same sight. Each had the same size, position, and the same effect as well. "This isn’t caused by any natural sickness. We’re working with a magical sickness, one that they have had for a while. Look at their patterns. These are from the southern end of the forest."
Theo couldn’t see the slightest difference in the fur from those he’d already met once, but the other seemingly nodded along as if it were the most basic fact of the day. Just who memorized wolf fur patterns? Forest dwarves. That’s the answer.
"It’s either the sickness that made them travel so far or it’s a mix of desperation for food that filled them. It wasn’t a lack of prey that caused their starvation," Arila said, cutting up the stomach of one of the corpses. The undigested mash of meat that fell out left a few of the other forest dwarves ready to puke. Theo didn’t know what to feel when the smell left him unaffected. His only reaction was to hold Nero back from jumping into the pooling liquids. That rabbit was too weird sometimes. "The disease made them prone to attack, caused a lack of fear, and finally made it impossible to digest whatever they ate. They were starving with full stomachs. If this was the work of a mage, I can’t say I know which kind could have done this."
Studying the tumours that were believed to have caused all the effects to begin with, the [Rune-Crafter] finally recognized some part of it from earlier experiences.
"The tumours have a dark-grey coloring, if that helps," Theo offered, the others still left looking over at him in confusion. "The colouring is the same as what corpses show off after a few hours. This is much denser, though. It’s like the permeating energy of death from ten corpses crammed into one small sphere."
Curious.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 8].

"The energy of death…it could be a dread mage, then. Maybe a necromancer in the worst-case scenario," Herta suggested, Arila not seeming happy about it at all.
"I’m putting my bets on a dread mage," the leader of the village said, cutting loose the tumors and putting them in a small bag. "Theo, you said these had more energy of death than usual?"
"There’s more than four hundred dead beasts’ worth of energy in there, yeah," the [Mage] confirmed, not feeling too happy with how close that bag was to him as Arila began to fill it up. Seeing those dark waves emanate made his body feel queasy. "Is there any chance that those tumours might spread to us?"
"If the mage that cast the harvest spell had the power to make it spread, you would have died trying to kill each other before you got back to the village," Herta said, bringing out a larger bag to wrap the first one in. It seemed to insulate the dark energy somehow. "Other than a potential night of sleep terrors from exposure to the energy, you will be fine."
With that cleared up, there wasn’t much more to do. The cooks couldn’t use the wolf meat, even if it was supposedly safe, meaning that it had to be thrown out for the predators of the forest to consume. A few others would do that job, though Theo cut off a chunk of meat for Nero to chew on beforehand, leaving the [Mage] and a certain archer to their own devices.
"We have night shift tonight but not much else before that," Stig said as they walked over and got something to eat, the duo ready to fill their stomachs while mild bloodstains gathered under Theo’s shoulder pads. Nero was too messy an eater. "There’s the card game to look forward to, but until that… I guess you can start by telling me why your shield is shining weirdly."
"What?" Theo questioned, looking over at the shield resting next to one of the tent’s poles. As [Mana-Sight] honed in on it, he was able to spot a very mild white sheen on its corners. Oh! "That would be the [Cold Iron]. I figured out how to change the [Material] on my shield and there’s a chance that it might be a little magical?"
"A little?" the [Space Mage] questioned, wide eyes clear on his face as they went over the table to get a better look. Theo faintly remembered that [Mana-Sight] hadn’t been so obvious in the forest dwarf before. When had that manifested? "It’s one of the materials that only the stone dwarves are meant to be able to manipulate. Just… At what point did you become able to do this?"
"At what point were you able to see magical currents?" the [Rune-Crafter] fired back. Something clicked in the back of the dwarven archer’s head as they both became enamoured with the sudden realization. "The shield can apparently [Transform] its [Material] to any [Material] that it’s physically interacting with. There are very likely limits, but I don’t know them."
But Stig was barely listening by the end. He had approached the tent’s pole, the [Space Mage] circling the shield like he was afraid to touch it. The other forest dwarves around barely gave the two more than a glance, enjoying their lunch like civilized people. Their ears were still pointed in the duo’s direction, though.
After getting through the rest of their allocated fruits for the day, they moved away from the masses and onto one of the nearby hills. Theo put down his shield and started studying it once again. Letting his eyes focus on one of the [Gale Runes], he checked its internal numbers.
[Gale Rune]
Mana-Purity: 41%
Tier: 1
Material: Cold Iron
Capacity: 3/5
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 20/34

It had been at 50% purity that morning, the [Durability] likewise having been near-full. Theo had redone all of the [Runes], and yet…each of them showed similar results. [Mana-Purity] was down the drain for all of them, all except for the [Impact Rune].
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 62%
Tier: 1
Material: Cold Iron
Capacity: 12/12
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 31/54

This here was the single-highest [Mana-Purity] Theo had ever been able to make himself and it had been changed through [Transformation]. The [Material] changed the effectiveness of [Runes] by this much? It was incredible.




Chapter 13







Infinite Possibilities 


"So if we take [Steel] as the standard [Material], [Cold Iron] will worsen the [Gale Rune] and the [Ignis Rune] while enhancing the [Impact Rune], and it also allows the [Petrification Rune] to exist at all," Theo muttered as he drew it out on the dirt with a stick, wondering how he was going to remember this the second that more [Materials] were added. What about alloys? "Stig, does the village have any pen and paper that I can use?" 
"We have a few stacks, yes," the archer confirmed, walking over to get it from the nearby head house while Theo stayed behind to try out another idea. What would happen if he tried to [Regenerate] the shield while it was another metal?
Channelling energy into it, the colouring didn’t change in the slightest. Only the [Runes] on it began to fade away, Theo stopping the process right after to avoid just that. He would need to redo them no matter what, since the current ones were useless in their current form, and they were getting such large hits to [Durability] when the [Material] type changed, but he still had a few ideas that he needed to test on them.
Did he need [Steel] present to change it back to that variant, and, if he had the mental fortitude, could he only change a part of the shield to the other [Material]? First he tried to put [Mana] into the shield with the intent to transform the [Cold Iron] into [Steel]. That part worked beautifully. While he seemed to need the other metal to be present, the standard [Steel] type was without this restriction.
And stopping it midway was easy as well, with only the lower chunk of the shield being converted. Using [Transform Shield] again, Theo was able to use the [Cold Iron] already present to convert the [Steel] once again. That…was good to know. Since Theo could have more than one kind of metal on the shield at once, and since he could somewhat control which part of the shield was [Transformed], couldn’t he just keep the metals found on the edge? It sounded like a plan to him, at least.
What else was there? Theo supposed that testing the limits of what counted as a [Material] could work. Looking at one of the rocks nearby, the [Mage] picked it up. It was made of granite, sharp to the touch and more than able to count as a mineral. But did the spell think the same? Putting it against his system and trying to [Transform] it, Theo was sad to say it didn’t work.
Granite doesn’t work. What does?
Seeing a certain bald dwarf walk by with his weapon, Theo had an idea.
"Hey, Ulf!" Theo shouted, getting his attention. "Can you come over here for a second?"
The bald dwarf shrugged at the others he was walking with before scaling the hill and standing before the [Rune-Crafter], looking quite curious.
"Where’s Stig running off to? He’s usually sticking by your side at this time," Ulf questioned as he looked around, no archer in sight.
"He’s over at the head building to get some pen and paper for me," Theo was quick to explain, looking at a certain weapon that interested him greatly. "Would you mind me having a look at your warhammer for a few seconds? I need to check something."
"Have at it," Ulf said, offering the weapon to the [Mage]. Theo took it with both hands, carefully putting it down alongside the shield. Pressing the two tools together, the [Rune-Crafter] activated [Transform Shield] once again. "Well, now, that isn’t something you see every day."
In direct opposition to the required [Mana] to turn [Steel] into [Cold Iron], [Carbon Steel] took next to nothing in terms of energy during the [Transformation]. Theo didn’t let the actual [Material] spread too far on the shield, merely having it on the side, but this was more than enough for his test. Moving around the spot of [Carbon Steel] on the shield, it settled right at the top right. It would be the first of many if the [Rune-Crafter] could get his way.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Transform Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 4].

Having a high level of [Mana-Mastery] is just cheating at this point.
"It’s a proof of concept, at least," Theo commented, settling his shield to the side once again as he handed back the warhammer. "Thanks for the help, Ulf."
"Don’t think anything of it," the bald dwarf assured him. A look into the distance showed that Stig was jogging back, a good few pages in one hand and a few pens in the other. He was certainly making sure he didn’t need to run a second time. "I’ll leave you two to your business. Farewell."
Waving the old forest dwarf goodbye, Theo was happy to be given the pen and paper, instantly starting to scribble out different words. Dividing the first paper into three columns, he began to list down every [Rune] he knew.
"Just what are you planning to do with this?" Stig questioned as he looked over Theo’s shoulder, the young archer not finding it possible to read his writing in the slightest. Whatever magic had caused Theo’s brain to hardwire into their language seemingly forgot to get the written version in as well. Theo could perhaps understand it, but its lettering was just out of this world. Its letters felt closer to runes than [Runes] did. "And isn’t having that much open space at the bottom a waste?"
"It’s for the fact that the number of objects I need to note down will increase over time," Theo said, starting to fill out the [Cold Iron] section and state which of his finds were true or not. If he wanted to use the sheet to its best effect, he needed to know what [Rune] should be on what [Material]. If he could increase the effectiveness of his magic by shifting around the [Materials] on his shield, each part enhancing the [Rune-Work] on it, why wouldn’t he? "If I wrote it down to only fit the [Runes] I already know, I would need to redo them the second I find anything more."
That seemed to sate the [Space Mage]. He spent a few more minutes prodding and attempting to understand the Latin lettering before he gave up and started to work on his bow again. The string had gotten worn again and needed to be replaced before they left the village in a few days.
A few more minutes of idle scribbling had Theo knowing most of what he could at the moment, when it came to the [Cold Iron], meaning it was time for the [Carbon Steel]. As he started the process of replacing most of the [Material] on his shield, Theo slowly felt his [Mana] drain.
Making sure that it didn’t hit the [Cold Iron] left was quite a complicated affair, honestly, but the [Rune-Crafter] couldn’t say he did too badly. Anything that lost too much was simply [Transformed] back, allowing the man to have a safety net no matter what.
"So let’s see here," Theo muttered as he opened up all three kinds of [Runes] on the shield. The standard [Mana-Purity] when it sat on [Steel] was around 55% with [Ignis Runes] and [Impact Runes] while being around 50% with the [Gale Runes]. Did the [Carbon Steel] increase or decrease it?
[Gale Rune]

Mana-Purity: 46%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 3/5
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 12/34

[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 56%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 11/12
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 21/54

[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 51%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/11
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 17/44

"Increase with [Impact Runes] and decrease with the two others," Theo muttered, noting it down on the paper. He didn’t understand the method behind the modifications, but he supposed that a larger sample would allow him some kind of enlightenment. The [System] refused to answer this line of questioning, so outright experimentation was his only way forward. "Stig, are there any other types of iron or [Steel] in this village?"
"Other than the regular type?"
"Yes."
"No, then," the archer replied, shaking his head. "We have a few gems, if that could work?"
"I don’t think it would," Theo said, looking at his shield with new eyes. What if it did? The idea of a massive shield made out of one big gemstone did sound somewhat fun, though it would just as likely be brittle. One good hit and it would be gone for good. Not a good way to go. "I can just try something else."




Chapter 14







Stress


Standing up as he [Transformed] the bottom of the shield back into [Cold Iron], Theo bent the shield a bit before stepping down on it, slowly but steadily ripping off the lower chunk of the metal. Stig offered up no comments, having already seen it before, but Theo did feel a little weird while doing it. Nevertheless, he didn’t stop until he had a solid piece of [Cold Iron] in his hand. 
As he put it to his ear, his worries were confirmed. It was sizzling. He’d been warned that the [Material] would degrade faster than the [Steel] and this was some form of proof. While it didn’t instantly vanish into the air, Theo could notice some slow but steady vanishing on the sides. The [Material] itself had maybe an hour before it would be gone from this world.
"Is it the metal that’s making that weird noise?" Stig questioned from the side as he held his ears. Theo was surprised at the reaction. In the distance, a few of the other forest dwarves had similar grimaces on their faces. They did have enhanced hearing. "That is some awful stuff. Turn it off, if you can."
When Nero started complaining as well, Theo had no real choice but to just rip it apart a few more times before putting it into the earth. The sound was still hearable if one focused on it, but it was more than endurable. No matter what, however, it was something of a find. The degradation of some [Materials] caused high-pitch whining that would put creatures out of the game for a while, though since forest dwarves were also affected, Theo wasn’t too sure how he could use it.
"Maybe just don’t?" Stig suggested, scratching at his ears as the pain slowly went away. The [Rune-Crafter]’s apologies had been accepted but the aftereffects were still running loud and clear. "If it hits the allies as well as the enemies, do you gain anything from it?"
"I guess not," Theo replied. Even in a case where he was working on his own, ripping off a part of his shield would be both time-consuming and it would also weaken his only true form of weaponry and defence. Digging into his resources so heavily while otherwise engaged in combat would be called risky at best and outright suicide at worst. Maybe another [Material] could give similar but more muted effects, something that didn’t hit the dwarves as well. It was something to check out when he found another one. "Back to it, I suppose."
Spending the rest of the afternoon just remaking the [Runes] on the shield was rather relaxing. Theo engaged in putting [Cold Iron] on the bottom of the weapon as well. Stig did point up the dangers of mixing metals, and the potential weak points of it, but the [Mage] was somewhat sure of its stability. It could at least handle a few tests hits on the ground well enough.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Transform Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Regenerate Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 7].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 8].

Now that was something that brought a smile to Theo’s face, the new shield likewise working just as fine as he wanted it to. The [Cold Iron] that had been ripped off before was entirely gone by the time that the sun had been whisked away, however, further proving that the degradation of the [Material] was so much higher than the [Steel]’s. The latter had handled almost two weeks of being away from the shield now. Theo was rather surprised by that, honestly.
Food was had in plenty, the meat of the day being as delicious as usual. Nero had a few slices throughout, but the [Familiar] preferred the raw version for whatever reason. Theo didn’t understand it. He hoped she would understand the full truth of the universe in the future and move away from uncooked meats.
Until then, however, he and Stig had a job that they needed to fulfill.
"Against the expectations that many have for guard duty, we don’t do all too much," Stig commented as the two stood on top of the wall, overlooking the wide area beyond the village gate. There were no creatures, nothing that would wish them harm. Except for the occasional song of the birds alongside the rustling winds, there was nothing to see and nothing to hear. Only the light of the moon kept them company and even that was a rather boring sight after an hour. "We just stand around, look menacing, and then switch out after a few hours so the other half can take up our role as guards and we can go in and play cards."
"So you’re still so focused on getting me into that weird game of yours," Theo replied dryly, thinking back to the many hours in the tent where Stig had tried to teach him the game itself. It was a weird version of poker, one that had a few more rounds and a few more chances to bluff the opponents. And if the [Space Mage] was to be trusted, that was the main focus of the game. The actual worth of one’s cards came second when you could make others believe you had something better than them. Calm arrogance, or whatever the archer had called it, was the point of the game beyond all else. "You are just three steps ahead of everybody else when it comes to trying to trick others out of their coins."
"Always," the archer replied before the call from within the small hut was heard, the time for the first switch of the night starting up.
The ten outside ventured into the hut while the ones that had already gotten rest did the opposite. Numbers had been swapped and all were seated at the table. Shuffling the stack of cards with efficiency beyond the mighty dealers of a city that never slept, Stig looked around with a grin. "Does anybody here need to borrow a few coins before we start up?"
Theo did his best not to react when more than a handful of them did, Stig readily giving out under the pretence of being paid back later. The human just tried to play the game itself afterwards, having already gained enough of those golden dimes to play. Arila had given him a good handful of them, since he was meant to leave the village with her son in hand. The two of them weren’t meant to be like beggars, as had been said by the leader herself.
He didn’t mind it, and he took care not to lose too much during the game itself. More than a few times the others made challenges for him to increase his bids, wanting to skyrocket the pool of possible winnings in each round. The playstyle was entirely foreign to the [Mage], everybody at the table wanting to risk it all for maximum gain. He couldn’t say he felt comfortable with it, staking his bid as low as possible while folding when he didn’t have the best of hands. Trickery wasn’t his greatest mindset.
"Do you two know when you’re meant to be leaving yet?" Hald asked. The forest dwarf was one of Stig’s old friends and almost the same age. In contrast to the many others in the village, the youth hadn’t thought too badly about Theo at the start, and the [Rune-Crafter] greatly appreciated it. "Word around the village is that Arila has ordered Ulf and Bjorn to escort you two to the city the day after tomorrow, but those grumpy warriors don’t want to confirm it."
"I didn’t know that either but I won’t doubt it," Stig answered with a shrug, the communication not being too quick around these parts. Had the leader truly tried to keep the date secret? How peculiar. "How is everybody taking it? Theo and I leaving this place must hit your hearts deeply."
"If it means we don’t have to carry piles of rocks until our backs break, I don’t see a reason to be mad at all," Hald replied, chuckles running through the table as the others joined in on the banter. Theo, in the meanwhile, was desperately trying to remember what card combinations gave what amount of points. He really needed to have written some of it down. "And, honestly, it would be the talk of the forest if the future leader grows up to be a mighty space mage. Who would dare try and take us on when the leader can control the world itself?"
The shouts of the agreement almost made it impossible to see the faltering smile on Stig’s face, Theo sighing inside as he knew that the pressure was on. They weren’t letting him travel because the young archer wanted to see the world. They were doing it to shape him into something he wasn’t.
By the time that Stig returned, he was meant to be the leader they could follow forever and more. Putting a good handful of his coins onto the tables while the other was distracted with their shouting, Theo wondered if he could make it less painful of a process.
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For Now


The feast that signalled their departure was quite a tasty one. Theo enjoyed every spice and flavor as meats of all sorts were cooked together with every plant and root that could be found in the forest. It seemed that Arila had made the messenger in Oslaker bring back some sugar and treats as well, and the baker in the village had been able to bake enough that the entire village was full halfway into the evening. The meal allowed nearly all to get a good night’s rest before the four needed to leave for green lands. 
All except for the actual people who needed to travel, Theo most certainly not getting a lick of sleep in that bed of his. Nero had been perched against his neck throughout the entire night, the [Familiar] comforting him through her steady breaths, but there was no true rest for him. When the sun rose on the horizon, its rays pushing through the treetops, he was already out and moving.
And, who would have guessed, Stig was there as well, the archer sitting by the village gate with all his bags already prepared. They had gear, food, and clothing to last, put into two bags. They’d each carry a bag through the journey, though Theo’s would have a little more, since he could survive the extra weight.
"Are you ready to leave this place behind for the next few years?" Theo asked the [Space Mage], sitting down next to him. There weren’t too many others around, the populace not too awake just yet. And those who were awake were still getting through the breakfast of the day. "It’s a good day to travel. No rain will be stopping us for the first few hours, at least."
"That it won’t," Stig agreed, his voice not travelling far. The archer, able to look a monster in the eyes without flinching, put his knees close to his chest as he looked out at the green plains that filled the village. "Is it wrong if I’m thinking about calling all of this off?"
The feeling of fear, huh?
"Not really," Theo replied, knowing it all too well. They were about to embark on a new chapter of life, one that had been sought for so long. They were close and so important milestone, and…when they stepped beyond, the duo would have to ask what to do next. "You’ve spent your life wanting to get out of here. If I had to wager a guess, what comes after hasn’t been considered too heavily."
Stig sighed, the back of the forest dwarf’s head hitting the wooden wall that helped keep the village safe from all beasts and monsters that wished them harm. The turmoil could be seen everywhere on those features.
"I want to see ‘the whole world,’ but what that means in the short-term…is hard," the [Space Mage] explained, the voice carrying a little further as a wall in him started to break. "The most distance I’ve put between this place and me was when I first visited Oslaker, and it’s the closest village by a massive margin. Once we go beyond that, it’ll be unexplored territory. I barely know what the villages of this forest are called, much less what the different continents are. This next step just feels too large."
The long-term was melding too much with the head of a mind not meant to understand it. Grand schemes weren’t meant to be comprehended and it showed.
"If you think about it like that, then, yes, it will be the biggest step anybody could ever make," the [Rune-Crafter] said. Nero wriggled out of the armour and fell into Theo’s lap, the [Familiar] getting a few scratches for her efforts. "But it isn’t one big step. You don’t go from here and then ‘see the whole world.’ You take it one small chunk at a time. We visit Oslaker and then we visit whatever nearby village we haven’t seen before. It’s a simple system and we don’t need to take it further than that. We visit the nearest settlement, try to learn something, and then move on after some time. It’s the recipe for growth and it’ll work. I promise."
Silence pushed through the air after Theo’s small speech, Stig fiddling with the grass as he seemed to think it over. The [Rune-Crafter] didn’t push for any answer, just letting his words settle into the other’s mind. Stig was trying to make the first step to reach a goal he’d had all his life. Pushing him at the last stretch wouldn’t help anybody and much less Stig himself. The expectations were already high. There was no need to increase them.
…
"Thank you for that," the archer said before getting up from his place next to the wooden wall. The sun was still not too high just yet, but the others in the village had started their daily ritual of breakfast. "We’re meant to leave in thirty minutes. My mother will have our heads if we don’t eat before that."
Positivity surged in the forest dwarf’s mind and they were able to move throughout the village without issue. There was still that passive noose of expected growth the second they left the village gates, but Theo could help keep it loose. He would demand little and expect just as much, letting the dwarf grow at his own pace. Theo was sure he would push his limits of his own volition before long anyway.
Cheers were heard when Stig went through and got his food, the others in the village congratulating him on the soon-to-be departure. The mood of the people was pure excitement and the smiles all around did seem to help. Encouragement was at an all-time high, even if some of the comments clearly came from forced smiles. Honestly, the people around just couldn't help themselves sometimes.
"No, just keep the cards back here," Stig said, refusing the stack and pushing them back to their maker. "The game isn’t meant to end just because I'm not around to be the dealer. Somebody else can figure it out and the group might be able to win next time I'm around."
"Fine, then," Koul said as he instantly contradicted his words by pushing the cards right back over to Stig."We shall keep up the practice every weekend and you will do the same with these aged cards. I am halfway through another batch of them and we’ll use those. You will use these, and challenge every wannabe gambler in all the land to a game that only you can win."
"Well…when you say it like that, how can I refuse?"
The deck of cards was taken with a grin and stashed in with all of the other trinkets handed to the dwarf. Theo had gotten some as well for whatever reason, tokens of gratitude for keeping a certain future leader safe on the journey into the wide world. Coins, a few weird rings, and even a small book filled with words he could not understand. The last one was a travelogue to help them figure out where the different villages in the eastern forest were, but the [Rune-Crafter] couldn’t make heads or tails of the sketches. No, that would be the job of a certain forest dwarf the second they left.
Which they most certainly did not too long after. When the bell was rung, the village gathered at the entrance. Theo stood beside Ulf and Bjorn, all three looking on silently as Arila hugged her son goodbye. The two whispered words as they embraced, though the actual conversation was too quiet amongst the loud chattering from the other villagers.
"Keep my son safe, human, or live to feel the consequences," Arila said as a final message to Theo before the group left the village behind, the march towards Oslaker beginning at a good pace. "May the gods look upon this journey with a smile."
God, I hope the same.




Chapter 16







Oslaker


In just another ten minutes of walking, the village became a blur in the distance. Theo looked back at it and its features were impossible to discern. It was the last he would see of it for a long time if all things turned out as they needed to. 
"So how many days of travel was it to get to Oslaker?" Theo questioned as the others continued the high pace. He kept it easy enough with his long legs, but he knew it wouldn’t be too many hours before they needed rest. Combined with the bag on his back and shield on his side, the man weighed nearly 250 pounds.
"On the shortest route, it would normally be three days," Ulf answered shortly. "However, some heavy rain destroyed a good stretch of that path and it would be a nightmare to venture through it. We’re taking a swing towards the path to Gelimir before refocusing on Oslaker after a day of travel. It will lengthen the time to about four days at a good pace. Maybe five if the two of you break down halfway. Marching doesn’t seem to have been a popular venture for the two of you, so stamina can become an issue further into travelling."
Theo considered the chances of them getting a horse and wagon to move in after they reached Oslaker. [Stamina] was indeed a factor that they had to consider in the long run. While Theo certainly didn’t have anything against building it up through time, he likewise wanted to get to other places quickly.
Just what did he need to give to Stig to learn long-distance multi-person [Teleporting]?
"Hiking was a pastime for me when I was younger," Theo replied, thinking back to the short hiking adventures during his early youth. If he still had his phone, he would’ve looked up that picture of him at the Grand Canyon. He’d been so excited during those days, the wonders of the natural world just amazed him. If only he’d gotten the chance to continue visiting it all. "It was fun, though I haven’t done it in recent years."
"So your body is about as adapted to walking as somebody who hasn’t walked at all," Ulf surmised, Theo having no ability to correct him. To be quite honest, his left knee was already getting a little tired. Here the old dwarves, double his age and half the leg length, were keeping up with his speed without issue. Honestly, it felt a little like a challenge. "Something tells me this will be a fun journey for you two."
"It most certainly will," Bjorn agreed from the side, the two elders laughing together at some internal reference that both he and Stig didn’t understand. The [Space Mage] just sighed from the side, keeping up pace as best as he could. Theo made sure he was doing fine before focusing on doing the same himself. They had five days of walking ahead of them. There was little reason to force themselves to be tired within the first day.
Nero wriggled out of the shoulder pad and sat on his shoulder as they walked, the little critter sniffing the air. It was a nice distraction from the forest view, the senses of the [Familiar] blending into Theo’s own as he felt the world like never before. The rabbit did have a large use of his eyes as well, sure, but his ability to smell was so heightened as well. The smell of the forest was just too strong, the leaves, grass, and dirt excluding sensations that the [Rune-Crafter] couldn’t explain in words. The critter by his side simply showed Theo a side of the world that so few humans had felt before.
"Closing your eyes while walking isn’t too good a practice," Stig reminded from the side, drawing the [Rune-Crafter] out of the trance.
Hours passed by and the first split in the road was located. "The left is the direct path to Oslaker. The right is the path to Gelimir."
"How far is Gelimir from here?" Theo asked.
"A month and a half if we march at a good pace," Ulf replied, the eyes of the human widening to the extreme as the bald dwarf’s grin widened. "The villages of the eastern forest are far-spread, human. Don’t expect everything to be so easily reached."
The density of the continent truly was the lowest of the low, Theo not able to put it against any kind of modern standard as they turned to the right. This was beyond medieval times in the old world, beyond what could be seen as normal. The [Mage] would have said as much if he didn’t know what had likely caused it.
That damned purge so many decades ago. The "scourge," a wave of death that had killed most people in the continent. It had taken out all but one human settlement, the race that had dominated on Vrasis, and everybody else had gotten a similar treatment. As Arila had said when Theo had asked, it was only those who had hidden well that were allowed the privilege of living another day.
Theo wondered how it had been before that turning point. What massive settlements could he have visited? He knew it had to have been something. [Mana] was magical electricity, Theo knowing that [Rune-Crafters] could have created mega-cities without too many issues.
Maybe that [Citadel] was one. It’s another ruin we need to visit if anybody knows where it is.
Lunch was had without stopping, the group going through dried meats and dense bread. It was as close to hardtack as it could be, though Theo had nothing against the taste. He’d tried worse. The others didn’t have the same reaction.
"This here is why I stopped being a courier twenty years ago," Bjorn muttered, grinding the dense bread with great difficulty, water not helping to soften it enough. "Hard bread without taste, meat without proper consistency, and the rough ground being the only true bed we can choose. It’s not an easy life."
"But it was an exciting one at some points," Ulf fired back, the two elders started to banter. Theo and Stig settled in beside them, not saying a word. "Do you not remember the hordes of thunder owls that would chase us each time we harvested their eggs?"
"I remember the scar I still have on my back from when one of them hit me," the other dwarf retorted, the mention of battle wounds making the bald one laugh. It didn’t take too long before Bjorn joined in as well. "It was a good time to be sure, though. Even that trek to Rootdale was a tale for the ages. If not for how much of a pain it was to get there, I would almost want to visit that world tree again."
[World-Tree]?
"Aye," Ulf agreed with a sigh. "It was a sight to behold. Didn’t one of the mages last season say its fruits would be able to be harvested soon? We might be able to buy some of them when the traders make another round over to us."
"Sorry for butting in but what is the [World-Tree] again?" Theo asked, not having heard of it before. Stig hadn’t mentioned it, but the name itself showed off importance that couldn’t be rivalled. "World" was a title that wasn’t so easily delegated, after all. "I haven’t heard of it before."
The forest dwarves stared at him for a moment, as if he had said that he didn’t know what sliced bread was.
"Now that is something I never thought I would need to explain to anybody but a babe," Ulf commented, chuckling a little before he got himself under control. "The world tree on Vrasis, one of two across all the continents, sits right in the middle of our piece of this world. It can be seen from several miles away and breaks through the clouds even before its branches spread out. There’s nothing quite like it and it is a place I advise you two to visit when you get the chance."
Well now. That wasn’t something that Theo was happy about not knowing. Getting more information, he learned that it was northeast of Zerdyl, the duo needing to travel for several months if they wanted to reach the tree. Theo certainly thought it worth the trouble if he could see something so massive, and the fruits along its branches made him very interested as well.
"It only happens every few decades, since the tree needs to build up the energy," Bjorn recounted from memory. "But the wait is worth it, even if it only happens once in a lifetime. The fruits bring great strength to those who eat them, to the point where some have awakened magical abilities from them. I believe the tales tell of the mightiest druids gaining their abilities through the fruits."
"[Druids]?"
"The keepers of the world, the animals and plants inside it," Stig provided. "They preserve what would otherwise be lost through time with the help of having their little world inside them. I think they’re called…biospheres?"
"That they are," Ulf agreed. "A most interesting work of magic. Those druids are beyond life, living centuries without going grey and bringing out the animals that wouldn’t have survived the cataclysms that have struck this world through the years. Some of them might even be older than this world if the tales don’t lie."
The mention of [Biospheres] reminded Theo of the [System]’s explanation of the different types of magic. There was [Elemental Magic], [Arcanium Magic], [Conceptual Magic], and [Druidic Magic], each domain showing off its own set of abilities. One of the abilities that these [Druids] had was their unquestionable connection to nature. Theo had thought their domain on the level of the others, but…there was a chance theirs was the most powerful of all. They were the forces of a past age of the world and they had made sure to maintain it for centuries.
Theo wanted to meet one of them when he got the chance, even if it would take a while. While they were wanderers, they didn’t stray too far from the northern forests.
"The largest of the druidic groves sit behind northern mountains," Ulf explained. "The ancients don’t like to leave those behind for long, so you will go there yourself if you wish to meet them."
And the estimate to get there? It was easily a full year of travel. Theo could survive it in the future, but there were another few stops they needed to make before starting their adventures north. The many southern villages in the great eastern forest were the first of those many stops.
Going even more short-term, however, the whistling of Stig brought Theo back into reality, the archer pointing slightly off the path ahead. The hint of bricks covered with moss made the [Rune-Crafter]’s eyes widen.
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Drew


In the past. 
In the morning sun, Drew found himself unable to hit the target with an arrow. This was perhaps not because of the morning sun in his eyes, and more of a common issue for somebody with butterfingers like him, but he liked to blame it on that sun. Even if it wasn’t directly worsening his skill in the art of archery, he could at least amend that it was pretty annoying to stand around in.
The tree line was right behind the shooting targets, the red-and-white circles made of hay and paint sitting just next to one of the bigger trees that the village had allowed to stay around all those years ago. Drew personally had nothing against it, loving the chance for more nature all around him, but it hurt a little when he had more arrows hit the tree than the target two meters next to it.
"Is it windy over there?" Jack, one of the others at the range, asked Drew as the third shot in a row missed the target wide. "For a hunter, you seem to forget that you need to hit the target. Just scaring them by hitting around the beasts won’t help us in the long run."
"I’ll try to remember that," Drew promised, trying to be somewhat polite as the others just laughed and continued with their practice. They were meant to go out for the season’s first big hunt tomorrow, and everybody had become a little rusty.
Some more than others, maybe.
A wet nose booped his empty hand, a small bark making it clear who the source was. With a wagging tail, Nox held the retrieved arrows in her mouth with clear skill. The look on that furry hound’s face was enough to bring Drew back into the realm of positivity, a modest smile reaching his lips as he went down on one knee to carefully get the arrows.
"You’re too well-trained, Nox," Drew commented as he put the arrows back into his quiver. They had a bit of drool on them, but it didn’t matter too much. For a hound that weighed as much as a man, this was the apex of gentleness. "Before we know it, you might be the one firing arrows instead of me."
Nox barked in response, clearly agreeing with Drew as he got back into position. The others nearby snickered, but he didn’t let it get to him as deeply as usual. His friend of the past three years idly sat by to wait for the man to empty his arrows yet again.
Letting a deep breath escape him, his footing adjusted itself an his fingers let go of the string. The arrow flew in a short arc, a low howl coming forth as it penetrated the air, before finally hitting the target in the exact middle. A feeling of accomplishment, of serenity, came through Drew for just a few seconds. Now he just needed to make shots like that the standard.
Getting back into the practicing mindset, he fired off another few rounds before his arm got a little too tired to be precise. With Nox getting the last batch of arrows, the projectiles and arrow were put into the hunters’ storage shed. Some of the others like to take theirs home with them, but Drew had learned to avoid that in recent months. For all his troubles in practicing, a certain younger brother had gotten old enough to get bold with what he stole.
I really need to talk to him about that again.
"I see that you’re out here today as well, Drew," a voice said from the side, the tones deeper than most. Looking over and slightly upwards, he met the calm smile of Ajax. The highest-ranking hunter in their small village, the very same who’d allowed him to join in on the practice during the winter months. "Remember to not tire yourself out before we leave for the trip tomorrow. A shaky arm from the very start never helps anybody."
"Don’t worry, I’m done for today," Drew promised, trying to ignore the small ache that had been building up in his arm since yesterday. He wasn’t built for combat, and he hadn’t been for the first twenty years of his life, but times changed and his old skills no longer paid for the food he and his brother needed. "Are we going out at the same time as previously planned?"
Nox sat by his legs, idly scratching her ears as the conversation continued. The large dog was able to elicit a few chuckles from them both. Even the experienced hunters could see the joy of life.
"At the first hint of dawn, yes," Ajax confirmed with a nod, that comforting smile returning to his face. He was the leader of the village’s hunting group for a reason, the tall man able to inspire hope through his actions and words more than most. And, even better, he wasn’t an asshole to the ones who hadn’t joined up with the hunters while they were younger. "On that note, you should probably tuck in for the day soon. The sun is going down in an hour or so, and the summer nights are too short for a good rest as it is."
After Drew promised to do just that, the two left for their own business once again, Nox following along with Drew’s movements near-perfectly. The guard dog had been trained to assist hunters, more specifically his dad for nearly three years. It was amazing that a year of inactivity, just watching Drew stumble around, hadn’t done anything to remove those skills.
"You’re really a genius" escaped his lips, the hound looking up from whatever hole in the ground she’d found. Walking along for a few minutes more, the small house Drew called his own came into sight. The old steel gate was opened up, Nox running through the small garden for a moment before Drew met up with her and unlocked the main door. The fireplace had been lit up, a bit earlier than what they’d agreed to, but Drew saw no need to complain, as they’d already gotten a new batch of wood from their neighbors, and the smell of food reached his nose.
"Did you remember to use the leftover rabbit meat from yesterday?"
"Of course, I did, when you reminded me a hundred times before you left this morning," Elias, his younger brother, replied at full volume from inside the kitchen. While the kid still wasn’t tall enough to reach the highest shelves, Drew had to admit that he had a knack for making the food. That was at least the excuse he used when giving that job to him, since whatever Drew made always came out slightly burnt. "Hello, Nox. Did you find some more rats today?"
The hound barked in response, clearly unable to understand the question, yet the teenager took that as a full-blown conversational piece as he started to chat with her. Drew didn’t comment on the high-pitched tone, or how dirty Nox was after having rolled around in all the mud this afternoon.
"Did anything interesting happen today?" the oldest asked as he finally got rid of his jacket, feeling more comfortable as he sat in a chair to rest his feet. Walking around all day was not the ideal job for a former seamster.
"Andrew came by and said you owed him three silver," Elias replied as he opened the pot sitting in the fireplace, filling two bowls up and handing one of them to Drew. The oldest took note of the small knife wound right above his left eye. He’d been in a fight. "I told him that you didn’t owe shit, and he tried to get in and find where we hid our coins."
"Did he find them?" Drew asked, a small glance made over to the old statue of a knight that his mother had gotten as a wedding gift a few decades ago now. It remained untouched, luckily, the usual layer of dust sitting on it as always.
"He couldn’t even get through the door," Elias replied with some hint of unneeded pride in his voice. It wasn’t hard to know the source of that wound now. "By the way, if somebody asks then I never touched him."
Tasting the stew, Drew felt some sense of calm get through him. He hadn’t eaten since the early morning, and even then it had only been a few fruits. This was better than nearly anything they usually got.
"I don’t think anybody would care to believe that a scrawny thirteen-year-old could beat up a man in his late twenties," he commented, getting a small laugh out of the youngest. Even then, however, it only helped enhance the wrong mindset. "Try to keep out of fighting people, though. We don’t need another incident like the one last month."
That victim’s parents were still staring daggers at Drew every time he met them. Which, honestly, was fair. Last he heard, the local healer hadn’t been able to set the bone in place again. If not for the witnesses that defended his younger brother, and the recent loss, they’d be out wandering the forests by themselves already.
"How’s the new bags turning out, by the way?" Drew asked, his eyes wandering over to the old sewing room. The machine they’d used for bigger works had been broken for the past six months, and nobody close by knew how to repair it, so more careful work was required. While they’d both been taught about the techniques until their brains liquified, neither enjoyed the process.
The one in front of him liked it the least, seeing as he was the one who had to stay at home and do it for the entire day, while Drew had to go out and practise during the day hours. In the words of a certain grumpy person—
"It’s not fair," Elias said with a frustrated tone, putting the bowl on the table and crossing his arms. "They’re coming along, and I’ve done most of the work. I have sat in a dark room for twelve hours straight every day for a month, and you have been outside playing with dad’s dog and practicing archery. You don’t even like using bows, or any weapon for that matter!"
That was more than true, though the alternative was something Drew couldn’t allow. Their late parents would come back to life and rip off his head if the roles were switched. His father had ordered him to protect Elias, and that meant that he wasn’t going to become a hunter, no matter how much he wanted to.
"When you become an adult, we can switch. You do the hunting and I’ll do the sewing," Drew said, finding the idea of working with fabrics again rather endearing. It had been so long since he’d truly gotten enveloped in that craft, his time outside with the others too extreme. But…he needed to be prepared for the day ahead. "Until then, or until we find somebody who can fix that damned machine, it’ll stay this way."
That red face on his younger brother looked ready to throw every explicit word at Drew, the oldest preparing himself for the verbal assault with a practised calm. That hatred of the current living situation wasn’t new and it wasn’t going away anytime soon.
But today wasn’t a regular day.
"Fine," Elias spat, taking the remains of his food and moving over to his room. The door was just about ripped open and slammed hard enough for some of the dust on the ceiling to drizzle down onto the floor. Drew could only take a sip of his drink and wonder if he would have to hire one of the carpenters to have a look at it. The house had been in the family for a hundred years now, and he couldn’t have it falling apart anytime soon.
Maybe those three extra silver will do me well in dealing with that expense.
Taking his own cutlery and bowl, he washed the former while letting Nox lick off the latter’s last bits of food. The hound had already gotten her daily allowance of meat and birds, but that mouth could always eat some more. It was a dangerous combo in these times, but Drew wouldn’t be able to live with himself if that dog was allowed to be even slightly starved. He’d cut off his own food supply before that hound needed to feel hungrier than necessary.
"Is that such a bad thing, Nox?" Drew asked the big ball of fur, getting a bark in response. "Good dog. So wise."
With the sun already over the horizon, the clouds and moon filling the village with night and darkness, the hunter did his best to tuck in for the day as well. While his mind was plagued with thoughts about the future, his biggest actual worries were in the present. If he was going to keep up with expenses, that meant being useful to the village’s hunting group.
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Power in the Wrong Hands


In the past. 
When Drew awoke at dawn, Elias was nowhere to be found. A few fruits were at the dinner tables, looking to have been recently plucked from the village’s communal trees, so the older brother was forced to assume that the younger one was out doing mischief somewhere. Maybe even playing with some others his age? It was a distant hope, though not one he couldn’t wish for.
"Are you ready to catch some deer, Nox?" Drew asked the hound as he geared up, getting a quick bark in return. Leather armour was strapped on as best as possible. The sizing of his armour was slightly too big for his frame, but it was the only suit he had. Hopefully, he’d grow into it with time, just like his father before him. "That’s the spirit. Now we just need to hope they haven’t left without us, and we should be on our merry way."
They hadn’t, as it turned out. Walking through the village and meeting the other workers so early up in the morning, the sound of barking was easily heard in the distance. While the hunters’ hounds were all well-trained, most of them had significant issues with staying quiet during the slower hours of the day.
"Drew!" Ajax shouted as the others likewise saw him and Nox slowly walk along. The hound by his side didn’t make the slightest bark, looking at its brothers with a cold eye. It was acting like an old one, with that level of patience and a sense of calm, yet it still had a stronger bite than most of the ones here. "I am glad you could make it. There are still a few others we need to wait for, so grab your weapon and get into formation."
"Of course," Drew replied with a sharp nod, a short whistle escaping his lips as Nox instantly turned to follow yet again. "It won’t take more than a minute."
Leaving the others once again, the hunter stepped into the shooting range where he’d been the previous afternoon. A few stray arrows were still lying around on the ground, the others unable to clean up after themselves. Drew cursed the ones who didn’t care about how expensive those arrow tips were to get from the forger. The steel prices had been hiked up with the northern mine closing down for good.
At least they’re happy to help with the others’ arrows as well.
That was one thought that kept his mood up as he arrived at the communal shed. Somebody had forgotten to close it properly, the morning rain had seeped in through the small crack. Drew didn’t let it get to him as he walked inside, however, quickly moving over to his spot to find—
"Nothing?" the man muttered, his eyebrows instantly furrowing as he checked the other racks nearby. His bow, the one his father had used for so many years, was gone with the wind, not a trace of it remaining. Had he not put it into the shed yesterday afternoon? "I could’ve sworn it was here."
"Everything alright, Drew?" Ajax asked from the entry to the shed, the tall man having to lower his head as he walked under the doorframe. "The others are ready to go."
"Uh, yeah, just one moment, please," Drew said, haphazardly putting together words as his eyes scanned the area again and again. His weapon, the one entrusted to him and the one he’d been told to sell in an emergency because of its worth, was gone. A small inkling of fear must’ve shown on his face, with the lead hunter’s instant concern. "It’s nothing, really. I’ve just misplaced my bow somehow."
Stepping inside properly, the leader returned to his abnormal height as his face became deeply serious, a lethal edge growing around it.
"I don’t remember you to be a forgetful one, nor do I remember your weapon missing yesterday night," the tall leader stated, his tone growing slightly more gentle as the true facts were revealed. It had been here but it wasn’t now. Somebody had stolen it, either as a joke or because they wanted its worth in their own hands. Was it because of the money he owed? "Here, you can take this one instead. It’s a little bigger than your father’s, but it hits the same strength requirement."
A wooden longbow was instantly in Drew’s hands, along with a quiver filled with specialised arrows. The metal on the projectiles seemed finely crafted, a step above anything he usually worked with. This was expensive, more so than what most in the village could afford.
"No, I can’t—" Drew tried to refuse, but the look of the leader was more than firm. It wasn't a request, and nor was it an act of trust. Drew had been given an order. "Alright. Just don’t be mad if I break some of the arrows."
"If there is one thing I trust, it’s that you won’t do it on purpose. And accidents can always be forgiven," Ajax commented, a smile growing on the tall man’s lips as he looked around. It was for only a second, though, an intense focus growing on a small box on one of the top shelves. It was too high for anybody to normally reach, but the leader was no ordinary man. "Oh, I almost forgot this! It’s a gift from my brother, the one who is with the dwarves in the south. Have you ever seen a boomstick before?"
A what now?
Opening up the small wooden crate, a bundle of dried hay protected a peculiar contraption along with a large set of small steel balls. Its handle sat at the back of the thing, a hollow cylinder on top along with various bolts and strips of fastened metal.
"What is it?" Drew asked, almost forgetting they’d been meant to leave the shed for a few minutes now. This was just all too interesting. "I’ve never seen something like that before."
"I’d be surprised if you had. This here is a prototype of what can be created with pure black powder and little magic to speak of," Ajax replied, showing off the cylinder’s insides with a weird click. "There’s a prepared set of powder bags that can be moved to the front and a firestarter on the handle that can instantly let me ignite it. See this part at the top? I can insert a steel ball, which, with the ignition of the power—"
"Would cause it to fly out at extreme speeds," Drew ended, getting a laugh from the leader in response. "That seems incredible. Expensive, yes, but incredible nonetheless."
"The prices for these five balls here are more than you’d ever believe, yes, but they are the perfect tool for an emergency," Ajax surmised, strapping the boomstick and bullets to his belt as he and Drew started to leave the shed to join in with the others. This time, the door was closed properly. "The sheer power they can cause on a single target at close range is deadly. They punch through most beast hides, and even bone isn’t an issue."
It sounded like quite the deadly tool, Drew eyeing it warily as Ajax listed off the various experiments that had been done with it. The dwarves in the north weren’t hesitating to try and improve the weapon, as was clear from all of the live tests. There might’ve been resistance from others, but the dedication to making more extreme versions of the current boomstick was scary.
The power of a mage within the hands of a commoner.
A mage was forced to study their abilities for years before they could amount to this level of possible carnage. Drew was relatively sure he could take the weapon and shoot it without much training. That fact made him fear what would happen if the weaponry became more widespread and more than just a luxury tool for the richest. If some of the people in the village had access to this… It made him fearful.
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Flee


In the past. 
"Are we all ready now?" Jack questioned as Drew and Ajax finally returned to the others settling into the prepared positions in front. Nox was by his side, sniffing the grass in the downtime. "Then let’s, for Moira’s sake!"
Grumbles were heard all around, but all of the twenty hunters instantly began to move through, stepping into the forest path and beyond without too much complaining. Many of them had done the very same activity every morning during the summer for up to thirty years, and there was little chance any of them would get out of their element.
Except for Drew, of course, the only entity within the group that hadn’t been in the game for over a year. Even the younger parts of the group had more experience than him, most of the youth having hunted for fun during their previous years. Instead of doing disgusting stuff like that, Drew had been helping his mother with their business.
Fat good that did to help me now.
His increased pulse was all it took for Nox to lick his hand, the wet tongue jolting him out of memory lane and right back into the game. Letting his breathing calm, he did his best to hold the bow by his side gently. Even just feeling the wood made him sure of how high-quality the craftsmanship was. Drew knew there was no chance that somebody in the village had made this. Was it of elven origin, maybe?
"How is your brother doing, by the way?" Ajax asked as they turned off the regular road and into the thicker parts of the forest. Drew threw a side glance to the leader, waiting to see if the question would provoke some kind of negative reaction from the others. The hunt was meant to be done quietly, with communication done through sign language, but it seemed that they were still too out in the open for that to be important. "I heard he wanted to join us in the hunt."
"There’s never been a moment in his life where he hasn’t wanted to," Drew replied with a quiet voice, thinking back to his younger years. He’d always been the one to hold his brother back from it, calling the job something the adults would do, something his father did for the family. Now with the adult in place dead, it had been getting harder to make Elias understand the situation at hand. "But…he isn’t going to. At least not while I have a say in it."
"Then it won’t be long, I suppose," Ajax commented, a round of chuckles going through the others in the group as they listened in on the conversation. "With an angry heart like his, he won’t even need a bow to come with us. He’ll be ripping off the bear’s head with only his hands to help him."
"I can’t deny the fact that he’d certainly try," Drew answered, the laughing getting ever louder. There was even a bit of strange chuckling that made his eyes twitch, and the man was forced to look backwards and try to locate the source. It was too high-pitched to have come from the other hunters around, but…no, there wasn’t a chance. It was just the topic that was making him hear things.
With the minutes passing by quickly, the sun continued to rise above the horizon and shine through the small gaps that the trees allowed. The plant life here had been around for more than a few centuries, and the thickness of the wood made that clear, making it perfect for both protection and cover alike. For Drew, however, it made it a nightmare to see more than twenty meters ahead.
He didn’t need to yet, at least. He saw a clenched hand from the man in front of him, and the order to stop in place went through his body without question. Rupert, the man who made the original order further ahead, looked around confused. He was the one with the weird ears, the ones that could hear just a bit further than they could. Rumours suspected it was due to elven heritage, but there had never been any proof. Neither did anybody care about the origins, the gifts he brought with him overshadowing any of that.
Three fingers flew into the air, a smooth diagonal motion coming afterwards to make Drew’s face pale. The third most common animal to find in this type of year, the boar, was coming towards them in a wave. That meant too many to count, and too many to kill ordinarily.
And if they were already charging towards them, it meant their attempts to stay quiet had been faulty. With a thumbs-up, the hunters spread out with their hounds in tow, Drew personally going a meter up onto a nearby tree branch. Steadying himself, an arrow was drawn and put onto the fine bowstring. There it sat, ready to be fired at the same moment that Drew could truly feel his hands shaking.
But it wasn’t because he was scared or anything. No, it was because the entire area had adopted that vibrating quality, the trampling bodies of tens of boars flying through without the slightest type of warning. They weren’t meant to see such numbers so soon into their hunt, but nobody had the time to question it.
For the sake of self-defence, arrow after arrow was fired towards the approaching beasts. Some missed, due to both the shaking ground and the sheer speed of the animals, but a few still reached the thick skin of the creatures. Projectiles dug into the legs, the shoulders, and even the skulls of the creatures, with one or two falling dead instantly.
The others that had been hit just ran along, however, leaving their fallen comrades behind. A species known for staying in a group just ran along without a moment’s hesitation. Even worse was the fact that they didn’t stop when they reached the hunters, their assumed targets.
They hadn’t even thought about us for a moment.
"That’s not normal behaviour," Jack commented as he jumped down from a high branch and put the two remaining boars out of their misery with the help of a rather sharp dagger. It reached the necks of the creatures before a quick twist and push stopped their shaking bodies entirely. It was a quick death, though one that forced Drew to shudder. "Any clues on why they would just run by us? Doesn’t seem right for a so-called fearless creature."
"I have no clue in the slightest," Ajax replied with a shake of his head, the others giving similar responses with the passing seconds. Drew had an idea, however, though he didn’t voice it yet. He didn’t want it to be correct. "For now, let’s make sure we can bring along those two kills, and—"
A high-pitched scream from where they’d come from brought the others back into fighting mode. It was not the scream of a beast but that of a human, one not younger than fifteen. More importantly, it was one that Drew, unfortunately, knew pretty well from hearing it so often in his childhood.
Elias.
Sprinting through the forest with the others, jumping over the thicker growths to reach the target faster, the hunters quickly found the sight of a shaking Elias clutching an oversized bow in his left hand. Drew should’ve guessed that was where his weapon had gone.
"I told you the night before that you aren’t going to become a hunter for the next five years at the minimum, and you go ahead and do this?" Drew scolded, seeing the resistant eyes of his younger brother stare him down. It probably would’ve meant something if Elias weren’t shaking like a freezing puppy. While there were no obvious injuries from the interaction with the horde of boars, it was clear that there had been some mental aftershocks. "Give me a good reason for why you thought this was a good idea."
"It’s the hunter’s blood in him, Drew," Ajax said from behind, the tall leader somehow finding a reason to intrude upon a family-only conversation. Drew nearly sent him a staredown as well until he remembered who he was looking at. "His father shook about as much as he’s doing right now, but he was still one of the greatest hunters this village has ever seen. There’s a good reason so many still look up to him."
Drew could see the emotional manipulation before his very eyes, and he could see just how well it worked. The shaking of Elias, that slight edge of fear in his eyes, slowly faded away as the tall man began to catch the focus of the youthful mind. The instincts screaming danger began to instead plead for more details about the past. Drew just couldn’t handle telling his younger brother that he was too attached to his father’s exaggerated image. It had been long enough to accept the losses.
It would break him.
"Did you know my father?" Elias asked the tall hunter, getting a belly laugh out of him in response.
"Everybody around here knew him! He was the saint of the east, the bringer of destruction to all the deer in the land, and the one with the foulest mouth by a long margin," Ajax recounted, saying the last part in a theatrical type of whisper. Elias laughed, the others chuckled, and Drew found his mood plummeting. Picking up his father’s bow where it had been dropped a few seconds ago and handing it to his younger brother, the words of banishment were just sitting on his tongue. Elias wasn’t meant to be here, needing to be safe at home.
A shame that idea was never destined to come to fruition, another scream coming through the air. It wasn't one of high pitch, however, quite the opposite. It was deep and guttural, and the seconds passing allowed more of the same tone to join in from all around.
"I don’t suppose you had some older brothers that needed sneaking along as well, Drew?" Ajax asked semi-playfully as he and the others drew their arrows. The hounds began to growl as well, though Drew could easily spot the tails between their legs. They could understand the threat at hand more than any of the ones on two legs.
The boars hadn’t been chasing something. They’d been fleeing for their lives.




Chapter 20







Rejected Fates


In the past. 
With the trees obscuring the source of the guttural roaring, the barks likewise making the sound bounce all around them in a confusing mess, the hunters were forced to stand back-to-back. The breathing of even the veterans began to increase, and Drew could feel his heart jumping into his throat as Elias clutched at his side. His younger brother was scared. Drew was meant to be the calm one here.
"It’s alright," Drew whispered, Nox helping carry the message through as the big ball of fuzz licked the youngest’s hands. And yet, that was the start of the end. Drew didn’t like to think it, but there was a real chance that this attempt at assuring Elias had been the reason they’d finally found them.
Those beasts looked like twisted men with their ripped clothing and multicoloured skin, and every surface of their bodies was filled with strange sigils and growing lines. Colours of every variety streamed from the humanoid monsters, seeming to increase and decrease in power at the same rhythm of a galloping heartbeat. That pulse, when it finally reached him, made Drew see a sense of humanity in those feral eyes.
With a roar that made their bodies shake, the first of seemingly countless humanoid beasts leapt towards them. Drew could only dodge the first attack, pushing Elias down with him as the beast flew over their heads. Somebody else got hit with the flying body, Drew trying not to remember their name as he and his brother took a few steps away. The screaming started right after the first true impact, the sound of flesh ripped apart making his face turn white.
At the sight of a dead hunter, Ajax took no delay in getting out the boomstick and firing it at the sigil-covered beast at almost no distance. Instantly, it fell to the dirt without emitting a sound.
The forest was quiet, with even the other humanoid monsters nearby unmoving. They seemed shocked that one of their own had been wounded.
But it’s never that easy.
The round ball of steel, now flattened slightly from the impact, popped right out of the beast’s skull. There was a shock in the hunters’ eyes, the shouted curses from Jack making him the next target. And with multiple two-legged monsters closing in, there was soon a beast for everybody.
Something had to be done. Drawing an arrow in the small time frame when none of the creatures could think to attack him, Drew let it loose on the nearest beast. It hit the throat of the monster, travelling halfway through before settling. Momentary success was felt until the beast just ripped it out by the arrow tip and continued running.
A lethal blow to a human meant half a second of pause for the monster in human form. Even skinwalkers, the most feared creatures in the east, didn’t reach this level of fortitude. This was something else. Something much worse.
Elias’s screaming once again reached Drew’s ears, one of the beasts having snuck up on the younger brother. He began to pull another arrow back on the string, but Nox was faster. With a speed and strength only a giant hound could bring forth on such short notice, the bringer of death leapt up and got her teeth right into the humanoid monster’s throat. Sheer momentum flung it and Nox several meters back, the hound momentarily able to rip apart the flesh of the stunned beast to her heart's content.
"Are you okay?" Drew asked his brother as he rushed to him. A dazed nod came in reply, the older brother finally spotting the nasty bite wound on his youngest’s shoulder. It would need to be treated by a healer if it was ever meant to heal. "Nox, come back!"
Recalling the hound before the humanoid monster could think to counter her attack, the four-legged hero reached Drew and Elias in only a second. Her immediate concern about Elias was clear, but Drew had other ideas.
They’d die if they stayed. He needed somebody to carry Elias while they ran, and Ajax was physically more than up to the task.
Not for long, however, as the beast brought down before was charging the tall man from behind. The throat that had been torn apart through Nox’s sharp teeth was fully regrown, the lethal damage mended in a manner of seconds, and the monster was clearly ready to pay the pain back tenfold.
"Go!" Drew ordered off the hound, pointing at the sprinting humanoid figure. The hound understood her orders, running to tackle them once again as Drew began to drag his younger brother towards one of the bushes. It would provide a visual cover, at least. "You stay here until I get back."
His brother didn’t seem lucid enough to answer, but that was fine with him. Firing off an arrow at the same moment that Nox once again tackled the beast, Drew noted the grateful expression on Ajax’s face. It was so sincere that the young man didn’t notice the sigil-covered monster running towards him until it was too late.
The impact on his shoulder shoved him to the ground in an instant. A roar at his face forced Drew to understand his fate, a hand coming in to likely rip it off. The glowing digits never reached him, a loud bang signalling the second shot from Ajax’s boomstick as the monster fell to the side. With a kick by the leader, Drew was allowed up once more.
"You have to take Elias and run," Drew pleaded through the cries and begging from the other hunters. So many were being torn apart so quickly, the sight horrific. People he’d known his whole life were being killed without remorse. "Please."
But no matter the pleading, the truth was too terrible to accept. Ajax’s arms were half destroyed from the last attack. His right arm was missing a good chunk of its hand, and his left was just barely able to hold the gun as it was.
"I-I will lead them away. You try to hide with your brother and wait," the tall man said, his voice shaky as adrenaline went through his body. His head was bleeding from another wound, but Drew couldn’t think about it. Nodding, he ran back to the bush.
"Come here, Nox!" he shouted as he reached it, looking back to where he’d left his hound to help. But instead of his friend of so many years alive and well, only empty eyes stared back at him. The main body had been ripped apart, guts flowing out and killing the dog instantly.
This wasn’t alright anymore. Drew filled his part of the plan as Ajax started to make a ruckus, firing off another two shots with his boomstick and getting all of the monsters’ attention. Some ran after him while others stayed to finish off the remaining hunters. Drew tried not to pay attention as he joined his brother in the thick bushes of the forest’s undergrowth.
No words were said, but Elias at least seemed somewhat lucid, his eyes flicking to Drew as he lay down next to him. With a finger to his lips, Drew made it clear that silence was of utmost importance. There was no time for questioning what these beings were, where’d they come from, and why they were here. The only thing that mattered was to survive, and Drew refused to let his younger brother die here of all places.
Growls came from those demonic throats, the humanoid forms rampaging in the small clearing as the last pained cries of the other hunters were silenced. Drew’s breath was caught as he watched their bodies compressed by those tattooed hands, his pulse hitting extremes never seen before. It took more than he thought he had to stay calm.
Calm enough not to react when the beasts shambled towards their hiding spot, not to move the slightest when one of the beasts’ feet was a mere breath away from his face, and not to cry out in fear when another guttural shout came from above as a humanoid being broke into a full-on sprint.
They were far gone by the time he could adjust his head to look the way they’d run. They’d been able to move more than twenty meters in a single second.
Monsters.
Like the fiercest of winds, they had come and wreaked destruction before leaving without another word. They had killed, torn apart, and fractured a group of people who had lived together for decades. There was little in the way of motivation, little in the way of understanding why this had been their fate, but Drew could just barely stop himself from choking on his tears.
"Are you still with me?" he said, the words only just able to reach his tongue as he looked down on his brother. Elias’s face had become paler, his hands almost pure white by now. Feeling at the limb, Drew’s eyes widened at just how cold he’d become. He took off his jacket and put it on his brother’s chest. "Here you go. That should help you."
There was some form of mumbling from Elias. Drew couldn’t understand it, and neither did he get time to ask for a repeat before a weird cracking noise reached the air.
It was like a bone had been forced to crack the entire way through, like a mighty oak had been felled by an even mightier strike from an axe, and like whatever was happening to the bodies that were meant to have grown still in death.
Arms twitched upwards soon enough, and Drew could see Jack, the first to fall, almost shambling to his feet. There was a moment where he thought the man was alive, that he’d played dead to survive the onslaught from the humanoid monsters.
But then those sigils came into sight, and the hunter grew fearful once again. Chunks of flesh seemed to drip from the man’s body, the torn clothes revealing the process of the lines cutting through the skin. They were the very same lines, the very same sigils, that the barbaric monsters had been equipped with, and the empty eyes of rage on Jack’s face made it clear he’d become one.
Touch spreads the sickness.
Mere touch turned the innocent deadly, turned those wanting to run into the very beasts they tried to escape. For a moment, it made Drew sick. But with another to get a grip on reality, he finally understood the implications.
He looked back at his younger brother, those lines already travelling on his throat and onto his face, and dead eyes stared back at the oldest of the two. Drew had failed. His father’s only request had been rejected.
"I’m sorry that I couldn’t—" Drew tried to say, but the hands of what now inhabited his brother were too quick as they wrapped around his throat. In an instant, his view became darkness and his soul was removed from the living world.
I just wanted to protect you.




Chapter 21







Morsepult 


"We have a remnant of history right here," Stig said as Theo walked over to the ruin in question. It was quite massive, easily three stories tall along with semi-standing walls on all sides. A few parts of the stone roof had fallen through the ages, but the entire thing did seem to be somewhat stable. "This… I think it’s one of the old human mansions?" 
Human?
Opening up the barely standing gate door, Theo winced as it clattered to the ground in pieces. A century-old work and here he was destroying everything. Trying to not waste anything else, he entered the chaotic garden. A few weird flowers still stood around, but nature seemed to have overtaken the outside almost entirely. A few of the closest trees were as tall as the building now.
"That it is," Bjorn agreed, the others following Theo as he closed in on the entrance door. Or…what has left of it, anyway, the [Rune-Crafter] having to hold it up as he pushed it open, the hinges giving away with but a nudge. Nature’s ability to degrade metals was too scary. "This entire forest used to have dozens of these mansions, each sitting beside a small cluster of smaller houses as well. Everything not built to last has been ravaged by time, but the last hints of the old farms that used to be are still here."
It was truly a piece of history then, Theo realized as he observed the entrance hall. The mansion was ten times as long as it was tall, its width being of similar size. The walls, once covered in tapestry, had only traces of the former decorations alongside the hard stone. The corners were filled with moss and the foliage was seemingly starting to grow through the building’s foundations. If the plants were able to get through the stone, Theo didn’t give it more than a few more decades before the place would truly fall apart.
"Have you ever looked through this place before?" the [Rune-Crafter] asked from the main hall. There were stairs both up and down, making the full floor count four. Just what could they have sitting in the basement? Traces of [Mana] were easy to find, something magical being present. "This place looks relatively untouched for something so old."
"It wasn’t ours so many years ago and it isn’t ours now," Ulf replied concisely, the words practised. "While the former owners might be long dead, stealing from those who have moved on already isn’t looked upon fondly. We honour our ancestors and what they held dear."
And since this was the main building of an ancient village, searching through and looting wouldn’t be taken kindly. Theo respected the sentiment, though it didn’t stop him from wanting to explore. This place was the former home of humans. He wanted to see what his race had managed, every other person he’d met being a forest dwarf. While he didn’t mind Stig and the others, the [Rune-Crafter] wanted some kind of connection to those who had walked this place in a bygone era.
The top floors were abandoned almost entirely, the furniture hardly present. The sofas were just barely that, only their metallic frames remaining. Even those were close to gone as well, the rust travelling true. Former beds were nests for birds, the tables were roofs for sleeping critters, and there were full-out deer hanging out on the ground floor.
"Don’t try to scare the wildlife inside here, please," Bjorn pleaded to the human who wasn’t being careful enough, Theo feeling a little embarrassed because of it. It wasn't intentional! Nero tried to get out of his armor at the mention of wildlife but he pushed her back into place. Now wasn’t the time for her. "This place has already suffered enough wounds."
"I’ll be careful," Theo promised, looking down the stairs to the basement. It was rather dark down there, but Ulf was quick enough to get a flame going on a stick, getting them a torch to use. Stig likewise pulled out a small concoction, shaking the vial until it started to produce a strong light. "How long does that last?"
"About twenty minutes," Stig answered bluntly, looking down the stairs as well. "After you."
Taking the invitation as it was, the [Rune-Crafter] made the first step. While other parts of the building were a bit shaky in their stability, the stairs themselves were still standing strong. Taking care not to fall, the small group travelled down and around the corner. There wasn’t much further than that, a stone wall alongside a metal door stopping them from moving further. In direct opposite fashion to the status of everything on the upper floors, this one was in mint condition.
"Would any of you happen to have a lockpick?" Theo asked, getting back instant rejections. It was a shame, but he might still be able to do something with the door. A mild glow of purple was upon the handle, entrancing the [Rune-Crafter] and making him even more curious. "I wonder…"
The instant he put his hand on it, a sharp pain travelled through his body, disappearing by the time he could wince. The others moved to help, but reassurances were quickly made, and the grinding of the door opening up distracted all four.
"Bjorn, you stay behind and keep the door open if it tries to close on us," Ulf ordered as the rest began to move inside. Theo was surprised to see the place relatively untouched. The air was stale and the lack of dust around made it clear this place had been airtight. Even if the plants in the corners of the room withered, the place was mainly unaffected by the decades that had passed. They’d stepped into the lounge of a former villager leader and it was beautiful. "You two, don’t touch anything. Just look for any names written somewhere."
"Why names?" Stig questioned as the [Rune-Crafter] began to look through the area. The sofa was as puffy as anybody would expect from a luxury mansion, the red sheen and the polished wood looking gorgeous next to the symmetric tapestry. Those lines of blue and green went wonderfully with…a painting worth more than anything the [Space Mage] had ever seen in person. "Oh! I guess the humans liked to get themselves made in oil colours."
Standing before a two-meter-tall painting of a white-robed woman sitting on a chair out in the sun, Theo felt some kind of recognition. Those pure-white irises just reminded him of something, the black and red lines on her skin making his head burn. He didn’t understand why but his mind just couldn’t help but focus on it. Where had he seen her before?
On Earth? No, there’s no chance I wouldn’t be able to attach a name then.
There was something else at play here, but Theo didn’t understand what. Moving forward, the magical energies that came from the paint made him so much more curious. His hand travelled forward without his notice and his fingers nearly hit the bottom of the painting until Ulf grabbed his outstretched arm.
"Get a hold of yourself, kid. This place is enchanted to lure you into touching some of the items," Ulf said, Theo blinking a few times and looking back as the bald dwarf gave the same treatment to Stig. The [Space Mage] had nearly put his hands on a rather delicate-looking jewellery box. "What happens if we touch any of these items isn’t known and I’d rather not find out. Is the door trying to close itself yet, Bjorn?"
The other elder gave a negative signal, leaving the trio to stand in the room for another moment without stress, Theo looking back at the painting in question. The face still spoke to him in a way he hadn’t expected, the half-grin on the white-robed woman’s face seemingly growing a little. Honestly, he was a little creeped out by that, but he kept his cool. This world was magical. Smiling paintings hanging around was probably normal, right?
"The painting changed," Stig commented, the face of the forest dwarf growing pale.
Okay, it’s not normal. Good to know.
"That it did," Ulf agreed, the older dwarf taking it slightly better as he went through a few cupboards, finally pulling out a rather decorated set of plates. "I found the name. It’s one of the old Morsepult families. We need to leave."
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Howls


The skin on the pale forest dwarves grew a shade lighter as they all started to hurry out of the place. Theo looked back to see the red streaks on the painting start to leak onto the floor, the jaw of the grinning woman widening with every passing second. That was a definitive no. 
"It’s closing!" Bjorn shouted, the elder bracing and pushing against the metal frame as the other three hurried through, Theo just barely to get himself out before it locked itself. From within, a howl of pain and suffering could be heard, as if the dead needed to make themselves known. "Are you sure it was the Morsepult name? They can look similar to the—"
"With the skull, there was no question," Ulf answered, pulling the others up the stairs as Nero started to warn Theo about all sorts of weird creaking. "This wasn’t a damned farm. This mansion is the entrance to one of the biggest burial places in the entire eastern forest."
Just when did the sky turn so dark? As they pushed through and went back to the path, dark clouds started to cover the sun’s rays. The midday weather was turned into the blackest of nights in mere instants.
"Somebody should have noticed if a wraith settled into this place, so it can’t be anything with an obvious effect," Bjorn commented as red eyes started to appear throughout the forest, eyeballs with the energy of death looking at them from all around. "If I had to guess, there’s a half-ancient Festering Worm down in the basement who’s been leeching off the corpse residue here for the past few centuries."
The thought of a pulsing worm hiding down in that basement, so close to the trio who’d thought themselves safe mere minutes ago, made the [Rune-Crafter] shudder.
"It would explain the lack of reaction until we went down there," Ulf agreed, gripping his warhammer tightly. "There are too many undead to fight without more numbers on our side, but, if it is a worm, it can’t follow us to keep up with the undead. Theo, you cut through the undead on the road with your flames. Give us space to run in."
"We aren’t going to fight?" Theo asked, looking around. Counting in his head, there were easily a hundred. "What if somebody else finds this place by accident?"
"Then we’ll have already reported our find in Oslaker and somebody will have been sent out to deal with this place," the bald dwarf replied with rapid pace. "Now fire."
There wasn’t time to question the older warrior. Theo settled his shield into the gravel below as a small horde of walking corpses began to stumble towards them, barreling down the path as quickly as their rotting muscles would allow. As the [Ignis Runes] began to activate, the [Rune-Crafter] truly wasn’t sure what to think. It was human corpses in front of him.
His first meeting with another human in this world was by looking at its rotting face. How fun.
A spark of fire set off the whirlwinds of flames that escaped the heated metal of Theo’s shield, the heat lighting up the road as it pierced the darkness of the clouds. The [Rune-Crafter] expected shouts of pain from the shambling figures coming their way, yet there wasn’t the slightest groan as the heat made the rotting flesh peel away. Even with the loss of limbs, they continued forward any way they could. They knew not pain. They only wanted to tear into the group’s flesh.
"Go!" Bjorn shouted, the others starting to run down the gravel path now that the corpses on it were somewhat incapacitated. The limbs not entirely melted tried to reach out, but Theo’s boots stomped them down before they could get a proper grip. The smell was worse than rotten eggs.
Howls started and the steps of the horde behind the back grew faster. The rotting corpses, previously fine with their slow shambling, thought it prudent to not only match the living group’s speed but even up it by no small amount. Theo was barely able to look back in time to notice the teeth heading his way, only the hard leather on his shoulder stopping him from getting his skin torn off.
An elbow dislodged the biting head, at least, and they were able to make it another fifteen seconds before a daunting truth began to unfold.
"Those clouds aren’t getting any whiter," Bjorn commented through harsh breaths, the older forest dwarf feeling the heat as they ran. Age caught up to all, in the end. "And those corpses can’t have held themselves so well for the past hundred years. This isn’t a mere worm."
"Then what is it?" Stig questioned as he fired off arrow after arrow. Each found their mark, penetrating the skulls of the nearest dead, yet those hit didn’t seem to mind. No matter the limbs lost or the cuts made, they couldn’t care less. "We need something if we’re going to live past these next minutes."
Some choice words almost stumbled out of Ulf’s mouth amid a rather heavy swing with his hammer, yet it never reached far beyond. Another sound had them all holding their ears instead, Theo feeling like his head was going to explode due to the feedback from Nero. The volume of the screeching was too much for the critter, damage taken from the sound alone.
Yet through the damage and pain, they spotted something hovering in the air. A skeleton with the barest hints of translucent flesh and a black robe hanging from its shoulders. Light-blue orbs shined from its skull’s eye sockets. While they had no true mind behind them, Theo could see the spheres focus on them.
A flying robed skeleton. How…fun.
"It’s a demilich?" Bjorn said, not seeming to trust his own words. "What is a demilich doing here without its master?"
"Do you want to question where the creator of that monster is right now?" Ulf replied, putting the head of his hammer through another undead’s skull, the black blood inside splattering on the grass. "It’s not sentient but it’s smart enough to go after prey. Kill the demilich and the other undead will wither. Got it, you two?"
"Got it," Theo replied, sending off another volley of fire towards the nearest undead. Stig gave similar responses as he test-fired an arrow at the demilich. It was eerily accurate, only missing its mark due to an invisible barrier that made the projectile stop dead. "How do we get that thing down to us?"
Another group of the walking corpses got too close once more, but the [Gale Runes] pushed them away with little restraint. Their already-worn skin split apart from the force, Theo grimacing as the bodies were simultaneously ripped apart and thrown away. The entire area was coated in the black liquid.
"The demilich is stupid but it’s made with basic logic. It will do whatever it takes to kill with minimal losses," Bjorn replied, the forest dwarf’s axe going all the way through the nearest undead. The zombies were perhaps high in number, but they could be dismantled rather easily. Being killed, however? That wasn’t nearly as simple. "If we put enough of the corpses back into the ground, it will get more out of attacking us directly."
"So the plan is just ‘kill them?’" Stig questioned, getting a grunt in response. A plan, no matter how simple, was better than no plan at all. "This isn’t how I planned on this trip turning out."
"Nor I," Ulf said through gritted teeth, temporarily letting go of his hammer to outright rip off the head of one of the undead, pushing the headless corpse into the crowd to gain a little space to breathe in. "Keep moving!"
Their retreat fell to walking speed, but it was enough to ease off the pressure just a little. The gaping maws were still as foreboding as before, yet the nonstop walking allowed the group to push them off just a bit more effectively. Theo’s periodic bursts of flame and air helped to create distance as well, the few seconds gained from it giving them just enough time to take a deep breath or two.
Each successful hit with the shield, enhanced by the [Impact Rune] at the bottom, made the flesh of the enemy burst. That black fluid, one which had no chance of ever being called blood, covered more and more of Theo and the others. It tasted foul and it stung when touching his skin directly.
Yet it was all worth it at the end when the mass of undead began to slow their pace, the screeching from above showing that the demilich was going to involve themself personally.
"Here it comes!" Ulf shouted. The demilich was floating towards the ground. A staff formed in their hand, and a black ring of energy appeared at its tip the moment the skeleton’s right foot hit the gravel beneath. One ring became three. "Dodge!"
With no warning, the black rings were sucked into the staff, then released again as a beam of pure death that shot out from the top of the staff. Only Ulf’s warning allowed them to leap to safety, though the undead behind had suffered an instant disintegration. Even those made and built by the energy of death couldn’t handle it. Theo shuddered at the sight.
"Get them!" Bjorn ordered as Theo shot another pillar of flame towards the demilich, the heat burning away the masses between the two while likewise showing off the surface of the skeleton's shield. The [Rune-Crafter] grinned when it visibly shrunk under the fire. "Attack!"
The black circles attempted to return, but the swing of a warhammer broke the staff in half. There was an attempt at retaliation, the jaw of the skeleton opening up to let out some form of death-like energy, yet it was once again thwarted. The upswing of Bjorn’s hammer had the jaw come off clean, the lower skull outright fracturing as the barrier covering the skeleton likewise shattered like glass.
Theo didn’t get to do anything else, the two old dwarves taking care of the demilich in mere seconds. The second that the skull was crushed was the second that the other undead all around fell to the ground, the [Rune-Crafter] feeling the magical equivalent of a whip-snap as the energy that had permeated the area rapidly faded away. In only ten seconds, the black sky returned to its previous clear form. Night had turned to day once again.
Though all were tired, they had won.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Novice 2] to [Novice 3].

[Demilich] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [12] to [13]. [2] points have been granted.

The two older forest dwarves were quick to bring out salves and bandages, taking care of any bite marks and wounds from the battle. Every cut on their skin was cleansed with spirits, and both didn’t rest until they were sure Theo and Stig were in optimal health.
"Now is the time to consider why there was such a foul puppet of death in this area," Ulf said with a sense of finality. "Being hidden inside the basement wouldn’t have been enough to stop nearby mages from detecting its presence."
"Meaning that somebody put it here within the last few years," Bjorn agreed, the old dwarf showing off more wrinkles as he furrowed his brows. "This is not good."
Theo couldn’t agree more as the group began to leave once again. Any proposals to return to the ruins were shot down instantly, even though the danger was supposedly over already.
They didn’t believe that fact too much, in the end. Leaving was the safest option.
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Long-Term


Three days had passed and the group hadn’t spotted any issues after the fight with the demilich. Times were looking up for the four, and Theo was finally able to relax somewhat. Each day they would walk down the path at a good pace, and each night they would sleep and let their legs rest. Shifts were taken during the darker hours to make sure nobody would sneak up on them, of course, and Theo always found himself taking the third one. With the group needing to sleep for about eight hours every night, that meant he had two hours in the dark that needed to be spent on something productive. 
Since he couldn’t play around with his shield, his main weapon if somebody did attack, the [Mage] was pushed to train in other areas. The most important one on the list of options, in that regard, was physical exercise, something that Nero more than anybody else didn’t see a need for.
"Oh, you’re just laughing up there, aren’t you?" Theo muttered as he pulled his body upwards once again, the palms of his hands gripping the branch in a tight hold as his arms were forced to feel like hot mud. Pull-ups were an exercise that he hated more than anything else, but it was unquestionably effective at tiring his body out. And with the [Mage]’s ability to regenerate damaged muscle fibres in mere hours, it made a brutal combo in enhancing his overall strength. "The second we have more time on our hands, you’re going to be put on a sprinting regimen."
Nero rejected the mere notion of doing more than lazing around and eating, but Theo knew he would win the [Familiar] over. Gritting his teeth at the fifteenth repetition, he relaxed his arms and allowed his body to drop down onto the soft grass. The others were still sleeping soundly around the half-dead fire, the small bit of heat helping them all get rest. Theo would join the circle in just an hour more, though that hour would perhaps feel like a year.
Finding himself a decently flat spot, he moved over to doing crunches, Russian twists, and everything else he could think of for core exercises. The abs were one of the larger muscles on the body, and Theo had been experiencing difficulties in making them grow properly. While his biceps and legs had increased in diameter consistently, the main body didn’t have such clear upgrades.
"And no, Nero, I’m not going to just upgrade [Strength]," the [Mage] responded before the critter could even think about offering it as an idea. Ignoring that the [Familiar] had no clue what Theo was talking about to begin with, the [Rune-Crafter] had started to strategize his [Stat] upgrades a little more.
Dividing the possible upgrades into two groups, there were the [Physical] and [Mental Stats]. Each had equivalent benefits when increased manually with the [Free Points] he allocated after level-ups, yet the difficulty for getting the natural increases was very different. While Theo had experienced over twenty natural increases in [Physical Stats], the [Mental] side’s count had just barely reached five. When each gain in [Levels] only afforded him [Points] to distribute freely, was it truly so hard to figure out where to put them?
Theo had to think about the long-term. [Levels] were getting harder to acquire and the [Mental Stats] would rapidly become so much smaller than the [Physical] ones. The only proper way to balance the two groups out was to focus the [Free Points] on the [Mental Stats] exclusively. Exercise would increase the other side in the meanwhile.
On that note, thirty more minutes of tempering his body finally made his [Stamina] fall below twenty. Not wanting to be entirely bottomed out, the [Mage] let his flailing limbs drop onto the grass, breathing heavily as he finally allowed the [System] to show itself.
[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Strength]
+2 to [Endurance]
+1 to [Vitality]

Now that isn’t too bad at all.
Propping his weakened body next to the nearby tree trunk, Theo opened up the [Status Screen].
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 13
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 170/170
Stamina(SP): 21/180
Mana(MP): 179/180

Stats
Strength: 22
Wisdom: 18
Agility: 13
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 18
Perception: 11
Vitality: 17
Willpower: 13
Toughness: 17
Available Points: 2

[Strength] was more than double what a normal person would have, and [Endurance], [Vitality], and [Toughness] were well on their way to the same. [Agility] was falling behind, but some free time to practise sprints would probably fix that issue. On the other side of the equation, however…[Perception] could do well with being boosted up.
Putting the two [Points] into the latter [Stat], Theo gasped as the darkness around him turned pure white for a moment. Blinking out the spots in his sight, the man was able to notice how small the shadows around him had gotten, the tiny fire’s light reaching so much further. Nero couldn’t note any difference, but the critter was just being stupid. [Perception] had increased his sight to this degree with only two [Points] invested?
Theo feared the archers that had focused on that [Stat], the idea of somebody being able to pick out an enemy from two hundred meters away sounding scary. Who needed heat-seeking missiles when a man with only a naked eye and a bow could cause the same level of destruction?
Putting an [Impact Rune] on the tip of an arrow that would activate an explosion-focused [Rune] afterwards doesn’t sound too bad, honestly.
If that [Spectrum] didn’t get in the way, Theo would’ve loved to do as much. A few impact-activated [Gale Runes] on the tips of arrowheads didn’t sound too bad. An instant burst of air inside a compressed wound would prove very…effective.
"For somebody meant to be on watch, you seem very focused on the thoughts in your head," Bjorn commented, already on his way to light his pipe before Theo even noticed him. Asking Nero why she didn’t warn him, the [Familiar] claimed she hadn’t seen reason to. The man wasn’t an enemy and she had only been asked to notify him of those. "You put a lot of trust in that rabbit, but you must remember not to rely on it fully."
"Yeah, I know," Theo said, scratching Nero’s neck as the rabbit mentally purred in pleasure. The small stubs on her back were growing since he’d last taken a look at them, able to move around a little. Maybe another week would allow her to glide? "She is a smart one, but she refuses to use all of that wisdom on something good."
A small bite to his thumb was her response, Bjorn chuckling at the interaction as he finally got the pipe lit. The cold air wasn’t good for making it work, though the rings of smoke that arrived not long afterwards signalled that it was burning steadily.
"What do you think happens after this point?" Theo asked after another few minutes passed. Bjorn looked at him questioningly, making the [Mage] expand on his point. "That attack from the demilich. It’s not something I can see happening often."
"Since the last mention of such a creature was, from my perusal of a monster bestiary, fifteen years ago, it is indeed not a regular occurrence around these parts," Bjorn agreed, getting some extra light out of the pipe before sighing. "With the find of those wolves back in the village along with this, we have two extremely rare events happening within a month of each other. One could be seen as a mere chance, but both… It's a pattern."
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The New Village


"A pattern dangerous enough to return to the village after we warn Oslaker of what they’re sitting next to?" Theo questioned. The old forest dwarf staying silent for a lengthy period, looking troubled. The glance over at Stig’s sleeping form made those old eyes seem sad. 
There was an obvious answer to the question, but that answer would likely ruin the dream of a youthful mind.
"Mad wolves and a deadly ancient site are very dangerous for a group so small as ours, and even more when Ulf and I return to Zerdyl," Bjorn replied, clearly pondering. "But you two are smart enough to not try and dig through old history sites again, and I am sure that you can hire guards if we hear about more maddened animals. While Arila might have other ideas about what is right, I have nothing against you and Stig continuing onward after we have reached Oslaker."
Theo sighed in relief, looking at the sky above. Stars filled the cloud-free realm, making him realize just how far away from home he was. It was all working out, at least, and he could tell that those around him wanted the duo to succeed in their endeavours. They just needed to gain a bit more momentum and they would be out of danger.
"I think this is about where I’m meant to take over the watch," Bjorn commented, the man putting away his pipe as he readjusted his position next to the tree. "Get some rest. Two hours of sleep will do your tired body well."
So he had been awake during that.
Not letting the forest dwarf’s advice go unheeded, Theo did tuck in and let his sight go dark. Nero was more than happy to join him, the rabbit digging into the sleeping bag and positioning herself on his left side. Even with everything that had happened in the last many days, he felt happy with himself.
There weren’t many dreams at that point. The [Mage] felt like only a few seconds had passed when the hints of light from above brought his mind back into the realm of the living, his nose picking up the hint of cooked breakfast. A few birds had apparently gotten arrogant and flown too close.
The found eggs weren’t too bad either, and Theo was able to enjoy the morning with a bright face and a smile to accompany it.
His feet were sore, though. Days of travelling left a mark, no matter how easily his body could heal injuries. If they kept happening on the same spot over and over, there would always be some amount of strain that couldn’t be regenerated. In Theo’s case, it was the sides of his feet. His boots just weren’t meant for this level of distance.
"How much would a new pair of boots cost in Oslaker?" Theo asked, wondering about what level of shopping could be accomplished. Zerdyl was said to be the smallest "official" village in the eastern forest, Oslaker much bigger with its five-thousand-strong count on residents. "Or is there even a shop selling those in the village?"
"There’s one or two of them, yes. A place so far from everything else has to be self-sustaining. If it’s something you need in your daily life, you can expect to find it in every village," Ulf replied, though the man seemed somewhat unsure of himself. "And as for the prices…it has been a few decades since I had to think about those. Bjorn, did you ever buy a pair from the old shoemaker on the main street? The one you visited every time we came here back in the day."
"I didn’t visit that place for the shoes, Ulf," Bjorn commented, a bark of laughter heard from the bald-headed dwarf in response. "But…I don’t think that a well-made pair was more than a single silver coin. Anything more intricate would be out of reach in both price and lack of material."
A single silver coin… Theo could work with that, the three he’d been given by Arila neatly covering that price. With a full day's worth of food being priced at about ten copper coins, and the exchange rate being a single factor of a hundred, it would probably work out in the end. As long as he didn’t destroy any more boots, he wouldn’t be too broke.
With another day passing in idle chatter and training, the group found themselves able to see signs of light in the distance not too long after the sun passed under the horizon. The four were already more than ready to stop for the day, and yet there was a promise not too far from where they stood.
And as they crested a hill that showed the valley beneath, Theo’s eyes widened as smiles grew on the faces of those around him.
"I wish you all a welcome to Oslaker, the village in the valley," Ulf said as he spread his arms wide. A sudden flair for the dramatic side of life? Theo had nothing against it. "If we hurry up, we might be able to get through the gate before they close it for the night."
The gate… If that’s what they called it, the old village had more of a large door. Theo wondered how they’d even made that massive wooden structure move without crumpling in on itself. Large gears were seen on the side of the wall. Everything looked so finely crafted. Larger than life, yes, but detailed nonetheless, the structure seeming more than a little imposing as they went down the hill.
I wonder what the cities look like.
There were so many houses behind those walls. He wondered just how mighty the place was. There were easily a few thousand within, each seemingly living well. Even with night slowly coming forth, he could see life on the streets. There was laughter, kids running around, and stalls selling all kinds of foods and goods. It was what he’d dreamed of in his past life.
And it was also something that made him wonder how he could see so many details so far away. Theo had to wipe his eyes when they became dry from staring so much, though it was the [System]’s notifications that truly made him wonder.
[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Perception]

Staring at stuff far away was enough to increase it? Neat.
"Halt!" came a shout from atop the wall. It was a powerful one, an armoured head peeking over the top and a pair of green eyes staring at the small group. "In the name of the law, state your purpose for attempting to enter the village and your reason for doing it so late in the day."
"We’re not all going inside. These two youngsters are, and we’re just escorting them here," Ulf shouted back, Theo agreeing with his [Familiar] that it was rather loud. Rabbit ears weren’t meant to bear sound at such high volume. "And…is that you, Moro?"
"Ulf?" the voice from atop the gate answered questioningly. The old dwarf above removed his armour so he could get a better look at the four. Theo noted the grey streaks in the long red hair before the shouting began once again. "It is you, you old bastard. Open the gate, boys! These ones aren’t bandits."
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An Inn


A bit of grumbling was heard from the other side before the creaking started, Theo wincing as the old gears were forced to move. For a gate that likely had daily usage, the [Rune-Crafter] couldn’t understand why they hadn’t oiled the metal. The rent prices close by the gate had to be low if there was so much of a ruckus. 
"It’s good to see you again, old friend," Bjorn greeted politely as Moro got down on the ground to meet them, the two old dwarves going in for a bear hug. Their heads nearly hit each other with their speed. As Moro and Ulf repeated the action, Theo wondered if the thud was imaginary or not. Stig just got a handshake while Theo just barely got a nod sent his way. "I see you’ve got a promotion since we last visited."
"Ah, yes, the old man became one with the trees, and somebody needed to fill his position. Since I was the one with the most experience, the others decided that I needed the burden of filling out paperwork," Moro said, as condolences were offered and accepted quickly enough. The despairing atmosphere quickly evaporated as the eyes fell onto Theo and Stig, however, the guardsman seeming intrigued. "And who might you two be? I think I might know somebody from your family, but you I have never met before."
The last part was pointed towards Theo, the only human of the group having to offer up his hands in surrender. There likely hadn’t been a human here for decades by now.
"He’s a traveler that has helped us in our village in these past weeks," Ulf explained gruffly, nothing in-depth given. Theo was grateful for that. "Saved our sweet little Stig here as well, when a part of our dungeon collapsed and they had to survive down there by themselves."
Something seemed to light up in the guardsman’s eyes at the last part, the puzzle pieces finally seeing to connect as they needed.
"Arila Goldfeet’s son? My, I never thought I’d see the day," the old dwarf said, looking at Stig curiously. "I knew your mother quite well, back in the day. I was the in-between for her and…well, no reason to bring that up. You there, human, have my thanks for keeping an old friend’s kid in one piece. I know how important they are."
"It’s no problem at all," Theo said, offering his hand. There was a moment of hesitation before the guardsman responded in kind. "I’m Theo Locheim, by the way. If you need help while I’m in the village, do feel free to ask."
"I’ll hold you up to that promise sooner or later, I’m sure," Moro muttered, the other old dwarves seemingly trying to convey some message with their eyes. Their long beards hid the full extent of their facial expressions but the guardsman seemingly picked it up within a few seconds. "Well, the bell should ring any minute now, and I’ll be forced to close down the gate. If you two wish for a place to sleep, I’d suggest the Better Loch Inn. It’s just down the street and to the left and has plenty of rooms to spare. All the traders that come by usually stay there for a few days."
Theo looked down the street he’d pointed out, noticing all the glares sent his way. The other forest dwarves had apparently taken notice of him, showing that same distrust that had been given by the people in Zerdyl. They just needed some more time to grow used to his presence, he supposed.
And no, that didn’t mean a show of dominance, no matter what a certain [Familiar] suggested. Promising consequences for fearing him wasn’t too smart.
"Don’t go for the cheap rooms, make sure you keep your coin purse on you at all times, and don’t respond to anybody that’s flirty within five minutes of meeting you," Bjorn instructed. "Don’t do anything that would ensure your demise, and keep yourselves safe in general. Come back to the village if you think you need to and—"
"I think they get it, Bjorn," Ulf cut in, the other dwarf being the voice of reason for once. The bald dwarf practically pulled the other out of the village and into the wilderness again. "Make sure to bring back some good stories of your achievements!"
They most definitely would, the two once again left alone in the wide world. Or…not as alone as they had been previously, a group of forest dwarves having formed around them. Theo could easily guess that normal traders and wandering [Mages] didn’t get this kind of attention, the man forced to follow along hurriedly as Stig sped through the crowd.
"Just straight ahead and to the left, right?" the forest dwarf asked, Theo barely able to answer before he sped up once again. "Then let's go!"
He was awfully energetic for somebody that had done nothing but walk for a week, Theo personally needing to take his boots off and get feeling back into his toes. Forest dwarves were perhaps just built differently in that regard, that small body seemingly able to push through the crowd like nothing.
Theo was able to do the same, but that was more of a physical attribute. He towered over everybody else by a good two heads of height, even the tallest not close to looking him eye-to-eye. At least the buildings around them were built to accommodate human heights, the doors large enough that Theo could walk inside while only slightly bending his head.
Or it might actually be for elves.
Either way, he was going to use that craftsmanship to its fullest. Seeing a weird logo of a winged snake on a rather large wooden building, hearing the shouting that came from inside, and noting the drawings of various slices of meat on the entrance, Theo supposed this was the Better Loch Inn.
Opening up the door, the sounds of laughter, the smell of food, the sight of an open fire, and all the other previous sources of sensations greeted him. Forest dwarves standing on tables, shouting at each other while laughing, and all eating to their heart's content. It was the friendliest brawl he’d seen in a long time, fueled by full stomachs and endless pints of alcohol. 
His stomach growled at the sight of the various steamed vegetables and plates of red meat. Theo felt like he hadn’t eaten right from days at the mere sight, and Nero expressed similar opinions. Neither of them could do much but just look, however, as Stig continued forth over to the more quiet part of the bar.
"We need a room for two, one that’s not on the cheap side," Stig said. Theo just barely caught up in time to hear his voice, nearly pushing a rather drunken forest dwarf with his shield. It was hard to have the large weapon in his hand while inside, and even the inebriated were starting to question its presence. "And it has to have a bed that’s long enough for an elf."
"All our rooms are fit for elves, good sir, though I don’t think your friend is one," the bartender said, fitting the status quo as he and the others studied Theo unabashedly. "A bit too wide for an elf, and those ears aren’t too sharp either."
"I’m happy to hear you’re sober enough to see the differences between a human and an elf, but we would really appreciate a room. It’s been a long day," Stig said, a bit more force behind his words, and Theo was able to see a slight buildup of [Space-Mana] inside his irises. It quite the intimidating look, the flinch from the bartender obvious to anybody paying any attention. Everybody was at this point, the lively atmosphere utterly ruined by their entry by now. "We have the coins for it, and we would love to spend them at this establishment."
A cough from the other bartender made the transaction possible, though the actual amount exchanged might've been higher than what was normally required. Stig didn’t complain, however, and Theo just wanted to sit down in a chair where he could let his body relax.
Ordering some food that would be sent to their room, the duo walked up the stairs, figured out which door their key was supposed to go into, and promptly collapsed on the soft beds. They stank a little, and there were a good couple of stains on the sides, but Theo was just happy that he could lie down for a bit.
The food arrived thirty minutes later, and Theo was able to wolf down potato-like vegetables along with a slab of meat that tasted like a lamb while having the texture of steak. Stig explained it was from some deerlike beast, but the [Rune-Crafter] barely listened, the approaching food coma having him pass out in the bed without further thought. By the time his body allowed the thought of waking up, the sun had already risen, and the village was more alive than ever.
That included a certain [Space Mage] they were meant to be visiting as well.
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Old [Space Mage]


Turning down another street, Theo muttered the steps to himself as he tried to not accidentally put another villager on the ground by accident. While he’d thought the afternoon crowd to be lively, the morning streets were hell on earth in comparison. Everybody needed to be everywhere, and being careful when walking around corners was a sin larger than anything else. With two dwarves, that meant bumping into each other. With Theo, it meant that he needed to grab them before their head hit the pavement, his mass unstoppable when put against a forest dwarf’s. 
"For somebody who can see so far, you are clumsy," Stig commented, not helping as Theo picked up the third victim of the morning, an old lady whose eyes sent him daggers as he handed her the purse she’d dropped. "Maybe I should walk in front."
"I thought you didn’t know the way?" Theo questioned. That’s what the forest dwarf had claimed after the bartender had given them the directions to the "crazy old mage on the fourth street."
"I did," Stig confessed without shame. "I just thought it was funny to see you trample people."
Theo showed a sour face but didn’t let it get to him, just moving along with the laughing dwarf as they crossed the street. Some horselike creatures were pulling along a carriage that took his attention for a moment, wares piled up on top. Just beside those boxes, sitting straight with pieces of fabric tied to the horse as reins, was what the [Rune-Crafter] mistakenly thought to be another human.
It took a moment of staring shocked until Theo saw the differences, however. The trader sitting was too lithe to have a human body, looking positively anorexic without being pure bone in the face. Those sharp features, even with a hat to shield their face from the sun, allowed the [Rune-Crafter] to spot those even sharper ears. They were like arrow tips with how they pointed to the sides, the length of the ears nearly making them curve downwards.
"You’re staring a bit too hard, Theo," Stig muttered, a few pokes into his stomach making him realize that he was setting a bad example. He was uncomfortable with the forest dwarves doing that to him, so this was no way to act. "If you’re going to be like this every time we see an elf, I’m afraid that Rootdale might be off the table for possible villages to visit."
"No, no, it’s alright," Theo promised hurriedly, getting back into formation as they hurried through the thick crowd of civilians, the man doing his best not to bump his shield into anybody again. "Just haven’t seen an elf before. Are they all so thin?"
"I’ve met quite a few elves that would slap you for asking that question," Stig commented, though the shrug at the end made it clear he didn’t know either. "I haven’t met a lot of them, though. They’re not the most common visitors here in the eastern forest, you know. You usually need to go to the most northern or southern parts to find them."
That was good to know, Theo sending the elf a final glance as they turned another corner and got out of view. He could’ve sworn the elf glanced back, a curious eye tracking him around the apartment wall. They were both curiosities here, he supposed.
A few more twists and turns were had, and the crowd slowly faded away as they got further away from the village centre. The houses around them likewise became a bit…worse in quality was the polite way of saying it. They all looked to be about equally old, but Theo could tell that some of them had been handmade.
And with inferior materials at that.
Not trying to think about how some of them were still standing, the duo located the one they’d been wanting to find this entire morning. The bartender had described it as the one with the purple roof, but there was no way that—
"Oh, shit, it is just outright purple," Stig commented before Theo could even think to open his mouth, the two seeing the distinctly coloured roof just a block away. While all the other roofs had an assortment of brown and grey gradients, one among them all had a rather sharp difference in ideas of what was acceptable to have. How’d they even paint it so distinctly? "Are all mages just weird, or…?"
Theo felt like that was a jab thrown in his direction.
"You’re a [Mage] too, you know," the [Rune-Crafter] replied. Stig grunted in response as Theo knocked on the door into the house.
The reaction was instant, Nero picking up some grumbling from within while a sharp cane began to hit the floor. Half a minute later, the door opened up to allow the duo the sight of a rather grumpy-looking old dwarf.
An old dwarf wearing a purple wizard’s hat along with a torn shirt and dirty pants. The irony was at its finest here.
"What do you want?" the old dwarf questioned with venom clear in his voice, looking at Stig worst before his eyes travelled up to meet Theo’s. If there was any extra annoyance from finding a human at his door, it wasn’t shown. "I don’t want to buy anything."
"We’re luckily not selling anything," Stig replied with a smile, Theo supposing that the forest dwarf would be the one to do the talking this time. "My mother, Arila Goldfeet, is meant to have contacted you recently. Do you—"
"Yeah, yeah, I got the letter. Can’t even spell my name right, and yet she asks me to train her son. Greatest cousin in the world, that woman," the old dwarf cut in quickly enough, wandering back into his house as he began to search through a cabinet filled with weirdly coloured letters. Stig and Theo just stood by the entry for a minute while he grumbled, not sure what to do. "What are you standing there for? Get inside! I don’t want to lose all the warm air because your legs got frozen out there."
It was a comfortable morning temperature, but neither felt the need to say as much. Dusting off their shoes, they entered the residency and made themselves at home on the small couch. Nero jumped out of her spot under Theo’s shoulder pad and settled on his lap instead, but that was just about all the activity the rabbit would be doing for the day.
Scratching the [Familiar]’s ears left his eyes to stray and find an old letter on the couch table, the protective paper yellowing with age and crumbling a little on the sides. Picking it up, Theo finally figured out the name of the old [Space Mage].
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Side-Quests


"Sybren Kuiper," Stig said out loud as Theo held the letter. Theo wondered how a forest dwarf could’ve gotten such a weird name. He didn’t get the nature reference, if there even was one. He was barely able to consider it before the letter was snatched out of his hands and put back on the table. 
"Didn’t your parents ever tell you not to touch a stranger’s belongings?" Sybren questioned, the old dwarf’s left eyebrow raised questioningly. A slightly embarrassed look untensed the atmosphere, and the grumpy [Space Mage] simply sighed until he pulled out a certain letter. By the handwriting, it looked like Arila’s. "‘Dear cousin, my son has recently awakened his talents in the Space Domain. As I know you have grown to be an expert in this field through the years, I have grown hopeful that you might be able to impart some of your knowledge to your nephew. Yadda yadda, I’ll invite you back for the anniversaries, yadda yadda, goodbye.’ A rather touching letter for somebody of her rank. It even felt like a request at the start."
The relationship between those family members was getting more obvious with time. Theo was beginning to understand why Arila hadn’t been happy about the prospect of Stig being sent over to the supposedly powerful [Space Mage].
Actually, Theo couldn’t see much of the apparent power in the old forest dwarf. When [Mana-Sight] was put into its full force, showing the magical lines of energy springing up from every inch of the world, that condensed thread of life that surrounded magical beings and artefacts just wasn’t as clear with the old man. While there was clearly some form of energy there, at a scale that Theo knew was greater than his own, it was fragmented and unbound. It was like comparing a sea of small diamonds to a single big one. The mass was perhaps greater with the former, but the value was so much less.
When those fragments of mana began to seemingly form eyes and look back at Theo, he shut off his [Mana-Sight] and returned to the conversation at hand.
"Does…does that mean you’ll teach me?" Stig asked, seeming unsure of what their situation was Despite Arila’s supposed agreement.
"I said that I would try to teach you," Sybren corrected, walking over to one of the tables. Only now did Theo truly notice all the alchemy equipment that was lying about. Crystallizers, diffusers, tubes of all shapes and sizes, and various coloured liquids and materials in containers could all be spotted. There were even body parts, fingers, toes, and organs floating around in liquids. Theo swore that some of the eyes glanced his way, but he was unable to get eye contact with the moving ones. "And to try, I need to be of the proper mind."
"How would you accomplish getting to that state, then?" Theo questioned, the old man looking his way with a clearly frustrated expression. "Do you need some more hours of sleep?"
"More rest could always help in any situation," the man amended. "But no, I need something that isn’t so easily found. I need a concoction, a drink that requires fresh ingredients from the bottom of a nearby dungeon."
Theo waited a moment to be sure this wasn’t some kind of joke. Was there even a dungeon around these parts? From the grim expression on Stig’s face, there might’ve been. That the room fell into a deadly quiet was another indicator of the possible danger here.
"You want us to risk our lives so you can get a refreshment that would make you feel ready to teach him?" the [Rune-Crafter] said, getting a noncommittal shrug in response. "Why?"
"Because I said as much?" Sybren answered bluntly, acting like his point was unquestionable. "It’s I who decided whether I want to teach you or not. It takes time and energy that I don’t normally have. If you want to waste my time by not fulfilling my one and only request, then I will gladly show you the door and—"
"No!" Stig was quick to butt in, the forest dwarf’s eyes widening. Theo could see the slight hint of a desperate mind. Was his willingness to go to the bottom of the local dungeon because of a relative lack of danger or his extreme desire to learn more about the [Space Domain]? The [Rune-Crafter] hoped to the heavens that it was the former. "We can get the plants you need. We just need a list."
Even through the thick beard of the old dwarf, the semi-lack of teeth could be spotted when a grin came forth. Quickly checking through his pocket, the old [Space Mage] pulled out a list with rough scribbles on it. While Theo couldn’t read a single word, it was apparently more than enough to make the younger one pale.
"You want Dolor Roots?" Stig said, his face showing off a mix of shock and lack of understanding. "Don’t tell me you’re planning on—"
"We’re not here for you to question my plans, dear nephew. We’re here to see if you can complete a simple request in exchange for my help," Sybren said, seemingly unbothered with cutting in when the youngest tried to comment on the glorified grocery list. Theo wasn’t sure he liked this situation, only staying because it was meant to help Stig improve. "And you, rune-crafter, I suppose you also want something for your efforts?"
Wait, what?
"How’d you know I was—" Theo began to say, but a glint of [Mana] in the [Space Mage]’s eyes made the answer obvious. "[Mana-Sight]. The lack of [Affinity] makes it obvious."
"That and the shoddy runes on your enchanted shield," the [Space Mage] answered, pointing at the [Gale] and [Ignis Runes] still sitting on the front of his shield. "If you help my nephew fulfill the request, I’ll grant you one of the simpler runes in the Space Domain. I’ll even carve it out in steel so you can copy it without thinking."
A new [Rune]…
"Which [Rune] is it, exactly?" the [Rune-Crafter] questioned. His curiosity with the [Space Mage] had turned into rapt attention in the span of five seconds. For an annoyance, the old dwarf knew how to hit the right buttons.
"A simple one that you wouldn’t recognize the name of," Sybren unhelpfully replied, pointing at the door. "No more questions. Go out and get me the plants, and I’ll have my part of the deal ready for your possible return. If you aren’t back before nightfall, I’ll assume you’ve met your demise."
With that vote of confidence, Nero was scooped back under Theo’s shoulder pad before they rose from the couch. There were no real attempts at being polite, the two leaving the house within four minutes of stepping inside. With no real goodbye, the door was slammed in their face as well.
"Your uncle is a pretty rude person," Theo stated.
"That he is," Stig confirmed with a tired tone. "I was warned about his bluntness, but I didn’t think it was to this extent. And that’s him just giving us an errand… ‘Impolite’ would be too mild."
"It’s an asshole move?"
"That fits," the forest dwarf surmised, stretching in the morning sun. They’d barely gotten breakfast by this point. "I suppose we’re going dungeon-delving today. I was hoping to wait a few days until we had to test ourselves in that plant nightmare, but I suppose now is as good a time as any. What do you say about going out shopping? We need some supplies if we’re going on a day trip into that place."
Theo had nothing against it. With nothing stopping them, they moved along once again.




Chapter 28







 [Haggle]


Theo felt some part of his eye twitch as he looked down at the dwarven merchant. The crowded street around them continued to move like water, but these two just remained in place like statues. Neither was willing to bend to the other's will, each seeing their offer as the correct one. 
Sadly, Theo’s was without a doubt the objective truth.
"There is no way that a standard bag for herbs would cost twenty silver," Theo told the stubborn dwarf on the other side of the old wooden table. A grunt and muttering came in response, but it was too low for his ears to pick up. Nero heard it though, just relaying the core message to the [Rune-Crafter]. "If you don’t want to sell it to me, there’s an easier way to convey that message."
"Discrimination is against morality, by order of the celestials above," the dwarven merchant replied matter-of-factly, though his eyes betrayed the truth. There was no way that Theo would be getting this bag without having to sell half his kidney. "If you want to buy my wares, you have to pay like everybody else. There are no exceptions."
"I would gladly pay you the fair price for this item, sir," Theo said, holding the leather bag in the air. The forest dwarf changed his footing as if he were ready to chase after a petty thief. That was a bit insulting. "But this isn’t worth twenty silvers. The material is fine enough to cost three, sure, but the sewing isn’t by an experienced hand and the top half looks to have been used before. Did you buy this to try and resell it?"
"I sewed it with my own bare hands!"
The face on that dwarf was akin to a rotten tomato, the heat nearly coming out of his ears as Theo waved the bag in front of him. The [Rune-Crafter] was in desperate need of something like it, Stig having requested that he find something to "hold the more delicate herbs." The bag they already had wasn’t able to separate the different plants properly, and the [Space Mage] was quite fearful of what would happen if some of them were mixed. Stig’s boring mutterings about acidic properties stopped Theo from truly listening, but it did sound rather dangerous.
No matter the reason, Theo needed it. The other dwarven merchants he’d passed by either hadn’t had any bags for sale at all, or had tried to sell him ones that weren't up for the job. He needed this type of leather, with the insides having already-prepared separators. Since the dwarf in front of him was the only one somewhat willing to sell him one of those, the [Rune-Crafter] had to continue with this.
Regretfully, there was only so much shit he could take before snapping.
"You might have been too drunk when doing it, then," Theo muttered, just loud enough that the dwarven merchant could hear him. The black beard wasn’t even close to being able to hide the veins on the merchant’s face nearly popping, a foot finding itself on the wooden table as a hand reached out towards the [Mage]. An attack, though it was easily thwarted by Theo holding the approaching fist. "Are you sure you want to try that? If you want to escalate this, I’m happy to call the guards."
[Skill] increase detected!
[Intimidate] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

Theo had to hide his smirk as he saw the [Skill] improve, the increase going well with the rapidly paling face on the merchant. It had been a while since he’d found reason to use this, but the situation at hand was as good a time as any other. The dwarf seemed to shake from his words.
Maybe I put too much [Mana] into that.
He’d honestly thought that people would be less susceptible to [Intimidation] than beasts, but it seemed to be the opposite, the man now frozen in place. There was some attempt to get words out, but it was more of a stammer.
"How about you sell it to me for four silver?" Theo suggested, confusion rising on the merchant’s face. "I know that five silver is the proper price, but you have been somewhat rude through this exchange, you know. It’s only fair that I get something for being made a fool of."
The light somewhat returned to the dwarven eyes, spite regaining its former power. Theo was relatively sure that the merchant had forgotten his warnings about escalating the situation, as some weird steel-made device was drawn from his pocket. It was only halfway through the motion aiming at Theo that the [Rune-Crafter] was able to recognize it as a primitive gun.
Is he going to try and shoot me?
Preparing for a fight, Theo took his shield from resting by his feet to right in front of his chest. The movement was quick, more than swift enough to block the steel that flew through the air. And yet…while the sound of the shot came forth, there was never the thud of impact. Confusion yet again arose, though it was both parties of the exchange that felt the emotion. Glancing over the shield, the [Rune-Crafter] had to widen his eyes as the half-destroyed bullet floated in midair, white energy encasing it at the front.
"If I may intrude here," a polite voice said from the side. Turning his head, Theo was able to see a rather old lady wearing white robes and a gentle smile, the look of a caring grandmother. "I believe that the two of you need to settle this trade peacefully. This village is built on communication, and that can’t be achieved through threats and violence."
"He started it," Theo accused, momentarily focused on the bullet remains as they dropped down onto the ground, the hollow metal making a few clinking noises as it rolled down the street. "Thought he needed to get as much money out of me as possible. When I called him out on it, he thought that his fists would do the talking."
"That’s not how you behave yourself, Gerald Longoak," the old lady critiqued the dwarven trader, a grimace appearing on the man’s face. This didn’t seem like the most uncommon occurrence around here, the group that had surrounded them starting to move once again. The fun part was over, and only the scolding remained. "I try to be lenient with you and the others’ views, but I can’t tolerate you acting upon them."
"I am sorry, head priestess, but—" Gerald tried to say, but the look of the religious leader brought him into silence, a slight turn of her head towards Theo making it clear what she wanted. The old lady wasn’t the one meant to receive an apology here. "Please," Gerald said to the human, "forgive me for what I did. My own opinions of your kind might have clouded my thoughts."
"Might have?"
That was a very strong "might."




Chapter 29







Plants


"Apology accepted," Theo said to the merchant, not wanting to drag this out any further. With this priestess of sorts around here, he knew that he could perhaps get his way. "Does my offer of four silver for the bag seem amenable now?" 
"I believe you offered five silver, when you first arrived here, human," the priestess corrected, Theo clicking his tongue at her words. He didn’t mind the extra silver, but he had been hoping to use this situation to its fullest. "Don’t let greed drive your mind now."
"No, it’s fine, head priestess," the dwarven merchant quickly said, taking Theo’s coins and letting him have the bag for himself. That wasn’t too bad a deal, the [Rune-Crafter] feeling more than satisfied. "I usually sell them for three silvers or less anyway."
…
Theo couldn’t really be mad here, holding the herbal bag. He’d brought the price down from twenty silvers to four, one fifth of the original price. Was it still more than the standard pricing? Yes. Had he still technically gotten a discount? Also yes.
New [Skill] learned!
[Haggle] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

The [System] saw the same subjective truth as him, the [Rune-Crafter]’s mood improving once more. A [Skill Upgraded] and a [Skill] learned in a single morning? He wasn’t going to complain about that.
"So you’re the priestess in this town?" Theo asked as he began to search out the street for Stig. The short dwarf had gone running to find some lunch they could bring, along with some fresh meat for Nero since the [Familiar] had been complaining, but spotting them through the crowd was the challenge. "And how did you stop that metal ball in mid-air?"
"I am indeed the cleric of Apyllon in this part of the world," the old lady replied, Theo briefly being very stressed by the deity’s name. He’d been told about [Gods] in general by Stig. They were entities powerful enough to manipulate the world while existing outside of it, but their naming scheme was a little too familiar. "As for how I saved you from a dreadful injury? That would be through the power bestowed by the Great One. I have been granted the ability to save those in need, and you were in such a position a few minutes ago."
So the clerics of deities were able to use the powers of the [Gods]? That was…that sounded rather dangerous. Theo wanted to know more, curious if he could perhaps become a cleric of a [God] himself. Being able to heal without the use of [Runes] didn’t sound too bad, and—
"Theo, did you get the bag?" Stig questioned, making the [Rune-Crafter] jump a little as the forest dwarf seemingly appeared out of nowhere. The thick crowd around them was too good at hiding those too short, even [Mana-Sight] having a hard time looking through the large grouping of flesh. "Who were you talking to, by the way? I could hear you saying something weird."
"Oh, I was asking this nice person here about—" Theo began to answer, turning around to introduce the archer to the priestess. And yet…he found nothing but empty air, the old lady seen a moment ago seemingly having disappeared, gone in a blink. [Mana-Sight] afforded him no answer, no traces of the woman to be seen. "I was talking to this white-robed person, but she might be able to [Teleport] around."
Stig looked at him weirdly, continuing to question the man about his sleeping habits as they began to move through the crowd. The morning travelling was nearing its end as the sun rose to its daily apex, but there were still enough people around to create a stressful start to their day.
At least moving wasn’t the biggest issue in the world, that instead being the guardsmen at the gate.
"Halt!" a rough voice demanded of the two, Theo remaining unimpressed as the dwarf in front of him looked at him angrily. "State your name and reasons for leaving the village."
"Theo Locheim and Stig Goldfeet," the [Rune-Crafter] fired off in rapid fashion. "We’re going to the local dungeon to get some herbs. We should be back before nightfall."
When the guardsman looked unconvinced, Stig was forced to confirm the story. While the word of a human was seen with distrust, somebody with "Goldfeet" as their last name was seen as the beacon of truth instantly. The family name apparently carried more weight than Theo had previously thought.
"Make sure you get back before the sun falls below the horizon," the guardsman warned as the duo began to head out, a clear dirt road leading the way towards their target. "There’s been attacks on traders around here recently, usually during the night hours."
"We’ll keep it in mind," Stig promised as they walked along. "Thanks for the warning!"
There was no reply, the gate being closed once again. The gears ground for a dozen seconds and then the wall was complete once again. It would take more than a small force to get through that barrier.
Or maybe a small group with [Impact Runes]. Either works here, honestly.
Within only a minute, they were back in the wild forests, the trees just barely pushed to the sides by the thin trail. It was clear that the path they walked on had found common use in the last many years, the grass gone and replaced with hard earth, but it wasn’t as big as Theo had expected. It was just barely the same size as the one in Zerdyl, and that village had only a tenth of Oslaker’s population.
"Is this dungeon not as commonly used?" Theo asked as they continued along, [Mana-Sight] allowing him to see some rather minute waves of green [Mana] ahead. It was still ten minutes of walking away, but…there was definitely something peculiar going on. Its mana signature was akin to nature, but there was a slight difference, so minute that he couldn’t put his finger on it just yet. "Or is there just another path over to it that we just didn’t do?"
"It’s the first one," Stig replied, stopping for a brief second to pick a few weird flowers from the ground. They had green buds, with some black and yellow streaks down the stalks. "If you’re not a herbalist or somebody who knows how to use the plants inside, there’s no reason to risk your life fighting those beasts."
Theo handed the forest dwarf the herbal bag that he’d bought, Stig putting the flowers inside one of the inner pouches. A small thread at the top of the inner pocket allowed it to be tightened and the first of many plants of the day to be instantly isolated from everything else. Even if he had been ripped off with that item, the [Rune-Crafter] was happy with that purchase.
"Not even for the meat, though?" the [Rune-Crafter] questioned as he brushed the dirt off his knees. "I don’t think many would turn down a virtually infinite source of fresh kills for no reason."
"The reason for them not harvesting the beasts is that they don’t have any meat that we can eat," the [Space Mage] fired back nonchalantly. It was a rather—wait, what? Theo could easily see that hint of a grin as his head whipped back at the forest dwarf. "They're plants, Theo. None of the life within that dungeon has the slightest inkling of flesh and bone. There are just roots, leaves, twigs, and more thorny flowers than either of us would ever want in our lifetime. There’s all of that, but there’s nothing a person could eat and live to tell the tale."
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Goop


The explanation of the dungeon was taken one step further when Stig went into detail about the various so-called plant monsters they were meant to meet inside. Theo had already been introduced to the idea of living plants, with those walking trees that had taken up residence near Zerdyl before they’d left, but this was on another scale entirely. Rosebushes with thorny whips, trees with entangling roots, and flowers that would attack with pellets of sharp seeds that grew inside your skin. It was all so horrific. 
"Oh, and we need all of it fresh, so that means you can’t just set fire to everything down there," the [Space Mage] added so casually, acting like it was nothing. It was most certainly not nothing, however, and Theo felt like an old dwarven merchant as his face went a little red.
"Fire is the main part of my skill set, though," Theo rebutted, looking down at his shield. It was currently equipped with mainly [Ignis Runes], alongside a few [Gale Runes] in each [Circuit]. While he could technically activate the [Gale Runes] independently, he really didn’t want to let go of his main offensive capabilities. "Couldn’t you have told me before we went out here?"
"I don’t think it would’ve made much of a difference," Stig said, seeming a little apologetic because of Theo’s reaction. "Sorry about that. I wasn’t thinking how you’d need to change your fighting style. If it means anything, the larger plants inside are mostly fire-resistant, so those can get a dose if needed."
That was at least something, even if Theo had to mentally prepare himself for what was to come. The sun was shining down at them, the winds were gently pushing through the leaves in the trees, it all smelled so perfect, and here he was, ready to beat the ever living shit out of walking plants.
At least they don’t talk yet.
He wasn’t sure if he could handle them talking back to him.
Another dozen minutes finally brought them to the entrance of the dungeon. Like the last two, it was mainly beneath their feet, only an entrance just barely sticking up. The detail that separated this one from the previous two, however, was the massive tree on top of the entrance.
"That isn’t natural in the slightest," Theo commented, his [Mana-Sight] going haywire as he stared at the massive branches in front of them. While the upper end of the massive tree wasn’t too extreme in proportions, the network of roots beneath the ground certainly were. There was enough energy moving through them for a definitive pulse of sorts, the [Rune-Crafter] able to track the remnants of energy put through the ground through sight alone. "I’m guessing that it’s feeding on whatever’s keeping the plants inside the dungeon alive as well?"
"Probably? People don’t question how dungeons work too much," Stig said, taking a few steps down the primitive stairs to get to the entrance. The broken gate-door into the massive compound had been broken down through both age and repeated physical trauma, the remnants of the metal lying next to them in the grass. Theo could see the dents had been made from inside. Something must’ve done its best to get out a few decades ago.
Glad it’s not here anymore, at least.
"Shall we?" Theo beckoned, letting the young [Space Mage] enter the [Facility] first. When nothing jumped down from the dark ceiling to rip Stig’s head off, Theo walked inside as well, his eyes slowly adjusting to the relative darkness. The lights inside this place weren’t on like they’d been in the other two dungeons. It was almost like the energy around the [Facility] was being sucked out as fast as it was being generated. "This place is off-putting."
"It is a dungeon, you know. It’s meant to be off-putting," Stig responded, drawing an arrow as they continued inside. "This first floor is said to have the rosebushes hiding around to try and sneak up on us. We need their flowers so be on the lookout for them."
Nero offered to bite the neck off the dwarf, but Theo shot the [Familiar]’s idea down, the two beings’ senses blending into one as they searched the area around them. Those thorny plant monsters were perhaps relatively harmless, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t get some easy strikes. Stig had warned they were smart enough to go for the eyes, and Theo had no desire to—
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
The servers of [Facility-3415 "Fool's Gladiolus"] welcome you. We hope you enjoy your stay!

It had taken several minutes for that message to be put up. That extreme delay couldn’t be a good sign. Theo worried about how the lower floors were supposed to look when the upper floors were like this. There wasn’t a prevalence of moisture on the stone walls, but Theo could see how the natural world had rapidly overtaken the [Facility] through the last decades. There wasn’t just moss but small branches, flowers that bloomed in the darkness, and a set of vines with sharp thorns on them, ready to defend from any predators.
…
Or I guess it helps it be a predator.
"We have one!" Theo announced as he finally spotted the approaching vine on the ground, the green ropelike plant sneaking up on them by hiding in the cracks in the stone floor. It was stretching itself, mass seemingly appearing from nowhere. Or, no, that wasn’t it. The plant was converting the ambient [Mana] to instantaneously grow itself towards them. That was genius!
Momentarily enraptured by the machinations of killer plants, Theo wasn’t able to dodge in time as the vine shot out towards his left leg. The thorns were more than happy to dig through his pants, the small organic spikes seeming to wriggle out. A tensing sensation forced Theo to realize it was draining blood from the wounds.
Genius but nasty.
With his shield raised, he struck down on the vine within a few seconds. The momentary surprise wore off as he looked at the cut-off part. It took a bit of time for the separated plant to understand its position, the wriggling thorns slowly ceasing to move as the grip around his foot loosened as well. [Mana-Sight] revealed that whatever magic had bound it into one mass was also being slowly unravelled. It was akin to the [Steel] he made from his shield, the [Material] not able to stay in its current form without constant upkeep. How interesting.
"Focus!" Stig shouted from behind him, Theo feeling the air push against him as an arrow flew by his head. It sailed through the open space until it landed neatly inside the main body of the wriggling vines. A weird screech came from the plant mass as more ropelike branches began to shoot out towards them. Stealth was entirely thrown out the window. "Don’t let them stay on your skin for more than a few seconds."
Theo wasn’t feeling like getting his blood drained anyway, manoeuvring his shield to dodge the initial attacks by the vines. A [Gale Rune] activated by the time the rosebush started to beat on its metallic surface as well, the compressed air grenade shooting out and meeting the green flesh. Theo’s ears popped a little from the attack, but the damage to the beast was so much worse, the energy of the blast travelling through the beast and outright [Stunning] the creature. A single [Gale Rune], which amounted to about eight points of [Mana], could do so much damage?
"Remember to finish them off," Stig advised again as another arrow flew into the plant monster. It landed around the same spot again, though the creature didn’t twitch because of it. Or, actually, there was some slight movement at the ends of the vines. Theo supposed he still had something to contribute, his feet hitting the fractured ground as he sprinted towards the creature, his shield landing square in its body. The [Impact Rune] on his weapon activated, and the force on the soft flesh expanded to the point where it popped like a balloon. "Maybe do it more softly, however. I got some of that goop on me."
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Dolor


A few splatters of a green, blood-like substance might’ve hit the [Space Mage], but Theo’s stomach was entirely covered in the stuff. It was…too sticky for comfort, and it smelled like old compost. Honestly, it was only natural that his [Familiar] jumped down and began to scoop the liquid up with her tongue. 
"You’re gross," Theo flatly stated to the small rabbit, Nero responding with the mental equivalent of a middle finger. If she wanted to eat weird plant goop, the [Rune-Crafter] wouldn’t interfere. "What part of this plant do we need to bring back?"
"Just the flower buds on the top of the body, though we might have to kill another few of them to get the required amount," Stig replied, taking out a small pair of scissors as he removed the growths on the main body. With the actual monster dead, Theo was able to push away all the vines and branches to see the actual main body, a weird amalgamation of circular roots around what looked to be a pair of lungs. Lungs made out of tree parts, sure, but lungs nonetheless. Whoever had made this creature, or designed it at least, needed to have a very good explanation for their work. "If you don’t make the creatures pop like soap bubbles, we might only need to kill three."
The advice did seem a little scolding until the [Rune-Crafter] spotted the suppressed grin on the man’s face.
Wordlessly, Theo drained the [Impact Rune] of its remaining [Mana]. The [Rune] would be more useful later on. For now, he’d just rely on brute strength and the [Gale Rune]. It wasn’t like he needed much else, with how utterly effective that burst of compressed air had been. The creature had just been so…weak. It was on the level of the small spiders he’d fought back in the old [Facility]. The plant beasts were powerful enough to damage him, sure, but they could be killed with only his fists if he needed to.
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 5%

Looking at the [Familiar] in question, the [Rune-Crafter] sighed at the mess on her fur. Pretty much her entire body was dyed green, the rabbit somehow having managed to roll in the goop while eating it at full throttle. And, worse than anything else, Nero wanted to get back into her space under his shoulder pad.
"Please don’t force me to clean out the armour tonight," Theo pleaded to the uncaring [Familiar], the beast distracted as she ordered him to go forth and find more flesh for her to eat. She hadn’t even tried to eat a lot of the beast in front of her, but it was seemingly unsatisfactory by her standards now. It was like trying to reason with an unruly child, for hell’s sake. "This isn’t going to be fun."
"There’s no fun when it comes to dead plant monsters," Stig agreed, the [Rune-Crafter] looking over at the forest dwarf to see him put a handful of the rosebuds into the herbal bag. "It stinks to the ends of the earth when the corpses are allowed to rot. Even normal flesh can’t get close to that stench."
A wary glance was sent to the decomposing plant matter, the [Mana] within them flying back into the air around them, but Theo just disregarded it after a while. Instead of trying to find logic in this world, the duo just walked further inside the [Facility]. They had a quota to meet before the sun went down, and he had no desire to stay here longer than they had to.
Another four of the rosebushes met their end within the hour as Theo and Stig moved through the overgrown hallways. The ground became more uneven with time, but it was barely noticeable when mixed in with all the debris lying around. With several of the hallways, there were too many loose piles of dirt and rocks to even see the ground, travel purely done on the piles in place.
And of course, each kill was followed up by Stig removing the rosebuds while Nero ate to her heart's content. Theo, in the meanwhile, was given the gracious privilege of standing around and watching his [Famialir] become increasingly more filthy.
She needs a bath soon.
At least the progress on her [Level] wasn’t bad. The last one certainly had some more power to it.
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 14%

Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 25%

Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 32%

Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 45%

"This one is a little bigger as well," Theo commented, holding up the thick vines in his hand. Each was wide enough to be a branch from a hundred-year-old tree, and more than heavy enough to knock the air out of his lungs if he got hit directly. "The thicker [Mana-Density] must make it easier for them to absorb the energy and grow safely."
"Or the ones near the entrance to the dungeon get culled more often, allowing those further inside to live longer and therefore grow bigger passively," Stig countered, closing the bag with a satisfied smile. "We have all the rosebuds we need. Now it’s just to get some of the Quasi Flowers’ petals, a handful of Dulo Seeds, and then the… Dolor Roots. That last one isn’t going to be fun."
"Why not?" Theo asked, remembering that the last item needed was from the beast that could handle fire. "It should be the easiest, since we can go all out."
"You forget that the beasts can also go all out," the [Space Mage] countered, resting his bow by his side as they began to walk along. They’d spotted the half-destroyed staircase not far from here, and they needed to get down to the second floor of five. "The rosebushes are restricted to attacking with vines, but the others are more creative than that. The Quasi Flowers attack with sharp edges of physical mana, the Dulo Trees will outright fire seeds towards you at high speeds, and the Dolor Plant can camouflage itself and move without making much sound. You can’t defend against what you don’t know is there, if you understand what I mean."
A creature good enough at hiding that their main reason to be feared was that they weren’t easily detected before they struck people down? That…didn’t sound fun. Theo had been starting to get excited about being able to return to the classic tactic of just pointing a beam of flame at the enemy, but he needed to know where to aim to do as much. If this was what he was going to be fighting against, it wasn’t going to be fun in the slightest.
At least they had a few other plants to go through before that point, the stairs downwards leading the duo to a small field of flowers. In direct opposition to the previous floor, the lights here worked beautifully. That was also how the two found themselves able to see far into the widened hallway, a sea of flowers in front of them.
And regular flowers at that, the yellow and blue flowers that he’d seen outside in the forest here in abundance. They sat so tightly together that Theo couldn’t help but step on a few with each of his steps.
"Now the game is about finding the right flower from a distance, and putting an arrow through it before it detects our presence," Stig surmised, pulling an arrow and settling it on his bow. "If you go within two meters of the Quasi Flower, which you should be able to spot because of its purple colouring, it will send out blades of mana towards you. The hunters over in the village warned me that it cuts deep, so be aware before you walk too far along."
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Quasi


Theo had to pause mid-step at Stig’s words, forced to quickly scan the area he was walking around in. A purple flower amongst a sea of blue and yellow, one that could cut his legs up if he didn’t stop them in time. It was going to be a fun day, wasn’t it? 
"Would you be of any help this time around?" Theo asked the [Familiar]. Nero replied with a negative, beckoning him to do the hard work for her. "Well, your nose should be able to pick out the difference in smell better than I can pick out the difference in their looks. If you help, you’ll get to munch down on whatever kind of flesh that’s inside those weird flowers."
…
Sometimes the [Rune-Crafter]’s ability to convince rabbits was just unnatural, a certain black-streaked furball jumping from his shoulder and right down into the maze of flowers. An instant burst of smells was sent through their connection, and Theo started to get a sense of where everything was. That peculiar depth in each smell, the subtleties that he’d never been able to pick apart before, told him the story of what had happened around here. He could smell sweat, blood, kicked-up dirt, and the slightest hints of—
Oh. [Mana] has a smell.
At least some form of that energy did, the smell of the greenish [Affinities] closely resembling that of an indoor houseplant that hadn’t been watered in a while. It was weirdly specific, but Theo’s mind refused to budge from the thought. He wasn’t about to question Nero’s ability to pick it all out. Within a single minute, the rabbit had already picked out everything in a ten-meter radius, almost going on a side tangent to eat the remains of some dead rat.
"I didn’t think there were meant to be any normal creatures down here?" Theo questioned as he picked up the dead rodent by its tail. Its head was scrunched up weirdly, the open mouth showing needlelike teeth with small holes at the tips. Was every creature down here hell-bent on taking blood from their victims? It was a little creepy by this point, a small chill falling through his body as he let Nero have a bite of the meat. The rabbit barely had a nibble before she moved along, but whatever.
"There weren’t meant to be, yes, but wildlife could always just walk inside if they so wish," Stig replied, seeming put off by the appearance of the rodent as well.
Moving on, it was almost a breath of relief when Nero located the first Quasi Flower of the day. The [Familiar] was just barely able to warn them of its presence before they walked inside the danger zone around it, however. "I can see why so many fall for this trap. All the flowers here must be allowed to continue living just because of the cover they grant."
Theo would personally say that it was more than just cover, only Nero’s direct guidance on the flower’s location even letting him spot it. Calling its petals purple was an overstatement, the colouring closer to a dark blue, one that the regular blue could easily achieve by being surrounded by dimmer lights.
"What do you want to do, then?" Theo asked the [Space Mage], the [Rune-Crafter] readying the shield to send out a burst of air at the flower. It would probably tear up all of the flowers close by, but they would probably be able to find it afterwards. "Just a quick use of force before we remove the petals?"
"We need the petals completely uncompressed, so brute force won’t be too useful," the forest dwarf replied, taking out his knife once again and handing it to him. "The flower dies near-instantly if we cut it off at the stalk, however. I’ll try and see if I can get it with an arrow, but I don’t promise too much precision at this distance."
Weighing the skinning knife in his hand, Theo finding it extremely balanced for a simple blade, he looked on curiously as the [Space Mage] nocked an arrow on the bow. A few calm breaths were had after that, and [Mana-Sight] revealed the use of [Magic] began. In the same instant that the hand released the string on the bow, the arrow beginning to fly along, a burst of [Space Mana] emerged from Stig’s hand. In the blink of an eye, the arrow disappeared, reappearing two meters in front of him, just in front of the base of a certain Quasi Flower.
It cut the stalk perfectly, the flower falling to the ground without the slightest twitch. While there were some momentary projections of dark blue in the air for a second, it all fuzzed out before anything could happen, leaving the duo with a half-broken arrow tip and a dead flower.
"Aiming an arrow towards a flower growing out of rocks might not have been the greatest idea in the world," Theo commented, wincing as he looked at the clearly bent tip of the arrowhead. It had ground against the floor at just the wrong angle, the metal in need of being smoothed out if it was to be reused properly. The centre of mass was certainly thrown off now, even if that didn’t matter on short distances. "I didn’t think you were able to put out that much energy, though. Did your range for [Teleporting] moving objects change while I wasn’t paying attention?"
"Indeed it did," Stig confirmed with a grin, taking back his knife as he carefully removed the head of the flower. Care was taken to not touch the petals directly, and their mint condition was preserved as they were put into the bag. "Just a few more of these and we should be—"
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 57%

Both of them looked down at the [Familiar], the rabbit rapidly consuming the bottom part of the former Quasi Flower. A creature, small and inconspicuous but deadly if allowed to surprise a hunter, was now inside the stomach of a miniature rabbit, eaten in five seconds. If anything, Theo felt a little proud.
"That rabbit is going to try and eat you one day," Stig stated with a blunt tone, eliciting a small laugh from the [Rune-Crafter].
"I don’t doubt it."
Letting Nero finish her dish of the hour, they continued following around the small critter as she nonchalantly stalked the hallways. The [Familiar] seemed entirely happy with the position she was in, though Theo had to continually repeat his promises of free food. While the beast was happy to help for a price, she needed to be reminded of that fact a little more often than he was comfortable with. She was quite the forgetful one.
Two of them, this time.
The Quasi Flowers were not hostile to its kind, as Theo discovered when they turned a corner and nearly stumbled into two of them at once. The head-high flowers stood side-by-side, their petals nearly touching each other as they nested right under one of the [Facility]’s lights. It was an interesting sight, though not one that the [Rune-Crafter] was sure he wanted to have at the moment.
"Any chance that you can take out both of them with one arrow?" Theo asked, the forest dwarf looking at him like he was crazy in response. He’d seen a few archers back in the old world do something like that, but it seemed that such a stunt wasn’t too common here. "Was worth a shot."
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Petals


"I can take out one of them, but you need to stop the other from sending a blast of attacks our way afterwards," Stig commented, the two getting into position rather quickly. The forest dwarf had a grin plastered on his face. Was this the time for such excitement? 
The ancient ways of the turtle were to be adopted once again. Theo squatted under the shield as the forest dwarf standing nearby readied a shot, fired it off, and hit the first Quasi Flower head.
Then came the wrath from the second, from a flower so innocent-looking. Theo was confident in the fact that he’d underestimated the response. For a plant barely coming halfway up to his knees, the pure density of [Mana] that flowed from its petals was extreme, the dark blue becoming extremely bright alongside the creation of what looked like sword blades.
Blades that could spin through the air towards his head, even, Theo ducking under the shield as the magical blades flew past. One impacted the metallic defence, though it wasn’t able to penetrate it. Barely, Theo not like the small dent on the inside, one that sat right next to his eye.
"Ready!" Stig announced, pulling back the bowstring and breathing deeply as the [Space Domain] flared to its fullest once again. When the last volley of blades slowed, the shield was removed and the arrow once again flew through the air.
It wasn’t a fatal hit, only grazing the stalk and making it bend to the side. What had been mere testing shots became a wave of death from the flower’s side as the amounts of summoned mana constructs doubled. The walls around them began to fracture as the weapons impacted with the stone to make small pellets of rock shoot out everywhere. Flowers, clearly grown with passion, were bulldozed by the high-speed pieces of stone, Theo feeling a sharp pain as one travelled right into the skin on his arm.
"Again!"
Another arrow was fired, one that made its mark properly. The flower fell and Theo could lower his shield, inspecting the flow of blood from his bicep. While the wound didn’t seem bad by itself, the sharp piece of stone nestled inside his skin was a problem. Wriggling it out, a sharp hiss escaping his lips in response, Theo felt some form of relief when it left his body. And, even better, the bleeding stopped near-instantly. For all it had taken to get it, having a high [Vitality] was a godsend.
"We’re going to just leave the ones in pairs alone," Theo declared as he massaged his just-barely healed arm. He could’ve made quick work of those flowers with pretty much any of his [Runes], but they truly needed to remain intact. "I’m fine with the extra time if it means we don’t have to hide behind my shield while they come at us."
At the mention of that, he noticed that the middle [Ignis Rune] had been damaged by one of the mana blades, a clear etching on its left side.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 52%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 8/11
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 7/44

Just like that, an almost [Full-Durability] [Rune] had been degraded to almost worthless. Theo needed a way to repair the [Runes] without having to redo the entire shield. [Regenerate Shield] was still just too general to work with him in that way.
"That’s fair," Stig acknowledged, walking over and getting the two flowers’ untouched petals. After he got them into the bag, Nero was quickly by the dwarf’s side to remove the leftovers from this realm of existence.
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 64%

Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 72%

Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 76%

Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 81%

Another two of the flowers were taken care of afterwards, each time being helped along by Nero’s impeccable ability to find the plant monsters. For what it was worth, Theo could see some clear increases in his [Familiar]’s skill in finding them, their shared sense of smell becoming more specialized when they got into gear. If only the rabbit could do the same with other parts of life, but Theo wasn’t one to criticize too heavily. Nero could do her current job just fine.
"Your current assignment doesn’t include biting me!" Theo half-shouted as he felt a bite in his right leg, the rabbit just barely getting her teeth through his skin. Stig laughed, but the [Rune-Crafter] felt no such compulsion, even if it was a stark reminder that Nero could hear his thoughts about as well as he could hear hers.
Or it might’ve been a bit one-sided, since only one of them had coherent lines of thought, but whatever.
"That’s all of the Quasi Flower petals we need to bring back," Stig cut in, interrupting the [Rune-Crafter]’s line of thought. "Now we just need the seeds and the roots. Both of them should be on the next floor together, though that might be an issue in itself."
Theo was about to question it until he remembered each of the two creatures they were about to go up against. One was the Dulo tree, a rather large type of plant, sitting steadfast in one area while shooting seeds at whoever thought to approach. They were fast enough to penetrate skin and armour, dangerous to anybody not prepared for them, something neither Theo nor Stig needed to worry about here.
And then there was the Dolor plant, the most humanoid and arguably intelligent creature. It wasn’t one to stay in place, roaming soundlessly around the [Facility]. It had bladed fingers which could cut, and its wooden flesh was able to shift colours to perfectly fit the surroundings. While it could be killed rather easily if spotted, its stealth was the reason for it being so deadly. It was the rogue of the natural world.
"I stay in front and defend any possible attacks from the Dulo trees, and you stay back and stay on the lookout for the nasty ones, right?" Theo questioned as they took the trip down to the next floor. Darkness once again gained control there, only the random flicker of lights letting them see before their eyes could adjust. Even then, though, the [Rune-Crafter] had to rely heavily on Nero’s perspective to navigate. "Let’s go, then."
There were no flowers to lessen the sound here, and the floor was spotless when put next to those above. The only part out of place was that soft red glow that could be spotted when they turned a corner. A small red light, one that illuminated a dreadful-looking tree in the centre of a T-split.
Just like that, one of the Dulo trees had been found. With its size, they could hopefully get all the seeds they needed from this one alone. Theo was still annoyed that they couldn’t just take the seeds used as weaponry, but the rules of quality herbs were without bend. The only thing the [Rune-Crafter] could truly do was to take one step one after the other as the sharp seeds began to spew from the tree’s cracks.
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Fool's Gladiolus


The Dulo bark seemingly fractured in an instant, more red lights flying into the hallway as the small shells shot out towards the duo. The shield protected them almost fully, Theo walking hunched to make sure it was over his legs as well, but he could feel the impacts upon his feet. For seeds that small, barely the sizes of acorns, they truly packed a punch. 
But I pack slightly more.
Within twenty seconds of slow shuffling, he was only five meters away. Running the last five meters and being hit by the seeds while doing so was more than a worthwhile trade, and Theo’s shuffles turned into long strides. In only a second, his weapon of choice was directly pushed against the black bark.
A light came from his shield, a [Gale Rune] powered up, and Theo had to brace himself as the knockback came. Compressed air was pushed against steel and wood, and, while the [Rune-Crafter] wasn’t able to stop the knockback fully, the resounding effect on the tree was still an effective paralysis.
Not a full death, however. That came later, with Theo’s filled [Impact Rune] hitting right between the tree’s fractures. With the magical enhancement of his blows, the cracks in the bark began to widen so much more than any other blows he had ever attempted. Like a wrench thrown into a fine mirror, the final blow made every piece shatter and fall to the floor within mere moments of impact.
It was as glorious as it was disgusting. The tree, while looking quite ordinary on the outside, was more than just dirty on the inside. That goop, as black as the bark, did its best to get into Theo’s boots as it slowly covered the floor all around them. The [Rune-Crafter] had to curse when it was partially successful.
"Tell me there’s enough in that thing, because I don’t want to do this again," Theo muttered as he shook his left foot. The feeling of a liquid rolling around made him shiver. He needed a bath when they got back to the village, his body feeling more unclean than it had in a long time. "And try to at least look empathetic here!"
That ear-to-ear grin and hardly concealed laughter from the forest dwarf made a frown appear on Theo’s face, one he wasn’t able to keep up for long before he just had to shake his head with a sigh. This was the first proper adventure of sorts that Stig had been on. Of course it would be a little less serious than what was proper.
"Sorry, but this isn’t what I expected when we left Zerdyl," Stig replied with a delighted tone, the words said in a singsong rhythm as he ripped out a weird inner packet from the tree. In an instant, fresh seeds began to fall into the prepared bag. "Fighting monsters? Sure. Getting a bit dirty while doing so? I expected nothing less. Watching you try to pull off a dance move my grandparents would’ve been proud of while covered in plant mush? That was something I couldn’t have expected in a million years."
That Nero saw that as the time to jump onto the remains of the tree and start gnawing just sealed the deal for the group, laughter ringing through the hall as both tried to contain their mirth. This…wasn’t normal for anybody. Even the locals must've thought them lunatics if they saw them, the two near death from laughter next to the glowing corpse of a plant that wanted to kill them two minutes ago.
Wait.
"There’s something behind the tree," Theo called out as Nero’s complaints about something that suspiciously sounded like a door handle reached his mind. "Help me move this."
The tree’s roots were ripped out with little hesitation, the two pulling with all their might until the wooden corpse was entirely moved to reveal what Theo hadn’t thought he would see in a place as damaged as this.
A pristine and modern door handle, almost identical to the one in his old office. Wiping at his eyes did nothing to distort the sight, Theo was well and truly looking at an artefact of his old world. It was either that or the [Rune-Crafters] had created an identical design.
…
It was probably just that.
"Let’s see just what this tree has been hiding," Theo commented. Stig drew another arrow from his quiver, ready to fire on anything that’d pop up. Nothing did at the start, though, as the door had been utterly forced shut at its hinges. Rust completely covered it, the [Rune-Crafter] needing to do something slightly more drastic. "I don’t see any [Runes], so…"
Putting one leg on the wall as he tensed his muscles to their fullest, the already-damaged hinges held on for dear life as he drove it forward. The hinges cracked loudly, and a few splinters sprang into the open air, but it was the rapid fall of the door itself that truly brought the thunder underground, and the metallic shape even widened a few of the cracks on the previously fractured ground. If Theo hadn’t been distracted by what was hiding within the small room, he might’ve been a little scared.
But he wasn’t, his dreams being fulfilled as those soft stone plates of weaved blue [Mana] smiled back at him. Another [Data-Server], just like the one back at the spider [Facility]. And, even better, nothing in here seemed touched by the dungeon’s infestation.
"What are those things?" Stig questioned from behind as the [Rune-Crafter] confidently strolled into the room. It looked identical to the previous ones, the placement of the stone disks and even the [Runes] done the same way. It didn’t glow with that fragmented charm that Theo had seen previously, but perhaps that was for the best. "They don’t seem safe."
"They aren’t," Theo confirmed, remembering how the others had started to fall apart upon being used. Those stone fragments hadn’t been too far away from flying into his skull back in the day. "But they’re also worth the risk. Even if I can’t access most of it, they still contain the information of the past, everything neatly inscribed inside that stone."
That tidbit of knowledge was enough for the [Space Mage] to grow more curious, the forest dwarf’s instinctual desire to learn more making his approach a little faster. Just like Theo had done the first time, inspections were done on every piece of the [Data-Server]’s surface area. And the result seemed to be about the same as well.
"I don’t have the slightest idea how this is supposed to work," Stig bluntly stated, following in the footsteps of millions in the modern age. The functions were perhaps well understood and utilised, but the actual mechanics behind it were unknown. "What can it do?"
"Give me information," the [Rune-Crafter] replied, putting his hand on the nearest [Terminal]. The small burst of energy that travelled through his body to identify him made him shiver. "Hopefully."
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Connecting the user's internal system to [Facility-3415 "Fool's Gladiolus"]’s data servers. Please wait while the connection stabilizes.

Stig stepped away from the large stone blocks as the blue energy on them flared up in full. With [Mana-Sight] passively running, Theo was shown the incredible cycles of energy streaming through the material. It was a work of mad genius, the [Rune-Crafter] unable to even start understanding how it all worked.
It was a clear showing of how different he still was from the median. Theo was well and truly an amateur in his craft, and it would stay that way for a long time.
Connection established!
Initial readings deemed within specified limits.
The [System] of [Facility-3415 "Fool's Gladiolus"] greets the [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim. What does the [Apprentice] wish to know about? Be warned that attempts to access restricted or adult information will be reported to your [Mentor].
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Wounded


"And…I have a connection," Theo relayed to the forest dwarf beside him, Stig seeming more curious than ever. The [Space Mage] had already seen it in action back at the rabbit dungeon, but they hadn’t been able to explore the connection in-depth at that time. "Let’s see how much I’m allowed to ask about this place." 
He didn’t even need to ask directly this time. The [System] seemingly understood the query from his mutterings alone.
Question accepted!
The user is currently allowed to access: [Facility Layout] and [Laboratory Report].
Does the user wish to access any of the data?

The layout of the place wasn’t needed at the moment, but the [Laboratory Report] was a whole other deal entirely.
"Give me the [Laboratory Report], please," Theo requested, preparing himself to read it out loud to Stig before the next blue box finished loading in.
Request accepted!
We’ve been overrun. There’s not much hope for this place anymore. The other [Facilities] haven’t responded to our messages for several days now, and we’ve started to suspect that we’re the only ones left. Just our luck that we decommissioned the [Astral Network] before we started up on this new [Project]. It was all going to be glorious, a new way to mass-produce alchemical products, but some of the others just wanted to create those "machines of pure death."
That’s what the other groups called them, at least. I’ve seen them myself now, and I think that’s an understatement. They get up after every hit that doesn’t annihilate their bodies, they can infect anyone with a mere touch, and there are no real spells or [Runes] that can do anything beyond delaying them.
The only weakness that we’ve been able to figure out, though that weakness is hardly worthy of being called as much, is the fact that the [Runes] on the beasts require a humanoid body that’s made of regular flesh. That means that any regular beast, or any sapient creature made of something other than normal skin and bone, can’t be turned into one. They can still be killed, though, as has been proved countless times now. It’s a bloodbath out here, and I know that I will soon join them.
I understand that if some might return to this place when this worldwide curse has been cured, and see my past actions, they will think me an idiot, but I can’t let the last ten years of research go to waste. One of the old batches of magical plants that we’ve created, plants made to be able to defend themselves against predators to sustain their growth, has been released into the [Facility]. They might not be strong, but they have an upper hand in quantity. While I doubt that they will be able to eliminate all of the beasts currently trying to find the last of us hiding here, I pray to the ones above that my creations will at least kill a few.
[Age of data entry: 188 years, 1 month, 4 days, 17 hours, 7 minutes, 43 seconds.]

"That explains why anybody would create those plants out there, at least," Stig commented after Theo finished, seeming to ponder the information within the report. It was hardly a [Laboratory Report], though, and more of a general note to those who’d arrive in the future. Theo couldn’t access the former ones either, sadly. "I had always thought that the usage of the plant material for alchemy was a mere stroke of fate, but…I suppose it makes sense that somebody tried to mass-produce all of these plants."
"Are they rare out in the wild?" Theo asked, the nod of the forest dwarf’s head making it clear that it was indeed the case.
"Rarer than most other plants you’d be able to find out here in the forest, and next-to-impossible to grow by yourself," the [Space Mage] replied, looking into their bag. It was filled at this point, and it only had a few more pockets that could be used. "If not for this dungeon, brewing psychedelics would be so much harder to do."
Well, that was fair. The [Rune-Crafter] supposed that—
"Wait," Theo said, his face contorting as he glanced over the Stig once again, the forest dwarf giving him a knowing look. "We’re out here so that your uncle can make himself drugs?"
"I don’t think that’s the word commonly used but…yes," Stig confirmed with a nod, just shrugging as Theo groaned in response. They were out here, getting covered in plant blood, just so some old dwarf could get high without having to buy the ingredients. "All mages usually use them to gain a deeper understanding of their internal mana cycles, but they’re also used recreationally. It’s pretty fun."
Theo couldn’t get himself to believe that the forest dwarf in question was doing it to improve his magic. It was only the fact that he’d get some kind of [Rune] as payment for this that kept him in the game.
On that note, actually.
"Let’s just see what other stuff there is in here," Theo said, fully in the mindset of distracting himself from the idiocy of those in power. "[System], are there any [Runes] that can be transferred to my mind without [Mentor] approval?"
Request accepted!
There is one [Rune] that a [Student] is allowed to be taught without [Mentor] approval.
This is the [Tier 2 Time-

A moment of happiness streamed through the man until he felt a sharp pain in his back, the sensation of knives going through his skin making him cry out.
The actual attack wasn’t quick enough for the blades to go too far inside. The [Rune-Crafter] grabbed the offending hand from behind as he turned around. A being of ever-shifting colours met his eyes, a thin humanoid figure letting out a snarl as its other hand tried to go for his head.
The prospect of blades nearing his face made the man’s primal instinct go into overdrive. But just as he tried to let loose with his shield, the being grabbed the other hand, sending the shield flying. For a creature that just barely went up to his shoulders, it had more strength in its movements than what should’ve been possible. In an instant, Theo was pushed away and thrown into the [Terminal].
His back hit it with full force, something popping inside his body while the stone tablet cracked in two. The [Data-Server] behind him began to swirl increasing amounts of [Mana] around, but Theo couldn’t focus on it at the moment as the plant monster leapt towards him with its bladelike fingers going for his chest.
An arrow appeared seemingly out of nowhere before the fingers could reach, however, and the momentary pause as the beast steadied itself was enough time for Nero to start her attack. Leaping with a power that Theo hadn’t seen from his [Familiar], the fuzzy rabbit landed on the plant beast's shoulder before starting to tear through its body. A small fizzling was heard as smoke appeared from the growing wound, but Theo couldn’t pay attention while grabbing his shield. Ordering a [Gale Rune] to activate, he was narrowly able to order Nero off the body before the air shot out and impacted the plant monster.
With its lower weight, the creature was shot into the air before landing on the stone ground. In the momentary daze, Theo leapt and copied its treatment of him. As it snarled, the sharp end of his shield went cleanly through the humanoid beast's neck, separating its head from its body.
The beast was dead on the spot, only a few final twitches appearing before the plant became limp. In only twenty seconds, the fight was over, and Theo could sit down and inspect the wound in his back.
"Not paying attention to the open door behind us was a little stupid, I admit," Theo commented as he lifted his main armour piece. While he couldn’t see the wound himself, Stig’s wince at the sight didn’t make him feel too good. "Is it that bad?"
"It’s not lethal, but you’ll have a nasty scar," the [Space Mage] replied, taking out some weird green salve and putting it onto the open wound. It took more than a little effort for the [Rune-Crafter] to not bolt from his position, the pain flaring through his body as the skin seemingly forced itself shut. "This is only a temporary measure, and it’ll get worse if we don’t close it properly. I can make sure it stays stable until the end of the day, but after that we need to go to a proper healer. Maybe even the priestess."
"If we go visit this priestess, do we need to go back here?"
"Since we need another few doses of the Dolor plant, even with that one over there, there’s no question about it."
"Then we’re staying. I refuse to make this trip twice in a day."
An attempt was made to reopen the [Facility]’s [Data-Server] with another terminal, but it seemed that the destruction had caused some kind of error. There was still light on the slabs of stone, but they didn’t respond to anything he could do. They’d need to find another if he was going to get that damned [Rune].
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 100%
Your [Familiar] has leveled up!
Level has increased from [2] to [3].
[2] points have been granted.
Oh?
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A Talk with Death


In the past. 
Darkness was all that Drew knew after his demise, the sight of his brother’s possessed eyes burnt into his soul while he floated in the void. There was nothing, so much of it that his mind couldn’t accept that concept. Maybe he was nothing as well now, seeing as he was dead.
…
I really am dead.
If he was meant to feel angry or sad because of that fact, Drew couldn’t find it in his heart to get riled up about it. Maybe that was because of his lack of both brain and heart, yet he likewise couldn’t get himself to wonder about that either. His mental processes were limited, just as they’d seemingly be for all eternity going forward.
Just floating around in the eternal void, no body to move and no true mind to think, was not what the man had thought the afterlife would be like. He hadn’t thought much about this stage, the concept not pleasant when his parents had entered it so early, but was this what they felt as well? Was there no glorious reunion after the bodies had fallen apart and rejoined the earth? Was this really all there was?
If so, Drew had to admit his slight disappointment. The first feeling he’d felt in a long time, the void seemingly stopping his idea of time entirely. He didn’t know the difference between a second and an eternity anymore. It was serene, in a way, but also enough to cause one final act of protest.
"Just what kind of shithole is this meant to be?"
The words flowed out of a mouth he didn’t have, falling into the air that didn’t exist, and caused eyes that were never there to focus on him like never before. The nonexistent pressure nearly crushed the body that never was, and Drew was forced to hold the lack of air in the lungs he didn’t have. He had no throat but it choked him, felt teeth forced together by inhuman forces as his being recoiled in a way that shouldn't have been possible.
"It took you so long to finally awaken, young one," the eyes that stared down at him from the endless void said, their voice making his soul quiver and rumble. Drew felt like he was being stretched and burnt, his existence not able to handle being in the presence of whatever he could see. The void was filled with more than nothing. "I was afraid I would need to find another soul with the required talent and location, but it seems that my fears had no reason to remain. You are whole once more."
What did that mean? What was the voice, who was behind it, and why did Drew feel like death itself was causing his soul to tear itself apart by the passing fractions of a second? Nothing was answered, only deep rumbling laughter echoing through the nothingness.
"I am one with many names, though your kind usually knows me as the harvester, the reaper, the hand that arranges that travel into the darkness, and the bringer of what comes after. Some fear me, some love me, and some understand why I am needed here," the voice continued, each syllable seeming to increase the pressure upon Drew. The former hunter and currently dead person felt like he was dying all over again. He was barely able to listen to the actual words, the pain too much for him to focus on anything else, and that fact seemed to pulse through the air together with his incoherent screams. If not for the fact that his own ears were filled with that chaotic shouting, Drew might’ve been able to hear a sigh. "Such fragile souls you humans have. I’d have preferred the elven variation, but alas, you will do just fine. Now… Can you hear my words without your mind breaking into shards? Continually repairing it is becoming quite tiring."
A seeming eternity of silence passed by until Drew finally understood.
"Oh, yes, I can hear you," the infinitely small human said, the truth of the present finally dawning on him. Like a veil had been lifted from his eyes, the realization of his reality settled into his mind. He was dead, he was floating in the void, and he was talking to the God of Death. Not an entity powerful enough to seem like a god but the god of the dead. "Can… Can I help you with something?"
It was a stupid question, and the long sigh from the godlike being made that very clear. Drew felt dumb, standing below the skeleton form of the reaper, but he couldn’t do anything else as it was. His death had been his final moment in life, his final set of actions, and anything past that would be impossible.
"Not quite, human, but I will get to that in a moment," the harvester of souls muttered in a way that only the ancient beings of the world could muster. It spoke of aeons of wisdom, patience, and the previously mentioned patience being tested to its fullest. "The others keep talking about their mighty plans, about their ways to bring the world back into balance, but I know the faults in the threads that they form. They need a push in the right direction, a purpose beyond mere straggling around. I need the piece that will unite the world, and I need it in the form of a single central figure."
"Is that what I’m here for? To become this…central figure?" Drew asked, feeling like the million skeletal eyes focused on him a little more. It was scary, the man not afraid to admit that his legs would’ve given out on him if he were still alive. But he wasn’t, his soul here with nothing to protect it, in front of a god whose only purpose was to bring the dead elsewhere. "Why? Why would you need it? And what is that plan you—"
"Why? It’s because of the balance, the constant trade of life versus death," the god of the damned replied, the void manifesting a strange vortex of white and black spirals all around him. The two colours constantly clashed with each other, winning on one end while losing on the other. It was an eternal battle, neither side ever truly winning. "The inhabitants of the world are brought into life while others are brought back into death. The amounts themselves have changed steadily through the years, and such change is only natural, but the recent ideas of those wicked mages your world created bring it all crashing down. They’ve created a horde of beings who will not age, who will not die, and who won’t stop growing in numbers until the entire world is under their domain. It is throwing the balance of life and death out of tune, and I cannot accept it in the slightest."
The balance of—Drew didn’t understand what he was meant to do here. He’d already died and was already on the other side. The god before him had so much more power, so much more reach, but he was the one that was meant to return the balance. It didn’t make sense!
"Why can’t you destroy these sigil-covered beasts yourself?" Drew accused, thinking back to the transformation of the hunters. Their deaths had been quick, and the change into the monsters that killed them had been even quicker. It was terrible. "You have the powers required to take the soul of every living being in the world, but this is something that’s impossible for you?"
"There is little that is outside the realm of possibility for the gods, but…there are restrictions that have been agreed on since the dawn of time," the harvester replied, finally seeming to have some pause in his words. It scared Drew that even a god would be uncertain. Just what had the world come to? These beings were meant to be the bringers of the absolute. They weren’t questioned, never thought of as liars, and were never uncertain. How many lies had he been taught? "These restrictions don’t impede my task in this realm, but they would make it impossible for me to take action against this heresy. You, human, have been selected to act for me instead."
"But I’m already dead."
"I’m the god of the dead," the horde of eyeballs responded in kind, the sound of bones tapping stone heard echoing in the void. Drew felt a coldness slowly envelop him. "While I cannot touch the realm you were in before, you’re currently completely inside my domain. While I do respect the cycle in place since the dawn of creation, there are times when…it needs to be pushed back. I will not grant you a new life, but I will allow you to walk on the earth once more. Your experience here should be enough to move you forward. Now go."
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Necromancy


In the past. 
Nothing made sense, but Drew wasn’t able to make that fact clear. Something hit the ground he hadn’t realized he stood on, and eternal darkness opened up beneath him as the floor cracked into a million shards of glass. The eyes watched him from above, slowly getting further away until they couldn’t be seen in the infinite void. Yet gravity never stopped increasing its pull on him, and the man slowly began to accelerate at speeds that no mortal body had ever seen before. Time seemed to warp, the void wrapping around him strangely, and, finally, he found himself able to see the blackness in front of him.
Not the blackness that the void showed off, but real black. It was a sign of what he was in.
An edge of hope fell into his mind and Drew tried to move his body. Nothing came from the effort, however, not even any weird trickery that the void might have forced upon him, but the real darkness never subsided. And when he truly tried to think about the lack of light, a brief flare of something else came into sight. Something that wasn’t black, something that had colour. A light-blue colouring, to be precise, one that Drew found endearing like nothing before it.
The light was magical.
That line of thought broke the dam, the energies of blue become larger than ever before. The black colouring turned into nothing but that blue tint and Drew nearly felt overwhelmed by the sheer sensation. It was incredible, it was like nothing before it, and it was an experience he would never forget.
But most importantly of all, it was the spark that made him realize the truth. He had magic inside him. He had an inside, a small core felt just below his consciousness. It was in his chest. He had a chest! He had a body, a body he couldn’t move but could certainly feel, and even after the light disappeared, he was sure that he could repeat the magic needed to get that momentary sensation.
Forcing the blue light to appear once again, not just to let Drew escape from the constant darkness but to do so much more, he sent it downwards through his neck again and again. Little by little and bit by bit, the hunter was slowly able to uncover his body. The magical energy was like a third eye, anything it touched being within his line of sight. With his own body getting steadily covered by the stuff, he could see it all in perfect detail.
He could see the rot, see the exposed bones, and see the muscles that had long since joined together with the earth surrounding them. Drew could see how dead he truly was, and he could spot the fact that he was able to make his thumbs twitch regardless. Even that action took more effort than he thought he should’ve been able to muster, but it worked in the end. He just needed a bit more mana and a bit more time to gather it all up.
And honestly, time was what he had in plenty. A perpetual eternity in the void had prepared Drew’s mind for the hellscape that was known as the regathering of his body. Every cell in his dead flesh needed to be revived, every torn weaving of skin rewoven, and there was no chance for shortcuts here. Drew could only start up on the next chunk, again and again, hour after hour and day after day. Some parts of him even started decomposing while he focused on other parts, but the repeated treatments made the flesh more stable.
By the end, Drew could be happy with his fully-fledged body once again. His flesh was still dead, the tissues only held together by the blue energy that he could bring forth into the world, but that mattered little to him.
I’m alive!
Or at least semi-living. Drew wasn’t sure about the label, though he knew that nobody in the realm of the living would have been able to spend so long under the earth without feeling uncomfortable. It was only on the third redo on his chest that he’d realized that he wasn’t breathing either, the attempt at it just making clumps of dirt enter into his system. He was just a walking corpse.
A very composed corpse but a corpse nonetheless. Seeing no reason why he couldn’t escape the layer of dirt upon his form, Drew began to wrestle himself free. Pushing as hard as he could, forcing the blue energy to stop his flesh from ripping itself apart while doing as much, he broke the dense weaving of roots that had acted as a wall between him and the open air. His mouth opened wide and he stretched his body as he’d never done before.
"Right back in this place, I see," Drew commented, seeing the bush he’d been hiding in previously. It looked to have grown, though that might have been because of the night sky making everything else seem bigger as well. Or maybe he’d gotten smaller. He didn’t understand how it all worked, and neither did he understand his current predicament. "I can’t feel the cold air. I can’t feel the temperature at all."
With the moonlight to aid him, Drew could look down at his hands and body. His clothes from the hunt still sat on his body, though they were ripped apart in multiple places. He was whole and yet he lacked so much of himself.
Elias!
Drew knew it was a fruitless scramble as his legs gave way, the man crawling under the bush and searching wildly. His younger brother, or at least the monster that had replaced him after that wound to the shoulder, was gone. Only two broken bows were left, both of them having rotted in such a short time. The one his father had owned lay just about where Drew had been killed, and the one he’d borrowed from Ajax was just a few meters away.
"I’d promised to return this," Drew muttered to himself, a small chuckle appearing in his dry throat as he wondered what Ajax would say if he gave it back in its current state. Maybe that tall man would finally be moved to violence. "I wouldn’t blame him if he tried to punch my face off my head if I returned this. It was meant to have been elven craft, so that couldn’t have been cheap."
The laughter rang clear in the empty forest for a few seconds, the hunter’s mind forced to remember the past more than he’d have liked to. Reality set in after a few seconds, Drew truly thinking about his situation, about the fact he couldn’t feel the cold yet still stood around perfectly, and the fact he was holding a bow that was half rotted. How many weeks had he been lying around in that piece of the earth?
A flare of emotion flew through his body, a sign of brief collapse making the blue mana fly out into the area all around. Drew felt like crying for a moment, though he was becoming vaguely familiar with the fact that no liquids could leave his body ever again. Dead eyes didn’t need liquid to keep them wet. And with that weird blue light that was going through him, it wasn’t hard to figure out that the eyeballs were cosmetic at this point.
They certainly weren’t what made him locate a weird ping of energy beneath his feet. Just as his body gave off a certain familiar type of energy, so did the earth next radiate a sense of familiarity, of knowing something through fond memories. Drew was relatively sure he hadn’t built such a good relationship with a pile of dirt while he’d been dead, and certainly not so many meters from where he’d been lying for the past few weeks, so this had to be something else.
Something that refused to be removed from his mind as he went down on his knees and began to push the earth away. The grass was ripped from its roots, and the roots were thrown away as well. Each layer of the ground was removed with extreme efficiency. Cuts sometimes appeared on Drew’s hands, but they didn’t bleed, and the wounds themselves disappeared with the help of some mana flying through. It was a weird sensation, that pulsing understanding that his body was hurt without it hurting. Was pain just a weakness of the living flesh that Drew didn’t need to worry about more?
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The Removal of Ignorance 


In the past. 
"That feels worse than it probably is intended to," Drew commented as his fingers finally hit something mid-pull, a hard surface being ground against his middle finger. "What in the living realms of—Nox!"
The dirt covering the rest of the bones disappeared near-instantly, the flowing of time falling to a halt as Drew looked upon the corpse of a friend he’d known for so many years. First his father’s loyal hound, later given to Drew once his dad passed, that dog had brought him many cherished memories as well as saving him and Elias without a single request for the same treatment.
Nox, the hound with a heart larger than the sky itself, deserved more than being buried by nature. Drew felt his fists clench as his emotions once again overwhelmed him, the mana bouncing out of his body in increasingly extreme waves. The air around him grew dense with power, and while the man no longer had the need to breathe, he still choked up as the energy spiraled into the corpse of his old friend.
By then, Drew finally realized what he was doing. Mana continued to leave him, continued to flood into the dog with a rapid pace that never seemed to stop increasing, and the man could almost hear a set of barks in the distance. He choked up again when he got proof of what he had merely thought of as a nightmare.
It should have been obvious with his new body, with his need to repair his decaying flesh at a constant rate and with his lack of feeling cold or pain. Drew was no longer human, no longer able to call himself normal.
He was a mage of death, and above that something much worse. He was a necromancer, the kind of trickster who didn’t respect the dead but instead used them for sick puppetry. Drew had heard the horror stories about entire cities being destroyed because of a single person’s twisted ideals of power and glory. A necromancer was the worst of the worst, as had been repeated by every person in the village when they’d talked about the magical spectrum of the world.
But is that really true?
So much of what he’d been told before had turned out to be lies. The idea of what came after death, how the god of harvested souls was meant to act, and just how much power the supreme beings wielded had all turned out to be an old wives’ tale. Maybe, just maybe, the necromancers had never been evil to begin with. Drew was rather sure he wasn’t, at least, and he hadn’t chosen this life by himself.
No…he’d been granted it for a reason. He was meant to enact the will of the grim reaper, to bring balance back to life and death by doing what the god wasn’t allowed to do by himself. He was the proposed hand of a divine being, he was meant to stop the plague from taking over the world.
Drew was meant to help his younger brother rest. If what he’d heard was true, if the God of Death hadn’t lied about the sigil-riddled humanoid monsters living a seemingly eternal life, Elias would never be allowed to leave this plane, but instead be forced to see it through a prison of flesh.
It would be torture, the worst form of mental agony for all eternity. Drew could hardly dare to think about it. If his body could still have given him a sense of sickness, he was sure he’d feel it at this moment.
"I need to stop it," he said, his voice nearly breaking. "I need to stop it."
A final wave of energy escaped his outstretched hands, though Drew couldn’t remember pushing them out to begin with, and a low bark could be heard at his feet. Falling onto his knees at the sound, the hunter slowly approached the hound with shaking hands, trying to get her out of the ground.
"Nox…" Drew said in a low voice, not able to accept what he was saying. The hound just below him, however, was more than able to understand the situation at hand. Flexing the thickly corded muscles on her glowing body, the dog found herself on top of Drew in an instant, forcing both of them onto the ground without pause. "Oh, damn it all! Just when did you get so big?"
Or maybe it was best to describe it as Drew having gotten smaller. That tidbit of muscle he’d acquired over the last few years was entirely gone yet again. Letting his armour sit a bit further out, he could see his ribs plainly. He was skin and bones, the effects of being undead were too much for him.
Can’t worry about looks, though. I’m already ghoulish with this face of mine.
His cheeks were so sunken in they barely lived up to their name at all. Maybe he could fix that somehow? Drew certainly didn’t want to look half-dead, now that he had important duties. Could magic restore his pale flesh to be like it was previously?
With a flick of a finger, the blue glow appeared just above his palm, floating like the magical flame that it was. There was no heat from the swirling vortex, and yet Drew found a certain attraction to its qualities. He beckoned it to spread, putting more will into the action as he did so. The blue waves briefly hit the skin of his hand, then passed through, travelling all the way through his body.
Ignoring a very brief sensation of bliss, they did nothing.
"Was worth a shot," Drew muttered, flicking off the odd piece of flesh that departed from his arm. Another burst of mana made it regenerate, but he wasn’t a fan of the need for the restoration to start with. "This better not become an issue later on."
Nox barked, seemingly assuring him that it was all going to be just fine. Giving the dog a few scratches just behind the ears, the weak spot seemingly working in both life and death, Drew tried to compose himself enough to plan for the future. He was supposed to stop the world from ending, to bring a halt to the spread of those quasi-immortal beings. To do that, the hunter needed some more power, some more connections, and a lot of backups.
Stumbling back onto his feet, cursing his legs for being so much weaker than he remembered, Drew began to stumble along at a steady pace. His legs might’ve been shaking but he could survive it, his hands grasping an ebony staff before he even realized it.
He was going back to his village. He needed their help.




Chapter 39







Something


Nero was engaged in eating the corpse of the Dolor plant as Stig did his best to remove its roots without further damaging its structure. Each had issues with the other’s presence. Theo could see just how much the forest dwarf wanted to grab his bow and arrow once again, and a certain [Familiar] had her hair raised to the extreme. There was little doubt that neither would be lenient on any kind of offence. 
"Calm yourself, both of you," Theo requested, feeling at his back where the wound had been. It was still very much there, though it had been stitched up through the efforts of Stig. There was only a dull ache now, though one which would be present until he got some proper medical assistance. "Stig, get the rest of those roots. Nero, get over here. I want to see the changes to you when I increase the stats."
Stig just grumbled while the [Familiar] dived back down to the floor. Three quick leaps were the requirement for the rabbit to be grabbed midair by a flying hand, Theo letting her sit on his shoulder as he opened up her [Status]. She’d gained a level, and he was sure she felt proud.
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 3(0%)
Profession: -
Health(HP): 48/48
Stamina(SP): 64/64
Mana(MP): 37/37
Stats
Physical: 16
Mental: 15
Soul: 7
Available Points: 2

"Not a bad setup you’ve got here," the [Rune-Crafter] commented, trying not to think too much about his ongoing loss of hair as the rabbit began to idly chew on his locks. Making he could at least remember Nero’s weight, the human took in a deep breath. "Let’s see if this works, then."
He put the two available points into [Physical] and the change was near-instant. The [Familiar] didn’t simply bulk up with more mass, though the increased weight was quite noticeable for Theo’s shoulder, but the actual weight distribution changed as well. The stomach become more condensed, the legs slightly longer, and the wings, oh the wings, became more than a little noticeable.
With Nero’s curious rotation of the elongated appendages, could Theo get some form of payment for his efforts? Once Theo gave the [Familiar] the mental nudge needed for an ingenious idea to take off, Nero made a running leap before her newly grown wings folded out.
While the actual airtime was less than five seconds, there was a definitive improvement. Though it was closer to slowing falling, a certain rabbit could [Fly].
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Bite]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to bite a target with more power.
5SP/use

[Sprint]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to run at a faster pace.
3SP/sec

[Dig]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to dig more effectively.
4SP/sec

[Fly]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to fly more effectively.
6SP/sec

Passive Skills
[Biting-Mastery]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to bite with more finesse.

[Flying-Mastery]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to fly with more fluidity and skill.

At a whopping 6SP per second of airtime, it was an extremely expensive [Skill] to have. A very useful but likewise a very tiring one. They’d need to practise when they got the chance. Theo was going to get a flying rabbit fully trained by the end of the week.
"If you’re done being giddy about something I can’t see, I suggest we go along and try to find the other Dolor plants we need," Stig commented from next to the door, closing the herbal bag after getting the last remains of the roots. Everything else looked either too damaged or unusable outright. It was a shame, honestly. "Do you want to try roaming around on this floor, or should we just go one floor down and hope to prey on the bigger population density?"
Since [Data-Servers] were already rare inside [Facilities], he doubted that he’d be able to find two on the same floor. And since he wanted that [Tier 2 Time Rune], or whatever it was, there was no reason to waste time doing the two tasks separately.
"We go down," the [Rune-Crafter] decided, getting a nod in return as the two moved along once more. "Let’s get this over with."
The dark hallways were cleared in record time, and every stationary tree avoided with high precision as they moved towards one of the stairways that went down. Every door was tried on the way there, of course, but they didn’t find another [Data-Server] that easily.
They’d need to do something more special before one would pop along again, and the [Rune-Crafter] understood that as he hurried down the steps. Another few trees could be seen in the distance, their ominous glow making his body shudder.
Nero went the other route and mentally considered their possible tastes. The [Familiar] didn’t stop that line of thought when they left either, making Theo worry he’d have to fish out ordinary bark from her mouth sooner rather than later.
It’s just another type of dog, in the end. A winged dog that looks like a rabbit but is a dog nonetheless.
Shaking his head at the absurdity, the minutes continued to pass steadily. His mind raced on as it always did, observing the world around them as they wandered the [Facility]’s halls. Nothing came at them instantly, and they could avoid the other trees well enough. Truly, there was only one fact that needed to be focused on.
"Those Dolor plants," Theo muttered, just barely loud enough for Stig to glance his way. "Are they smart enough to understand us? Can they understand the intention behind our movements and everything?"
"Are they intelligent enough to understand our actions in-depth? Not really," Stig replied with a shrug, his tone as casual as ever. He didn’t hear them, apparently. "Since they’re predators, they have the instincts to react to sudden movements and understand weird changes in behaviour as a safety precaution. Beyond that? There’s nothing behind the eye-shaped holes."
"Well, that’s certainly good to know," the [Rune-Crafter] said, needing to stop Nero from trying to jump at them. "Don’t react to this too much, but we have three of the bastards behind us at the moment. Nero can hear them on the ceiling. Two should be on the left and one on the right."
…
"I would’ve preferred it if you started with that tidbit of information," the [Space Mage] said, gripping his bow just slightly more as they turned a corner. Nothing was said as their pace increased just a little. "If there’s just three of them, you swing around and use your runes. I’ll prepare a shot in the meanwhile."
"Sounds good to me," Theo muttered. His [Mana] flared into his arm with extreme speed, and he found the front of his shield glowing in the dark hallway. "Here goes nothing!"
The shout was enough to alert the creatures to the gig being up, monstrous screeches appearing from seemingly nowhere as the camouflage ended and the tree beasts leapt at Theo. Their forms flew from the ceiling and directly towards him, an action that all three soon regretted as the [Ignis Runes] blended with the [Gale] variant perfectly. The mixture of heated air and spatial decompression was just perfect, the momentum of the creatures stopped alongside deep burns on their surfaces. In an instant, the screaming had turned from hatred to pain.
"Duck!"
His legs were relaxed, and an arrow flew through the space he’d previously been in. With a sickening crunch, the head of the first Dolor beast was penetrated, the creature falling to the ground like a sack of potatoes.
Two to go.
Some amount of mind did exist in the creatures, as the sight of their dead comrade tricked them into being distracted. It was only momentary, barely a second, but it allowed Theo to copy the death with his shield. With the shield flying right into the upper chest of a creature in a curved arc, the Dolor plant was forced into contact with the stone wall on the other end. With the help of the [Impact Rune] flaring up as well, it was an instant separation of the flesh, the hit making the area around them shake. It was like the loudest of gongs had been hit, Theo nearly clutching his ears by instinct.
So loud.
The final beast tried to get the upper hand by leaping at Theo’s exposed back. It was a smart choice, though not one which ended too well as a slightly bigger Nero jumped from his shoulder. With her wings wide, and a strange heat coming from her fur, the creature was distracted once again as its face was forced to melt.
Before it could think of just swatting the [Familiar] off, another of Stig’s arrows made it fall limp. Three creatures had died in less than ten seconds.
"We’re getting better at this," Theo noted. "Was that enough of them?"
"That it was," Stig confirmed, a knife removed from its sheath as he began to cut through the initial layer of plant mulch. Yet again, the bag began to be filled up. "Now it’s just about finding another of those rooms, and—"
A roar in the distance brought both of them into quiet. The sheer volume was nothing to baulk at, the strength easily comparable to what the [Impact Rune] had made when he’d hit the wall.
…
"I think something from further down might’ve heard us."
"No shit."
Helping Stig remove as many roots as they could, stuffing everything into the bag in the meanwhile, Theo was quick to scoop up Nero and begin to run afterwards. The chaos of sounds was getting closer, and he had no intention of meeting the source.
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[Time]


Running for a few minutes, the duo was able to find a door that wasn’t locked for once. Opening it up, they both hurried in before slamming the door shut. After waiting for a few minutes, the howling and sounds slowly grew lower in volume. Whatever they had attracted the attention of had lost their scent. 
"I don’t suppose you know what that was supposed to be?" Theo asked, breathing deeply as he rested his body against the stone wall. He wasn’t meant to be running with that wound still there.
"No… I don’t have the slightest idea," Stig said, shaking his head as he pulled back the strands of hair that had fallen to cover his face. "The locals barely knew about the plants I needed to get at. Anything further down isn’t important to them."
Theo should’ve guessed. Closing his eyes for a few moments as his body recovered its lost [Stamina], he opened them again to inspect the room. It was a small one, barely larger than a two-person apartment, but it had several rows of tables. Above each table was a glowing red lamp along with a rusted tube that must’ve been able to grant water a hundred years ago.
Actually sitting on the tables, however, was the most interesting part of all. Thorns with red flowers, flowers with floating blue edges next to them, miniature trees that seemed full of seeds, and a dark swirling root system in the corners of the tables could be seen, alongside a myriad other variations. It was…beautiful.
"I think we might’ve stumbled into heaven by accident," Theo commented, and the herbalist next to him seemed to be hit with an overload of emotions. Theo honestly wasn’t sure whether or not Stig’s reaction to the sight was positive or not. "Are you alright?"
"Leaving Zerdyl was the best choice I've ever made. I didn’t think I would ever see something like this in my life," Stig said, having to hold onto the table for balance as he became a little light-headed. When Theo couldn’t help but smirk at the reaction to what were simply rows of plants, a face of frustration reached the [Space Mage]. "Can’t you see what we have here? It’s the rarest group of plants you can find in the eastern forest. All of them have such specific requirements to be grown that you never see two of the variants together, and there are hundreds right here. I need to get seed samples of everything here. My mother would kill me if I didn’t."
Theo just shook his head as the forest dwarf muttered to himself incoherently. Every piece of extra space in their bags was used to its fullest in the next twenty minutes, a careful sample made of each of the hundred plants. Theo wasn’t sure how Stig expected that they’d all survive the journey, but he was sure that there was some kind of plan afoot.
Maybe.
Not able to stand around waiting, Theo went around the smaller room to distract his mind. Amidst the growths of plants that had long since breached containment, the [Rune-Crafter] was able to find a godsent gift.
"We have another [Terminal]," Theo commented, Stig giving back some kind of response as he was face-deep in some kind of orange roots. Shaking his head at the display, the [Rune-Crafter] just did this part himself. "Wake up, you sweet stone slab."
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Connecting the user's internal system to [Plant-Test 64209]’s [Terminal]. Please wait while the connection stabilizes.
…
Connection established!
Initial readings deemed within specified limits.
The [System] greets the [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim. What does the [Apprentice] wish to know about? Be warned that attempts to access restricted or adult information will be reported to your [Mentor].

"Do you have access to the whereabouts of [Runes] that I can be given without [Mentor] supervision?"
Request accepted!
The [Terminal] is connected to the [Emergency Rune-Transfer Network].
The [Terminal] is unable to access transfer functions.
Currently available [Emergency] [Time-Perception Rune] is located in XXXX

The [Rune-Crafter] furrowed his brows at the last part of the message, unable to decipher just what manner of destruction was required to get that kind of location. Then Theo felt his brain get an ice pick stuck into it, and he nearly screamed as location after location was spewed into his mind.
Visions of grand halls, of laboratories that were prettier than anything he’d ever seen, and of pristine smiles and faces. He could see them all, images of a time that was no more. The [System] was showing him…where the single [Rune] was meant to be, with the backlog included.
A droplet of blood ran from Theo’s nose by the time the vision caught up with the present, allowing Theo to see an ongoing vision of where this [Time-Perception Rune] was meant to be lying around. Only it wasn’t stationary at all, roaming the halls at a constant pace. Stairs were jumped down and ascended again, all at a speed that made him feel queasy.
And when it stopped mid-motion, a roar reached his ears. It seemed…it seemed like the [Rune] was located inside a certain plant.
Isn’t that just my luck?
"Hey, Stig," Theo said, the forest dwarf looking over as the [Rune-Crafter] removed his hand from the [Terminal]. It had been getting weirdly hot anyway. "We have a plant monster to catch."
"Can’t we just take this stuff and leave the dungeon?"
They could not. Theo wanted that [Time-Perception Rune] too much. While he didn’t actually know what it did, beyond what the name heavily implied, it sounded like a game-changer to have at his disposal.
But for that, they needed to do some monster slaying. And with such a large plant beast to potentially deal with, Theo needed some time to prepare. They’d brought about ten [Ignis Runes] on steel plates, along with three [Gale Runes] on steel as well, and they just needed those put together. They were going to make a trap, one that would more than likely be a little violent.
"I didn’t even know this was possible, to be honest," Theo confessed as he drew up the [Connection Rune] between the two steel plates on the stone floor. Most of the new [Rune] was just on the floor, and the two [Connection] ends were on the plates. While there was some amount of [Mana] leaking from the two points where the different [Materials] met, it seemed that the [Connection Rune] wasn’t required to be fully connected with itself to work. "The sheer potential from this…"
"Focus on this before you go back into dreamland, please," Stig requested as he positioned the other [Ignis Runes] on the walls. Theo just shook his head at Stig’s lacking vision as the next [Synthetic Rune] was finished without any issues.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 8].

Finishing up the rest of the [Connections] allowed the [System] to detect his progress with the [Skill]. Theo was able to stand up without feeling too bad about his work. The final [Connection] ran from the last [Rune] over to the door into the plant room, which hopefully would allow for some amount of protection as the trap was fired.
Thirteen rather powerful [Ignis] and [Gale Runes] going off in an enclosed space. Theo was sad he wouldn’t be seeing the spectacle by himself.
It’s better than fighting whatever beast that’s out there, however.
"Are you ready?" Theo asked Stig, getting a sharp nod in response from inside the room. Loosening up his shoulders, the [Rune-Crafter] took an extra few steps from the trap before he raised his shield high. Flexing his muscles to their utmost, and filling up the [Impact Rune] just a little more, he struck the ground with a deafening power. His ears hurt, and the man couldn’t help but flinch from the volume, but he forced himself to stay calm as the echoes of the blow travelled through the area.
And ten seconds later, that roar in the distance replied, the sounds of a shambling monster rapidly approaching Theo. The beast had been drawn. Now he just needed to get it into the trap.
Taking a few steps back, standing just next to the first [Ignis Runes], Theo looked down the hallway calmly. The side hallways were starting to show off signs of the lamps flickering, the tremors making the residual [Mana] falter in the upkeep of lights. His heartbeat nearly grew to extremes because of it, but Theo just kept standing there.
Not yet.
Nero requested that they go inside the room together with Stig. Theo rejected the idea, though he did also consider it somewhat as the shadows began to tell a tale about what was closing in on their location. The flickering lamps to the sides of the hallways were revealing the shape of a creature, though there was little that could actually be compared with a beast in that shadow. Vines tossed and turned in the air, flowers bloomed and wilted, and there was no core body. It was all just…chaos, no coherency in form or shape, no signifying motion that would allow Theo to understand he was looking at a single being. Plants, trees, and any kind of living material had just been fused together haphazardly, a beast somehow born out of that pile of separated life.
It was disgusting and it had Theo in its sights. The thing had to weigh several tons, though that didn’t stop it from speeding down the hallway. Both walls were scratched by the beast at the same time as it did its best to get closer to Theo, its size big enough that it wouldn’t be able to travel through the smaller hallways.
Or maybe it could just stretch its body into a longer and thinner version. Theo had no desire to unravel that mystery as he fired off the [Ignis Runes] on his shield. It was a pointless endeavour, though it lit up the beast from a distance. That weird plant blood that all the previous creatures had contained was positively gushing out of this beast. None of the connections between the different materials had been made properly, the liquid coming out at high pressure and staining anything around, but the creature didn’t seem to care.
Theo, on the other hand, did. When it got within twenty meters, that shambling form somehow getting faster, he did as Nero begged and ran for the door. A pulse of [Mana], stronger than any he had made before in his life, was sent through the [Connection Rune]. The energy travelled through the prepared [Circuit], and the [Runes] flared up as the [Mage] slammed the door shut.
The door could handle the rough treatment, the [Rune-Crafter] was quick to assure himself. It could certainly survive the barrage of attacks from the other side, though bumps and dents immediately began to appear on the metal’s surface. Theo nearly thought the gigantic beast would break in until that awful screeching began anew, an instant heat reaching the door frame and making the [Mage] back away.
Even through the metal door, the sound was so horrendous. Covering his ears did nothing, and the effect was only amplified with Nero beside him. The [Familiar] screamed out in pain through their mental link, blue boxes starting to pop up, but they dulled in the passing seconds before Theo could collect himself enough to inspect them.
The screeching slowly died down after a few more seconds, and the sight of smoke began to come through the slightest openings in the bent door. It took a few minutes before they gathered the courage to open it, however.
Not that they’d needed to, seeing the stream of hot liquids that poured into the room the moment that the blocker had been removed. It was barely hotter than his own body temperature, but Theo felt extreme levels of disgust as he was covered with it up to his knees.
[Shambling Mound] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [13] to [14]. [2] points have been granted.

The points were put into [Perception] without a second thought.
"That was close," Stig commented from the side, the [Rune-Crafter] looking over to see the forest dwarf standing on a table. He was completely lacking in the liquid, somehow quick enough to dodge. "Are the runes recoverable?"
Wading through the liquid, pushing off the harder body parts that had stopped it from properly flowing down the hallways, Theo stuck his hand down into where his former [Runes] had been located. When he found the steel plates under that ocean of plant matter, they were all bent to the point they were unusable.
However, there is something else here.
"Unfortunately not," Theo responded as his [Mana-Sight] was pushed to its maximum. The pillar of green around him was slightly intoxicating for just a moment, the [Rune-Crafter] filtering it out after a few more seconds. Another minute allowed him to do something he’d sought since the beginning. "This can be used, though."
Pulling his hand out of the weirdly warm liquid, Theo held the half-consumed metallic plate he’d sought for so long. The actual type of metal was unknown, since the colouring was weirdly dark, but the [Rune] on its side was much more important to him.
[Time-Perception Rune]
Mana-Purity: 87%
Tier: 2
Material: Zirconium
Capacity: 3/60
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 7/82

With a smile on his face, Theo followed the disgusted-looking dwarf towards the stairs. This was a good trade.
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The Discarded


It was late in the afternoon when they left the [Facility]. Theo’s legs ached, there was a weird pulsing sensation in his lower back from the wound, and Nero was once again complaining about being hungry after eating her weight in food four times within the last two hours. 
None of it truly mattered to him, however. The sun was just an hour or so from setting as they half-limped through the gates. One of the guards, one of many that focused on the duo’s arrival into the village, tried to stop Theo from going in further. [Intimidation] activated near-instinctually, no words were said but the effect was clear in their white face. The two went in without issue, the crowd splitting in two as they went down street after street. Even the shop owners took a break from their tasks to watch the goop-covered human waddle down the place.
"They haven't seen a human in a hundred years, and their first real sight of one is when I’m covered in green blood," Theo muttered, his voice just barely loud enough for Stig to hear him. Even with an obvious attempt to hide it. the forest dwarf couldn’t help but wheeze at his words. "Green stinky blood. What do you think a trip to a bathhouse would cost here?"
"You don’t feel like jumping in the local river?" Stig questioned with a grin, the scowl instantly returned making the [Space Mage] back off. The [Rune-Crafter] was too covered in filth for humour at the moment. "I don’t know, however. I’d expect it to be around ten copper or so. Maybe more, since there’s…more to clean up on you."
That was surprisingly cheap, though Theo did worry it would be more with his current attire being so utterly drenched. Most of the stuff on the surface had dried, but his boots still made squelching noises when he put all his weight on one foot. That Nero just amplified the heard noises only made it that much worse.
Something to—
Theo halted in his steps as a thought finally reached his tired mind. Stig stopped a moment later, curious about why the [Rune-Crafter] had so suddenly ceased the hour-long walk. While some kind of words did leave his lips, his tongue working rapidly to explain his thoughts, Theo wasn’t sure anything made sense.
"Has to be, right? It’d be stupid if that didn’t work," the [Rune-Crafter] muttered, wanting to slap himself for being so oblivious. He’d been hoping to find more [Materials] so he could test out their influence on his [Runes], yet he’d forgotten the three different kinds on him that he’d never tested.
Copper, silver, and gold. He didn’t have equal amounts of the coins, but Theo didn’t give a flying fuck about that. Holding them in his palm, he put the gold coin at the front as he pressed it against the surface of his shield.
…
"I’m not sure you should be doing that in public," Stig warned. Theo couldn’t hear him too well, however, as the golden sheen spread from the upper corner. It was only for the instant when he channelled the [Mana], yet it had worked. Testing it out with the silver and copper coins, the same effect came each time. When he got the chance, he was going to figure out every single interaction there was. "Up with you, please. You’re dripping all over the rocks."
That warning got Theo out of his mental realm and looking down at his boots. With one of them on its side, the green liquid was slowly starting to escape and pool. The few forest dwarves who were still around made their opinions of that clear.
"Another time, then," the [Rune-Crafter] said. With a strong push, he forced his legs to be upright once more. A quick channelling of [Transform Shield] removed the golden sheen from his shield, and the two were walking along once again. If he was going to be spending a day just trying to find the limits, it wouldn’t make sense not to have another [Rune] to work with.
That old [Space Mage] had promised him one, after all, and Theo wasn’t going to let him go back on it. They had the materials, everything stored in the herbal bag, as requested, and the wrinkled asshole would be keeping up his side of the deal.
Five more minutes of walking along allowed the two to spot the peculiar house once again. Stepping up just outside, three quick knocks on the door made the complementary muttering appear from the other side. Curses about being distracted were clear in those words, some rather unkind phrases mixed in until the old dwarf opened up the door.
Theo was a little offended that he looked surprised at seeing them.
"I had expected you both to be dead and not my problem," Sybren confessed outright, looking them up and down and scratching at his nose. "At least you smell like I'd bet on. I would refuse that you go inside with that kind of stench normally, but…just give me the bag and find a seat on the sofa."
Stig put one step in the doorframe before he let go of the bag. More muttering came from the older [Space Mage] because of it, accusations of distrust ringing loudly in their ears. Theo personally didn’t think he was one to talk, with that confession about expecting them dead. Had he truly underestimated them so much? The [Rune-Crafter] supposed that was why he’d promised a gift so great.
"Where’s the [Rune] you promised, by the way?" Theo shouted, as he sat down and watched the old [Space Mage] disappear into one of the rooms in the back. From the small peek through the doorframe, it looked filled with different herbs and whatnot. Nero certainly commented on the smell as she began to idly chew on his hair. "I am sensing a lack of that [Space Rune] you had somewhere."
"Couldn’t carve it out properly, so you’re not getting it," Sybren shouted right back. A few heaves were heard as something was pushed away, a clattering coming soon afterwards. Theo had half a mind to go in there and have a look until another shout made him falter. "And no, you’re still getting something. It should be on the table. That’s your payment."
On what? On one of the wooden tables, the top of them filled with the clutter of alchemy tools and whatnot, sat a steel plate just right in the middle. Theo wasn’t sure how he hadn’t noticed it before, but he certainly did now. Bolting off the sofa with a vigour he hadn’t felt in a long time, he touched the new [Rune] before he could truly understand what he was currently doing to begin with.
It felt like nothing before it, his fingers going numb at the mere touch. It was perfect.
[Force Rune]
Mana-Purity: 74%
Tier: 2
Material: Steel
Capacity: 4/14
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 24/25

A [Force Rune]? Theo wasn't sure what he was looking at exactly. He already had something that dabbled in this area, the [Impact Rune] on his shield, increasing the power of all his hits. Was this just another variation of that? Would they stack if added on top of each other?
Would they multiply each others’ effects, or would it be additive?
Since it was already half-filled, Theo was prepared to do a test hit on something in the room, until a hand grabbed at his raised arm. Looking over, the annoyed face of the house’s owner looked back at him.
"Don’t play with it. At least not inside," Sybren scolded. Theo was about to respond when he noticed a large pint glass in the dwarf’s hand. A glowing liquid filled the inside, a royal purple streaming out in small puffs of smoke. It nearly looked alive, and the [Space Mage] was drinking it without a second thought. "That rune there will punch a hole through my wall, or at least try to do as much. Aim it at a tree or the dirt when you do want to use it."
Aim it? Theo’s brain latched onto those words instantly, looking down at the [Force Rune] with new eyes. It wasn’t like the [Impact Rune] at all, the similarities being superficial at best.




Chapter 42







In the Village


"This doesn’t enhance the force of a weapon, but creates it outright," Theo muttered, the old [Space Mage] just sighing and rolling his eyes as he sat down on the sofa alongside Stig. "This is… How small can this [Rune] get?" 
"It certainly can’t get any bigger than what you’re holding right now," Sybren responded, taking another large swig of the purple liquid. A bit of smoke puffed out his nostrils afterwards, granting Theo thoughts about an enraged bull, those red eyes matching the image perfectly. "Warlords of old used to stick it onto cannonballs to give them extra initial force. Anything smaller than that wasn’t worth it because of the time it took to make them, even if they were able to make them fit on the ends of arrows. Ended up just selling the entire pile, in the end, and I was able to buy that one ten or so years ago. I thought it would work perfectly to substitute my magic. It doesn’t. The force is nearly cancelled out when put through anything related to space magic."
Theo honestly wasn’t listening after the part about arrow tips, the world around him fading away as he realized the gold mine he was holding. A [Rune] that could be fit onto the end of an arrow, could shoot forward with immense speeds, and was relatively simple to manufacture? He was set!
The actual crafting of the [Rune] couldn’t be too hard either, the [Rune-Crafter] tracing the fractal pattern inside a defined circle. It almost looked like a ritual diagram, each shape repeated eight times along the sides. First the larger circle, and then a line inside with a smaller one at each line’s end. Then came an octagon to combine all the smaller circles, and…that was that. The actual shape count within the diagram was increased, likely from the increase in [Tier], but Theo could work with this. He could make this work.
A small projectile, one that could be made out of metal, one that he could seemingly shoot with nothing but [Mana], and one that he understood how to create. Theo had what was required to make an outright gun, though it would be a rather primitive one. Or he could at least understand how to apply the [Runes]. Shaping the pepperbox would be another matter entirely.
And the creation of the bullets…the shaping and sizing would be an issue in that regard. Theo understood how they needed to look, and could even draw it out, but he wasn’t sure how to make that work.
Or did he? Looking at this shield again, the [Rune-Crafter]’s eyes went even wider than he thought possible. [Transform Shield] flared up to its fullest. It had gone up in [Rank] quite a lot in recent times, and this should be within the realm of possibility. It hadn’t worked when he’d first gotten the [Skill], and that could’ve been partly due to his lacking understanding of what he was working with, but here he was with a very clear demand.
He had a shape in mind, he knew exactly where he wanted this shape to grow from, and he had all the [Mana] in the world to make it happen.
And then it did. The [Rune-Crafter] felt a smile creeping onto his face as a growth appeared on the top of his shield. It looked like a small bump at first, as if the metal had become malformed from heated air pockets within, but it quickly turned into something so much greater. After another couple of seconds, the bump lengthened and widened. While the [Connection] point stayed as thin as humanly possible, what went beyond became a cylinder. It was the size of what one could expect from a rubber bullet. Though it wasn’t nearly as uniform in shape, Theo could see its potential as he broke it off his shield and held it in his hands.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Transform Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Transform Shield] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].

It worked. Theo felt drained, his [Mana] emptied of nearly everything it had, but it had worked. He stood with a bullet twice the width of his thumb and about half as long, a bullet he had made out of nothing but sheer fucking will. He felt alive.
"Does he often get like that?" Sybren asked the younger [Space Mage], getting a half-hearted shrug in reply. "He might’ve hit his head too many times. Even humans aren’t normally like this."
"You sound like somebody that’s meant humans before," Theo commented, letting his shield gently fall to the ground as he relaxed his shoulder and arms. Holding the day’s greatest achievement while wondering how he was going to get the actual gun part working, the [Rune-Crafter] looked at the other two. "Have you?"
"Have I met another human like you? Never," the old [Space Mage] said, taking a sip of the nearly-empty pint glass. Theo frowned. Hadn’t that been full a minute ago? "Have I met humans at all? Sadly, yes. It’s not only the elves and druids that like to travel, and there are human mercenaries in the northern forest. If you ever hear more of those stories, it will be at another time. Just come sit down so I don’t have to waste my entire night with you two."
Looking out the window, they saw that the sun had already gone away. While there were still hints of light beyond the horizon, darkness would soon fill the forest once more. Theo and Stig needed to hurry if they wanted to see their skin clean before night.
"The [Space Domain], then. Have you already started giving him some information?" Theo questioned as he sat down. Nero made some complaints about him moving around, the [Familiar] trying and failing to get into her usual spot under his shoulder pad. In the current day, it seemed she’d grown a little too fat. How endearing.
"I already spoke some choice words, but I can always go back from the beginning," Sybren said, clearing his throat of decades of rot at once. It sounded sickening, but Theo supposed that fit the rest of the man’s looks. "Space… It is not as simple as people think. People perceive space as a constant, its relations never changing through time. But there are so many factors which can bend, stretch, and even tear through it. You’d think the Space Domain was the only one, but any sufficient amount of power in one place creates strange things, ones which, fortunately, space mages can perceive and manipulate. We don’t create most of the power ourselves but instead develop the byproducts of the other mages’ powers."
"But you can also create it yourself, right?" Stig questioned, the forest dwarf seeming a little desperate about that fact.
"Yes… I suppose you can continually exert yourself to create the same effects. Nothing grand, however," the old [Space Mage] said, readjusting his position on the sofa with no little effort. Theo could easily spot those strained muscles at the simple movement. How old was he again? "The act of bending space, in a way that benefits you, is a very expensive one. It’s why the grand portals that connected the different continents were within the world trees, why you’ll never see a space mage without a death wish doing much beyond teleporting himself, and it’s why you see so few of us outside of where the ley lines pierce through the earth. Without the backing of the world, we are nearly powerless when put next to other mages of similar scale."
That seemed rather depressing to hear, Stig putting his head back and looking upwards as Theo just continued to study those fractures in the old [Space Mage]. He’d put it off before, but the [Rune-Crafter] was beginning to realize that Sybren was speaking from experience. He hadn’t just heard the warnings. He had ignored them, had acted mighty, and his body had paid the costs.
"What did you do to get like that?" Theo asked, not seeing a reason to hide his curiosity. Stig turned his head to look towards him, but the [Rune-Crafter] just looked the older dwarf in the eyes.
"The bluntness of youth will forever annoy me," Sybren complained, looking away as his old face seemingly grew ten years older in the span of only a few seconds. Whatever energy that spite had granted him seemed to seep away. "I killed a beast, one you wouldn’t dare to be near, and one that should’ve killed me instantly. But it didn’t, by mere chance, and I separated its body by teleporting a handful of it a hundred meters away at a time. It died, I won, and the prize of my kill was a set of mana channels that were forever wounded from the strain I forced upon them."
The old dwarf looked ready to ignore any questions about the monster in question, that look of defiance still sitting in his eyes, so Theo didn’t bother. Instead, another question reached his mind.
"Can emptying your [Mana] create damage to this level?" he asked, pointing at the destroyed spirals inside the [Mana] of the [Space Mage]. Those eyes within, those condensed balls of a [Domain] once mighty, split their attention from the world for a second. It was inexplicably terrifying, making Theo wonder what they had been able to do in their prime.
"No, it cannot," the old [Space Mage] answered. He took a final sip of the drink he’d prepared, the glass empty of the smallest remnants. "But…by taking your own flesh and forcing it to convert to energy, to cannibalize your being for the sake of a momentary boost, you can do great things at a great cost. I wouldn’t recommend it. Too much damage that’ll never stop increasing."
An act of defiance that’d doom the person to death, a death that was rather slow by the looks of it. Theo couldn’t imagine the pain, his mind changing about the person he sat across from. That spiteful look, those wrinkles formed from being stressed and annoyed day and night, all of it didn’t just come from a frustration with the world, but instead from what he’d done. Sybren had committed an act that saved his life while also sealing his painful fate.
Another thirty minutes were spent giving Stig different pointers on how to influence the space around him. They were rather basic instructions, some that seemed more obvious than anything, but the end product was still a definitive increase in efficiency. While the younger [Space Mage] didn’t instantly grow into a machine of utter destruction, the distance that he could [Teleport] an arrow increased by another few meters. Such an increase in such a short time was extreme.
"You’re wasting so much energy opening the rift before you start to send the arrow through it," Sybern pointed out, though Theo couldn’t spot the slightest difference in the way it all worked. "You need to start pushing it through while you’re finishing it instead. With the proper timing, you’ll decrease the mana required by half."
"And what if it isn’t the proper timing?" Stig questioned.
"Then you’ll have a headache for a few minutes or a few days, depending on how much you screwed it up," the old [Space Mage] replied. Theo was rather happy being in his world in the meanwhile. "While the world does naturally bend and stretch space, it does not sit at peace with our manipulations. When you don’t hold onto your work properly, the world has a habit of…throwing it back at you. On smaller amounts of energy, it can accumulate to feeling like a headache. On the grander scales, your family will be lucky to find evidence that you even existed."
With a reassuring promise like that, the two were thrown out of the house and left to fend for themselves. Stig had apparently learned everything that Sybern could be bothered to teach, and the old [Space Mage] didn’t want more stains on his furniture as it was.
"Do you think the bathhouse is still open?" Theo asked, feeling at his armour once again. Nearly everything was dried up now, the past goop still covering his skin with a greasy layer of filth. Even he wouldn’t be able to sleep in this form.
"It’s in the middle of the night, nearly everybody is sleeping so they can work tomorrow, and only the biggest of fools would wander during the dark," Stig answered as he looked up at the clear sky. The stars were brighter than they were on most nights. "Of course they’re open. Come on."
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Believe


In the past. 
Walls surrounded the village now somehow. Drew wasn’t sure how they’d been able to accomplish such a thing on such short notice. Maybe the others were just able to band together once the notion of danger came around. He could certainly remember the years in the past when everybody worked as one, where life was built around helping one another. That was a long time ago, but Drew was happy to see it happening once more.
It meant that he had a better chance at making this work than ever.
The night was still strong, and he could feel the moon staring over at him as he walked through the open fields. The trees nearest to the village had all been cut down, likely to be the material for the wall itself, but likewise helping make a clear sight line to the guards that walked at the top of the walls. At every ten meters or so of the long wall was a small torch, illuminating the figures on top. Drew didn’t need much help to see the ten or so guards even from a hundred meters away, a fact he was trying to ignore, but it was helpful in allowing him to see their features.
He recognized none of them. The necromancer wasn’t sure how so many had joined up with the village in the last while. Had they hired mercenaries to help protect the place? Drew didn’t think it possible, knowing how poor in coins they’d been after the third failed harvest in a row, but maybe the times truly were so desperate.
Drew needed to ask when he got inside. With Nox by his sound, the hound trodding along peacefully as Drew fought to keep himself upright with the help of the black staff, he came closer and closer to the gate. It was closed, of course, but the larger density of lights near it allowed the guards to finally take notice of him.
"Monsters at the gates!" a roar came near-instantly, a large bell being rung within seconds as footsteps from just about everywhere reached Drew’s ears. His senses had been increased by such a large margin. It was either that or the world had decided to become five times louder while he’d been gone.
"I might be an undead, but that doesn’t mean I’m a monster!" Drew shouted back, having to take a step back as his voice produced a peculiar echoing effect. It was enough to make him feel an edge of despair, the looks on the guards likewise becoming haunted. "Please don’t fear! It’s just me, Drew. While I don’t know any of you, I am sure that there are others who’ve been here long enough to—"
Drew paused as a loud popping sound came from his chest. Looking down, the end of an arrow was found to be sticking out of it. While he had felt no actual pain from the attack, the only visible injury being a small stream of glowing blue blood that immediately stopped when he took out the projectile, it was enough to make him realize that the guards didn’t want to talk.
"Can you please not do that again?" Drew shouted. Nox barked as well, seeing the dropped arrow with clear aggression. "No, Nox. They’re not the enemy. They’re just friendly people who…don’t understand that they’re meant to be friendly."
It sounded weird when he said it like that. There was another attempt to fire an arrow towards him, this time at his skull, but his staff moved in the way to deflect it. Without really thinking about much else other than wanting to not be hit in the face by an iron arrow tip, he willed a translucent barrier to appear for a moment to stop the projectile. It wasn’t very good, mana streaming out of all sides, but Drew was sure he could do that again with more finesse if he really tried.
I’m undead now. I have as many tries as I want.
Sadly, the guards thought the same thing. Even with the first attempt to impale him being entirely ineffective, they were seemingly convinced that the twentieth one would be the breaking point of his energy. If anything, Drew was starting to understand how to suck in the energy around him instead. Everything he spent was just another loss, and loss was the energy that kept the undead going. Recycling it all into his body allowed him to recuperate like never before.
"Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to do that," Drew apologized to the grass beneath his feet as the stalks instantly wilted. His aura had spread out too much for a second. "Won’t happen again."
"Leave us, fiend!"
"Again, I am undead and not a fiend of any kind," the undead in question shouted right back.
His patience was wearing thin and Drew felt like just trying to get into the village so he could speak to the others, but the talking within those walls was making his ears perk up. While his hearing was still without the ability to discern the actual words from such a far distance, and especially when it was being all but muttered, the origin of part of the noise was distinctly imprinted on his mind. He could remember that voice, those deep tones making recognition ring through his body. "I can hear you, Ajax! Could you come out, please?"
The mention of the name seemed to quiet down the ruckus within, and clear steps were heard on the wooden stairs that led up to the top of the wall. It took a while longer than Drew had guessed, each step seeming less calculated and more…requiring an effort that wasn’t there. An old man’s gait slowly became more chaotic as the years passed by, the life that Drew wasn’t meant to be able to hear, and the life that Ajax wasn’t meant to have.
But no matter who was meant to have what, the sight that Drew was forced to face was not of the tall warrior he had known just before, but instead of an older man. A haunted expression was seen on his face, alongside a beard that had been growing for more than a few years. The eyes looked sunken in, there was some trembling in the upper body, and despite all of that, Drew could see the leader he had looked up to for so long. Here was the man that had helped him become a hunter, the man who had supported him when all of the others hadn’t, and the only one who hadn’t thought to fire an arrow at him just yet.
Or maybe that isn’t by choice.
Though the darkness did hide it well, the right side of the tall man’s armour was rather…loose. The mighty oak of an arm that had been there when Drew had last inspected Ajax was seemingly gone, only one upper limb remaining on the leader. He’d been injured? Drew supposed it was better than losing his life as the undead had, but the loss of such an important part of oneself must’ve hurt. Ajax had been one of the best with a bow, and he’d also shown off quite the fortitude when given the chance to wield a sword, but those days looked to be over.
"Who are you, corpse that can talk?" that voice he’d always known questioned. It was loud, nearly on the levels of the previous shouting, but it still sounded so utterly calm. Drew couldn’t truly explain it, that all-encompassing feeling upon hearing those tones just drew him in. The other guards around seemed to get it as well, holding their bows with more vigour than before. "And why do you prey on these lands?"
"I’m Drew, Ajax!" Drew replied for what felt like the tenth time in the past few minutes. The response to his exclamation was a look of horror, with another look of anger quickly following. That wasn’t what he’d expected. "You have to remember me. Everybody else seemed to have died, but—"
"Shut it, skinwalker!" Ajax shouted, that aura of calmness disappearing. Another round of orders flew from the leader’s mouth, and a row of archers gathered at the edge of the wall. Each of their prepared arrows was pointed in Drew’s direction. It seemed they didn’t believe him. "Fire!"
Why won’t they believe me?
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What Power Can Give


In the past. 
Nox barked, the hound’s warnings resounding in the forest as if a massive gong had been slammed into by the mightiest of hammers. It made the grass around them bend, made the walls shake just a little, and that edge of fear appeared once more on the faces of the guards. Maybe that’s why so many of the arrows didn’t get close.
For those that did, the barrier of mana once again deflected them. It felt cruel to do as much, but Drew was left with no other choice. He’d prefer not to be a pincushion.
"Calm yourself, Nox. We’ll make them understand," Drew ordered the hound, going down on one knee to ruffle her fur. A little scratch just under the ears made the massive dog relax once more and sit down in the wilting grass. The wilting was getting worse. Hadn’t he stopped that aura already? "Ajax, please just listen to me! I understand this is weird, but I have a reason for having returned. I even brought back that bow you lent me, though it might not be usable anymore."
The tall man forced the others to stop preparing another volley of arrows and made them all stand to the side instead as he leaned over the edge. Drew could see those sharp eyes honing in on what he had in his hand, the finely crafted engravings on the long piece of wood seeming to satisfy his inspections. Even the thread was a work of art, though it had been snapped after so long out in the wild. Maybe it could be repaired?
Hopefully. I don’t think I can afford to repay it in a million years.
"…I’m coming out to you," Ajax said from atop the wall. Drew found himself wearing a smile as he heard the increased mutterings from the other side. The ones nearest to the leader, the ones who’d heard his promise, were advising him to stay within, to not go out and face Drew alone. Many were offering to go out there in his stead. While the response was too deep to truly decipher amidst all the other talk, Drew could easily discern the gate being pushed open and the tall figure walking along.
His arm truly had been lost. The armour had been fitted to handle the stump that ended just before where the elbow had once sat, and the hard leather allowed for some serious protection while likewise affording the wearer extreme mobility and stretch. It wasn’t a bad choice for an archer, though Drew wasn’t sure Ajax could truly carry that title anymore.
"By the seven lights, it really is you," Ajax muttered as he got closer, holding a torch that illuminated Drew’s face. As he got closer, though, that look of shock became one of mild pity. "You have seen better days, friend."
"Death hasn’t been kind to my looks, I know," Drew said, stopping the tall man from having to say it bluntly. The seriousness of it all was enough to make Ajax chuckle, however, and the atmosphere felt so much cheerier. "That I’m even walking still is a miracle, however. It’s been a rough few weeks in the ground."
At the mention of his current state, there was some pain in the leader’s eyes once again. Drew began to question it, but Ajax just pushed the thought away by bringing out some chairs from the village. This allowed them to sit, much to the pleasure of a certain undead who could barely stand.
"My friend…it hasn’t been a few weeks," Ajax commented after a few more seconds. Drew looked over from his continued petting of a certain blissful hound, and he could easily discern the expression of pain on the leader. "While stress might accelerate the ageing of us all, I fear that it’s only the natural passing of time which has deteriorated my body. Drew, you have been gone for seven years now."
What. The undead stared blankly at the tall man, and Ajax looked back at him without a flinch or a smile. There was nothing to show that it’d been a lie, nothing to hint that it was a joke. Only the edge of a hard truth was there to be seen, one that Drew had trouble accepting.
"I spent seven years in that void?" Drew muttered, looking at his hands like he didn’t know what he was. Had his mind truly been roaming the realm of nothing for so long? It didn’t make sense, though little else had during that time of his existence. "How is that…no, it’s well within the world of possibility, I guess. It would explain that nasty beard of yours."
"You think it's nasty?" Ajax said with a mocking expression, feigning a look of shock and hurt as he held at his chest. "All the others can’t help but compliment it."
"There’s not too much to compliment with how utterly thin it’s looking," the undead said. Drew wondered if he could grow hair again. There was still some sitting on top of his head, and it had regrown when a chunk had been ripped off by a stray arrow, but would it still increase in length naturally? It was something to pay attention to. "But, still. Seven years? What has happened in that time, and how does it relate to the missing limb?"
A glance at those sunken eyes on the formerly grand leader told Drew more than what he needed to know. It couldn’t have been good in those years.
"When I…left you behind together with Elias, I was hunted until the very end," Ajax began to explain, adjusting his seat in the chair as if that made it feel better. "They never got to me, though, the scream of one of the other hunters distracting them. I don’t know who it was, and I don’t dare to think about whose painful death was the one that stopped mine, but I know that I wouldn’t have lived to this day if it wasn’t for them."
"And the arm? Did the monsters rip it off?"
"Not in the slightest," the leader answered, though he still clutched at the stump as if they had. Drew could see the memories flying by inside Ajax’s head. It wasn’t pretty. That shaking started again. "It was only a scratch they got on me, barely more than a bit of skin getting grazed when one of those humanoid beasts tried to stop me from running. And yet that scratch became more within a mere minute. It first became like an itch, and then I could only look down to find these peculiar sigils being cut into the skin along my arm."
The very same thing that’d happened to the corpses after the initial confrontation, the very same that’d happened to Elias when Drew had looked away.
"You cut it off yourself," Drew said, getting a grim nod in response. It hadn’t been the monsters who’d been behind the removal of the limb, but they’d certainly caused it. "Best that you did. Without the quick action on your part, you would’ve grown into the form of one of the beasts yourself."
"I guessed as much," Ajax said, looking into the sky to seemingly dream of what could’ve been. "But I survived, and I was able to make it back into the village before the end of the day. The others didn’t believe me at first when I told the tale of the attack, since none of the supposed beasts ever reached us. It was a stroke of luck in that regard, though everybody understood the truth once we visited that place where they had first attacked us. Blood, destroyed weapons, and all of the remnants of the hounds. We buried those we could, though we never found any of the other hunters."
"You could have found me lying under one of the thicker bushes," Drew supplied, making a haunted bark of laughter escape the crippled leader. There was some wondering about why he hadn’t turned into one of those beasts himself, but the man tried not to think about it too much. The influence of the gods wasn’t to be questioned, for their methods were too often outside his realm of understanding.
Not this time, however. I understand my purpose now.
"When the others saw the death and destruction that these monsters had brought to our entire group of hunters, we instantly began to build anything that could defend us. Those walls were the first thing on the agenda, though we were busy afterwards as well," Ajax said, pointing to the mighty wall of wood. "Every villager knows how to fire a bow or wield something that they can stab another person with. Even the kids have been taught how to run and hide if the need ever comes. It’s the best thing we could do when we figured out how many of the other villages around weren’t able to hide as we’d done."
"How many were wiped off this realm?"
"To the best of our searches, it’s easier to state which ones didn’t," the leader replied in a hollow tone, reciting a list of villages that Drew could just barely remember having been told about. All of them were far away, however. It meant that everybody close to their place in the forest was gone entirely. It was awful. "We have been doing well, however. The other villages left behind some amount of their wealth. We did our best to send it out to the living rightful owners, but with so many dead…the people here have grown to accept what we’ve done to fortify ourselves. We want to make sure this can never happen again, no matter how much people are saying it never will."
"It seems that you are one step ahead of me already, then," Drew said, Ajax raising an eyebrow as the undead began to recount his experience with the god of the harvest, the skull with the scythe, the one who sought a balance between life and death. There was a look of horror at the cosmic figure being revealed to be a real entity, though that was quickly overshadowed by the promise of the humanoid beasts’ return. "If they have taken nearly every man, woman, and child living on this continent and converted them into soldiers, there’s no chance for us to defeat them before they attack everybody again."
Ajax didn’t say anything at first, just leaning back and looking up at the star-filled sky. The moon was still standing tall, even with all the time they’d spent talking. It just seemed like the night was endless now, as if the world were giving Drew all the time he needed to make sure that the leader understood the truth.
"We’re just humans, Drew. Those beasts are more powerful than anything else in this forest by a long shot, and even my best efforts to kill a single one only ended in failure. Do you want us to kill a continent worth of them before their army grows again? That’s just not possible. We don’t have the power."
"You didn’t have the power. Now you have it," Drew said, spreading his arms as a blue glow escaped his body. The display of light didn’t impress the leader, though, a blank face staring back at the undead. "I can at least attain it soon. For now, I’m restricted to simpler stuff like…actually, I think I might be able to regenerate that arm of yours."
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Corrupted?


In the past. 
It was a big "maybe." The necromancer was not too sure how living flesh would react to a lump of death being put next to it. In theory, there was no reason why it shouldn’t work. Nerve connections didn’t matter with the reanimated flesh anyway, seeing as Drew wasn’t a bumbling mess every minute of the hour, so it should have been within his power to do as much.
"If you want to try, I won’t stop you," Ajax said, offering the stub to the undead fingers. Removing the leather that protected the flesh, Drew was surprised to feel the heat from the skin. "Damn it, you’re cold."
"Oh, sorry," Drew apologized, but the leader quickly waved it off as the necromancer continued. The wound itself had been sewn shut so many years ago, as was clear from the healed skin. While there was still some obvious scarring from the sealing of the wound, he could feel an inkling of the limb that was once there. Latching onto that feeling, he poured mana into the idea of its return to the man’s body. The instant recoil after he tried to enact that order nearly made him stop, however. "Does it hurt?"
That couldn’t be good. Drew almost cut off the power to the concept when the leader gritted his teeth, but the words spoken afterwards made him loosen up once again.
"It itches so much," Ajax complained, his face showing off veins as it grew redder than ever before. Drew did his best not to laugh as he focused on the limb that was beginning to appear from where the arm had once been cut off. "Now I know why necromancers are hated so fiercely. Your gifts bring the worst type of torture."
If that was the worst thing necromancers were known for, Drew could accept it. He just shook his head as he continued to work on the limb itself, feeling satisfaction as the flesh began to mould itself into a recognizable shape. A few tendrils here and there were the first signs of growth, going outwards until Drew could rein them in and blend them into the others to mix the fingers of the hand. The connections within were naturally set up as well, the body somehow knowing how everything was supposed to look from the start. It was as beautiful as it was enlightening. While Drew couldn’t create living flesh, he could most certainly create a rather good replica.
"It’s regular dead meat, so it will probably start showing signs of decay after a week or so," Drew warned. Though he had filled it with as much of his energy as possible, there was an obvious hint of mana leaking out through its pores. There was nothing he could do about that, though the tall man didn’t seem to mind in the slightest. As Ajax flexed the undead fingers, their colouring much paler than that of their living counterparts, Drew spotted some droplets of tears going down Ajax’s face.
"To the underground with that. I can feel my fingers again," Ajax said, rising from his chair and embracing Drew in a tight hug. The undead necromancer was relatively sure his ribs popped out of place from the sheer power of that embrace, his bones not made to withstand such a magnitude of force after seven years underground. "Oh, I am sorry about that. Is your chest okay?"
"As okay as it could ever be," Drew responded, looking on with mild disgust as his internal organs visibly shifted themselves around underneath his leathery skin. The popping noises that escaped through his dead flesh didn’t make it any better. "I’ll need to repair the hand every day or so, but I don’t see any reason you shouldn’t be able to use it. Does it hurt at the connection point?"
Inspecting the regenerated arm gave them nothing out of the ordinary. While the change in skin colour between the two sides was very clear, Ajax was quick to confess he couldn’t feel the difference as clearly. Even after a few minutes of having regained his limb, his mind had just accepted it as a part of himself again.
"I need to learn how to adjust the positioning of the bow without that ordinary sensation to assist me, but…I think I might be able to return to the forest once again," Ajax commented, holding the broken handle of his prized weapon that had been lent to Drew all those years ago. "Drew, I need to thank you for this. Whatever I have at my disposal is yours to use. If we can stop this fate from happening to the rest of the world together, I’ll do everything in my power to help."
Drew smiled, feeling a connection build between them. While they might have worked together in the past, and while Ajax had helped the newer hunter grow into his new profession without asking for anything back, it was that explicit lack of return that had made the relationship one-sided. There had never been anything deeper than the occasional burst of help from Drew, but that had all changed now. Together, they would stand against a foe mightier than any that had come before it.
They would defeat the ones who desired the end of the world.
"Come on, I’ll introduce you properly to the…" Ajax began to say when Nox growled from her post on the ground. Both the necromancer and leader had to look at the hound in confusion, though the angry shouting on the other side of the wall quickly became the obvious source. Without needing to see the crowd directly, Drew could spot the lit torches that shined a light into the sky. There had to be over a hundred. "Oh shit, I need to calm them down before they do something stupid. Drew, try to look less menacing, please."
"How exactly would I go about that?"
"Make your eyeballs stop glowing blue, for one. It’s lighting up the area like two directional lanterns, for the sake of the seven lords," the leader said, fixing up his leather armour as well as he could. Drew just took a few moments to contemplate his future as a living pair of lanterns when the gate finally opened up. Instantly, the chanting of the masses was loud and clear, hundreds of angry faces marching out together towards the two. "They just had to put their training to use now, of all times."
The shouting never stopped as the horde of men and women came forward. Nox growled, seemingly wanting to repeat her previous antics, but Drew’s continued shushing was enough for the wolf to quiet down once again. She looked hurt at his wishes, but she didn’t reject them. Instincts were pushed away in favour of obeying him, and Drew couldn’t help but praise her for it. Even in death, she did her best to help him.
"Everybody, please stay calm!" Ajax shouted into the crowd as they formed a wide ring around them. Some dropped their touches into the wet grass, some even throwing theirs towards Drew outright, but he just physically dodged everything that got too near. He thought about bringing forth that strange staff to help him again, but…abiding by the tall man’s wishes was probably for the best. "This undead that can talk didn’t lie! I know many of you are unfamiliar with this village, but those who have lived here for a little while longer must remember the seamstress with a sharp tongue and the two children that she nursed. The oldest by the name of Drew and the youngest Elias, both of them meant to have been killed during the initial fight with those terrible beasts seven years ago. But rejoice, for one of them has returned with an objective set forth by the gods themselves!"
The crowd was quick to reject his idea of supposed heroism, shouting about the lies, the coercion, the threats, and everything else Drew could’ve possibly said to trick Ajax. That look of anger in their eyes made the necromancer feel ill.
"He’s just trying to allow it entry into the village so it can suck out the life of the kids," one of the older ladies screamed, Drew feeling like he could almost recognize the face. Seven years away had changed all of them just slightly, to a point where he couldn’t figure out who was who in the darkness. It was all just blurring together with the fire and heat. When had he started being so sensitive to that? "He needs your permission to enter before he can get in. If you do, he’ll drain them all of their blood and use it for his machinations."
"I think that’s what vampires are known for, Sara, and not general undead," Ajax corrected, pointing a finger at the old woman in question. That action in itself would’ve been fine if not for the fact that it was done with the right, lifeless hand that had been manifested just a few minutes ago. "Drew, a person most of you have known for many years, can help us. He was sent here by the God of Death to bring balance back onto earth, to cleanse it from the evil which cursed this continent to begin with. Already, he’s shown that he can assist us like nobody before. Just look at my hands! Not hand. Hands. It took him just five minutes, and now I have a hand to fight with once again!"
Drew was starting to feel dizzy from the heat. He couldn’t feel it on his body like normal, yet his flesh was heating up to unbearable levels nonetheless. The shouting was just obscuring everything in his senses. Nox had to help keep him standing, moving around to push at his legs when his staff refused to materialize.
"The creature brought our leader under its control! His mind has been corrupted!" came the response of the crowd. Drew didn’t understand. He’d just helped. Why were they refusing it? Why were they twisting his intentions? He just wanted to help them.
"Please, see reason in what I’m saying," Ajax tried to shout in response, but the crowd was just getting louder. The torches were being thrown towards them, one hitting Drew in his back before he realized it. It stung horrifically, the pain meant to be impossible in his undead body reappearing tenfold. He burned. "Oh, no, get away from him! He’s not—"
"See! He’s being controlled," Sara shouted back as the former hunting leader protected Drew from a pitchfork close to entering his side. The people had lost all sanity, and Nox wasn’t having it anymore. With a bark that made the heavens quiver, the hound of darkness let loose her aggressions and bit into the flesh nearest. "They’re all corrupted! Kill them before it’s too late!"
Drew wasn’t sure what happened after that, truthfully. Everything blurred together, he felt pain like he’d never known, and Ajax slowly bled out next to him while Nox tore into about a dozen warriors before she fell as well. Just as quickly as his dream of cooperation had been realized had it been destroyed.
For a second time, the man who wanted to save his brother died in the cold, killed by the people he had gone to for help when he needed it the most.
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[Force Rune]


When Stig had visited Sybren the next day, after their skin had been cleaned and they didn’t feel like filth, the old [Space Mage] had mentioned another person who might be able to help the young forest dwarf. Seeing as the oldest had no desire to continue with the training, there was another possible teacher in Firview, another village a month’s travel away, who might be able to provide assistance. Since it would take just one and a half months for a reply to return, the two adventurers were left with some time in Oslaker that they could spend however they wished. 
Or, as one of the two commented, how Theo wished.
"At least the sun is shining," Stig commented from his spot on the grass, the forest dwarf’s head near-completely hidden by the long green stalks. Theo looked over to the gloomy person in an attempt to see that frown turn upside-down, but he just got a tongue pointed his way instead. "How long have we been out here now? An hour? When were you going to show off the new stuff again?"
"The second that I make it work properly," Theo replied, getting a loud groan in response. The [Rune-Crafter] just shook his head as he kept working, softly etching the [Force Rune] into the back of one of the bullets. It was hard working with something this small, with every minor motion meaning a world of difference, but he was getting better at it with time. And with how long they were meant to be waiting around, he had all the time he would be needing.
Fifty days of practising [Runes]? I certainly can’t complain.
And already, from the patient one’s perspective, the efforts had come to bear fruit, a soft white glow briefly appearing on the [Engraving] as Theo pulled the tool away. [Rune Empowerment] flared up to about half of its usual size, though the [Mana] drawn felt just as heavy, and the first bullet of the day had officially been created.
[Force Rune]
Mana-Purity: 43%
Tier: 2
Material: Steel
Capacity: 1/13
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 20/20

It wasn’t as pretty as the one he was working with originally, and Theo was forced to grimace as he spotted just how irregular the depth of the work was, but it was still in working order at the end of the day. While his first proper attempt wasn’t as perfect as he’d hoped, it was still able to be used.
He could still test it.
"Okay, this should be what we need for the initial firing," Theo commented, crawling over to the prepared shield. [Regeneration] had been forced upon its form, to rid the metal of all its previous engravings while allowing Theo to create something of a launch tube along its front. With the help of a few rocks on one side, a half-cylinder was pointed at a forty-five-degree angle, with the tube having a flat base to allow a quick and easy setting of the bullet itself. While the setup had required the first forty minutes of his focus, and more than a few headaches in the process, Theo was happy with the results. "Are you ready to see it?"
"If it means that I get to fire it after you, then of course!" Stig said with faked dullness. There was little hiding that enthusiasm behind those eyes, a glint of [Space Mana] briefly appearing in the irises as the magical sight was flared to the max. Unknowingly or not, the forest dwarf was looking as deep into the magical spectrum as Theo was. "Go on, then! My eyes are hurting the longer you wait."
Not wanting to force a long-term headache for the [Space Mage], Theo was quick to place the prepared bullet into the launch tube. It sat at the base perfectly, with the shooting end being angled towards one of the larger trees ten meters away. While it would go high into the wood if it hit, Theo wasn’t really sure it had that much power at such a low [Purity]. Thirteen [Mana] couldn’t do that much, right?
Putting his hand on the other end of the launch tube’s base, Theo slowly fed the [Mana] into the [Force Rune] through the metal. He did his best to not wriggle the shield around while doing as much, a hard feat when the bullet in question began to vibrate and strangle upon being half-filled. It seemed that the [Rune], while built at a level where it could function, wasn’t too stable when close to full [Capacity].
A fact he’d have to live with if he figured out how to get the bullets into a magazine shape. A longer firing time for each shot wouldn’t hurt too much, at least, if the effect was good enough.
"Firing in three, two, one…" Theo counted down as the last section of the blue screen ticked up. The [Capacity] was at thirteen out of thirteen, and he just had to watch it in action. And yet, when he looked at the cylinder and where the bullet had previously been a moment ago, there was nothing to spot. "Shit, that’s fast."
With a high-pitched whistle, short but loud, a great thunk came from the tree not too far away. Looking up at its near-top allowed Theo and Stig to spot the beginnings of a fracture. It was mostly superficial, but the damage was clear, including the origin point that was so perfectly lined up with the presumed trajectory of a certain steel slug.
"I guess the sheer momentum packs a punch, no matter what the final speed is," Theo commented. Having moved out of the launch tube faster than he could see it, the bullet must’ve moved as quickly as an arrow. "I can’t see any metal fragments, so it must still be solid. Do you want to go up there, or should I—"
"You definitely should, yes," Stig cut in before the [Rune-Crafter] could hope to finish. Upon getting a raised eyebrow in response, the dwarf could only shrug. "I remember you bragging about climbing when you were a kid. Are those skills still up for the show?"
They most certainly were. Leaving behind the raised shield, Theo ran up the tree for a moment, pushing off at the last second and grabbing at the lowest branch. While his weaker body, the one from before his transportation into the new world, would’ve stopped him from doing much more than this, Theo was able to pull himself up without any true strain. The branches were likewise dense higher up, allowing him to go from branch to branch as he scaled the tree. Only at the more inopportune moments did he need to lunge again, though it hardly ended with failure.
Within a minute, he was up the ten meters required. The fractures caused by the bullet were more serious than they had initially seemed, now that Theo could see them up close. The bark was truly destroyed nearest the entry point, the sheer momentum having just ripped chunks off instead of breaking them. The tree hadn’t had time to even react, the rules of elasticity thrown out the window of possibility.
Wow, it got in deep.
Digging his fingers into the entry hole, Theo tore off the chunks of wood next to the steel bullet until he could wrestle it out of the tree. He had to grimace at the results, the front of the bullet flattened.
And here had hoped that they could be more than single-use. Plopping back down to the ground in a few jumps, making a final roll to stop the momentum from hitting his knees, he landed as Stig just looked on with visible respect.
"Strong, but with enough agility to not break your neck on the way down? I hadn’t expected that," the dwarf said, though a look at the bullet made Stig almost collapse. "Do I really have to wait another hour for my turn?"
"Closer to ten minutes, honestly," Theo replied, digging out another of the prepared bullets from his jacket. He’d spent most of the night trying to create more of them, repeating his previous performance again and again. There had been thoughts about trying to improve the mechanics of the creation, but the man had been too tired for that. "Let’s try out ranged tests next time."
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Zirconium


As promised, the bullet was created in the time it took for Nero to wake up from her nap, the [Familiar] giving insightful commentary about the preparation of the distance measuring they were preparing. 
"It’ll be good to know how much it can fire at its optimal conditions," the [Rune-Crafter] said simply, the rabbit responding with wanting to know its optimal lethality. For all intents and purposes, Theo just knew she wanted him to find a bear she could eat. There was little care about how he killed it before that. "You’ll get a bear to eat soon enough. There’s meant to be a few around in Firview, if the locals are telling the truth."
As it turned out, the effective range, where the bullets worked at peak strength, seemed to be about thirty meters, while range maxed out entirely at a hundred. The bullet did still bring about some rather spectacular impacts on the ground, though it was more gravity doing its job than the initial force put into the [Rune]. At least Theo could repeatedly do attempts with a single bullet this time.
Three [Durability] every time it’s fired. That’s a steep price tag.
With that done came the [Time-Perception Rune] next. While letting Stig try to understand the mechanics of the [Force Rune] through its impact on the local wildlife, Theo brought out the other engraving gained yesterday. It wasn’t as pretty as the former, the inside of a plant monster having coloured it a darker tone, but he could still see the array of shapes for what it was.
"At least this one I can do at a normal size," Theo muttered as he took one of his spare [Rune] plates and began to copy the [Rune] step by step. It was a slow process, and a few failed attempts were had along the way, but thirty minutes of study allowed him yet another [Rune] for his collection. This one even glowed a beautiful silver as its colours gathered together. "Now let’s see what you can do."
[Time-Perception Rune]
Mana-Purity: 16%
Tier: 2
Material: Steel
Capacity: 1/19
Activation: Trigger

Durability: 20/20

Oh…that was the worst [Purity] he’d seen in a while. Theo tried not to think about that as he filled the [Rune] up to its maximum. Placing it on the ground before its last point was added, he took a few steps back to observe the results.
There were none. While the soft silvery glow continued to stream from the [Time-Perception Rune], there were no quantifiable effects other than that. It was just a pretty light show, one only seen by those gifted with [Mana-Sight]. It was terrible.
Maybe it needs a higher quality to do something obvious.
Settled on trying it again, Theo grabbed the steel plate and began to head back towards Stig.
He fell on his face instead of taking a step, however, and the [Rune-Crafter] was forced to see himself falling for nearly three full seconds before he hit the ground. His arm felt so weak in responding to his orders as well, and the human had to figure out where he’d gone wrong as he tasted the wet dirt.
It hadn’t rained for a few days.
"You alright there?" Stig asked, momentarily distracted by the joy of shooting bullets at trees.
"I’m just dandy," Theo replied. [Time-Perception Runes] changed his perception of time. It was very obvious, but he somehow seemed to have missed the fact that he was going to feel the effects. "Half a second felt like three for a moment there. I think this might be worth something in battle."
He had to sit still for another few minutes to assure Stig he hadn’t hit his head, but after that came a hailstorm of attempted improvement from the [Rune-Crafter]. Another five steel plates were wasted in an attempt to create the next [Time-Perception Rune], but it barely reached 20% [Purity] at its best.
Ignoring the fact that his skill at engraving might’ve been too low to produce good-quality works, there was only one possible explanation. [Steel] wasn’t the proper [Material] here.
What else did he have to work with? Doing a mental recount, Theo had [Steel], [Carbon Steel], and [Cold Iron] while also having plates and coins that together contained [Zirconium], [Gold], [Silver], and [Copper]. Seven metals in total and six of them untested by the [Rune-Crafter]. Not for long, of course, since the [Transformation] of his weapon began once again.
[Carbon Steel] and [Copper] had the same massive decrease as regular [Steel]; [Cold Iron], [Gold], and [Silver] showed slightly better results, the [Purity] increasing to 30% at its best; and it was only with [Zirconium] that a positive showing could be achieved. 
[Time-Perception Rune]
Mana-Purity: 51%
Tier: 2
Material: Zirconium
Capacity: 1/31
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 66/66

The world of shifting [Materials] was the greatest find Theo had ever made, the man clutching the [Zirconium] plate as he looked at his handiwork. It was beautiful, the powerful waves of energy bouncing around as he began to fill the [Rune] up.
"Time to see the magic," he could only mutter as a sixth of his [Mana] was spent just filling it up. But…the effects were just too good to ignore. "Weird."
The time-dilation wasn’t increased with the higher [Mana-Purity], but the amount of time it allowed certainly was. At a cost of around seven [Mana] per subjective second or forty per real-time second, it was a tool that Theo had trouble getting around to. With the current work containing thirty [Mana], he was able to perceive four seconds of subjective time in one and a half real-world seconds. It was an enlightening experience.
Other than his stomach and ears disliking the delayed reaction times, Theo was fully able to chain-use the [Time-Perception Rune]. It required a lot of effort and timing, the consequences of doing it late being a snap-cut into normal time for an instant, but the [Rune-Crafter] was able to extend the entry into dilated perception for nearly half a minute of real time. One and a half minutes of seeing things move at a fraction of their normal speed.
It was beautiful.
"I am not using that again," Stig rasped as his knees hit the ground, the forest dwarf’s face turning a sickly green. Nero chose to leave the [Space Mage]’s area of the grass in an instant, seemingly predicting the future as Theo was, unfortunately, able to spot what they’d had for breakfast at the inn. "Just how are you standing after a full minute of that?"
"I’m just built a little differently compared to you, I guess?" Theo supposed, getting a blank stare before the backlash of using the [Rune] hit the dwarf once again. "Maybe I’ll save these for another time."
While he did like the idea of fighting in slow motion, needing to divert attention to one of the [Runes] every five seconds was an open invitation to distraction. Having the reflexes of a mythical martial artist meant nothing when his mind wasn’t in the fight.
If he could increase the amount of time before needing to recharge, though…that was another conversation he needed to have at another time. Theo supposed he could increase the size of the [Time-Perception Rune], and make it fill up the area on the back of his shield, but even that wouldn’t allow for much versatility.
What is this thing’s max size, anyway?
Distracted by that idea, the [Rune-Crafter] turned the back of the shield into [Zirconium] before slowly going bigger and bigger with the engravings. It was just the size of his palm at the start, but it quickly turned into the length of his forearm before the rattling started up.
And when he tried to go beyond that length by just a few finger-widths, the results were explosive.
A [Rune] that controlled [Perceptual Time] fracturing and spreading its influence into the environment was a strange sight. The metal fragments weren’t regular in speed as they flew through the air, seeming entirely stuck in a position for a second until they flew faster than any object should’ve been able to.
"Tip of the middle finger to the elbow" was the safe maximum, Theo supposed. Not seeing a reason to avoid it, the [Rune-Crafter] remade the previous [Time-Perception Rune] onto the shield’s surface. It only took a few minutes, while enduring Stig’s grumbling shape behind him, before the mastery was complete.
[Time-Perception Rune]
Mana-Purity: 53%
Tier: 2
Material: Zirconium
Capacity: 1/53
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 80/80

Just over eight seconds of slowed time. Theo tested it practically and got the same results, able to witness the world in slow motion for a little under three real-time seconds. If he ever needed that in a fight, and while combating the side effects of the transition period, it would probably be an extreme emergency.
Let’s hope it never comes to that, then.
Maybe he could use it to disorient a monster if he really needed to. Who knew if giant dragons would feel sick afterwards? Probably not, but it was worth a try, at least.
Going back to the [Force Rune], all of the different [Materials] at hand were tried once again. [Cold Iron] lowered the [Purity] slightly, [Gold], [Silver], and [Copper] lowered it by an extreme amount, and [Zirconium] and [Carbon Steel] gave relatively good increases of about 10%. Since [Carbon Steel] was much more cost-effective to create, it quickly became the desired [Material].
[Force Rune]
Mana-Purity: 55%
Tier: 2
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 1/16
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 24/24

The bullet flew just a few meters longer, and the metal itself was able to endure more hits before becoming too damaged to actually work, leaving Theo more than happy with the progress. However, there was still a need to figure out how to make the weapon more mobile.
While making the half-cylinder on the front of the shield was possible when operating the tool as a form of ballista, it would be impossible to do as much in actual combat. Matching that together with the fact that the sizing of the cylinder was completely unnecessary with the smaller size of the bullet, it was all a complete waste.
No, he needed a tool that would fit inside his hand, didn’t weigh more than what he could hold outstretched for longer periods, and could be used without posing any constant danger to Theo. In essence, he needed to create a gun-shaped firing platform.
Did he know how a gun worked? More than "the bullet gets into the barrel, the trigger gets pulled, and the bullet flies out and hits something," Theo had no real knowledge. Could he make it regardless? Probably. There was no need for gunpowder in his design, since he just needed to put [Mana] through the metal, but actually forming the gun would be a nightmare to do. Making the magazine work as well would be something of a challenge.
And it would have to be remade every few weeks to make sure it doesn’t crumble.
…
"Hey, do forest dwarves know a lot of metallurgy?" Theo asked, convinced of the positives of outsourcing problems that he didn’t want to deal with.
"We don’t know a fraction of what our stone brothers pride themselves on…but there’s nobody who does," Stig answered offhandedly, seeming curious about why it needed to be asked. "There should be a smith somewhere in Oslaker, since they’re using metal tools that aren’t half a century old. Why do you need to know?"




Chapter 48







Avril


Theo tried to explain the mechanics of a gun for about thirty seconds before the forest dwarf just stopped him outright. 
"You could’ve just said ‘a boomstick without the black powder,’" Stig commented as they gathered everything together. Theo just looked on with unhidden curiosity, that mildly disappointed face from the dwarf rubbing him the wrong way. "We’ve had loads of those in the last many years, though I don’t think there’s any which work properly."
"There was a dwarven merchant with one yesterday morning," Theo added as the memory of having the primitive pistol pointed at him returned to the forefront of his mind. It had been a rather quick affair, with a certain priestess taking over the focus not long after that quick burst of iron pellets, but he could remember that metallic shape with ease. "It looked old, though. I wouldn’t want to hold it."
"Only the desperate and insane would," the [Space Mage] agreed, handing Theo his shield as Nero returned to her usual spot on his shoulder.  With her recent growth-spurts, it was getting hard having her there, but they managed for now. With a small adjustment, they headed towards the gates once again. "Or those rich enough to get repairs done, I suppose. With any luck, the smith that works in this town should be old enough to know how to put together something for you."
Theo certainly hoped so. Asking a few guards about their intended target, they got the general direction of where to go. The smithy was apparently located in the eastern part of the town, together with all the other crafting-oriented shops and knickknacks that one would be interested in. Tailors, leatherworkers, and a curiously large assortment of shops focused around colourful gemstones were passed by, though Theo did promise to visit the former to get touch-ups on his armour, and a bit of wandering allowed them to locate a rather thick stream of rising smoke. That taste of ash in their mouths alongside it certainly made them conclude they’d found the right place.
The building itself was made of more primitive-looking stone walls, as if boulders had been just placed on top of each other and pulled together until they refused to fall. Theo had to confess that it looked sturdier than most of the places he’d been in for the past two decades of his life, but that didn’t stop him from growing a little nervous as he lowered his head to get inside. The first breath he made within that stone chamber almost had him running outside once again as his insides pulsed with intense coughing.
"That’s the worst ventilation I’ve seen in a long time," Theo wheezed as he went down to one knee. Lowering his head seemed to stop the worst of it, at least. "Does every building here just hate tall people?"
"No, but our ancestors certainly built to make their opinions clear," a gruff voice said from deeper inside. Theo’s eyes were briefly too sore to look properly, but Nero helpfully offered her view of the situation. With a clear outline of sweaty skin and an annoyed face to match up, they were now face-to-face with the village’s smith. "Don’t make me share their views now, human. What do you two need?"
The height and the tone finally made Theo realize he was looking at a woman, the smoke and sheer muscle mass hiding the features too well. Nero didn’t see the issue, the [Familiar] just seeing a potential lunch and little beyond it, but the [Rune-Crafter] understood the implications behind his presumption.
"I’m looking to see if you can help me make a—" Theo began, before being forced to stop as another round of coughs ravaged his insides. His eyes were starting to water, and the two dwarves beside him just looked on without an issue while exchanging their own names. "Sorry, but can we talk outside? This is too much smoke for anybody to survive."
"So tall and yet so fragile," the dwarven smith muttered before pressing down on a previously unseen lever. With muscles tensing and one foot slightly rising from the ground, once-hidden windows began to appear at the top. A current of wind was quick to start travelling through, the accumulated smoke escaping near-instantly. Feeling as if he were back outside in the forest, Theo could finally avoid that stinging sensation in his chest. "Again, what is it you need help making?"
"He wants the frame of a boomstick, but without the mechanisms required for the black powder," Stig replied as Theo spent a few more seconds getting the last bits of ash from his mouth. Anybody working in these conditions was unimaginable. Were the forest dwarves just built so differently that the lacking air quality didn’t affect them?
That’s probably it, isn’t it?
An ancestry focused on mining in the depths helped them too much to be fair. Theo was calling out the unbalance in his world.
"A boomstick without its basic function? Just how much did you drink, human?" the dwarven smith questioned, seeming more entertained than annoyed at this point, the edge of a smile working itself onto her lips. "If you want something to hang on the wall, I know plenty of merchants who would sell you a broken version."
"I do not need stuff that doesn’t work properly, I can assure you of that," Theo could finally say. He didn’t even have a house to display stuff to begin with. "No, it’s because I already have the black powder situation figured out. It’s entirely unnecessary when matched together with my projectiles."
"What, they’re self-propelling or something?"
The smith laughed at her joke, a hand on her belly for a moment until both Theo and Stig just looked at her with deadpan eyes. Nero’s deep yawn from Theo’s shoulder just sealed the deal as the smith looked at them with unblinking eyes. Then, after another ten seconds, came the realization that the [Rune-Crafter] was carrying some quite interesting stuff. Wordlessly, he handed his shield over to the woman, letting her study the engravings on the front without comment.
"If you wanted magical creations, I’m afraid I can’t help you," the smith commented in a quiet tone, that air of arrogance gone and replaced with quiet admiration of the craft before her. While the [Runes] were perhaps not of the highest quality, she could clearly recognize the small assortment of metals that Theo had gathered on the top corner of his shield. "Is that cold iron?"
"That it is, yes," Theo confirmed as he took back the shield before putting it by his feet. "And no, I’m not looking for something that’s magical by itself. I want a so-called boomstick that can be used to aim my already-magical projectiles, have them in a round magazine of sorts, and be brought into combat without being destroyed from rough use."
That state of quiet continued along, without a clear answer from the smith as she looked into the empty air. Theo tried to raise his voice to question it, but a quick shush forced his lips to stay sealed. With two small feet that struck the stone floor with purpose, the woman was out of the room in seconds.
Another minute of idle waiting allowed her to bring back a rather large piece of paper, along with a sharpened pencil. Putting the paper onto a nearby table allowed Theo to see the sketches already made.
"That’s a rather large gun," Theo commented, looking over the technical works. It looked like a simplified revolver of sorts, with a clear cylinder at the top of the handle that allowed the magazine to turn and one bullet to go through the barrel at a time. "I don’t need the slot for the powder, though, and the sizing for each bullet needs to be slightly bigger."
While he couldn’t understand a lick of the symbols on the sketch, he could at least see that his previous bullets wouldn’t fit into it.
"How much bigger are we talking?" the woman questioned, Theo helpfully bringing out one of the unused bullets. It was one of the last ones he’d made, and arguably the most symmetric of them all. The [Rune] on the button was perhaps subpar, but the shape itself was the perfect frame of reference. "That’s…going to require some changes to the model."
"But do you think it’s possible?"
"Possible? Yes. Expensive? Also yes," the dwarven smith confirmed, Theo barely blinking at the last fact. He’d always known the pricing would be higher than what he was used to, but this was more important than anything else. It was a chance to increase his firepower drastically, and maybe even increase the firepower of others in the meanwhile. Giving a squadron of guards guns of this type would be…incredible. "Come back in a week, and I’ll possibly have it ready. For now, I will keep this."
The bullet was snatched from the table in the blink of an eye, the muscled smith studying it curiously. Theo had nothing against it, just relieved that one of his ideas was slowly being formed into a reality. He could wait a week or even a month if needed. He just wanted the product in his hands by the end.
"That works for me, though I would like to know your name," Theo said, getting a raised eyebrow from the woman as she briefly stopped fiddling with the bullet. "It’s weird not to know the name of somebody you’re hiring to help, you know."
A moment of silence before a shrug sealed the pact.
"That’s fair," the smith said. "You may call me Avril."
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An Elf


Now that the matter of getting the gun was in the works, payment handled by Theo giving a small deposit for now while agreeing to pay the full amount when the pistol was delivered, the duo found themselves with both hungry stomachs and tired legs from spending the entire morning on their feet. While the street food around the village did bring pleasure through their noses, they settled on eating at the inn they were staying at instead. After the delicious promises made by their breakfast, a peculiar form of stew with little meat and a lot of berries, there was little that would stop them from coming back again. 
And while lunch was not the most plentiful time when it came to satiating a forest dwarf’s hunger, the innkeeper clearly took into account the idea of merchants, and potentially others, working on a different schedule. Before the copper coins could stop their momentum and hit the bar table, two plates were already ready for them.
"Bring them back when you’re done, and call if you need more to drink," the bartender said with practised ease before returning to the back of the inn, the sounds of something boiling briefly reaching Theo’s ears. Nero could likewise pick up the scent of some type of meat she’d had before. Deer? No…it was something more predatory. A mystery for another time.
Taking their plates and finding an empty table, of which there were many at this time of day, the duo were quick to dig into their lunch. Once again, Theo met a potato look-alike, though the boiled vegetable had a consistency that was closer to that of a heated apple. Tasted like something between a cherry and a banana as well, a strange sweetness rolling over his tongue as he shoved it all into his mouth.
A small bite on the neck forced Theo to focus on the other parts of the dish, however, as Nero was much more interested in the slab of meat on his plate. While she had grown intelligent enough to not lunge at the free food, the [Familiar] was likewise not one who wanted her patience tested. Those teeth were threatening to do more than just bite close to his jugular vein if he didn’t hurry it up.
"Could just ask politely, you know," Theo muttered as he used the surprisingly sharp knife to carve out a chunk of the stringy meat. Using a napkin as an improvised plate, he seated Nero on top of the table as she went through her mini-lunch of the day. If not for all the red juices that quickly started covering her face, she almost would have looked like an ordinary peaceful rabbit. "What a time that would be."
Tasting the meat for himself, Theo had to take a moment to accept that he hadn’t eaten a rather tender piece of salmon. The texture was all wrong, and the toughness made it clear there was muscle in the animal before it had been killed, but it had the exact taste one would expect from a fresh fish. It was a strange experience, though the [Rune-Crafter] couldn’t reject that he enjoyed the combination. The mix was certainly better than anything he ate back in the old world.
The small sauce next to the meat wasn’t anything too special, however. A dash of spiciness reached his lips as he dipped one of the potato clones into it and took a bite. It helped bring it all together into one, though it likewise forced him to take a swig of the drink to even out his increasingly reddening face.
"Are you really that sensitive to the natural world?" Stig questioned as he took what seemed like a spoonful of the sauce into his mouth without blinking, no redness complementing the dwarf’s features for some reason. Meanwhile, Theo was just about the same shade as a tomato now. "I remember being told that humans were a bit more fragile when it came to these things, but your reaction to the smoke and now this makes me think it might just be a ‘you’ problem."
"I take offence to that, you know," Theo commenced, forced to pause and take another sip of the light beer. It wasn’t strong enough to be called ale, that mild hint of something alcoholic not surfacing properly. At least it helped keep the warmth contained. "There shouldn’t be any normal human that could stand in a smoke-filled room without feeling their lungs were going to collapse. About the spice in this stuff, though…you might have a point."
"I always do," Stig confirmed sagely, his beard reaching his plate as he nodded forward with a wise expression. "Ah, shit."
Having finished her own chunk of meat, Nero quickly spotted the unattended plate of food as Stig cleaned his beard of the sauce remains. With a leap that could’ve won a silver medal in long jumping, the [Familiar] got its fangs into the last slab of flesh before running off into the sun.
Or at least over to the napkin from before, which was about half a meter. For all intents and purposes, though, the snatched food was lost to the void. Theo could just about hear the [Familiar] muttering about what she’d do to any hands that wanted to get a little grubby.
"Lost to the endless cosmos, I suppose," Theo commented, as the forest dwarf and [Familiar] had a deadly staredown, neither willing to back away while Nero munched on her hard-won prize. It was a sad display, though one that the [Rune-Crafter] could find some level of mirth within. "Could be worse. You still have the greens."
"I have many things, but not the one I’d been hoping for since the start," Stig complained in retaliation, though he didn’t push it further. Starting up beef with frenzied rabbits was never a good idea, especially not when they’d proven their ability to lunge at a speed unrivalled by the dwarven ability to react.
"Think about the positives, then. I was able to get my idea for a weapon in order, I got to test out my new [Runes], and you…" the [Rune-Crafter] began before he was forced to reconsider his strategy of naming stuff Stig had gained. What exactly had they done that the [Space Mage] wanted to do? "You got all those seeds that you wanted?"
Or…I suppose that was yesterday. Might need to let him have something soon.
"Fair point. I need to get a courier to run along with a bag of them to Zerdyl before we leave for Firview next week. My family back home would be happy to see a gift from their son so early," Stig said, getting through the rest of his lunch with practised ease. "I imagine that they’ll be quite happy to have their stores of magical reagents filled continually instead of having to rely on the rare seller."
Theo couldn’t agree more, finishing up his own plate before relaxing as they both got through their drinks. It was a calm time, not one that could be so easily ruined. For a moment, even Nero seemed at peace with the world.
And then it was interrupted by the sound of a bell chiming, alerting the group to the fact that the door had opened up once again. It had happened a few times though their meal, though each time before had quickly been followed up by the sounds of some rather rowdy laughter from whatever group of forest dwarves had thought it time for lunch. This time, there was none of that at all. It was a very hushed affair, honestly, the other people in the inn quieting down to stare at the intruder.
When Stig did the same, Theo finally forced his head to turn to figure out what was causing such a stir. For just a moment, his reactions mirrored those of the others, the tall figure tricking himself into thinking he was looking at another human.
Then the rather lithe form, paired with the long ears just barely hidden under a rather flat cap, clued the [Rune-Crafter] in on the truth. The elf he’d seen the day before had returned, this time with a growling stomach if Nero was to be trusted.
For whatever the reason indeed was, the elf and Theo found themselves staring at each other, a connection briefly made through mana before the [Rune-Crafter] instinctually pushed it away. That was…strange.
A coin was sent tumbling towards the bartender, and a plate was handed to the elf within the very same minute. Theo barely lifted his head before the elf in question settled at their table.
"Well," the [Rune-Crafter] commented, looking at the equally baffled Stig. "Hello there."
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Rina


Theo had seen an elf only one time before, that being yesterday out in the market. It had been brief, Theo barely able to catch more than those long ears and piercing eyes, but it had been more than enough to create a lasting impression. Elves weren’t as holy as the mythos made them out to be, but that lithe figure struck him with an ethereal presence that he couldn’t quite explain. 
Is it magic or something deeper? And if so, could I replicate that?
"Hello to you too," the elf finally replied, her voice drawing Theo out from his self-imposed pondering. Looking her over for a moment, he was able to catch a fork inspecting the food on her plate, a slight wince at the edges of her mouth revealing her opinions of the quality. "Pardon my bluntness, but could I ask how a human got himself planted so far away from his group?"
Bluntness was a good word to describe her questioning, Theo finding himself lost for words while Stig just tried and failed to hide a smile on the other side of the table. Nero proved to be of no assistance as well, the [Familiar] instead trying to figure the placement of the elf’s internal organs. Always with the brutal killing, that rabbit.
"I don’t have a group of any kind, other than the one you’re seeing right next to me," Theo replied, catching the leaping Nero from midair as she tried to get a test bite of a certain elf. Warnings about being denied meat for dinner, and a severe limitation on scratches for the day, made the [Familiar] calm down somewhat. Surprisingly enough, the elf next to him didn’t bash an eye at the display. "One forest dwarf, one rather violent rabbit, and…me. The best group composition in the world, if you can believe it."
"Of course," the elven woman replied, looking to Stig for a moment to seemingly try and spot some inconsistency. If there were any results from the predatory eyes, she didn’t show them as she tried more of the food. While the sight alone might not have proved enough for her standards, the taste did at least seem acceptable. Theo tried not to comment on the fact that the ears of the elf twitched as she ate. Stig had given him warnings about saying stuff like that out loud in recent times. "A human and a forest dwarf, sitting together as friends while not harbouring any form of animosity. I wouldn’t blink if we were settled on Rilea, but here on Vrasis I’d be more lenient to believe you were just rich enough for him to play pretend."
If money were the reason for their friendship, Theo would be the one acting all friendly and not Stig. One of them was the inheritor of an entire village and its people. The other was a homeless human who knew how to make deadly weapons. It wasn’t the best picture to suck up to.
"Unexpected connections can happen anywhere, long ears. You of all should know that," Stig commented, the few other forest dwarves in the inn glancing at the [Space Mage] in response. Name-calling was on the table now? Theo couldn’t see that as the height of comradery, but he supposed it was fine enough, with how a small chuckle escaped the elven woman’s lips. "Aren’t most traders meant to be travelling in groups for protection, by the way? Where are your people hiding?"
"If strange connections can happen, unexpecting severing of connections is just as likely," the elven woman replied with a smile. "And it’s only those who don’t have the means to protect themselves that seek the security of numbers. Some of us don’t need to fear the idle bandit when we have enough power in our flesh to take on ten times their number."
The [Rune-Crafter] idly scratched Nero’s back as the two continued to banter, the man finally understanding that odd twinge of [Mana] that had been sent through the air before. While she hid it well, strange energies were running along in her veins. It wasn’t as clear what he had, Theo’s vortex of energy streaming like the sun in comparison to the odd eyes in the darkness that was the elven woman’s internal systems. She called herself powerful, but was she truly just that? The [Mage] honestly couldn’t see how one would hide enough [Mana] so deep without being either very limited in output or outright powerless.
"Your name, by the way, is something that hasn't left your tongue yet," Stig pointed out, putting Theo’s mind back on the conversation at hand. "Mine is Stig Goldfeet, the human’s is Theo Locheim, and the bloodthirsty rabbit’s would be Nero. What might yours be?"
Theo could feel a slight pulse of enjoyment from Nero being included in the introductions. The [Rune-Crafter] shared the sentiment, though only for the reason that he knew Stig would’ve been a bit bothered if he hadn’t done as much. There were only so many threats that could be made to the rabbit before she would just bite out of spite without thinking about the future consequences.
"Names aren’t meant to be shared so lightly, but I suppose you three aren’t the most regular group. You can call me Rina," the elven woman replied after a moment of thought, putting down her glass with a slight thud that seemed so incredibly loud. Theo almost didn’t catch that small wave of energy from her skin that made her appear so utterly radiant. His previous thoughts about her limited power reserves were banished. She clearly had more than he could imagine. "What brings the two of you to this part of the continent? I personally travel along her every winter to sell my wares, and avoid that dreadful snow in the north, but I can easily believe that others have different reasons."
"We are simply here because we haven’t had the time to go elsewhere," Theo explained offhandedly, his tongue feeling looser than it usually did. How curious. "Stig here is a rather talented magician of the spatial variant, and we’re going around to make sure he can have all the opportunities in this wide world to enhance his skill."
Theo didn’t mean to say that, and he knew it from the depth of his heart. When his word ran still, Stig slowly began to pick up from where he had stopped, but the [Rune-Crafter] signalled him to stop. There was something strange going on, and that smile on Rina’s face made it clear she wasn’t trying to hide it.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 4] to [Novice 5].
User can now resist magical influences.

"So what kind of magic is that again?" Theo asked as politely as his voice allowed. His words seemingly brought Stig into the realm of understanding as well, and the forest dwarf was quick to start reaching for the knife in his pocket. "And why exactly did you use it?"
"If I wanted either of you dead, I assure you I wouldn’t have needed to walk into this inn to begin with. I just wanted to meet the strange pair that were traversing the village’s streets without causing any kind of murdery mayhem," Rina was quick to add, not seeming scared or frightened by the knife that had reached the table. Theo looked around to see if the others in the inn had similar reactions, but found them…not looking their way at all? The eyes that had been glancing their way every few seconds were suddenly acting like they didn’t exist. "Look at it as a benefit of my techniques. While I can’t make myself invisible, I can stop you from ever really noticing me or anybody else."
So it’s a kind of mind magic. I guess that means you can hear my thoughts, right?
The widened smile told Theo everything he needed to know, the [Rune-Crafter] letting go of his shield and sighing. At least that explained how she could travel without any companions. Hiding from all while just as likely being able to kill most made her too deadly. He almost had to wonder about how anybody would allow that until Theo realized that most wouldn’t. They simply never knew the truth for long enough to speak their opinion about it.
"I can’t actually remove your memories or anything," Rina added, taking a sample of the meat on her plate. It looked to be to her liking. "Influence the emotions within them? To a degree, I suppose, but anything more serious would require more than just a superficial connection."
"For somebody committing countless crimes, you seem awfully ready to confess to them all," Stig said, gripping his dagger to the point where the white showed in his fingers. "Why?"
"Why not? You seemed interesting, and I have to leave for the west today anyway," Rina replied with a shrug, the elven woman leaning back in her seat. "The last human I saw around these parts was…around a decade ago? Your kind, Theo Locheim, doesn’t like to bring itself so far into enemy territory often. It’s too dangerous to be around those who wouldn’t mind slitting your throat if they had the chance."
She was trying to antagonize him by taking jabs at what he was. Theo was almost able to fake feeling offended, though there was no real anger sprouting from within. From what he had heard about the humans on Vrasis, making them seem irrational and spiteful did seem to fit the truth.
That clearly wasn’t the expected result, however, and the trio was finally able to see the elf be taken off guard.
"You’re not from Vrasis, you barely knew what Rilea was, and…even now there has been no mention of Arari inside that head of yours. Unan? Obon? Ticai? In the heavens of the mighty, you are truly from nowhere?" the elven woman questioned, listing off what seemed to be places. Theo had no real clue what they were, only Obon having been mentioned in idle passing some months ago. It was hard to know, honestly, seeing as he hadn’t—
No. Keep quiet now.
Even when trying to hide that fact deep down, it seemed that the veil was as transparent as everything else Theo did, those widening eyes finally honing in on the truest of truths. Theo wasn’t from here.
"Somebody from another world? Oh my, the gods truly are growing desperate, pulling in traditions forbidden aeons ago," Rina said, shaking her head as she rose from her seat. The elven woman looked upwards for a couple of long seconds, seemingly staring down something that wasn’t there. "Would that be Moira or…oh, I should have seen that coming. It seems I must take my leave, lest I anger some old friends of mine. Farewell, you two strange people. If we meet again, it will likely not be on such peaceful terms."
Just like that, the bell atop the entrance door chimed as Rina stepped outside. A small wave was all they got before the trio was left to themselves inside once again, forced to wonder what they had just experienced. Theo, more than anyone else, just had one question.
"Who the fuck is Moira?"
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A Meeting


There was an inkling of shame in his heart as he left the inn. With the exit of a certain elf had the sound barrier disappeared as well, allowing all forest dwarves within to hear his words. While it might’ve been innocent at the start, and Theo had certainly meant it for as much, the look on so many faces around him told a tale much different. 
"I really didn’t know who it was, though," Theo apologized, as Stig just stayed silent beside him. The [Space Mage] wasn’t angry, or at least Theo couldn’t find any trace of anger on his face, but it was best not to side with Theo at the moment. For now, Stig was focusing on getting him away from the inn as fast as possible, signalling for him to stand and move along. While many others had already sent him wary glances before, they had never before been outright hostile. Saying rather scathing things about a god of balance was possibly not the greatest action on his part. "How should I have known that was the goddess that nearly every forest dwarf in the world prayed to?"
"Well, you have been here for quite a few months now, Theo. Even without going there directly, you should’ve at least noticed the small praying booths back at Zerdyl," Stig commented, the [Rune-Crafter] in question slowly blinking a few times as his memory tried its damndest to let him remember that detail. No matter how much he tried, he couldn’t. There was nothing in his head except those small toilets that—
Oh. Well, that’s…good to know for the future.
"Okay, that’s slightly fairer," Theo said. He and Stig were now weaving through a rather dense group of dwarves on the street. The number of people around that had heard about his comments was slowly dwindling the further away they went from the inn, but there were some people still dedicated to hearing the latest drama. Just how many around needed to whisper about his misdeeds? "Do you think the priestess will still heal the wound?"
Said wound had been present on his body for nearly a full day now, gained during their adventures in the nearby dungeon, but it hadn’t been any issue until Theo had been forced to hurry along and out of the inn. A bit of severe stretching while running had opened it up, and he needed some care to it that Stig couldn't provide with what he had on him. Since that meant they either had to buy proper medicinal supplies and let Theo’s natural healing take care of it over the course of a few days, or just go to the local church and ask the priestess for help, there was little need to think too hard about it. No matter what, the [Rune-Crafter] had wanted to visit anyway.
Moira the Fateweaver, as Theo came to understand was her main title on this continent, was a rather old god. She’d been cherished since before the forest dwarves had split off from their stony brethren, but only the tree lovers still prayed to her on a larger scale. She had a few other names, like Apyllon, Grose, and Ylvir, but Moira was the one that most called her by. Why she had more than one name, Stig couldn’t answer, and neither could anybody else. Or they at least refused to answer him, his rather blunt questions regarding the subject making them either walk away or spit at his feet. Being so casual about such a serious part of their life was apparently an insult worse than being a human. Go figure.
"If you ever find a holy person who holds a grudge against those who have done wrong, they’re not a real holy person," the [Space Mage] replied. "If there’s one thing you can always expect with disciples of Moira, it’s that they help any and all if they ask for it."
"They’ll just help everyone with anything?"
"Well, there are limits to what you can ask for," Stig said, not exactly able to provide what those limits were. His basic knowledge of the beliefs was clearly not as thorough as one would expect.
Theo mentally threw those comments away, having learned not to be so brazen about his opinions. Their encounter with that peculiar elf by the name of Rina, albeit short, had soured his trust of others around. No matter how much he searched with [Mana-Sight], he wasn’t able to find her again, but that hardly mattered when he knew she could hide in plain sight with ease. She was more powerful than him, could kill both him and Stig without hardship, and had the ability to disappear in the blink of an eye as well. It was all such a dangerous mix, and most certainly one that brought him many questions.
Rina’s mention of traditions about bringing people here made it clear people had arrived in this world from elsewhere before. Who those people were, there were no real clues about. Arila hadn’t known when he’d first arrived at Zerdyl, and neither could he easily ask anybody else. Theo had been planning on keeping his status as an otherworlder secret, and yet here was with three people now knowing.
Or four if Nero counted, he supposed. It wasn’t like the [Familiar] truly cared all that much about it, only the present counting in her eyes. If not for her other tendencies, Theo might’ve thought of it as beautiful.
Instead, it was a rather distracting fact that nearly made him fall into the body of yet another group of dwarves turning a sharp corner on the street. After backing away for a moment, and allowing the larger group to pass him and Stig by, they were able to walk to the next street and spot their target of the hour.
"So that’s the Church of Moira?" Theo asked, as they stood before the bleached stone. It was easily two stories tall, and only the density of the centre parts of the village obscured its large mass from a distance. Small spirals covered its outside, and clear craftsmanship had been involved in the walls’ creation. Theo could almost see some face of stone looking at him if he squinted his eyes while tilting his head, but that might’ve been his imagination. "It’s rather colourful."
Not in the normal visual spectrum of course, since that light grey coloring spread into every nook and cranny of the large chapel, but the [Magical Spectrum] offered up much more to take in. There weren’t just the standard linings of blue on the walls, but so much more variety to it as well. Clear thought had been put into the magical defences, the shapes normally hidden creating the form of a rather tall woman. Her body was made of gold, her dress made of silver and bronze, and those eyes burned a deep velvet red that made Theo shiver in fear and awe. A magical defence with the shape of a person, of a godlike being, and it moved around in the air.
And then, when Theo and Stig took their first steps through the walls, allowing Theo to see those long locks of obsidian hair that went down the figure’s back, the [Rune-Crafter] nearly fell over as those eyes pierced through his body.
"Are you okay?" Stig asked, but Theo couldn’t listen to him at the moment.
The magical defence smiled at Theo, its hint of emotion making his breath catch as his legs went limp and he almost fell to the ground, saved by Stig putting a hand on his shoulder. He couldn’t speak, finally coming to terms with the fact that he might not be looking at a magical construct.
He was looking at a goddess.
‘I am more than just that, little one, but I must return to my weaving. It was good to see you in the flesh.’
The shape of a woman didn’t move its lips, but the voice travelled right into Theo’s [Soul]. He felt it reverberate through his skin as the soundwaves of each syllable seemingly forced his body to be crushed and rebuilt in an eternal cycle. It was painful, the best feeling to ever be felt, and it likewise instilled a deep sadness in him all at once. It wasn’t an emotion that reached his mind. It was all of them.
Theo could have drowned in it, relished in the confines of emotion and that infinitely complex message, but the hard palm of a forest dwarf forced him back into his body. One more slap made him feel the source of his pain as his left cheek was struck with the force of a thousand suns.
The third strike never reached, however, as the raised arm was grasped by Theo’s own hand. There was no attempt to force it from there.
"I think I understand why you hold that name with such respect," the [Rune-Crafter] said, quickly accepting the assistance in getting back on his feet. His head had hit the floor at some point without him noticing, which was weird. The [Mage] hadn’t experienced such blackouts since he’d escaped the original dungeon. "Quick question, however. How many times do visitors get a vision of a goddess when entering a holy place?"
When Stig only responded with a blank expression, eyes wide and hands shaking just a little, Theo was forced to consider that it wasn’t the most common thing in the world. Straightening his back, and feeling popping sounds from his spine, he was able to observe the interior of the building in full. Without the figure of the goddess floating around, it didn’t really have that same sense of holiness, but Theo could still see how the highly decorated place could work.
With rings of chairs placed around a podium, it was clear that the place was meant for gatherings and a speaker. Whether that speaker was the priestess who had still not shown up, or whether it was somebody else, Theo wasn’t sure. He was more than ready to find out, however.
"If you plan to exclaim that you’ve gotten a vision of the most treasured entity in dwarven culture, please don’t do it within the same time frame where you disrespected them. It creates a very negative balancing," Stig advised when he could finally find some words. From the looks Theo was getting, some red with anger and others white with trepidation, he supposed that the idea wasn’t too bad. "Enough about the sense of our personal safety, though. What exactly did you see?"
Theo opened his mouth to respond, but found his tongue unable to really spread his knowledge. That was…weird.
"He saw something that he’ll keep to himself," a voice from behind explained in his place, that tone of an older lady making Theo’s mind chime. As he turned around, the white robes only strengthened his confidence. The priestess had arrived. "But nevertheless, I can confirm that this human was met with a true sight of our goddess. What the reasons behind it may be, let it be known that he is destined for great things."
That was certainly a way to rebrand him in the looks of the masses, those whispers changing tone in an instant.
"Now…if you three would come with me," the priestess said, steadily walking over to a side door. "I have been told you will help me with a task, and I believe you would find it interesting to hear about."
The duo barely needed to share a look before they followed.
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The Request


In just a second, the door closed behind them and the two were greeted by the sight of a small break room. A simple wooden table had a good dozen chairs around it, a small kitchen area could be found by the side, and there were likewise another few doors further in that seemed to lead to bedrooms. Theo supposed that even the holiest needed a place to sleep after work. 
"The crowds can be quite headache-inducing, so I thought it would be prudent to talk within a more private location," the priestess said, sitting down by the table and motioning for the two others to do the same. "And with the act of grandness that Moira had bestowed upon you, I believe the others are going to be rowdy for many days to come. I advise you to be prepared for all the questions, and how to excuse your lack of answers."
"Has anything like this happened before, head priestess?" Stig asked with a rather serious tone, his back straight and his eyes pointing forward without blinking. Theo thought of him as a proper soldier for a moment, until that magical energy inside Stig began to swarm the surrounding area. Excitement was clear in those vibrations, that emotion ready to boil over from sheer curiosity. It wasn’t every day that a goddess slipped her head into the mortal world, Theo figured. "Even the old records back at my home village never mentioned something like this."
"Please, call me Zayra. And…your village shouldn’t have any records of this, since something of this scale hasn’t occurred for nearly two hundred years," the priestess explained, the two nodding along with the information. "Moira, blessed be her name, has never been one to interact with our world directly. She hints, whispers, and pushes us all in the right direction, but anything this bold is usually left for the other deities. Whenever her presence is required, which it so rarely is, it means that something grand is about to unfold."
Something grand? Knowing how long it had been since the last time she’d appeared, Theo was putting the manifestation at just about the time that the great scourge began to create chaos upon the continent. It was about twenty years away from the earliest [Data-Server] log he had read about the attacks, but it was still close enough that he had to worry. If that event had created an opening for her appearance, just what had happened now to warrant it again?
If it’s not just me, it’s either a nuclear warhead or the return of that army of beasts.
Neither of them was fun to consider.
"Do you have any ideas about what she might think is important enough to show up?" Theo asked, the priestess shaking her head in response.
"The goddess works in mysterious ways," Zayra answered, age showing as her features darkened for a moment. "Moira can see further than many others, for she is the one to bind the fates together. Even her biggest movements can only show their true reasons decades or even centuries afterwards. She toppled the great elven kingdom through the push of a gear, killed a mighty beast by letting the wind return a leaf to a tree, and forged the path for a human king with only a whisper in a commoner’s ear. Trying to figure out her reasons for anything is a fool’s game, one that will force you to the brink of insanity before you see the world in the same way as the holy one."
Fair enough. Theo could only hope that he was among the ones whose interaction with the goddess had consequences in a few decades without him present. While he already knew there had to be a reason for his being here, there was only so much danger he could see himself surviving. A fight here and there was acceptable, but a consistent level of battle was not a life he could see himself taking. The [Rune-Crafter] sought peace and prosperity for himself and the ones around him. Nothing more. Nothing less.
"It might be because of that awful elven woman in the inn, honestly," Stig commented, getting Zayra’s attention rather quickly with that. A surprise to be sure, but a welcome one. "I’m still not sure who she was, though she seemingly knew that Moira and other gods were looking down on us. Was her power truly to look into the minds of others, or was it something else?"
"More importantly, young man, what name did she call herself by?" Zayra questioned, her voice still gentle but having gained a rather obvious edge of firmness. The facade of a kind old lady was gone so quickly, Theo had to make sure the person before hadn’t been switched out.
"She told us her name was Rina," Theo answered when the forest dwarf next to him seemed lost for words. "She had rather obvious opinions about the food at the inn, said she travelled alone, and promised us that she could take care of anything that wanted to harm her in the wild. She also revealed that her powers would allow her to manipulate memories if she was able to get more than a superficial connection to a person, but there was little else about what abilities she possessed. Do you know her?"
"I unfortunately do," the priestess nearly spat, the bitterness in her words clear as she rose from her chair and walked over to the bookshelf in the room. Tapping the spines of the leatherbound books for a few seconds, she took a rather thick tome from its place and brought it back to the table. Leafing through the pages for another several, Zayra stopped at one with a dozen handwritten warnings on it. "‘Rina Mastigia, a dangerous trickster with abilities that rival those of younger demigods. Never anger this entity but likewise never trust it, for she will bring terror upon your brethren for nothing but her own amusement. She is as old as the trees, but not wiser than most. Just as she can fool you, you can likewise trick her into fleeing by pointing the eyes of the gods onto her.’ It seems to me that the two of you met a rather dangerous foe, and even one that the gods have been keeping an eye on for the past many centuries."
Stig’s face turned white at the information, but Theo couldn’t help but just be intrigued. To know that his life had been in danger was worrying, of course, but the idea of likewise talking with a being who was older than anybody he had ever known was also just…so interesting. While there had been an air of mild arrogance, the [Rune-Crafter] would have never guessed at her true age. 
And yet, here he was with the knowledge that he’d just met a person who was older than previously thought possible. If that wasn’t the most baffling encounter of his life, he wasn’t sure what was.
And that’s coming from a person who just saw a goddess five minutes ago.
"I was threatening to stab that person," Stig commented, the breath seeming caught in the [Space Mage]’s lungs as he leaned forward to rethink their entire life. Calling him pale was honestly an understatement at this point, the air in his body seeming to escape as he visibly deflated. "A person that the gods want to look upon is…that’s beyond a person of legend."
"You’ll have to fight hard to know her at all, actually," Zayra corrected, once again pointing at the book on the table. "‘The most worrying quality of this entity is her ability to cause forgetfulness in her victims. While it does not permeate through the mind at once, all without a greater magical resistance will slowly forget the entity’s past presence. This has been known to also occur in written texts and magical scrolls that detailed her existence, appearance, and general actions. Only the tomes blessed by the gods are allowed to keep this knowledge intact without having to fear a slow erosion.’ This ‘Rina Mastigia’ clearly does now want her existence to be known to the wider public. I suppose that’s one reason for her rather inconsistent travelling plans. Did she mention where she was going this time, by the way? It must have been at least two decades since she last made her appearance in this village."
They gave every other detail they could of their encounter after that, including the detail of the elven woman heading north. Theo wasn’t even sure if she was elven anymore, honestly, since she was apparently old enough to be from a separate race of people entirely. Was anything really simple here?
"I will note down her appearance, but there’s little chance that she will become a problem for a long time to come," Zayra concluded after everything had been said, some form of peace in her voice. "The trickster was seemingly just curious about you two, and that is one of the few flaws we know about her. Since you’re both alive and well, there should be no reason to fear."
"That’s good to hear," Theo said with a smile, some sense of relief travelling through his body. For all the warnings about what this Rina could do to people, they were seemingly the exception. No murder had occurred, and nobody’s heads had mysteriously exploded. That self-combustion was apparently one of her key methods didn’t appease him half as much, though. "Now, I believe that you had something else you wanted to speak to us about?"
"Indeed I do," the priestess answered, putting the book away and bringing out a map instead. On it was a rather accurate depiction of the village and beyond, roads clearly shown along with some rather strange black marks.
Wait, was that map shifting around? Theo could swear that he could spot the trees altering their shapes as waves of wind travelled from the side.
"The black marks indicate where recent attacks by a necromancer have occurred," Zayra explained, the [Rune-Crafter] shifting his attention to the…eleven spots on the map. All of them were mainly southeastern in a relatively small area. "All of these have transpired in the last four months with varying levels of lethality. Sometimes an entire group has been wiped out while others have allowed a select few to flee to civilization. Each time, we’ve gotten reports of the necromancer having grown his army slightly larger. From the most recent reports, he has over twenty undead by his side, each of them equipped with the gear and weapons expected of an average mercenary."
"I’m guessing you want us to go out and take care of this necromancer for you?" the [Space Mage] said, getting a nod in return. "That’s a strange request for two seemingly random people. Why not have the guards take them?"
"The guards are already spending every waking minute guarding the walls, and I have heard the news about your previous encounter with the undead," the priestess replied. Theo had to wonder who’d told her about the demilich. "Likewise, Moira requested that I ask this of you. This means that I can offer you a great boon for your services."
All eyes lit up as two items materialised from out of nowhere fell on the table with a small thud. Maybe there were benefits to dealing with the church.
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Fulfillment 


Time flew by beneath Theo’s notice. It was surprising how that phenomenon worked, honestly, as the [Rune-Crafter] had barely been able to think about his position before he’d left the village behind. On the duo’s backs were just about everything they’d need to live in the wild for a few days, all the tools for survival packed along with enough rations to last them two slow weeks. Hopefully, it’d only be one. 
"Does it mesh well with the armour, or do I need to buy some new leather to complement the weapon?" Stig asked as he tested the string of his new bow for the tenth time in the past hour. The [Space Mage] could barely let go of the tool for more than a minute, gliding his fingers along the intricately detailed wood. Theo couldn’t understand that almost-worrying appraising of the golden lines that ran through the white wood. The priestess had already promised that they could keep their payment no matter if the job was successful or not. "Maybe I’ll buy something anyway. Brown has never been my colour."
"Your fashion sense has neither worsened nor improved with this addition to your toolset, I assure you," Theo promised, feeling some amount of laughter escape him as he looked at the terrible mixing of styles before him. If there was something he could trust the forest dwarves to perfect, it was their twisted sense of what looked proper. The word "forest" might’ve been in their name, but that shouldn’t have meant that the broken branches and old leaves were a fitting addition to one’s attire. Whoever was drawing up the design of the most trending styles had to have been smoking the wrong types of plants. "But maybe there’s something else to consider. Where on my shield do you think the new [Rune] should be sitting?"
"Just about anywhere should be just fine, shouldn’t it?" Stig replied, as dazzled by the priestess’s payment for their work as Theo had been. He got a shiny bow with an assortment of similarly high-quality arrows while the [Rune-Crafter] was given something he would cherish for the rest of his life. A [Holy Rune].
The silver plate was still sitting in his pocket, right where he’d put it after leaving the church that handful of hours ago, and there it would stay until they had somewhere safe to rest. This [Rune] held a promise that he’d been desiring for a long time, ever since he’d realized there was a type of magic for everything. If there were magical forces that would rend a forest to cinder and dark powers that could make the flesh rot in an instant, the opposite had to be there somewhere as well. In the wide world that Theo had been forced into, he’d always known there would be a [Rune], a type of magic, that could mend wounds.
And after so many weeks of wanting just that, he could now proudly call himself the owner of a [Rune] with that capability. The [Holy Rune], as the [System] called it, was a work of wonder, able to heal the living flesh while purifying the dead with similar intensity. It had a two-in-one effect, able to heal those who lived under the sun while hurting those who hid under the moon. It was magic representing the fight between day and night, the [Rune] in question favouring the day. Theo was happy that it did, now able to let his wounds heal with only a slight pull from his [Mana].
It was a [Tier 2 Rune], so it would of course be a little hard to learn properly. Theo had accepted that from the second he’d first seen it, with that strange fractal-themed triangular pattern that made up its form, but he knew within his heart that he could learn it before their trip outside the village walls was over.
"Don’t tell me you don’t want to consider just how helpful this [Rune] will be to us both," Theo chided, just getting an uninterested grumble from the [Space Mage] as Stig practised [Teleporting] the white arrows. Throwing them into the air, the archer was able to [Teleport] them the first ten meters and allow the projectiles to keep up their momentum for much longer than usual. It was a scary dance of precise juggling as they went down the forest path, but the forest dwarf was seemingly an expert in it already. "There’ll be little need for your potions and salves when a single pulse of magical energy can push away the damage."
"It can’t purify a wound and I know the priestess directly warned about its limits in regrowing lost arms," Stig replied without pause, his mind seemingly awakened at the first hint that Theo thought his methods superior now. Pride was a fickle thing. "It can only increase the rate at which the flesh mends on its own naturally. Anything it wouldn’t get through normally is impossible for the rune to work with."
"Bodies are more durable than you think," the [Rune-Crafter] refuted, more than happy to play this game. He’d personally hurt himself countless times, had been bitten into by a thousand spider fangs, and was still alive and breathing. "Letting that process accelerate will at some point be the difference between our survival and death."
"I’m sure it will," Stig murmured, clearly not convinced. Theo just sighed at the unimpressed forest dwarf, returning to surveying the area around them. The village had become a speck in the landscape so far away as they travelled up a hill and into the wilder parts of the forest. Trees weren’t as orderly here, growing with a natural density that made it hard to see so far. The ground lacked light from above, the thick leaves stopping anything of note from coming through. Only the rare stream allowed the patches of grass to survive, though the chaotic state of the area likewise didn’t allow them to prosper.
It was a life of disorder, of chance, and Theo could spot the beauty in it all. With the path creating a long line of open ground, he could still spot the sun above. Lunch had come and gone a few hours before, but it was still going to be a while before the flaming sphere would fall below the horizon once again. Warmth would shine upon them long enough for them to find the first resting spot of the day.
Zayra hadn’t been able to give them the precise location of where the [Necromancer] was located. The attacks were simply in too wide an area for that. They knew generally where they were meant to look, but one end to another was still a full day of walking. Even at the best estimate, they would be here for a few days before they could chance upon this would-be monster.
"What can we even expect from this [Necromancer]?" Theo asked after another few hours of walking. Their pace was quite high, and they’d already gotten within the zone of possible attacks an hour before. Only the sun theoretically kept them safe from these hulking zombies and their dreadful caster, though Theo wasn’t sure he would go as far as to fear them. "Should I be ready to fight an unending horde of zombies that always get up, or a large set of rather fragile bodies that I can just burn with flames?"
"More than likely the latter, honestly," Stig replied, glancing around the area for a moment before pointing at a more open spot just down the road. It was a perfect clearing to set up home for the night, with more than twenty meters to the forest line on both sides of the road. If anything would try to run at them, the large trees of the forest wouldn’t be nearby to help them evade notice. "There are some rather gruesome tales about what the mightier necromancers of the previous ages could do. One even took over the northern forest during winter, but…expecting this one to have the same level of power isn’t something we should do. If they haven’t been able to attack more than the random traveller, and have barely won those initial fights as it was, it’s best to consider the option that we’re dealing with a hedge mage."
"A hedge mage?" Theo questioned.
"Somebody semi-powerful but entirely without any kind of finesse," the forest dwarf quickly clarified. "It’s like a very muscular baby. They can hold a hammer, and they can maybe even swing it, but they’re not half as fear-inducing as an adult carrying the same tool."
With that metaphor reaching the open air, the two began setting up camp for the day. Rocks were brought together to form a fireplace, drier pieces of wood were found in the parts of the forest closest by, and it was surprising how fast the fire was started. In the blink of an eye, the sky turned from day to night, and the stars shone down upon them as they tore through the dinner of the day.
"Dry rations don’t taste the same, after the food at the inn," Theo commented as he nibbled on the tough meat. It was a battle to get a piece off by itself, a rather tiring endeavour for what was meant to be the relaxing part of their stay in the wild. "We had spices, hot food, and drinks that didn’t have a weird aftertaste. Why can’t we have that in the wild? This world is made of magic."
"Even a magical world must have its duller parts," Stig said from his side of the fire, slowly going through his own chunk of dried meat. For some reason, the forest dwarf didn’t look as offended about its existence as the [Rune-Crafter], a fact that befuddled him to no end. "In this world’s case, it’s rations. Tasteless, a terrible consistency, but filling and cheap enough that they’re worth it. It’s either this or cooking a certain rabbit instead."
Nero briefly looked up from her own small ration, staring deep into the dwarven soul before returning to her food. Theo noted the quite frightening imaginings about cooking a certain [Space Mage] on the open flame, forced to wonder where she’d learned what a pitchfork was. If the [Familiar] was anything, she was certainly a creative little fuzzball.
Taking a swig from his flask, he brought out the [Holy Rune] from his pocket. It glowed a soft silvery color, a bit of mana escaping from its form every few seconds. The [Rune] itself was clearly old, from how the metal was slightly crooked on the edges along with the general tearing on its surface.
That mattered little in the end, though. Theo just cared about what he could see on the plate itself, those engravings speaking to him like never before.
[Holy Rune]
Mana-Purity: 67%
Tier: 2
Material: Silver
Capacity: 1/20
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 24/50

No matter its age, the craftsmanship was still something that the [Rune-Crafter] was forced to admire. Such a high [Mana-Purity] wasn’t commonly found in this world, much less in his own work. He knew for sure that he’d keep this version on him at all times, for the usefulness of such an effective tool was without saying.
If I had any desire to injure myself in the name of science, I’d even test it out this second.
Instead, he merely ripped a chunk of his own shield off, though he left most of it untouched to make sure had something to fight with if needed, before slowly trying to copy the [Rune] over on another plate. The sharp corners of the triangular fractal were a challenge to mimic, and the scaling was another added conundrum as he worked, but Theo needed to learn it all. He needed to know its full capabilities.
While Stig hadn’t paid too much attention to Zayra’s original explanation about what she had given them, Theo had hung onto every word, the most important part being the [Rune]’s [Spectrum]. While many of the other [Runes] he’d worked with had very narrow size ranges in which they could operate, the [Holy Rune] was exceptional in that it could grow to quite enormous sizes. It was still limited in how small it could be, of course, but sticking it onto the front of his shield by itself would be no challenge at all. The priestess had mentioned how a former church’s floor had been entirely covered by a single one of the [Holy Runes], but Theo wasn’t sure he would go that far just yet.
The efficiency of the [Rune] was apparently meant to go down relative to its growing size anyway. It was a sad fact, but Theo would most certainly survive it.
"I’m slowly understanding why you’re loving it so much," Stig confessed from the side as he looked at Theo’s finalized work. [Rune-Empowerment] sparked from within for a moment, and then the final product could be seen on his lap. In an instant, Theo pulled up its screen.
[Holy Rune]
Mana-Purity: 39%
Tier: 2
Material: Silver
Capacity: 0/12
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 29/30

It was utter shit when compared to the original, the angles of the shapes were too rounded, but Theo couldn’t care less. Filling it up with [Mana] and feeling the all-encompassing glow in response brought him a sense of peace he hadn’t felt in a long time. He was without a doubt going to abuse this to its fullest.
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Serious Upgrades


Theo had taken the first watch of the night. It was partly to let Stig get some kind of rest, seeing as the forest dwarf had seemed rather tired, but also so that he could mess around with the [Holy Rune] for a bit longer. That silvery sheen just drew him in like nothing else, his hands moving to create more of the engravings over and over again. 
At some point, it was bound to make the [System] realize he’d improved his craft.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Beginner 9] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
User can now [Reempower] a [Rune] to potentially upgrade its [Tier]. Warning: Risk of explosive side effects.

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
User can now manipulate [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune] in exchange for a lowered [Durability].

Only his respect for the night kept Theo from howling, the sheer potential from the upgrades making his blood run hot. A flushed face met shaky hands as he held what had to be the twentieth [Holy Rune] of the night, emotions rushing into his mind and heart at the same time. There were so many questions, so many answers, that needed to be checked out.
First of all, the [Reempowering] of a [Rune]. He could use it to increase the [Tier] of a finished engraving, taking the power scaling to a new level alongside a new [Spectrum]. It sounded miraculous on paper, but Theo could already tell that the [System] had to be hiding something. From the continuous warnings and lack of information given, there had to be drawbacks to the trade.
"Can you at least tell me a list of examples about what happens with my already-known [Runes] if the process turns out successful?" Theo pleaded, the tenth rewording of his request sounding like it could maybe avert the hardcoded limitations. "I just need something, please."
Request Rejected!
The [Student] is not allowed to be provided information regarding the [Empowerment] of [Runes] without direct supervision by a [Mentor] or [Director], due to the elusive nature and unpredictability of this topic. It is advised that the [Student] not try to circumvent these restrictions by themself, as the result can be deadly for the [Rune-Crafter] and anybody close by. Any attempt to disregard this warning, if caught, will result in expulsion from the [Citadel].

"I don’t even know where this [Citadel] is supposed to be, so there are no real consequences for me, you know," Theo muttered, looking at the [Holy Rune] in his hand. The other twenty were lying in a stack beside him, all made with an average [Mana-Purity] of around 45%. He’d really increased the level of his work after a while, though there was still a soft cap he needed to break through. Getting to 50% was going to be a challenge with this particular [Rune] when even the best of his works was at 49%. "Or maybe it won’t."
Manually increasing the [Purity] was something the [System] warned about with similar levels of possible expulsion and removal of [Rune-Crafter] status. Theo could at least figure out that the technique was looked at as "improper" instead of directly dangerous, though. Relying on breaking one’s craft to increase its short-term effectiveness was a bad practice to preach. Theo couldn’t understand it, honestly. As long as his works never lasted more than a week anyway, would cutting out a day of [Durability] be that catastrophic?
Maybe it’s just the [Materials] themselves being short-term only that’s clouding my judgment.
For whatever reason, Theo saw it as a chance to learn. Honing in on what the [System] had implanted in his mind, he began to slowly improve the [Purity] of the [Holy Rune] before him. It was a curious process to be sure, his [Mana] manipulating the shape of the engravings by the slightest amounts. Mass would seemingly appear out of nowhere, manifesting from the inserted energies, to fill in the spots previously empty, while the energy would likewise destroy the small crooks and cracks that were hampering the [Rune]’s true potential. Even if the sensory overload was enough to make his head feel the thunder of a certain Nordic god, Theo knew in his heart that he was learning. While bringing the perfections into practice by translating them into hand movements would be hard, he at least had a reference for what he needed to improve on.
When nearly 100 [Mana] had emptied his body, forced into the [Rune] before him, Theo thought it enough for an initial testing. Opening up the blue panel, he could only smile at the results.
[Holy Rune]
Mana-Purity: 56%
Tier: 2
Material: Silver
Capacity: 0/19
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 13/46

The [Durability] had gone as low as promised, only allowing around thirteen uses before the [Rune] would be destroyed, but Theo had also just gotten a [Holy Rune] with a [Mana-Purity] 7% higher than any of his previous attempts. Testing it out for a moment, he found that the warming light from its use was significantly more powerful than his other creations could muster.
"This…this I can work with," the [Rune-Crafter] muttered, putting the [Rune] to the side before grabbing another one close by. "Increasing the [Purity] works fine. How about the [Tier]?"
Letting his [Mana] reach its maximum once again, all 180 MP sitting within his veins, he uttered the mental command for the process to begin anew. For a moment, Theo could feel serenity flowing through him. In the next, it was like a knife had been forced into his brain stem, the energies within pulling and thrashing like never before. Any [Mana] in his body was instantly removed, forced through his arm and into the [Holy Rune] at speeds that made his body physically recoil in both pain and horror. Even his life force felt a chunk removed in the action, the taste of blood welling up on his tongue.
If he hadn’t already been sitting, Theo would have fallen to the ground. The [System] was showing various warnings, but his vision was too blurry in the first five seconds to understand anything. His head hurt too much as he lay next to the [Holy Rune].
Wait, why is it getting brighter?
Warning!
[Reempowering] of [Holy Rune] failed!
[Explosion] imminent in: 00:00:03

Instinct took over and Theo grabbed the [Rune] before throwing it into the air as hard as he possibly could. His arm shouted in pain, and the skin on his fingers was scorched from the sheer heat of the metal, but the explosion of light and warmth didn’t reach far enough to seriously hurt them when it exploded. The recreation of the sun, night turned to day for the span of a few seconds, was enough to wake up a certain [Space Mage], though.
"What happened?" Stig half-shouted, not entirely awake as he took his bow and placed an arrow on its string. Blearily blinking away the aches of sleep, however, the [Space Mage] was forced to find nothing but Theo with a burnt hand, and a [Familiar] who wasn’t happy about being woken up either. "…Please tell me we were actually attacked, and you weren’t just doing something stupid."
"Shouldn’t you be happy that we aren’t in danger?" Theo questioned, trying to get some kind of favour for his side. Nothing but a groan came from the dwarf in response, which further forced the [Rune-Crafter] to promise a certain degree of quiet for the rest of the night. If he sought to try out techniques that had the potential of reaching the entire forest, it would be done in the morning. "I wonder how the other [Runes] would react to the [Reempowering], though. Just as explosively is a given, sure, but what about the burst of light? Would an [Impact Rune] just make everything around it feel an immense sudden force?"
Questions that couldn’t be answered reached his head in quick succession, the idea of weaponising the explosive capability reaching the forefront even quicker. Theo didn’t spend too much time on it, though, since the pain from the first failure still hadn’t left his throbbing head.
…
Why had that pain occurred anyway? Seeking answers in his [Status], Theo was able to spot a possible answer within a few seconds.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 14
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 150/170
Stamina(SP): 176/180
Mana(MP): 0/180

He’d lost 180 [Mana] and 20 [Health], a total of 200. Putting that together with the fact that he’d been trying to increase the potential of a [Tier 2 Rune] made the [Rune-Crafter] wonder. Just what was the formula for the cost? 100 multiplied by the [Tier]? 100 multiplied with 2 raised to the power of the [Tier] minus 1? Maybe it was just a constant cost of 200 [Mana] per [Reempowerment], regardless of what [Tier] the [Rune] was.
While he had no intention of figuring out which of the first theories was true, seeing as both would assure a close or early encounter with the grim reaper, the third one was entirely within the realm of possibility. After quickly sketching a [Tier 1 Impact Rune] on a steel plate and waiting for his [Health] and [Mana] to refill, the [Reempowerment] process was started for a second time.
That instant feeling of weakness was had once again, though it didn’t extend past his magical veins this time. Exactly 100 [Mana] left his body. Nothing more and nothing less, with Theo easily able to remain in his sitting position.
At least one part of his theory had been proved. For the others…he could wait a while.
Warning!
[Reempowering] of [Impact Rune] failed!
[Fracturing] imminent in: 00:00:07

Standing up and rolling his shoulder for a good moment, Theo threw the steel plate like the most scuffed frisbee in the world. It soared through the air, reaching an apex height of nearly fifty meters before the fragments of steel splintered and spread into the open space. Leaves in the distance made their complaints known as the metal fragments rained unto their bodies, but Stig hadn’t taken note, as the forest dwarf merely continued his rest.
That meant Theo could do it again without being caught. And in the name of science, he did just that. The lack of an outright [Explosion] made his heart rate increase once again. The [System] had warned that the chance of success was low, so he just had to do it enough times to beat the odds.
And after another three hours of forcing his body to exert countless points of [Mana], he could finally sit in peace as he looked at his work. An idle theory about a higher [Mana-Purity] helping the process seemed to have been true, as the third attempt at using [Carbon Steel] gave the desired result.
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 31%
Tier: 2
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/25
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 0/54

The [Durability] and [Mana-Purity] were terrible, but the [Capacity] was higher than anything he’d seen in an [Impact Rune] before. Testing it out revealed much more devastating blows as well, the fractures in the impacted trees seeming so much deeper than usual. With five [Mana] taken instead of the normal three, Theo saw the potential he had attained.
The shape of the [Impact Rune] on the [Carbon Steel] plate had changed. Theo could see how he could make the [Tier 2] version just before him, and a high-spirited marathon of [Engraving] revealed that it worked. The second he had the upgraded [Rune], it only took a visual observation to recreate it indefinitely.
This is incredible.
While he didn’t have the mental strength to do the same upgrade with the [Tier 1 Ignis Rune] and the [Tier 1 Gale Rune] at the moment, Theo knew he would have a lot of fun with this. For now, though, there was another project that his pile of [Holy Runes] could assist with.
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The Potential for Greatness


At least Stig looked slightly curious as they traversed the green terrain the next morning. Theo hadn’t been able to describe his mildly delirious visions of grandeur before sleep had taken him during the night, but the more sane descriptions after five hours of rest did seem to be working. 
"So you can upgrade anything that’s Tier 1 without suffering any clear drawbacks, other than having to throw the failed products away within ten seconds or suffer a brutal death," Stig summarized, cutting down Theo’s twenty-minute rant into what it should’ve been to start with. Mutely, he agreed with the dwarf. "That sounds pretty great. A shame you won’t be able to go to the second tier for a long while, though, lest I have to care for you when your veins burst."
My veins will do what now?
"Wait, you didn’t realize?" the [Space Mage] asked, seemingly horrified by the prospect of Theo accidentally maiming himself for all eternity. Meanwhile, as the [Rune-Crafter] stepped under a low-hanging branch to follow the dwarf in question, he just wanted to know what Stig was talking about. What was this about his insides coming out? "You do recall Sybern’s tale about how he crippled himself all those decades ago, right? That whole spiel about him expending every point of mana in his body and then some? He took out nearly all of his life force to do that feat, and he only needed to do it once for permanent scars. Even if you just barely empty your magical veins with each use, continuous repetition will grant you equal or even worse effects than what my uncle managed."
…
Okay. Theo stopped pushing through the densely packed undergrowth as he began to comprehend his reality. Overuse of his magical organs would cause them to fail or degrade. Tearing at them slightly was okay on the rare occasion, but any repeats of it in a short burst of time meant a chance of permanently crippling his powers. That meant that, even if he increased [Wisdom] by two and gained the minimum levels of [Mana] needed to upgrade a [Tier 2 Rune], he would still be shooting himself in the foot in the long term. There was a good chance that he’d never actually get anything out of it either.
In summary, his disappointment was immeasurable and his day was ruined. Now he had to just wade through slightly wet earth while not being able to think about the future potential of his new upgrades.
"Hey, at least you can systematically go through all your old stuff, right?" Stig pointed out. It was a fact that Theo had already knocked into his head, though he hadn’t gotten the time for it yet. By the time he’d woken up, Stig had already packed their belongings and started planning the long trek of the day. They needed to reach the various points where the other traders had been attacked to maximize the chance of them reaching the same fate. Because they couldn’t travel by night, since that wouldn’t allow them to entrap their sleeping area, they needed to make a lot of progress while the sun stayed at its apex. And just to make it worse, Stig thought that going off the prepared paths would quicken their pace. "Maybe then you can figure something out that doesn’t require that monstrosity of a thing on your back."
"Oi, you shouldn’t talk that way about our ultimate defence plan," Theo chided, patting the large length of connected metal plates. All twenty of them glowed seemingly in response, the idle shade of the trees letting him spot their silvery sparkles. It was beautiful, the [Rune-Crafter] almost able to convince himself that the trees understood his works. "You’re going to be the perfect trap for any dumb zombie that flops our way."
"Please just get a move on, will you?" the [Space Mage] pleaded, slightly more tired than he usually was. Theo couldn’t understand where all of that grumpiness was coming from. The extreme use of his magical abilities, maybe. "If we don’t pick up the pace, it’ll be nightfall before we reach the place."
"What place is it even supposed to be?" Theo questioned, getting some sort of chuckling in response. Dramatic tension should’ve been a thing of the past, yet the magical races of this world were desperately keeping it alive for whatever brain-dead reason. He could only pray to the Nordic pantheon that his [Familiar] wouldn’t end up like Stig.
The [Familiar] in question made her personal opinion about that impossible fate quite clear, yet again showing off the rather complex plans about how to rid the world of a certain forest dwarf. While Theo was still mildly disgusted by the sheer level of detail when it came to imagining Nero’s blood splatters, she got a small scratch on the back for being so creative. He’d never considered the fact that he could hand her a gun.
Time passed them by yet again, and Theo was forced to consider the fact that living in a world of fantasy could be quite taxing on the legs. While his backpack and shield had been mainstays in the travelling for the last couple of days, the twenty silver plates on his back were adding to the total weight by quite a lot. The forest dwarf refused to hold them for any time, so he was forced to walk along with them or dump them on the leaf-covered floor. Theo opted to keep them, no matter how much his feet protested the action.
Honestly, his [Health] was beginning to drop from the—
Wait a second!
"It’s time for the mandatory lunch break!" Theo half-shouted. Before a certain forest dwarf could even think to suggest that they eat while walking, the [Rune-Crafter] just plopped down on the ground with a speed quick enough for Nero to fall off his shoulder. Ignoring the complaints from the [Familiar], however, Theo was able to rip out his original copy of the [Holy Rune] from its hiding spot deep inside his bag. Seeing its shining form being filled with [Mana] at incredible speeds, he lowered it to his aching feet and counted down the seconds.
Three…two…one!
With a final push, the darkness of the forest around them was briefly removed as the bright silver light from the [Holy Rune] grew tenfold its previous strength. Theo was forced to grit his teeth as things in his ankles and knees clearly adjusted themselves, but the result was a relief that nobody in their mid-twenties should’ve been able to experience.
Standing back up, he felt like he was a teenager again, his joints not complaining as he moved with the same weight on his back. Theo felt stupid for not realizing it before. The [Holy Rune] could heal wounds, and, since he was clearly losing health from walking around so much, that meant that the magic could assist him in fixing it. While his [Stamina] hadn’t been refilled along with the recovery, the [Rune-Crafter] knew he’d just unlocked another way to cheat the global system. Whether it was through rain or wind, he would emerge victorious.
Or maybe not rain. It can’t do sickness or poison, after all.
He had that [Poison-Resistance] skill anyway, so who really cared?
"Rune-crafting is just too overpowered," Stig commented from the side as he listened to Theo shouting powerful words to the sky. The human was a little too enthusiastic about this, sure, but it was clearly rubbing off on the dwarf from how that grin was growing. Even through the beard, humour was clear in the face alone. "You go ahead, get one little tidbit of information, and now you’re suddenly the second coming of the witch king. Are you going to heal all the sorrows of old or something?"
"I just might be!" Theo happily answered, not having the slightest clue who this witch king was meant to be, though he didn’t care at the moment either. His desire for information on [Runes] was revitalized, and his lunch break had therefore been declared over before he’d taken the slightest of bites. Nearly sprinting through the forest with his newly healed knees, he pulled out the spare plates that he had lying around. While he wouldn’t be able to do much of the engraving while moving, that didn’t mean he couldn’t [Reempower] premade [Runes], and neither was he being hindered in increasing their [Mana-Purity].
On that line of questioning, how much could he actually increase the [Purity] before the [Rune] just crumbled? Theo wondered as much as they began to scale the twelfth hill of the hour, idly waving at a couple of rather large deer when he’d reached the top. While the animalistic additions to the landscape were quite pretty, the fact that he could increase the [Mana-Purity] by 16% before destroying the [Rune] was even cooler. Using it on his most well-made [Impact Rune] to date, the creation previously clocking in at 65% [Purity], Theo was forced to sacrifice it to the gods of [Durability]. He needed to see it.
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 78%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/24
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 3/42

The [Durability] to [Purity] ratio at higher levels wasn’t consistent with his previous findings in the exact numbering, but Theo was nonetheless happy with what he saw. 78% was beyond his wildest dreams, the idea of reaching for the perfect creation seeming so much more possible.
Meanwhile, however, he needed to check how it squared up against a [Tier 2 Impact Rune] with half the [Mana-Purity].
"Hey, do you mind if I punch this tree with this plate of [Carbon Steel]?" Theo asked, ignoring the mildly bewildered look on the dwarf as he smashed his latest creation into the bark. The resounding thud from the impact made his arms shake, and a few small cuts were made on his palms where he’d held the plate from the sheer kinetic forces being put out. With the small surface area as well, the [Rune-Crafter] was looking at quite the work of art. "But is it better than the [Tier 2 Rune]…"
There was only one way to find out! Throwing the first plate over to the forest dwarf, who was still keeping quiet as he looked at the spectacle in front, Theo pulled out the [Tier 2 Impact Rune]. Filling it up with just enough [Mana] to satisfy the 5MP cost, he hit it against the same tree with relatively the same force.
While the resounding echo that came from it was significantly larger, Theo was surprised to spot that the actual impact effect and area were relatively the same. Even with the increased [Cost of Use], it seemed that a lower [Purity] truly did affect the final product.
"But it still had half that of the other one," Theo muttered. Yes, the second [Tier] had come with an increased cost, but the output was still increased by a scary amount. If he could get such a high [Mana-Purity] with the [Tier 2 Impact Rune], he’d pray for anybody unfortunate enough to be hit with the shield. "What other changes happened with this thing?"
Had the [Spectrum] of possible sizes changed with the upgrade as well? Theo asked himself that question, but was unable to answer it while they were still walking. And with his antics now stopping them from progressing twice, Stig dragged him through the dirt for several meters before he stopped trying to [Engrave] the idea on the spot. He just wanted to check something, yet that was simply impossible nowadays.
Given no chance to do peaceful experiments, Theo chose to move on to trying to get the upgraded version of the [Gale Rune]. He already had a good handful of them on hand, and the [Engraving] for it was simple enough to do on foot.
And honestly, he was focusing on it due to the whipcrack of sound that came every time the [Rune] exploded. If the cost of activation weren’t so damned high, Theo was relatively sure he could’ve used it in combat.
"Sorry, friend," Theo muttered. Stig briefly looked his way to accept the apology before the [Space Mage] was forced to understand that it was instead for an annoyed [Familiar]. "You know how it is with science."
Nero wanted raw meat for dinner in payment, but that wasn’t easily done, since they didn’t have time to find any critters. The [Familiar] offered another solution instead.
"Where’s she going?" Stig questioned as the bloodthirsty rabbit lunged off Theo’s shoulder and ran into a nearby bush. Within a few seconds, she was nearly fifty meters away, and some kind of animal scent was detected. Theo hadn’t upgraded her speed, yet she’d clearly forgotten that with her swift pace. She would’ve been like the wind, if not for the animal screeches that soon followed. "Oh, she got something pretty quickly. What, did she get another rabbit—"
"Baby deer," Theo cut in, seeing the vision from the rabbit's sight. A figure five times Nero’s height was on the ground with blood gushing from its neck, the [Familiar] seemingly drinking from its jugular veins in glee. Should have this been possible? Not really. However, the amount of positive feedback from her was a little disturbing, and he didn’t think it was the right time to bring such things into question. Theo was glad he hadn’t given her a gun yet. "You want deer tonight? If we run, we can get to the corpse before we have to deal with the mother."
"You…you know what?" Stig said, clearly thinking down another path before reconsidering it. There was something close to anger, but that was quickly switched up with some amount of quiet curiosity. "I just want to know how it ends, at this point."
It ended with them getting two deer instead of one. By the time they could push through the thick bushes, Nero was trying to protect her bounty while an angry mother was more than ready to trample the killer of her child. Theo briefly felt some level of grief for the animal before its eyes flared purple and strange energies emanated from magically constructed horns. A brief moment of fear elapsed in his mind, and Nero clearly felt it from how her ears pushed against her body, but a flying knife brought the moment to a standstill.
"That was easier than expected," Stig commented as the bloodied dagger appeared in his hand again. The casual [Teleportation] of the weapon from the wound to his grip briefly stunned Theo, though the eerily accurate aim helped as well. "What? You never met anybody who could throw knives?"
"I just thought you were mostly into using a bow?" Theo defended, looking at the two fallen bodies. The mother had been hit in the heart, unable to move but still not dead. "Sorry about this."
After he gripped its head and twisted, there wasn’t more pain in those eyes.
"You’re kinda forced to learn extra tricks when you spend every breathing day of your life hunting," Stig said, putting the dagger back into place before pulling out his skinning knife instead. "Messing around with sharper stuff was the obvious choice."
The duo let Nero feast on the baby for a few more minutes as Stig began to cut up the larger one. The dwarf’s movements through the process were quite skillful, and it took less than twenty minutes before they had two deer ready to be used for whatever cookery they could ever desire.
…
"Weren’t we meant to travel another five miles before we reached our destination anyway?" Theo asked, clicking his tongue at the thought of travelling so far with those two deer on his back. Healed joints or not, there were limits to what was possible. "Guess we’ll just move to a clearing close by and work with that."
Faced with the choice of eating a slice of prepared deer meat or chewing through another round of rations, even Stig settled on not reaching their target for the day. Another mile was still travelled to find the proper camp placement, sure, but there was no chance of going any further than that. With the fire started within the hour, the meat was ready to be consumed by the time that the sun began to set.
"This is life," Theo commented, settling onto a seat in the grass like usual. Stig gave some response, though it couldn’t be understood clearly through the mouthfuls of meat. "What?"
"Next time, we’re just buying some kind of meat for her alone," Stig said, getting through the last few pieces on his plate. There was still a deer and a half to work with, but there was little chance they could get through them before they’d go bad. Nevertheless, the chewing noises being heard from inside one of the corpses made clear that Nero was making a valiant try. "This is just wasteful."
"That it is," the [Rune-Crafter] agreed. Culturally, the forest dwarves weren’t fans of not eating the food at hand. Zerdyl was built around everything being eaten as it came, and this…this was against that idea by a long shot. "At least she won’t be complaining about being hungry for the next few hours."
"The second she gets out here again, I’ll bet you three silver that she’ll complain about just that," the archer fired back. Theo was quick to raise his hands in defeat on that front, not willing to lose all his savings just yet. Instead, he began to distract himself with the work of a certain [Impact Rune]. He was meant to figure out the new [Spectrum] anyway.
With nothing else plaguing his mind, and with the set of [Holy Runes] already arranged on the grass around their camp, the [Rune-Crafter] started out his work. With a few quick swishes, the more complicated [Impact Rune] was brought into creation. It sat proudly in his hand, this first iteration made the same size as its weaker [Tier]. Now… How about half the size?
Instead of this next one being the size of his palm, he made it a finger-width smaller. That worked easily, so he repeated the process. When that worked as well, he doubled up on the removal process. When that didn’t explode in his hand either, Theo began to spot a pattern.
As tall as his middle finger? That was easy, only the [Rune-Crafter]’s limited ability to create something at such a small size hampering the continuing decreases. But increased difficulty or not, he sought the extremes.
And while he did find them, the final answer being just a bit larger than the width of his thumb, Theo had likewise figured out a fun fact.
"I can actually put this on your arrows now," the [Rune-Crafter] commented, showing off the miniature [Impact Rune]. The mention of Stig being able to directly utilise the effects as well honed the dwarf’s focus instantly. "Wait, I can put this on the bullets as well. Hell, that could be—"
Theo’s voice stopped when he felt Nero’s ears perk up, the long tips swirling around as an unknown sound reached them. Losing enthusiasm for the newest discovery, both he and Stig drew their weapons.
Stumbling sounds, a brief flash of black light, and the realization that the sun had completely disappeared from the horizon came flashing over their heads. As a cold wind swept through their camp, their fire nearly dying in the process, Theo was forced to hold his shield high.
"It seems we didn’t even need to get to the other places," he muttered as Stig nocked an arrow onto his new bow. "The smell of blood must've been more than enough for them."
With the uttering of the word "blood," red glowing eyes could finally be spotted through the dense forest line. The so-called army of the dead had arrived.
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Please


In the past. 
That pain, that betrayal, that lack of comprehension ran through Drew’s head again and again. His soul pounded, his body ached, and that heat of the flame forced itself through his thoughts without pause. It felt like years passed, like every moment was an entirety of nothing but his personal torture. It was a type of mental anguish that not even the unending passing of time could manage to beat, the man brought to the brink of insanity from the constant exposure to the unreal sensation.
But he never did snap, his mind forcing itself to stay intact. That was truly the most unusual part of the experience, so unusual that Drew had to think about it as his skin was seemingly flayed off and his bones broken into liquid dust. Here he was, feeling what no human body could feel without dying a million times, and he was still perfectly able to think. It wasn’t meant to be possible. People were meant to turn into blubbering messes on the floor at this point, and yet he was still being forced to remain calm and collected through the entire ordeal.
Was he still feeling the pain? Yes. Did it hurt to a level he’d never felt before? Also yes. Those two facts were both equally true, yet they weren’t meant to be matching together. It didn’t make sense, didn’t fit into the reality he had constructed for himself, and Drew just couldn’t accept that fact.
There are a lot of things I can’t accept lately.
That idle thought was enough for him to push just a little more past that unending tsunami of emotions, that well of sensations that ran deep enough that it was virtually bottomless, and Drew slowly began to understand that everything was just an echo. The pain, or at least the original source, was long gone and forgotten. Only the memory of the experience, the haunting knives and flames and spears, was what kept him in the same place. It was all just an illusion from the mind, not broken but certainly shaken up quite a fair bit. Even the most powerful of outside influences wasn’t going to make him forget what the villagers had done to him that easily.
Because while he’d been forced to go back into the darkness from the moment that something sharp had pierced his skull, his soul had still been properly connected to the decaying flesh. He could feel every touch of warm hands, every hard bottom of a muddy boot, and every piece of spit upon his decaying corpse that the villagers thought him worthy of. It was an…event that touched Drew deeply, made him change around his opinions of a few people, and his ideas were likewise altered to fit those views.
He’d come to ask for help, he’d offered a man his life back, he’d shown off what he could do while asking for nothing in return, and here it was once again. A pulse of mana allowed him to sense his broken and barely connected body, everything deep underground. Other shades of death surrounded him on all sides, to the point where Drew was nearly unable to distinguish which were his own bone fragments and which of them belonged to others. It was a never-ending sea of corpses, one that Drew imagined he’d been thrown into after the villagers had thought him properly taken care of.
I offer to save them from what will take out the rest of the world, and they pay me back with spears and fire.
Drew tried to feel some kind of empathy for them, to understand their side of the story. An undead had walked close to their village, had stated his name and origins in the village, and had then proceeded to have a long and calm conversation with their village leader. That would of course be enough to incite them to gather up the pitchforks and prepare a few torches to burn the undead man with, right?
"Of course it isn’t!" Drew shouted as his pulverized skull regathered itself, a few stray patches of skin trying to cover the bone. Even while covered with the many pounds of dirt, Drew knew it wasn’t a success. He was closer to just bones rather than flesh and bone. Even he hadn’t thought it possible that he could get skinnier, but here he was, with barely enough mass to wear clothes.
Or…he supposed he needed to get the rest of the ordeal over with as well. Throwing away some of the anger he had for his killers, though it would certainly not be forgotten forever, the necromancer did his best in rebuilding his crumbling body. The villagers had done their job well when it came to its destruction. Without the fragments screaming out where they wanted to settle, Drew would’ve never been able to bind himself together. Learning the ropes of necromancy was certainly a great boon for him.
In what only felt like a few nights of work, though it might’ve been slightly longer, his arms finally began to regain some of their former glory. Even with the loss of skin and flesh, his former strength was still present in the magical connections between his bones. A wave of mana seemed to overlay his every movement as well, the structure of his balance more decided by his conscious effort rather than the natural concepts he’d been working with previously. It was quite an interesting idea, though Drew had to confess there were other things on his mind as he finally got a bony hand out of the dirt and into the open air.
Pushing away earth and grabbing at what roots he could, everything slowly torn away and dealt with, he pushed the rest of his body up alongside his hand. Being almost purely a pile of bones did have the benefit of him not requiring much space to escape his earthly prison, though Drew did feel slightly naked just standing like that out in the middle of nowhere.
"Wait, this isn’t just anywhere," Drew corrected himself, the light from the full moon illuminating the area around him to perfection. While a human pair of eyes would’ve still had trouble putting down the details of where he stood, the necromancer could pinpoint every facet of the place. "This is the old manor’s graveyard. Just how did they get permission to use it for somebody like me?"
Glancing over at the manor in question, the necromancer had to take a step back as the deprecated state of the once-mighty building reached his eyes. What once had been a force of nature, in the eyes of the nearby villages, had seemingly turned into a ruin overnight. The garden with the most extravagant and beautiful rows of flowers had either withered or grown to the extreme, the neatly ordered positions entirely ignored as whatever grew wherever. Trees, large thorny bushes, and so many other invasive species of plants covered the entrance. Beyond that, the actual building had seen better days. The windows, those Drew had looked through during his youth, were either broken or just outright missing. Everything looked like a gang of thieves had come through to try and destroy as much of history as possible. It wasn’t hard for Drew to suspect the inside of the place was the same as well.
"No matter who did this, they could at least try to respect the Morsepult families," Drew commented, feeling that his brothers in death would’ve appreciated some noble caretakers. That family had offered any and all a place in their graveyard for so long, and yet their magical protections must’ve waned by now. The necromancer in question would certainly not have been able to regain his control of the body if their sacred sanctions had still been in place. Either the god of the dead had allowed him to ignore that, or just too much time had passed.
Looking again at the massive amount of wild growth around him, Drew feared it was the latter. He needed to get back on track, lest the time he had to prepare run far too short.
"If they buried me here, then that should mean…" the necromancer muttered to himself, his hollow voice escaping his skull as he looked around. The visuals normal eye would see were entirely ignored, however, as his internal eyes were opened up to allow him to sense that strange pulse of familiarity again. Through the time he’d spent regaining his bodily movements, Drew had felt those faint signals every now and then. He just knew that—"There you are! I was worried they had buried you somewhere else, little friend."
Going twenty paces away, Drew’s skeleton hands ripped through the earth as he swiftly began to uncover the body of a certain hound once again. It felt odd to be in this kind of situation, but he just continued on with the insanity. Each handful of dirt, while not the largest due to physical limitations, was still enough to let him reach a certain skull in under an hour. A digger without the ability to feel tired was just that good.
Putting his right palm onto the skull, Drew took in imaginary breaths as his mana travelled through his arm and into the foreign body. Or…calling it foreign was honestly just a lie. Their experiences together, the bond made by fighting side-by-side, and the emotion passed through their shared hardship made their connection worth more than that kind of branding. Drew looked at Nox like she was a part of his family because she certainly deserved that spot and then some. While he would still treasure Elias more, the four-legged friend still had a special part of his dead heart for herself, and it was one he used extensively in the next handful of minutes as he brought her back to life.
"At least they didn’t do such a harsh job on you, old friend," Drew said with a passionate tone as he weaved together the final parts of Nox’s back, the release of control giving the light of life to her eyes. The last push likewise allowed the flesh to regain its position on her body, the wolf retaining that mighty coat of fur. Drew felt a bit jealous of that, himself still limited to the skeletal form.
Shaking off the last bits of dirt that had settled on her fur, the hound jumped up and looked around. The nose seemed instantly wet as she sniffed in just about every direction, those blue eyes staring down every blade of grass in the vicinity. She looked everywhere but where Drew himself stood, until the very moment when the dog’s eyes fell upon his skeletal structure.
She was always fond of bones.
"I know I might look like a treat to you, young lady," Drew began, realizing he probably needed to make sure he still had his hip by the end of the night, "but I would rather you didn’t—"
He couldn’t say much more until he was assaulted by the wettest tongue in the known world. Even without skin and nerves, Drew was forced to experience the hound licking his face for much longer than necessary as pulses of joy and happiness were forced through that connection from the past. Nox had seemingly seen him for who he was, even if his appearance had changed so much.
For some unknown reason, that fact made Drew feel very warm inside.
"Relax now, girl," the necromancer pleaded, getting the big ball of fluff to the side as he regained his standing position. "There’s still work to do. We have one more to bring back."
With Nox falling back after him, the skeletal form travelled to one of the newest tombstones around. Eyeing the clear pulse of familiarity hidden beneath the dirt and rotten flowers, Drew muttered the name of the man he hadn’t properly apologized to.
"‘Ajax Windstride, the one who led us all to greatness. May the gods look fondly upon his life,’" Drew recited as Nox began to push away the earth so much faster than he could ever hope to. "I hope you can forgive me for this, friend, but I need you here with me."
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And the Mighty Fell


In the past. 
The necromantic energy swirled in the air as Drew prepared a volley larger than anything he’d amassed before. It was strong, clearly dangerous, and it whispered strange concepts that Drew would’ve never thought of if he had been granted a hundred years alone. To bind the flesh, to connect it together through time and space, and to create such a deep rift between worlds that the soul would stay on this plane of existence for longer than normal was just the surface of what the energies promised. The necromancer had to only delve into the mana, to submit himself to the whispers, to learn it all.
"No thanks," the skeleton had to reply, however, getting some strangely echoey hisses in response. The cloud of darkness, of death and destruction, tried to attack him afterwards, to lash out against the one holding the leash. Drew wasn’t sure what the cloud was truly expecting as he tightened his fist and put everything back into its regular spot. With only a creak of his neck, his older bones popping strangely, he felt in full control once more. The whispers had dulled, the concepts were fleeting, and he could look upon Nox’s work with a clear mind. "Though…I might understand why this powerset gains such animosity if the people within it have to fend off such thoughts."
Drew wasn’t sure he could’ve ignored their temptations if not for the long time spent inside the void. Compared to that point in his life, or whatever he could truly call his current state of being, this was nothing.
"Slow down now, Nox. We don’t want to crush the bones," Drew commented as scratching noises were heard from below, the massive hound seemingly reaching something rougher than the odd stone and root. Gently making his old friend jump out of the hole, he was able to look in and see the soft features of a man meant to have been in the same state as him. Drew had been expecting to find nothing but old bone fragments, and yet…here he was, looking down upon a body that had not aged a day. "The eyes are a little sunken in, sure, but this is abnormal to the highest degree."
Based on the state of the world around them, Drew refused the thought that only seven years had passed by since the attacks. This amount of rot didn’t come from half a decade of abandonment, those trees couldn’t have grown so thick and tall without several to aid their age. No, this was outside of the natural cycle. Drew knew that for sure.
His mana flared for a moment, and the energies within him spread into the open air before diving down into the hole and through the body. Curiosity was the most powerful of motivators at this time, and Drew was dead set on figuring out how Ajax had stayed so pristine. His soul was still just sitting around in the body. Not awake enough to realize it, sure, but still clearly attached with a strong tether. The necromancer briefly thought that it had been an act of the divines, that they had understood how much he’d needed somebody to help him.
But alas, Drew was forced to find that it had been his own doing. That blackened hand, healed through necromancy and put onto the stub of Ajax’s arm, hadn’t acted as the necromancer had expected. Drew had been worried he would need to refresh its energies every few weeks to let it retain its purity, but the man was surprised to find that it had been the opposite. In a graveyard with so much lingering energy of the dead, the conjured hand had festered into the flesh, spreading its influence upon Ajax’s body until black lines covered much of it. Brushing away the dirt on the man’s face, Drew could see it with his regular sight as well. It was quite the significant addition, one that made the puzzle pieces fit together.
For better or worse, he’d made it easier to grant Ajax another life.
"I hope you can forgive me for this one day," Drew chanted, his ebony staff raised to the dark skies as he began to make the necromantic energies above swirl at higher and higher speeds. It became a tornado, a spiral of exponentially growing winds, and it all gathered downwards in the corpse of a great man. The impact point was merely the left side of his chest, but the twitching muscles and spasms made it clear that the vortex was gradually spreading through the entire body. Even without the movement, the reawakening of the body’s nervous system, Drew could still feel that innate connection he had with the violent spiral. He ordered it to heal as best as possible, to let the soul attach itself back to every needed function, to let Ajax walk once more, and to let him live the life that he deserved.
And even through the harsh whispers and screaming from the cloud of malice, it obeyed as best as possible. Drew’s will was one of steel, refusing to bend or break with time, and it showed in the final product when a gasp rang loudly through the air.
It was mere instinct, of course, the gasping Ajax not yet realizing that he didn’t need to do such trivial tasks anymore. Not that Drew tried to stop the momentarily deluded man as he scrambled around in his grave, pushing away the dirt piles on the different parts of his body. Through facial expressions alone, there were visions of horror, the returning brain replaying what had happened before his death. Drew could easily see how gruesome it must’ve been. Even without a heart and brain of his own, empathy ran through his skeletal body.
"Relax now, Ajax," Drew said, going down on one knee and offering a hand to the large man. The hyperventilating undead person finally looked upwards, staring the necromancer right in the eyes as the shining from the full moon created a dramatic scene of trust. "They can’t hurt you here."
He hoped not, at least. It was foolish to think that the graveyard wouldn’t be guarded by some sort of force or another. Even back when the Morsepult family had been at their peak and their magical protections had stayed strong, they’d always appointed an entire guild of guards to watch over their dead day and night. While there wasn’t a similar level of dedication to the task now, Drew was expecting somebody to pop up sooner or later.
"Where am I?" Ajax muttered, clearly meaning to say more until he was stupefied by his own voice. It had changed with his passing, becoming a little deeper and more echoing. It wasn’t enough to rival Drew’s own voice, though it still differentiated itself from regular human vocal cords. The necromancer thought of it as the final nail in the coffin of his old life. "…What am I?"
"You’re dead. Congratulations," Drew said, hoping to get some kind of humour out of the situation. Ajax didn’t answer, however, just taking his hand to raise himself from the hole in the ground. Looking around the graveyard, the large man’s eyes fell upon his very own tombstone. "They didn’t give me one of those, you know. Just dumped me and Nox out into the mass grave."
"How… I don’t know why they would do this," Ajax commented before just falling to his knees, seemingly unable to accept the reality at hand. He screamed, tore at his own hands, and shouted obscenities that shouldn’t have been muttered in any language. "These lines on my skin, this clarity of sight in the darkness, and this… I don’t even need to breathe, do I?"
"Not if you don’t want to," Drew replied, trying to remain as calm as possible. Putting a hand on the grieving man’s shoulder, he tried to be at least somewhat comforting. "The people just acted out of fear. Don’t hold this against them, please. We both know they’re better than this, no matter how much it’s hurt us."
Drew had seen Ajax fall, though only in small glimpses. The people, the villagers that he’d led for seven years, had thought him lost to the evils of necromancy, and that his mind had been turned into that of a mere thrall. Drew still couldn’t understand how a group had grown so mad in so little time, how hysteria had fractured that semblance of trust gained over so many years, but neither did he truly try. He had tried to offer them peace and collaboration, and they had shown what they thought of such an idea. The necromancer, through time to reflect and change his views, had learned to forgive.
And yet…Ajax hadn’t gained that privilege. For him, it had been a mere minute since the end of his former life. While years might’ve gone by for the necromancer, it was still at the forefront of the former leader’s mind. Drew couldn’t even get close to imagining what kind of pain the man must’ve been feeling.
"No tears," Ajax commented after another couple of minutes, wiping at his face while wearing the ruined lines of cloth that had been his former formal wear. While his body had remained pristine, anything else had withered with age. At that moment, Drew was slightly happy that he’d lost his skin and anything that had been attached to it, lest there be more shame in standing around. "I can’t even cry anymore. I can’t grieve for the brethren I’ve lost, I can't cry of joy from looking upon a newborn, and I can’t cry for the sake of crying. Just why would they ever do this? I swore that you were a friend! They just threw us away and—"
"None of that," Drew swiftly ordered, pushing away the cloud of necromantic energy that had tried to dive in while he was distracted, targeting the newly awakened of the two. The energies that helped them move were allowed to prey upon their moments of weakness so easily? The necromancer had no care for that line of thinking, crushing the maniacal concepts of those who thought them pieces of prey to be abused. "Are you feeling alright now?"
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For They Were Weak


Ajax rose to his feet again, wiping at his face to remove tears that had never been there to begin with. The man inspected his body over again, running his fingers across the black veins that had grown from his regenerated forearm. They looked worried, pulsing along with the rhythm of a heart that didn’t beat but still echoed within. It was beautiful, a showing of what life after death could truly be, and Drew grew captivated by it for a few minutes. 
"So this is what it felt like for you?" the former leader asked as he flexed his fingers, testing out his muscles as he stopped a few steps down the graveyard’s natural path. A lot of animals must’ve walked here recently if that patch of earth was still removed from the natural grass and plants. "It’s…strange."
"We were never meant to have a physical shell after the first one expired," Drew replied with some cheer to his voice as the tall man continued to be captivated by his cold flesh. The necromancer couldn’t fault him too much, since he’d done much of the same. Even Nox sat by patiently, wagging her tail at the sight of the two being relaxed. For that hard work from her side, she got a few scratches. "You’ll adjust to the lack of feeling soon enough. Before you know it, you won’t notice the lack of heat or cold at all. The mediocrity will be like home."
"That sounds like an estranged coping mechanism, but…I’ll give the passage of time a try," Ajax muttered, sitting down in his own tomb. The man repeated the saying on it a few times for himself before he just shook his head. "It’s my fault for not realizing how my people viewed the undead. It’s always been horror story after horror story. I should’ve done it differently, because maybe then you wouldn’t have been killed again."
"Were we truly killed, when we’re standing in the wet grass yet again?" Drew questioned, getting a shrug from the tall man as they both grew a little philosophical. "There’s a reason why the people look at us like they do, why they’re afraid we could go mad and slaughter without meaning. You nearly fell into that delusion just before, when the energies of the necromantic realm tried to encroach upon your mind. It’s only with willpower and constant vigilance that we can escape that fate."
"So that burst of anger wasn’t my own emotions running wilder than usual…" the tall man concluded, shaking his head as those emotions began to reach the forefront of his mind. "Drew, there is little chance that the others will change their opinion of us. No matter what we say, we can’t change how we look. We are now in a separate world from them, separated by the line of life and death."
Settling into the grass, Nox laid down beside him. Even without the ability to sleep, the hound still closed her eyes and relaxed her mind. It felt soothing through Drew’s connection, a mild sense of calm spreading out across the graveyard.
"That is precisely what we are," Drew agreed with a nod, looking out into the constellations above. While the thick clouds still hid large sections, the moon and the brightest of the constellations still reached them. The bear and scorpion were just barely visible now, though the necromancer had to strain his eyes to spot the latter. "Not quite dead but not quite alive either."
"We’re abominations when put next to the natural cycle," Ajax accused. Drew was not able to agree with him. An abomination to the cycle would be entirely removed from it, and the only true way to escape the round string of creation and destruction would be immortality. While the necromancer was more powerful than the average citizen, there was no chance of that being on the table. His soul was already shaking as it was. A century on this plane wouldn’t help him keep it together. "Don’t you see, Drew? There’s only one way we can atone for this."
I don’t like where this is going.
"What would that be?" Drew asked, already knowing the answer. The sad face of the leader, the defeated look of one who once stood so proud, was clear to him now more than ever. It seemed that a subjective eternity in the void had helped him pick the details out more, or maybe he’d just grown closer to the soul who controlled that particular physical vessel.
"Killing ourselves," the leader proposed, the mere words nearly making his vocal cords shake. But even through the shaking and feeling of dread and fear, Ajax stood steadfast. He didn’t bend or break, that look in his eyes didn’t waver as he tightened his fists. "It would be the right thing to do. Our existence only brings others fear and harm. Just you standing around outside the village brought them into a state of madness. What do you think will happen when there are two instead of one?"
It was a fair point, and it was one that Drew silently agreed with. Throughout the entire time he’d been in this form, he’d known that the people would curse his name. Even he did just that at the start, contemplating the idea of putting a rock through his skull and letting it all pass him by. He only thought about it, though, for Drew had to come to fixate on one fact above all others.
"If we do that, there will be more harm than good. A swift end for us both would make the villagers here happy, sure, but have you forgotten the reason I was sent back to this realm to begin with?" Drew started, his voice growing stronger and his tone becoming deeper. The grass around them pointed away, as if being pushed by a strong wind, but there were no other hints to suggest such a thing. There was only a tired and frustrated necromancer standing next to a tall man who wanted the sweet release of death. "There are hundreds of thousands of true abominations, curses to the natural cycles, and these beasts will forever stay in place if we don’t do something. The reaper himself sent me to bring that continent's worth of slaves back into his peaceful hands. Ajax, I was sent back to get my brother back into the clutches of death. Do you know what will happen if we just kill ourselves now? Do you know what will happen to the other hunters in our group?
"They’ll remain, trapped inside their bodies, forced to watch minds that aren’t under their own control. They will never be able to rest, never be able to communicate, and they will stay like that for eternity. It will be a madness beyond madness, a call to insanity that will break them without ever letting go. Killing ourselves would damn our former friend, it would damn my brother, to a fate that I wouldn’t wish upon my worst enemy. I will bring you back into the clutches of the reaper if you so wish, but there is little that will stop me from fulfilling my purpose.”
There was only silence after Drew’s final words, Ajax stunned by the hard truth they were facing. It was clear what the two needed to do, and what they were obligated to do, but likewise, it was obvious what that clear choice entailed. They weren’t choosing a good option. They were choosing the lesser evil.
“I…I’ll stay here with you until we end their suffering,” Ajax promised, his voice breaking as he fell back into the grass. The man stared blankly down into the green blades, picking one up and rubbing it against his palm. “Jack, Elias, and all the others haven’t had the pleasure of rest for as long as they’ve been infected with those sigils. We give them rest, and then we join them as we were always meant to.”
A pact that Drew had never needed ”o sp’ak aloud. He’d been planning on it since the start. His reason for extending his half-cycle of life was that he could end the corrupted one that his brother had been forced into. When he knew for sure that Elias was given peace, he could rest as well. He’d promised his father that he would protect him at all costs, and that’s what he was going to do.
“You heard too, right?” another voice from afar muttered. Both Drew and Ajax turned to the side as the sight of a lantern appeared from the edge of the forest line. From just beyond where the graveyard began, highlighted through a short stone wall that still stood after all of these years, two guards wearing armour bickered as they opened the rusty gate. “Come on, your ears can’t have gone that bad in your later years, Alfred.”
The time for a message had arrived, Drew signalling for Ajax and Nox to hide down in the grave. While no words were said, it seemed the slightest nudge of his head was enough to deliver the decently complex message. Another strange quality of their undead connection, he supposed.
“I only hear what is actually there, Jim,” Alfred replied in full earnest, his eyes clearly not adjusted to the pitch black. A rather thick cloud had covered the full moon above, forcing only the dim lantern light to illuminate their walk. They nearly stumbled into Drew before the mild reflection of the light hit his bleached bones. “Oh, by Moira’s left tit, you heard right!”
If the necromancer could raise an eyebrow still, he would’ve most certainly done just that. Instead, he crossed his arms as the two older guards pulled out their swords and looked warily at him.
“Please, can you put those swords away?” the necromancer pleaded, not moving around too much, as every twitch of his body produced some of the blue mana that powered his body. He didn’t want to scare the two, though it seemed that his voice alone had been more than enough to get their heartbeats peaking. It was strange that he could hear them, honestly. Had his hearing been adjusted to focus on such a detail? “I just want to talk.”
“Your words won’t save you from your fate, foul creature!” the oldest of the two guards roared, gripping his sword with both hands before going for a mighty swing. It started from above, travelling downwards with the clear intention of reaching Drew’s skull. But then—"What?”
It never got close, a strong hand from the side stopping the arm halfway.
“Didn’t I ask that you wait in the grave?” Drew questioned, getting a shrug from the former leader.
“It seemed like you needed help,” Ajax said, letting go of the guard in question once he yelped and threw his sword to the ground. “As the pile of bones said, however, we are hoping to settle this peacefully. If you could please—"
The other guard was faster than his scrawny look implied possible, Drew being the one to save Ajax from an early assimilation with the void once again. The tip of the sword almost reached the tall man’s chest, only stopped before the final finger width by Drew’s hasty conjuring of a barrier. It held the tip in place for just a second, long enough for old warrior instincts to return to Ajax as he gripped the shoulders of his assailant.
Even if some amount of his muscle mass had been lost from his original death, the former leader had been regarded as the mightiest person in their village for a reason. When it came down to it, he just was bigger and stronger than anybody else who visited.
“Could you please just listen—" Ajax tried again before a knife found its way into his shoulder. While there was no clear pain, it was clear that the surprise alone was enough for the leader to drop the attacker, Drew unsure of what to do. “Can you just—"
“Die, you beast!” the oldest shouted as tried to maim Drew once again. The necromancer didn’t need to send an order out to Nox this time, as the hound lunged from the side, her sharp teeth reached the neck of the attack. There was a momentary shout of pain before the crunch of bone could be heard. In an instant, the number of attackers present had been changed from two to one.
When the lantern was thrown onto Nox’s fur to incite some form of fire, though, Drew thought that they’d tried to bargain for long enough. Bringing in the energy of the graveyard, he ordered it to assist. With such a large density of death, it was ready to obey his lightest command. In an instant, the two bodies were covered by the fog, the flesh instantly consumed, and only armour and skeletons remained in their place. Every trace of their former life had been removed, only the foundations of their bodies left to see.
Two old guards had died and Drew had killed them. The world looked bleak when he didn’t blink at that fact.
“We’ll have to do this a lot more times before we’re done, you know,” the necromancer mentioned, spotting the dark expression on Ajax’s face. “It’s not too late to back out. I can do this myself if need—"
“No!” Ajax said, rejecting the offer with a force clearly not intended. “No, I promised to stand by your side while we accomplished this final act. I won’t back out just because it would be easier for me.”
Drew felt warm inside at that. The two went on to remove the armour from the corpses, donning the metal themselves. It made them feel a little more alive, and a little more protected. Ajax even had a sword he could use, though the guard hadn’t been the greatest in size.
“We can make this work, though,” the necromancer mumbled, raising his hands to beckon the necromantic energies to stream into the skeletons once again. Standing back for a moment as the twitches and shuffling began, he watched for a while as the two figures regained their life. Or…at least their bodies did. “They’re mindless.”
There was no consciousness inside those skulls, Drew able to prod at their figures without the slightest reaction. It took an actual order before they’d even adjust themselves.
“That’s for the better,” Ajax considered, the necromancer finding himself agreeing with that. “It’s not like they would’ve agreed to help.”
Drew couldn’t refute that. Ordering one of the figures to take care of the manor while they were away, he took the other along as they left the graveyard behind. The density of energy around the place would be enough to sustain the pile of bones. For now, they had to gain a larger army.
A much larger one, if they ever hoped to stand against the ones they needed to save.
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Youth in Death


There were thirty pairs of red eyes staring at them. Thirty pairs of eyes that seemed ready to tear them apart and feast on their flesh like nobody could’ve thought possible. The undead seemed more than capable of doing just that, which did put Theo in an annoying position. Whatever lives they’d lived before their new status were certainly of the more violent varieties, since swords and shields were prevalent among the small army. Even those without the tools were still equipped with armour, be that plate or rotting leather, and the [Rune-Crafter] was growing certain that he’d need to hit hard before he could truly fight them. 
It’s not like I was going to play fair to begin with, but whatever.
“Let them move a little closer now,” Theo said, taking a few steps to the side. Putting one foot on a certain silver plate, he carefully began to move the [Mana] through his body and down his leg. It was an odd thing to do, his mind was so used to channelling it through his arms instead, but it worked as it always did. Just as the undead began to walk onto the bare grass, just a few meters away from where the duo’s camp was settled, the [Holy Runes] hidden in the grass lit up like the sun. Even when they were only [Tier 1 Runes], the sheer quantity created a near-blinding effect.
The undead howled and growled as t”e li’ht shot up from below, their decayed flesh gaining a soup-like consistency. It was only the front of the army that had been hit, ten of the thirty losing their lower halves to the attack, but Theo could survive this as a start.
“They’ve got archers!” Stig shouted as arrows began to rain down upon them, the ones further back finally revealing tools previously unseen. Theo muttered curses under his breath as he held his shield high, the metal tips of the projectiles hitting the steel with dull thuds. It was just his luck that they had such an ability, the [Rune-Crafter] having hoped he and Stig would have gained the advantage when it came to longer ranges. It seemed, from the fact that five undead archers stood in the back, that it wasn’t meant to be. “You better start doing something, Theo.”
The human in question didn’t like being hurried along, but he could see where the request came from. Arrow after arrow flew from Stig’s position, the white wood piercing the head and body of any undead that had lost its lower half. While they had been incapacitated by the surprise attack, the forest dwarf was taking the final step to push them out of the fight.
I can’t just let him do all of the work, though.
Going down on one knee to continue using his shield as protection, Theo started up the first wave of fire. With the undead slowly coming into range of his attack of their own volition, they could do nothing but growl as the pillar of flame burst through their rotten flesh. The stench was vomit-inducing, Theo instinctually holding his breath as one of the larger zombies forced their way closer. He nearly lost his head from looking above the shield as the uncoordinated swing of a sword flew just over his hair tips. Instinct once again pulled through, however, as the [Rune-Crafter] used [Shield-Bash] on the armoured undead’s chest. The plate armour caved in at his attack, the tip of the shield making a dent deep enough to press into the ribs of the monster. Without proper movement to aid it afterwards, a swift kick to the left knee was taken before the creature fell to the ground. Another [Shield-Bash] made its head roll.
“Another nineteen to go,” Theo said under his breath, swerving to the side to avoid the broken axe edge of another undead that got too close. Adjusting his footwork once again, his shield flew right through the skull of the attacker, letting Theo push them right into the third that had thought itself strong enough to take him head-on. “Just plain stupid of you, you know.”
An arrow dug into the third one’s head before it could get to him as well, Stig backing him up from the side as Theo ran into the fray once again. Stepping over the unmoving corpses, the [Rune-Crafter] activated the second volley of flame from his shield. As he spread it out in a wide arc, the upper layer of skin on the undead began to bubble and burst, the oldest of them all outright burning as their flesh caught fire. It was a sight that required a lot of will not to flinch at, especially when the latter variations dropped their weapons outright and began to charge at Theo.
Bending his knees as the zombie leapt at his face, he used a shield to defend himself while another burst of flame rose from it along with the effects of a [Gale Rune]. The undead never even reached his defence, the burst of heated air tearing off the monster’s limbs before catapulting it to another patch of dying grass. Black blood oozed from the torn limbs of the undead, deflating its mass shape until it seemed like a heap of popped balloons. It was disgusting, an abomination in the eyes of anybody with a spinning stomach.
And when small worms began to seep out, wriggling around on the ground, Theo’s face just went paler than what should’ve been possible.
What—
Nero screamed at him to focus, and Theo was forced to deflect an arrow soaring at his head. It had more power behind it than the undead should’ve been able to accomplish, a visible dent appearing on the other side of his defence. Just what was happening at the back of the army?
[Mana-Sight] answered his question as another volley of flame and compressed air emerged from his shield. While the undead closest by were forced away, Theo was allowed the time needed to spot the cold eyes in the back. There weren't just decaying bodies attacking them this fine night. The [Necromancer], the origin of it all, was here as well.
"Kill the poison at the stem," Theo reminded himself as he charged forward. Grabbing a handful of [Holy Runes] from his pockets, he threw them at whatever was close by. The silvery sparks seemed to draw the undead like the strongest baits. They seemed so determined to get close, growling and scratching at the silver plates before the compressed suns split apart their innards.
If not for the bolt of dense dread that nearly shot through his skull, Theo would’ve felt some form of satisfaction. "Very deadly."
The [Necromancer] had noticed that Theo was approaching their position, that hooded form going onto the offensive as more and more of their army was killed off with time. Those bolts of pure death, shimmering in the air with a darker-than-black coloring that made the hairs on Theo’s neck stand straight, would more than maim if he was hit. That only made approaching more dangerous, though the [Rune-Crafter] was more than happy to fight back.
Not one to repeat his tricks, he threw the remaining [Holy Runes] towards the five undead archers. While those bestial minds might’ve been improved to a point where they could wield their bows with some manner of accuracy, they couldn’t help but turn their focus onto the holiness of the engravings. Watching them growl at the nearest fallen plate, Theo let them approach for a second until he fired off all of the [Ignis] and [Gale Runes] on his shield. Flesh was burned and separated from the rest of their bodies. Those that didn’t die instantly were quick to find a shield that just removed their heads instead, as Theo forced the tip of the weapon through their necks. With the [Tier 2 Impact Rune] increasing the pressure, it was like the weapon was going through thin air.
An army of thirty undead had been destroyed within two minutes, and Theo could only stand before the robed [Necromancer] with a smile. In the dark, their features were hidden beneath the shadows of the fabric, but their height made it clear they weren’t of dwarven heritage. Maybe another elf? Theo wasn’t sure he wanted a new Rina on his hands.
"Insolent—" a surprisingly youthful voice began to say until a dagger pressed against their throat. "What?"
"Try not to move too much," Stig advised from behind as he made the [Necromancer] drop to their knees, the forest dwarf’s dagger still held against their bare skin. It would take less than a slight flex of the [Space Mage]’s bicep before they were doomed to a bloody death. "Theo, if you would."
Accepting the invitation, the [Rune-Crafter] walked over and grabbed the hood that hid the [Necromancer]’s identity. Pulling it back, Theo had to confess he didn’t expect the face of a teenage human to be looking back at him.




Chapter 60







A Human Face


Theo was looking at a human face. Not a face from an elf or a dwarf that looked quite human, but the face of a real person of the same species as him. In a forest filled with anything but that, Theo did feel like it could account for his lack of attention. 
With Stig preoccupied with forcing a dagger ever closer to the teenager’s throat, a howl came from the trees above. It sounded closer to a large bird than another undead, but the fractured face that dove towards Theo when he turned to look told otherwise. With not enough time to twist his shield to defend himself, he was forced to lean back as he put up his bare arm to stop the monster from getting its unnaturally sharp teeth around his throat.
Gravity gave it momentum and allowed the fangs to enter into his forearm, weird worms spilling out of the open mouth. Stig shouted something at him, but Theo could hardly think as his other arms finally reached the target. With the [Impact Rune] at its highest, the upper parts of the head splattered into bits from his awkward hit with the shield. More worms fell to the ground, dissolving into the black blood seeping from before.
But not all of them. As the jaw of the fallen undead finally untightened, horror came upon his face as he looked at the forearm still being wounded, the wiggling forms digging into his skin. While his panicked mind tore off the ends as well as he could, the parts already inside his flesh couldn’t be reached.
"Oh, fuck this," Theo muttered, making sure that Stig still had an eye on the [Necromancer] before he retraced his steps to get at a few of the [Holy Runes] lying around. "This better work or I swear to god."
Filling the row of silver plates with as much [Mana] as he could currently muster, he pressed them all against his continually bleeding arm. A wince left him as flesh was knitted together, though the effect wasn’t as powerful as previously hoped. That feeling of wrong was still there, and the minor movements inside his body were still very noticeable.
"Are you alright?" Stig asked as a kick from the dwarf forced the [Necromancer] onto his knees. The cry of pain that came from the dark magician was enough for Theo to turn away from his antics and to the ongoing situation. He still had to deal with this. "Anything that will kill you?"
Forcing [Mana-Sight] to its maximum, no matter how much it hurt his mind to do it at this moment, Theo’s attention briefly returned to his limb. While most of the intruding material had been utterly purged and forced into the open air, there were still very minute remnants floating around. They bounced around, though they clearly weren’t travelling along with his bloodstream.
It was an issue, but not one that would need to be dealt with instantly.
"No, it should be fine for now," Theo said with some level of confidence in his voice. It didn’t hurt too much, being more like a constant itch in the back of his head, but he could hold it out for a few hours if needed. "Well… I can’t say I expected this."
Stig made some grunt in agreement as they both looked down at the younger human in front of them. With the hood away, that black stream of hair was quick to fall to their shoulders, revealing those piercing brown eyes staring right into Theo. That last part was literal, as he could detect that familiar use of [Mana-Sight]. He wasn’t the only one curious about the injury.
"Do you have a name?" Theo started, unsure where to go with the interrogation. Their goal had been to find the [Necromancer], take care of them, and bring back evidence of their endeavour to Zayra. Right now, it seemed like they could do just that, and yet…it didn’t feel right. It’d felt too easy, the fight too simple. Had so many traders and travellers truly fallen to this meagre display of danger? While he didn’t doubt an ordinary person would die a hundred deaths to just one of the undead, there was little chance that professional mercenaries could suffer the same fate.
No, there had to be more.
"Fairy got your tongue or something?" Stig questioned from behind the [Necromancer] when no words fell from the young man’s mouth. The dagger that the forest dwarf held pressed just a little more into the [Necromancer]’s throat, almost breaking skin before the young one was allowed to pull back his head a little. Fury was clear in his eyes, and likewise the complete understanding of his situation. "You could speak before and you can speak now, so go on."
"What’s the point, if you’re killing me either way?" the [Necromancer]-who-didn’t-give-his-name finally said. The tone was so much more muted than the previous display of unhinged arrogance, that spark of madness replaced with idle desolation. "Get it over with."
"We’re not going to kill you," Theo interjected, a certain [Space Mage] looking at him with confusion clear in their eyes. There seemed to have been a miscommunication somewhere, one that he was happy to correct. "We will bring you to Oslaker, where you will meet the priestess and whatever punishment she believes you deserve. Until then, there won’t be more harm done to you than strictly needed."
There was some clear disagreement on that front, Stig putting his foot on the [Necromancer]’s back before forcing him down to the ground fully. The dagger wasn’t at the throat anymore, but the threat was still clear as day.
"Do you realize the risks that would come with escorting this monster for more than a full day?" Stig questioned, looking at Theo as if he were mad. And, honestly, maybe he was. It was just that the idea of killing somebody didn’t fit right into Theo’s head at the moment. Wolves, undead, giant spiders and most other enemies met during the past months had been easy to excuse in his head. They were evil, they looked evil, and Theo could twist his worldview so he didn’t see them as real victims.
And yet here he was, looking at Stig standing on a kid just barely old enough to be looked on as an adult. It felt unreal, impossible, and Theo knew he couldn’t live with himself if that dagger were forced through his throat.
"I know it’s crazy, but it just feels wrong to kill him out in the forest at night," Theo pointed out, one of the lesser excuses he’d been able to come up with as of late. "That’s what he’s allegedly been doing, and we’ve been sent out to stop him from doing that."
"He killed innocents. Killing him wouldn’t have the same ramifications," the [Space Mage] said, pressing his foot down on the [Necromancer]’s back just a little more. The air that came out of his lungs due to the compression, along with the muted look of pain, stopped Theo from being able to look away.
"A life is a life," Theo said, just shaking his head. It was fair for them to do the unforgivable crime of killing somebody because that person did the unforgivable crime of killing somebody? An eye for an eye. "Just…we can make it back to the village before tomorrow night if we do a constant march. I have enough [Holy Runes] to stop us from getting tired or sore, and I’ll strap a few [Gale Runes] onto him so we can kill him in an instant if needed."
There were flaws with the idea, flaws that Theo could easily point out if requested, but there was likewise that pleading looks in his eye that made an impression on the forest dwarf. Stig wanted to kill the kid, as had been clear from the start of this altercation, but it seemed that trust came a long way when the iron-tipped boot went off the [Necromancer]’s back.
"Even try to cast anything magical, and I'll teleport the dagger into your brain stem," Stig promised the [Necromancer] as the younger man slowly stood up from the ground, dirt covering his robe. In comparison to his earlier look, this was almost sad. "Theo, strap him up."
"Should I ask why you’re being so stupid at his request?" the [Necromancer] asked Stig, getting a smack from the forest dwarf in response. It wasn’t powerful enough to leave more than a red mark, however, and the dark magician was more than happy to continue as Theo pulled out a few belts and robes from his backpack. "Even I would’ve killed me. It’s the only—"
Air once again escaped the [Necromancer] as Theo tightened the rope around his chest, two belts coming to fit around the shoulders as well. It was quite the strong fit, and the material itself was meant to hold up against most types of damage. Granted, he wasn’t sure if it would hold up to a necromantic attack, but it wasn’t like it needed to do as much for more than a second. Getting out the previously created [Gale Runes] alongside a few of the [Holy Runes] added before, he settled them all on the man’s back pointing inwards. While Theo hoped it wouldn’t have to happen, it would take nothing but a smidge of [Mana] to force a powerful burst of compressed air right into his chest cavity. It would be as close to instantly lethal as possible, without having to strap the [Rune] directly to his head.
Making a helmet for this purpose would be fun, though. Something to try.
"There we are," Theo commented as he did final readjustments on the setup. Everything was on the [Necromancer]’s back, far away from where rogue hands could grab and manipulate easily. "Safety precautions are looking good. Please don’t try to look at it with [Mana-Sight] too much or it might just activate from the residue alone, and…that wouldn’t be fun for anybody here."
Fun for anybody but Stig, that is. Maybe Nero as well. But two out of four not liking it was a good ratio, right?
…
Whatever.
"So you are a rune-crafter? Not just another one who’s abusing old works," the [Necromancer] questioned, that solemn mood once again replaced by quiet curiosity. For somebody meant to be a murderous psychopath, he still had some humanity in him.
I can work with that.
"Indeed I am," Theo replied as they began to move back through the forest, picking up any of the plates thrown. "Hopefully not the last as well. I haven’t met any other [Rune-Crafters] myself, but we could maybe find some when we—"
"I desperately request that you shut your mouth a little, Theo," Stig said with some unprecedented anger in his voice. The forest dwarf was still being stiff, the battle a few minutes ago still draining him. Maybe a [Holy Rune] would help? "Wanting him to be questioned at the village, that’s acceptable. Becoming friendly with a mass murderer isn’t."
Theo sighed but didn’t complain, making the [Necromancer] walk in front of them as they continued to gather the items from the battle. Most of the [Runes] found had been slightly destroyed from the black goo they were steeped in, the liquid lowering the [Durability] by quite a lot, but they were still usable for practice if needed. And if anything, that also allowed them to look through the remains of the undead.
Rusted swords and unpolished armour met his eyes in the darkness, their half-sheen just barely illuminating them under the moon. They seemed…old, just a step away from being broken, and not worth hauling along to sell at the village. There was also something wrong with selling the items from those who’d died within the last few months, but Theo didn’t need to go there right now.
Within a few more minutes, they were back at the camp, stamping out the fire, then heading back towards the way they’d come. The night was dark, they were all tired, Nero wanted to take a bite off the [Necromancer] to see what he tasted like, and, most importantly, they had a day of walking to do.
It would be grueling, but it was better than the alternative, Theo not wanting to kill the first human he’d met in this world. There was just something wrong with it.
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True Intent


Sun couldn’t come quickly enough, and Theo was starting to feel the consequences of being awake for too long. His eyes twitched at the direct sunlight when they walked down the path, narrowing to a point where it’d be a death sentence in a fight. 
"Could always kill him and rest if you really need to," Stig offered from the side, more alert than him. Were forest dwarves just physically more durable than humans on all fronts? It was either that or the dwarf could hide it better than Theo could ever dream of. "He’s a risk."
"I’m a bit of everything, honestly," the [Necromancer] said, red in the face as they continued to move up the latest of countless hills. Their march wasn’t allowed to lessen in speed for his sake. "But he is right. Just shove that dagger into my head, and get it over with the easy way."
"Goading me to accept your early execution feels a little wrong," Theo commented dryly, a grin plastered onto his face in the most unmatching of situations. He was too tired to be thinking about this, and they still had more than twelve hours to get through before they could rest. "If you want to die so much, just pour some energy into the [Runes] on your back. They can take [Mana] from anybody, including you of all people."
A shrug came from the [Necromancer] in response.
"I’d rather one of you did it, but thanks for that piece of information," the young man said, almost looking confident if not for the mountain of sweat pouring down his face. It hadn’t even gotten that hot yet. For somebody meant to have been living in the forest for quite some time, he clearly wasn’t accustomed to moving around so much. "And I do have a name, you know."
"Of course you do. Didn’t have the cognition required to share it last night, though," Stig muttered from beside the [Necromancer], getting a glare in response.
"It’s Ethan, thank you for asking," the [Necromancer] said with quick wit, that sharp tongue briefly returning to its former glory as he locked eyes with Theo. The arrogance of youth, more innocent than the dark mage should’ve been able to be. "If we’d met at a better time, I would even call it a pleasure."
"If we’d met at any other time, you’d be dead by now," Stig commented in between breaths, drawing the conversation to a close yet again. Theo didn’t mind the opinions of the dwarf, but the flow of words had been rather helpful in making Theo feel somewhat alive.
At least the [Holy Runes] could do their work brilliantly as well, that rush of fresh air reaching him as he activated the silvery [Rune] right next to his head. It wasn’t an outright cleansing of his tiredness, the soreness of his mind still very present, but that was muted just enough for him to ignore. Those magical engravings usually meant for injuries and flesh wounds were surprisingly good at working as a caffeine injection as well. Who would've guessed?
I am going to be collapsing after we get to the village, though. There’s no chance this could work long-term.
After another two hours of silent walking, boots hitting the ground in an endless rhythm, Theo could feel himself growing more tired once again. His thoughts were getting slower, and his mind was filling with stale air. If not for the constant movement, and the numerous repeats of the [Holy Rune], he might’ve been scared of falling over then and there.
Instead, though, he just piled on the steps, inspecting the newly created [Gale Rune] in his hand. While he couldn’t risk destroying the actual shield to get more plates, [Transform Shield] allowed him to just expand the weapon’s current form. It had taken some getting used to, but akin to the way he created bullets a few days ago, he could somewhat reliably create the needed shape of a silvery plate, ready to be engraved upon.
And with little else to spend the day doing, Theo had begun on just that. Over and over, steel plates were created, [Engraved] with the [Gale Rune], and promptly thrown in the air as [Reempower] caused them to explode. It was like a crack of lightning every single time, the hairs on his neck rising with each blast of noise.
Except for Nero, however, the others didn’t seem too bothered by the explosions. Stig just mutedly looked away after the first five repetitions, seemingly depriving himself of the sight to focus on the [Necromancer] in front. Ethan was of no such limits, eyes going wide with each unsuccessful attempt.
"I had wondered who was bringing heavy artillery into this part of the forest," Ethan commented, looking at Theo working up the newest plate of [Steel] from the shield. It wasn’t mentally taxing for him, but the [Mana-Cost] did make it a slow process. "To think it was just the continuously failed experiments of a mad rune-crafter. And here I was worried I’d have to face an army."
"When this finally starts working, people will begin to prefer facing an army instead of me," Theo retorted. While he tried to keep up the high spirits, the constant failures with the [Gale Rune] began to strain his willpower. The [Impact Rune] had only required a few hours of dedication to be upgraded. He was close to twelve with the [Gale Rune] and nothing had happened. It was just failure after failure. "I don’t suppose you know the secrets to the runic arts?"
"Can’t say I do," Ethan confessed with a modest smile. "But the basics of mana spread to all branches. What is it you’re trying to accomplish with all of this compressed air?"
A brief moment was spent debating whether to tell the prisoner about his magical talents before Theo decided to just go along with it. There was little chance he could abuse this part of his skill set for his own benefit.
"You know how there are different [Tiers] of spells, right?" he asked, getting a nod in return. "Well, I’ve got a skill that allows me to attempt a forceful [Tier-Upgrade] of a [Rune], the written version of a spell. Upgrading something that’s above [Tier 1] strains my reserves too much, but I’ve done it with another [Rune] before. Now…I’m having trouble doing it with this air one."
He filled the newest [Gale Rune] with energy, and a burst of air was sent out without issue. It worked perfectly, just as perfectly as the [Impact Rune], and yet it couldn’t be upgraded in the same way. It was frustrating.
"If I have to be honest, I think you’re misunderstanding that ability of yours," Ethan said, drawing Theo’s attention. What was he saying? "What’s the channelled Intent while you’re doing it? Is it just a general improvement concept, or something more complex?"
[Intent]?
Theo had heard that word before, but he had no real clue about it. That message seemed to reach the [Necromancer] a few seconds after, Theo’s blank stare carrying over the vital tidbit of information.
"You…you have been using Intent while working with this ability, right?" the [Necromancer] asked, sounding a little desperate to hear some kind of affirmation. And yet none came, Theo’s blank stare carrying through the silence. Even Stig had to glance his way, the forest dwarf wanting to hear it all. "Right. I’m not sure how you were able to do it before, but I think I know how you can get around to doing it now."
What proceeded was a stream of words that Theo could barely focus on, Ethan going in-depth about different mental creations that were commonplace for exerting spells and magical constructs at a [Tier] higher than 5. It was…groundbreaking to hear, so many puzzle pieces finally fitting together as Theo could finally understand how he was meant to conceptualize [Runes].
It wasn’t just his hands that were meant to do the hard work, and neither were his [Mana-Veins] the sole output from his mind. No, he needed to make the [Rune] itself know what he sought while he was creating it. He was meant to give it some meaning to its creation, to expand the initialization into a deeper complexity that would allow the perfect execution of his dreams. There were a few more details to make it work, but Theo just focused on the final product.
"So? Try it out!" Ethan encouraged, drawing Theo out of his stupor as he glanced at the [Gale Rune] once again. [Intent], huh?
What was Theo’s final goal here? To make its [Tier] increase by one? Technically yes, but there was depth to that. He wanted an increase in number, but an increase in power as well. He wanted the calm winds to turn into those from the mightiest of storms, to become a danger to any that were unfortunate enough to be attacked. He wanted to call upon the movements of air and direct destruction that were normally impossible to achieve. He wanted a way to tap into an aspect of the natural world and control it. That was [Intent].
Finishing off the mental declaration together with the creation of the mental constructs that could deliver his message into the world, he activated [Reempower].
And for once he didn’t need to throw away the product. A bit more [Mana] than before was drained from him, it being closer to a 110 loss than a 100, but Theo didn’t have it in him to complain.
[Gale Rune]
Mana-Purity: 23%
Tier: 2
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/10
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 14/56

"For a murderous psychopath, you’re a great teacher," Theo said with a wry smile, his eyes digging into the [Engraving] before him. If the same method worked for the other [Runes], he was set.
Ethan matched his grin, a swirling of black energy spotted in the corner of the [Necromancer]’s eyes before a roar came from the distance. Stig was ready to kill the young man on the spot, but Theo was quick to put up a hand.
"That wasn’t an undead," Theo pointed out, the trembling in the ground definitely not coming from something of that sort either. No, this was something different, something they didn’t want to deal with. "Let’s move."
His arm ached again, but he didn’t pay it any mind. Giving Ethan a mild push to get the [Necromancer] back into a proper pace, Theo moved along with the rest. Whatever had roared was close by, and Theo had no desire to fight in this state.
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A Dydra


The monster hadn’t backed down, and the trio had been forced to hide through the day. Theo and the others were never able to catch a glimpse of the beast, but the intermittent roars and shaking earth were enough for them to reconsider their earlier plans to march on the open path. 
"What even is it?" Theo muttered to Stig as they hid next to the thick roots of a century-old tree, of which there were plenty around. With their mighty size, it was more than easy to squeeze through and hide from anything wandering by. "A dragon?"
"Dragons don’t come this far down from the mountains unless it’s something very special," Stig refuted, shaking his head as his mind worked at the highest pace possible. The [Necromancer] still in their captivity just sat to the side, not saying a word. "The larger breeds of deer have a chance at causing the shaking, but those roars are from a predator. Too deep for a wolf, too loud for a wyvern, and…it could be a dydra?"
"You mean a hydra?" Theo asked, but the dwarf shook his head in response.
"No, it wouldn’t be possible for that variant to show up in woods this thick. A dydra, however, should be more than stupid enough to do just that," the [Space Mage] continued, quick to explain what the actual creature was when Theo looked too confused for comfort. "It’s a lesser cousin of the hydra, though it takes on more birdlike features. Resides in low-water areas, preys on anything that it can eat, and has feathers where scales would usually be on its body."
That didn’t sound too bad.
"Luckily for us, it doesn’t have the doubling properties of its cousin either, though the three heads they do possess are worth running from," Stig continued, much to the dismay of Theo. "One head does poison gas, another spews mighty winds, and the third…creates a flicker of flame that reacts with the poison gas."
"Explosive effects?"
"More or less," Stig surmised. So any kind of flame would be out of the question if they actually had to fight it. Theo could see how annoying it could be, then. "It likewise has claws, size, and brute strength that would make it hard to fight anyway, so there’s no chance we could beat it ourselves and much less with the army of guards from Oslaker."
Times looked grim, and the duo quieted down when another roar came through the air. This one sounded closer than the others, though the stomping had slowed as well. Theo felt like peeking out of their hiding place to figure out just how far away it was, and just what the hell it thought it was doing, but he thought better of it.
When a few more minutes passed and the next roar sounded like it came from further away, they could at least sigh in relief.
"I could help, if it came down to it," Ethan offered from the side, the duo’s eyes flickering over to the tied-up [Necromancer]. They’d added another round of ropes when they had to start hiding, which tied the man’s hands behind his back. It limited the possibility of a sudden sneak attack while in enclosed spaces, but Stig still wasn’t happy with it. If not for Theo’s repeated promises, the dwarf would have killed him the moment their plans went astray. "My magic works great on beasts, you know. There’s not much they can do against the erosion of organic material, especially not when it’s their own."
"And give you the opportunity to attack us when we’re preoccupied with fighting the beast? Not a chance," Stig said, looking over to Theo, who had a conflicted expression. "Don’t even think about it, Theo."
"He has a point, though," the [Rune-Crafter] commented, much to the frustration of the [Space Mage]. "We don’t have the firepower needed to kill something of that scale without a lot of time preparing another trap. If it comes down to our chances of surviving increasing by letting him fight, I’d rather free his hands than let him die shackled."
An extra fighter never hurt, though Theo understood the risks that came with it. Checking again, he saw the [Gale Runes] on the [Necromancer]’s back were still intact. While there was always a risk of Ethan attacking faster than he could react, it would require a monumental amount of effort before either he or Stig would be stopped from activating those fail-safes. If the [Necromancer] thought to betray them, he wouldn’t come out of it alive.
"…Fine," Stig finally relented. "But if anything else comes to stop us, we’re killing him. This is already past the limit of logic."
"On that, we can agree," Theo said with a grin. When the stomping came from far away in the distance, just barely audible even to Nero, the trio began to move once more. Weaving through the forest at whatever pace their tired bodies allowed, they did their best to avoid making any sound.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Sneak] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

At least the [System] appreciates my efforts.
Theo idly wondered about how long it had been since the blue boxes had appeared to notify him of upgrades. It was strange that the battle with Ethan had granted him nothing at all. While they’d pulverized the horde in mere minutes, shouldn’t something still have come out of their deaths? Why hadn’t they counted?
The thoughts filled his head as he continued on, predictions made along the way until a sudden pain came from his arm. It was the very same one that had been infected with the black maggots, though it seemed to have been handled enough for him to survive until they got back to the village.
Apparently that idea had been wrong, a torrent of what felt like cold electricity forcing itself through his forearm. His skin bulged outwards in waves, the black spots within pulsing at a rate that didn’t make sense. A [Holy Rune] was instantly applied as he went down onto his knees from the sheer pain, and it did help somewhat from what he could tell with [Mana-Sight].
"What did you do?" Stig half-shouted as an arrow found itself pointed right at the [Necromancer]. Ethan was quick to start backing away, but another barked order from the dwarf stopped him. "Move another step and I’ll kill you."
"It wasn’t his doing this time around," Theo commented. While [Mana-Sight] hadn’t been pushed to its maximum the entire time, he’d still had it on a lower setting that allowed him to see most changes in the air. With Ethan having walked in front, he had been able to see into the young man’s [Mana-Veins], and nothing out of the ordinary had appeared. No surges, no contractions, and nothing that hinted at the [Necromancer]’s hand being in play. "His monsters, yes, but nothing that he triggered manually."
"Listen to your friend on this one, please," Ethan requested, just getting a deeper frown from the archer. "I don’t have any reason to kill him off when you’re still around to kill me, right? It wouldn’t make sense for me to do anything."
The volume of the roar that pierced through the air afterwards didn’t help their situation either.
"With how suicidal you seem to be, I could assume you’d just lead the beast here and make sure we died with you," Stig proposed.
"I want to die as much as you do. You can trust me on that front."
"Maybe we should just start moving before that hulking thing figures out where we’re at?" Theo said, Stig just grumbling as Ethan began to move without another word. "But it might be attracted to that burst of mana that came from…whatever is happening in my arm."
Inspecting it again revealed more black dots inside. The [Holy Rune] was less effective, and, if the beast following them really was attracted to bursts of energy, he really didn’t want to see if applying it a second time would improve the state. The only true option was to run.
And that they did. More and more hours passed. The fog of mind was becoming more extreme as the sun started to set, but the repeated doses of adrenaline from the stalking beast were enough to keep them moving. Being tired was better than being dead, after all, and the human race didn’t survive by just giving up. Stamina was in Theo’s blood, no matter how much his legs were hurting.
"I can barely see," he complained as he switched over to [Mana-Sight] exclusively. While there was still a very slight hint of the sun on the horizon, the thick forest hid anything and everything in the deep shade. Only the whispers of [Mana] floating around kept him from stumbling at every step, though the fact that he could hear something getting closer didn’t help. "Hurry up."
Ethan was falling behind him and Stig, the [Necromancer] more tired than the two combined. While they were on the brink of collapse, Ethan had already passed that limit.
"I don’t think you should be the one—" the [Necromancer] nearly said until a rather thick root found itself in the young man’s path. With a small yelp, and with barely enough time to raise his arms, Ethan’s face met hard dirt and bark. A groan escaped him, and Theo could easily see the droplets of blood from a broken nose. "Maybe death is preferable."
Oh, we are having none of that today.
"You can die when we get back to the village," Theo replied quickly enough, grabbing at the ropes on the [Necromancer] and pulling him back onto his feet in an instant. Maybe it was because of his increased [Strength] or the adrenaline running through his veins, but the young man seemed surprisingly light. "Come on. It’s getting closer."
Way closer, actually, Nero shouting through their mental connection that they needed to pick up the pace. But they couldn’t. Even when Theo was able to force the [Necromancer] into a half-running state, and even when they returned to the path to speed up their travel, the [Familiar] continued to reply with worse and worse updates.
"It’s picked up on our trail," Theo informed the two others, relaying the information the rabbit was able to scour through the air. "It’s not spreading wide anymore. It’s just a direct sprint now. We’re going to be fighting this thing."
They stopped running then and there, and Theo was forced to start improvising. There was little chance that the chain of [Holy Runes] could do anything but distract the beast, so that was thrown away to the side. There were a few smaller chains of [Gale] and [Ignis Runes], but the latter would be a very bad idea to use against a beast with explosive gas.
"Is this about the time when I can get my hands back?" Ethan asked as Theo started separating the chains.
A brief conversation was had between Theo and Stig through sight alone, the forest dwarf not wanting to do it all, but he did finally respect the older agreement.
With a dagger to the outer edge of the rope, a thick knot was cut away and the blood could once again stream to the death mage’s hands. "Thank you for that. I can finally feel my fingers."
"Enjoy it while it lasts," Stig muttered, getting the [Necromancer] to stand in front again so they could continue watching him. Theo mostly let the forest dwarf do that, however, as he spread out the nearly filled [Gale Runes] across the road. "What are you doing with those? Didn’t you need physical contact to put through the mana?"
"Technically, yes, but I kinda realized that the rule can be pushed a little," Theo replied, thinking back to his days of making strings of [Mana] float through the air. "Everything’s interacting with everything. While I won’t be touching the [Runes], I’ll be in contact with something that is, whether that be the air around us or the dirt. I can choose either, depending on which transmits the energy with the lowest cost."
Making [Mana] hold its form outside of his body was a hard task to begin with, and factoring in the distance only made the headache grow at an exponential rate. But…it seemed that pushing it through a gas rather than a solid created a softer dropoff. The direct opposite of a [Rune].
"If it doesn’t mean you deplete your mana reservoirs halfway through a fight, then that sounds fine. I could just teleport a few of them instead, however," Stig pointed out. "Maybe try a repeat of the giant rabbit?"
"Maybe," Theo replied, handing the last three [Tier 1 Gale Runes] to the dwarf. There was also the [Tier 2 Gale Rune], but he was keeping that one for now. There hadn’t even been a chance to test it yet. "I’m somewhat limited to using bursts of wind and physical attacks here. Anything fancy you bring to the table, Ethan?"
"I can send out bolts of necrotic energy that make anything they touch rot rapidly, but without a few corpses and a few hours to work with, that’s all I can do for you," the [Necromancer] replied, making Theo click his tongue. He had been ready for something more than that, but he supposed this was all he could really get. The kid before him was meant to lead a horde of mindless monsters. With those already removed from the picture, there wasn’t much to come for. "I’m born as a back line mage."
"And that you will stay as, then," Theo concluded. "You stay in the back when the monster comes into sight. Stig, you stay with him and fire off arrows and try to come in with the [Teleported] [Gale Rune] when the opportunity comes around. I’ll stay in the front and hopefully draw its attention."
Firing off spells from a distance just wasn’t Theo’s fate, it seemed. The front line was his calling, all those increases to his [Physical Stats] finally being called upon. While he was perhaps tired, he could easily say he was the most physically capable of the three.
"You realize that its claws can and will cut through your flesh like it’s air?" Stig asked, Theo shrugging at the information. "Just needed to make sure."
"I’m the most defended of the three," Theo replied. With his shield, and the hard-leather armour he’d stolen from the first [Facility] so long back, he could take on a few hits before he would crumple. Hopefully. Glancing blows did seem possible to ward off. "Get into position. It’s coming."
His hopes of what he could muster in defence were now to be tested. Letting Nero jump from his shoulder and into the forest bushes, meant to hide until she could be useful, Theo looked down the road. The sun was entirely gone as night had started, the moon was just barely shining through the clouds, and none of that mattered when the massive beast could be seen even at midnight from a mile away. Stig’s idea had been correct. It was a dydra.
Three heads on one feathered body, long necks letting the beast gain a height nearly three meters tall. Each mouth was lined with fangs, the detail accentuated by the magical glow that came from within them. The first leaked green smoke, the second purple, and the third orange. Poison, wind, and flame, each head more than deadly on its own.
Kinda looks like duck heads, though.
Must’ve been, the feathered wings on the creation making Theo recognize the similarities once again. While the stomach and lower legs and tail of the beast did have some amounts of scales to show off, those thick feathers were undeniable.
The wrong line of thought to have before a fight was stopped when the twinge of a bowstring was heard, an arrow flying above Theo’s head and through the air at an incredible speed. In only two seconds of flight, it reached the leftmost head’s right eye.
"Take care of the green head first, if possible," Stig said. Theo felt like commenting that he should’ve said that a little sooner, but he just ignored that detail, getting his footing properly as he aimed his shield forward.
While the beast roared from the pain, its pace never stopped. Faster than a horse, and faster than some cars could muster, it charged Theo. Damn, it was too fast for comfort.
Luckily, another perk of having a high speed was the lack of an ability to stop. With the [Gale Runes] aligned on the path being rapidly approached, Theo forced [Mana] tendrils through the air and into the engravings. Steel plates aplenty were instantly lit.
Twenty meters away, the dydra noticed the distinct glow. It tried to stop, barely getting some success when it was within ten, but there was no real way to avoid them. In the span of a second, a choked roar came from the beast as a burst of air that could fragment Theo’s body hit its stomach. It barely put a dent in the creature.
But there was pain! There was a lot of pain, the beast stumbling for a moment as it regathered itself. Dazed, confused, Theo couldn’t care less what it truly was as he charged. When a draconic eye finally honed in on him, amongst the arrows coming through the air, it was too late.
[Shield-Bash] was pulled to its maximum as the [Tier 2 Impact Rune] was likewise activated. Theo’s entire body was put into the strike, his weapon of choice hitting the upper part of the dydra’s front right leg. While it might’ve been able to protect itself against such a strike normally, it had left itself open. A sickening crunch let the [Rune-Crafter] know he’d done the world a favour.
Meanwhile, though, he had let his guard down as well, the broken limb still having working muscles that struck out at him. Theo was able to barely deflect the sharpest of claws, but the blunt force was still enough to make him fly through the air for a moment.
"Are you alright?" Stig shouted to him as Theo rolled a few times on the ground before the momentum stopped and he could get up. Giving the forest dwarf a thumbs-up as he coughed away the pain, he studied the injury.
The dydra wasn’t regenerating the broken limb, the bone still pressing against the lower scales on the underside. But neither was it running away. If anything, it just looked angrier.
It’s a damn tank.
Having learnt its lesson, the creature didn’t try to close the distance again, instead firing off a green fog. Poison was the instant answer. Theo was forced to hold his breath as the second head blew it towards them at high speed. When a small crackle was heard from the third, he dived to the ground.
In under a second, the signature move had been achieved. In the next two, Theo lost a few hairs on the back of his head alongside some of the skin on his neck, the poison turning to fire and disappearing. The draconic creature wasn’t the only one feeling pain now.
Stig and Ethan had gotten out seemingly unscathed, at least. Both looked a little red in the face from the heat, Stig also blinking away spots, but this was doable. Rising once again, Theo could look at the beast just as the [Necromancer] finally showed his worth.
It wasn’t a bolt of pure blackness, since that wouldn’t have allowed for Theo to spot it through the darkness. It was more than black, darker than the void of light, and seemingly powerful enough to make the monster falter as its leftmost head was struck on the side. The same eye that Stig had successfully hit, the same eye now seeped out of the dydra’s skull. Flesh and feathers rotted instantly, barely held together as the head hit the floor like a half-molten metal. The head itself was still very much alive, of course, but Theo could see its insides now. The entire surface had been removed, green smoke seeping out of holes in its neck.
Was that what he would’ve ended up as if Ethan had hit him yesterday? Theo refused to think about it as Stig fired off another round of arrows, aiming at the exposed neck. It worked too well. The creature tried to move from its position, yet it was too late, the [Gale Runes] beneath already having been activated once again.
Another burst of air from beneath made the three legs remaining tremble. This shaking was enough to make Theo want to dive in and try to break another leg with his shield, but the dydra wasn’t completely stupid. In an instant, another wave of green smoke came from its broken head.
And with Theo’s close position to the attack, he would’ve gotten the brunt of it, those fangs almost ready to bite at him as a thick blast of air nearly blew him back by itself. If not for the fact that he spotted the third head approaching to once again turn on the fire, he might’ve died.
Instead, the [Tier 2 Gale Rune] proved its worth in a sticky situation, the unstable engraving blowing away all the nearby smoke from the dydra’s head. It was thin to light up, too thin to burn Theo to a crisp. The beast was dumbfounded, and another burst of Ethan’s necrotic energy mixed in with Stig’s never-ending stream of arrows pushed it to the brink. When it backed its head away to create distance, he struck.
He didn’t go for the remaining front leg, however, instead charging right to the chest of the beast. [Shield-Bash] was his only true trick at the moment, but damn did it work well. Striking right where the feathers switched to scales, he broke in upon the weak point and the [Impact Rune] made sure that the strike didn’t stop at the surface. Whatever meagre protections there were beyond the outer layer of the body didn’t matter anymore. The lower half of his shield was well inside the beast.
And also stuck, Theo realized as the beast went onto its back legs. He didn’t let go, therefore getting onto the top of the beast. Stig shouted something, but he couldn’t hear through the sheer volume of the monster’s screech.
Need to make the best of it.
If he couldn’t get the shield out, then neither would the monster be able to, those muscles in its chest making sure the weapon had no chance of moving without it relaxing. Using that to his advantage, Theo activated the [Runes] on his shield.
All of the [Runes], the [Gale] and [Ignis Runes] being put to their utmost use. The dydra could clearly feel them start to activate, its roar coming to a stop as it started to lower itself to the ground. Before it could focus on Theo, and before his work of art could activate, he lunged to the side and into the nearest bush. It barely stopped his fall, the branches breaking and stinging as he hit the hard ground, but it gave enough distance.
The [Gale Runes] were the first to activate, the chest of the dydra briefly expanding. Then the [Ignis Runes] came along, clearly having interacted with the beast’s inner deposits of green gas, as the expansion grew beyond what the feathery form could handle. A brief sound of pain was heard before the chest exploded, gore and liquid fire covering everything within twenty meters of the beast’s front.
That included Theo, sadly, though he only got the worst of it on his legs. A stream of burning liquid still hurt regardless, and a scream escaped his lips as a hiss came from his boiling skin. Nothing good at all.
"Theo! Shit, are you—" Stig began to shout until the forest dwarf screamed in similar pain. He wasn’t meant to have been hurt by the dydra’s death, and he should’ve been too far away for it anyway. Theo knew something was up.
I guess I was wrong.
"I was worried I was going to really die there, honestly," Ethan commented as he walked away from the injured forest dwarf.
Theo bit his tongue as he rose from the ground, ignoring the pain in his legs as he checked on Stig. Injured, a piece of his shoulder had been hit with some kind of paralyzer. He was alive, clearly in pain, and staring daggers at Theo. The forest dwarf had called it.
"And yet here we are, an idiotic brute killing my greatest catch yet for me while nicely donating not only his own, but the body of a dear friend as well. Drew is going to be so happy when he comes around to check on my progress."
Drew. That name was new to Theo, but reverence was clear from the [Necromancer]. A person of respect? Whoever he respected couldn’t be good.
"Is that your leader?" Theo said, wincing in pain as the open air touched his legs. The previous scarring just hadn’t been enough. "Why are you doing this anyway? Is it just because you can?"
"My goal is for the betterment of the world," Ethan said with a shrug, confidence clear in him as he looked straight at Theo. He needed to think, to distract himself enough to survive. "I understand that this might seem awful to you, but there’s a reason for it all. While you might not be around to see the salvation of mankind, the future thanks you for your—"
Instantly, the [Necromancer] lashed out with a bolt of necrotic energy, hitting Theo’s already-infested arm. The [Rune-Crafter] was back down on the ground as flesh fell from his forearm, the black worms granted a new burst of energy.
"Be a little less obvious next time," Ethan suggested, laughing as Theo’s [Mana] dissipated midair. He couldn’t control it enough to get to the [Gale Runes] still strapped onto the [Necromancer], but the attempt was amusing to the young man. And here Theo had thought there was a chance he could be redeemed. "Honestly, what do you think will happen with that weak attempt? That I’ll just be inspired by your greatness to give myself over?"
"Not really," Theo muttered, not able to muster anything louder than a whisper. From the coy smile on Ethan’s face, though, the message carried over well enough. He had his full attention. "But…I knew I couldn’t kill you myself anyway. I’m too weak right now, and that human face of yours hits a soft spot in me."
That seemingly struck a chord with the young man, a response on his lips before he realized the truth. A small thud was heard as Nero briefly landed on the [Necromancer]’s back before she leapt and glided away. A small interaction with the [Gale Rune], but just enough to insert the required energy and activate the final defense.
"No, no, no," Ethan shouted, fear and stress surrounding him as he tried to use his magic to tear away the [Rune]. Yet he couldn’t do it fast enough, the engravings lighting up. "No, please, I’ll do—"
Nothing but blood left the [Necromancer]’s mouth as the chest of the man caved in. A brief look of shock on Ethan’s face was all that was possible before the light went away and he fell to the ground dead.
Two monsters had been killed that night.
"Call me hopeless, but I thought you had a chance to not be a bad one," Theo told the corpse, rolling him off of his back as he pulled off the [Holy Runes]. He threw one to the still-angry forest dwarf, Stig able to somewhat move his limbs in erratic movements. "You were right, friend. I really shouldn’t have doubted you."
It was a miracle that the [Space Mage]’s tongue was still paralyzed, lest a thunderbolt of curses rain upon the [Rune-Crafter]’s. Instead, Theo could just lie down and enjoy the quiet for a while. There had been too much action for one day.




Chapter 63







Humanity Lost


In the past. 
The night stayed strong no matter how many hours they had walked. Drew was scared they’d need to hide once the sun was out, yet it couldn't find it in its heart to arrive. He couldn’t explain it, and Ajax didn’t have a clue about it either, so they simply had to assume it was the works of the gods above.
Maybe that means they accept what’s going to happen.
It was a bitter thought, one that would’ve soured Drew’s tongue if he still had one. There was nothing but bone now, though, and he could only walk along the aged road as Nox gave a comforting push from the side. The hound knew just how to cheer him up.
"We’re getting close," Ajax commented, the man’s deep voice rumbling as they reached familiar woods. At least…they were somewhat familiar, the positioning of the trees, the gravel road, and the bushes being what they could both remember, but the size of it all was way off. "How many years have gone by? Ten? Twenty?"
"Can’t be less than thirty," Drew guessed, looking at the tall and thick woods around them. He could remember running through this part of the forest as a kid, once easily able to weave between the thin trees. Now it was different. "There’s no chance for them to grow so big in anything less."
Ajax didn’t comment, head low as they continued on. Time had passed and they had a schedule to keep up with. Drew could already feel the air growing tense, the world sensing what was about to happen as they reached the apex of the next hill. Beyond it, the forest opened up into a large clearing.
They’d arrived.
The village had grown in their time away, the wooden walls around it having been replaced with thick stone. The population count had likely doubled as well, the space densely packed with buildings and lights of every size. Even with the night being oh so dark, there was life inside that nothing Drew had seen before could match. It was a beacon in a bad time, one of hope that was unparalleled.
And likewise, it was a secure village, the guards on the walls instantly able to spot Drew and Ajax as they slowly walked towards the gate. A bell rang, and it took only a minute for armoured fighters to rush through the gate towards them.
"Just like we planned?" Ajax asked, Drew nodding in response.
"We try to talk. If they refuse to listen, we do what we must," Drew commanded, letting the taller of the two take the stage as a throat was cleared. Idling behind, Drew simply took out his staff to balance on as a well-prepared flow of words left Ajax’s mouth.
Not that there were many listening to it at the moment. They weren’t focusing on the diplomatic attempts, instead entirely engrossed in charging towards the four. Drew couldn’t have that, raising his staff and hitting the ground with it. The effect was a small ripple at first, until it left the area of where they stood and became a mighty wave that went up to a regular person’s knees. Earth shifted, it all trembled, and the guards were forced to either stay very still or find their faces meeting the cold grass beneath their feet.
"Thank you," Ajax whispered before clearing his throat once again. "Hello to you all! While you might not remember me, and I might not be able to discern your names from your faces alone, I lived in this city many years ago. You killed me from a misunderstanding, and I forgive you for that, but I must request that your leader listen to my words."
It sounded logical, sounded pleasant, and it didn’t mention a single thing about Ajax wanting to have his revenge. Yet the word "kill" by itself was enough to make the guards tense, sweat spotted through the dim lights of the village. More were gathering on the top of the walls to watch the display, to figure out what they were going to do.
Preferably nothing, but it just isn’t meant to be.
"Charge!"
They had tried. Ajax sighed, clearly blaming himself for not being able to convince them with words alone. Drew just put a hand on his shoulder, taking the front once again. During his attempts to shake the earth, he’d noticed something a little interesting. There were bodies under their feet.
Old bodies, to be sure, but bodies nonetheless. There were no souls within them anymore, but Drew thought of that as a positive as he raised the ebony staff once more. The horde of people charging at them thought they were smart, that they were attacking with numbers on their side. And it might’ve looked like that until his staff finally hit the soft earth and the grass all around them withered in an instant.
The world was grey, but the people with murder on their minds didn’t care, too absorbed in their charge to even notice that skeletal hands dug out from beneath. It was only when the first unlucky few noticed their feet getting stuck that they had the mind to look down and observe the bones ploughing into their flesh.
Screams came first, the mighty understanding fear once more. Then came the resistance, spears, axes, and swords hitting the skeletal hands that were crushing flesh. It worked momentarily but only just, Drew fueling the bodies of old with the reserves that he’d gathered in the graveyard.
Using the grabbing hands as transmitters for the locations of every guard, Drew forced a burst of necrotic energy into living flesh. While Ajax’s healed forearm had been proof that it could do good, this was proof of the opposite. The screams turned guttural, some fainting from the sight before the pain registered in their minds. By the time the pulse was over with, every one of them fell to the ground regardless, the flesh on their legs rotten and their blood turned black. Drew hadn’t even needed to do more, that dark poison moving through their systems before he could spare them another glance.
Fifty guards, fifty souls that had fought for their home, dead in less than twenty seconds. The fear of necromancy was perhaps based on false truths, but there were clear reasons why it should never be allowed into the wrong hands. All it took was for the wielder to let go of their humanity and they could take on forces so much greater than before.
That means I have a chance in the end.
"Shall we?" Drew said, gesturing for the gate quickly to be closed as the people within the village shouted at each other. The sheer chaos inside made it hard to decipher what was truly being said, but it wasn’t hard to guess the overall meaning. They were scared, and rightfully so. "Ajax, are you there?"
"What?" the tall man said, eyes focusing back on the real world as he looked away from the many corpses slowly getting back to their feet. The dead were still most certainly dead, their souls removed and their bodies connected to Drew’s orders. They would serve without question. "Oh…yes, I am. We can go in."
A moment of consideration was had, Drew looking into the eyes of his former leader. There was still humanity within, an echo of the empathy of his former compatriot. Drew didn’t try to lie to himself about it being extinguished within, and there was certainly still a tinge in his heart when he looked at the field of the living dead, but the years in darkness had made him lose some kind of humanity. Maybe it was for the best to still have somebody around that was somewhat human, though, if only to work as a barrier against Drew fully losing it. By the end, he needed enough stability that his objective could be finished and that he could rest.
"Splendid! Let’s move along, then."
And so they did, a quick command making the newly undead stay behind and gather their weapons. The necrotic attack had made some of the leather armour on the undead fall off or fall into an instant state of disrepair, but Drew didn’t care too much. They were already dead, after all. He could just bring them back.
"Would you mind opening up?" Drew said as he made a few knocks on the gate. The shouting within the village had subsided somewhat, but…what was that strange bubbling? Ajax could hear it as well, the man frowning as he looked upwards. “Do you know what that is?”
“I don’t have the faintest idea,” Ajax replied with a voice of wonder.
Drew didn’t do well on it, since he had no answers to find, and simply put a hand on the wooden gate. While it would be harder to force his way through the stone wall, the organic barrier was much easier to manipulate. A simple stream of energy made the wood rot at an exponential level, the material experiencing decades of decay every second.
“Above us!”
The grinding of metal that reached Drew’s ears hinted as much. Craning his head, he could just about spot the tip of a giant metal pot, one that took clear effort to move around. There was some questioning about what the mass of people holding it were trying to do until the pot was turned over and hissing oil began to fall down towards them.
No thanks.
Raising a barrier that really wasn’t meant for such a constant pressure of heated liquid, Drew diverted the burning oil away from them and over to the dead grass. While some still spilt onto his newly fledged army, their dead flesh instantly hissing and falling onto the ground in response, it was better than getting it on himself. Even he could feel the heat from a good distance away.
“I suppose dirty tricks are fair,” Drew said, just wondering how they had been able to heat such a large amount in so little time. Maybe a magical artefact of some kind? They’d figure it out when they got inside. “Please step away from the gate.”
He didn’t give those people time to understand or react to his words as he forced much more energy into the degrading process. Putting a little kick into it as well, he built up a physical force that made the remains of the defence fly into the village, hitting a few unlucky guards and crushing them instantly. Screaming started up again, but Drew couldn’t make himself care at the moment, instead manually taking care of any of the guards that tried to play the hero by charging them.
“This village truly has grown,” Drew commented as tendrils of necrotic energy flew through the streets to envelop any of the slower people fleeing. They hit all who tried to attack with deadly accuracy, the magical constructs going through metal and flesh alike with no hesitation. "There have to be at least a few thousand living inside here now. Hopefully, that’s enough."
"Maybe more than enough, even," Ajax said, an unsaid suggestion made. The necromancer glanced at the man, and uncertain eyes looked back. "We only need warrior bodies, right? I don’t see why we need to kill children. Maybe we could leave a few of the adults with them as well, and let them move along to some of the nearby villages."
There was an edge of worry about leaving some to flee, Drew not wanting any of the holy churches to start out on a crusade to kill him. Then reality settled in, and he realized that there probably weren’t the resources or people to do such a thing now when the continent had been left mostly barren of life.
"That’s…fine with me, actually," he said, relief washing over the taller one. "You figure out which of the adults feel up for it, though. I don’t think they’ll want to listen to the skeleton with tendrils sticking out of his back."
"You sure?" Ajax said, poking at the ethereal darkness that escaped the necromancer. "I think they would be in awe of somebody as mighty as you. Not everybody can say they’ve got a hundred limbs."
Drew just shook his head as he continued his work, a few strange responses from the tendrils furthest away giving him some confusion. This village was mostly a self-feeding loop for him now. He was fueled by death, and the fuel allowed him to kill a few more, establishing a cycle of increasing energy and rate of attacks. The entire village was covered by the cloud of tendrils, their dark forms filling the sky. And yet… There were a few places where it didn’t work as it was supposed to, one area in particular taking much more energy than it was providing.
It gave nothing at all while it burned Drew’s energy away near-instantly. That couldn’t be good.
"We have something I might need your help with," he said, walking along as he ordered his army to spread out and find stragglers, adding that they had to herd up the children. In the meanwhile, he and Ajax had a mystery to solve. "Something’s going on in the middle of the village."
"Somebody you can’t kill?" Ajax asked, the tall man double-checking his sword along with the arrow on his back. "Because if you can’t kill them, there’s a good chance that I can’t either."
"I can’t guarantee it’s a person."
That confused the archer as much as it did Drew, but both moved along anyway. Nox growled by his side, not liking the change in scenery as they moved down an alley of sorts. The village had grown dense in the middle, stone roads replacing the gravel from before alongside the houses themselves squeezing side by side. It was a wonder that they had built so much with so few resources.
They must’ve worked hard to survive.
It was a bitter end for them, though, and the necromancer behind their demise had to hold in a sigh. Ignoring the people quivering in their hiding places as he passed by, he finally located the building that his tendrils couldn’t penetrate.
"Looks like they built a temple while we were away," Ajax said, muttering as he read the engraved words on the temple doors. Drew couldn’t read them himself, as his magic-powered vision was blocked, but the taller man had no issues with such trivialities. "‘Beware, for only those cleansed may enter.’ That doesn’t sound like Aeos’s teachings to me. Do you think it might be Moira’s?"
"It’s the word of Ezna," a voice from within spoke. It was frail, old, clearly not long for this world and yet so confident in tone. Drew didn’t say anything as one of the temple doors was opened to allow the sight of a white-robed man. "He believes that the only true acceptance is from the gods, that what is deemed right and wrong isn’t for mortals to decide, and that perfection is never reached outside of infinity. He is absolute, and your influence within his temple has been rejected."
A minor setback, though Drew could finally understand how  the obliteration of his tendrils had been instant. Nowhere else in the village did he experience it, so it made sense that the cause behind the destruction of his creations came from the holy.
If only he could accept that the temple was left untouched, for he could sense the hundreds of living within. While there were children amongst them, many more adults were scuttling against the thick stone walls and pillars. Their bodies were needed.
"Stay here for a moment," Drew said, confident in himself as he began to walk forward. As he used his staff to aid him as he approached the temple doors, the old cleric didn’t move or try to stop him in the slightest. There was no reaction from him at all. "What do you think will happen if I try to walk inside this temple?"
"Ezna will judge you, and decide whether or not to let you in," the old cleric replied. "Normally, rejections only mean you get pushed out, but…with what happened to your other parts, it could mean your early demise."
It would mean an early end to my work.
Drew considered it for a moment before he took the last step inside. The cleric just looked at him for a moment, seemingly awaiting something to strike the necromancer down. But, standing beside him at the entrance, he knew nothing maimed him at all.
Ezna believed that the word of the gods was absolute, and his task had been granted to him by the God of Death. There were no questions to be had.
"It seems…that Ezna thinks you’re worthy of entering this sacred sanctum, no matter what it might entail," the cleric said, seemingly scared at first before a sense of peace came upon him. "I had started to think I could understand the perspective of Our Lord, but it seems my old age has made me arrogant instead. If you intend to kill us all, necromancer, I request that you start with me first."
"I haven’t come to kill you all, though most will fall before day breaks," Drew said, the cleric nodding before a skeletal hand reached the old man’s shoulder. A quick prayer was allowed before his life force was put out, screams starting within the temple to match those outside.
The adults were taken care of quickly, and the children, with the help of Ajax from the outside, were herded into the gathered group at the village centre.
"Do you think I would be allowed inside if I tried to enter?" Ajax asked as Drew left the temple once again. "You’ve got the task from a god, but…I’m just coming along to help."
"Helping me fulfill a god’s request would make you as worthy as I am. I think so, at least," Drew replied with a shrug. Neither of them wanted to test it out, fearing what the result would be for different reasons. "The mindless ones have taken care of most of the remaining people. Do you want to help herd up the last few and see if they want to flee to the nearby villages with the children?"
There was little chance of getting a no to that question. As one, they left the carnage behind and walked towards the village centre. Even without having to force it, Drew could feel the many corpses rise. A village of a few thousand had turned into his army. They were getting closer so quickly.




Chapter 64







Nobody Won the Battle


In the past. 
The people had been rounded up. They looked scared, shaking in the dark as the horde of their former friends looked upon them with empty eyes. Some of the undead were missing eyeballs entirely, various cutlery having been forced through them and ripped out during the initial collection of the survivors. Instead of their flesh, though, natural blue flames had started to flicker around. Drew thought it was a nice addition to the aesthetic, since it did slightly distract him from the continually rotting flesh. Many of these new entries in his army would be skeletons before dawn.
"Can everybody hear me?" Ajax shouted to the gathered masses, some of the children shrieking as the tall undead’s voice reached their ears. Drew redirected his attention to the living, knowing he couldn't distract himself any longer. He needed to see this, even if it hurt inside. "I’ll take that as a yes. My name is Ajax, if any of you recognize that name…?"
Nobody spoke, no eyes glinting in recognition. The lack made both of the sentient undead deflate a little, the act further proof that they had been gone for far too long. There was nobody here above the age of forty, but he had still expected something from them. Had their names not been noted in the written word? Drew supposed that the living would rather forget the tragedy and how hasty they had been, but there had to be limits.
"That’s a shame," Ajax muttered under his forgotten breath, the tall man shaking a little as dead nerves were calmed. "No matter! You know my name now, and that should be enough. I know you’re wondering why you are currently alive and not converted like the others. That’s because…we have what we came here for, and we don’t need more of you. If any of you want to take the children and flee the village, possibly to one of the others nearby, feel free to do as much. We won’t give chase and you will likely not see us again."
Drew noted the non-promise in the last sentence. Even Ajax knew that there was a chance of them needing more bodies to work with, that their current count wouldn’t be enough. He was likely right, honestly, and that just made it all worse.
At least we can give them some more time in this world before they’re sent to the next.
"Why do you think we would ever lead you to our brethren elsewhere? Do you think we are idiots?" one of the men shouted from within the gathered circle of survivors. Drew took a look at the man, recognizing some of the sharper features on his face. The height was a little off from what he could recollect, but the necromancer could swear he’d seen him before. Maybe a child of a former hunter? A grandchild, even? "We refuse to be mere lures for your sick machinations."
"What? No! I already said that we weren’t going to follow you," Ajax refuted, but there was little that could be done from then on, the crowd becoming restless as insults of all kinds were thrown at them. Drew personally didn’t take it too hard, knowing the circumstances they were currently in, but the trembling form of his former hunting leader was wearing down on him. An attempt to help, to spare the children and give them a chance to grow old and mighty, was rejected through fear and anger well placed. It all made sense and that made it hurt so much more to watch. "Listen, I give you my word that—"
"Your word?" one of the women said, Drew noting the two kids clutching at her legs while a third was held in her arms. The oldest couldn’t have been more than seven while the youngest had no chance of being above three. "You kill, you destroy, you twist the dead into these sickening displays, and you think that your word will carry anything but filth? Death will take us into his clutches before we let more fall to the same fate as us."
Everything was said while the kids just held on tighter, more crying was heard as the fates of the people began to be set in stone. Ajax looked at Drew for some kind of guidance, some kind of trick that would make their idea work, but the necromancer could do nothing but shrug. These people refused to leave, just sitting on the ground with the children as they awaited death.
He isn’t ready to look at this.
Drew’s thought alone was enough for one of the mindless undead to grab Ajax’s arm, a mild pull making the leader walk down the road and towards one of the larger buildings. It was hopefully some kind of administrative building, since it was just about in the same spot as the old one back when Drew still had pink skin to call his own.
"Now…" he said when Ajax entered the building. Looking over the sitting crowd, their eyes hollow as they thought their fates sealed, he knew what needed to be done. They refused to flee to safety, their beliefs enough to force his hand. "He really would’ve let you leave, you know. I accepted that, even if it meant a slight decrease in my odds of completing my task because it meant so much for him. But…you all just can’t accept that, and I don’t blame you for it. Please say your last goodbyes now."
Parents shushed the crying kids, eyes closing as people embraced. Drew spent a few secondsgathering up a spiral of necrotic energy above the people, enough to make it instant. When it looked to be enough, Drew forced it into the bodies with a mental strength like never before. There wasn’t enough time for anybody to cry out, much less even feel anything, piles of rotten flesh and bones clattering to the stone ground alongside a few patches of cloth.
"You should’ve accepted the offer," Drew commented as he walked away, making some of the mindless gather the bones into prepared bags.
He didn’t think Ajax was ready to see their converted states just yet, so he just joined him inside the administrative building instead. "Did you find anything yet?"
"Nothing about the state of the world except the date," Ajax replied, walking back into the entrance area with a larger leaflet of papers. Handing them to the necromancer, the taller one pointed at the top left of the page. "It’s worse than we thought."
"Fifty damned years," Drew muttered, his skull hurting as he sat down on one of the chairs. It began to passively rot until he could contain his emotions again, a sigh reverberating through the wooden structure. "First seven and then fifty. If we die again, it’ll likely be too late to fix this."
That was if they even could get back after dying again, and Drew was not sure if he had the mental energy to do it. He would try, sure, but there was only so much that dedication could do. Putting his hands over his eyes, the snout of Nox was quick to press against him.
"Oh, where have you been?" Drew questioned as he scratched the hound's fur. She barked at him, clearly expecting him to somehow decipher it into understandable speech, but the necromancer was still far away from that capability. Instead, he could only look at Ajax’s darkened face again. "Do you think you might be able to find anything about the locations of other villages here?"
The intent behind finding their locations was clear, and they both knew it.
"Yeah…they would’ve been stupid to not have some kind of map around," Ajax replied, slowly sorting through the many bookcases that lined the large room. "Even without it, I still know which of the other villages survived the initial attack. Some of them might’ve been left behind in the past fifty years, but it would be a start."
That it would. Letting the former hunting leader sort through the decades of documents, Drew went back outside to look through his new horde. Most of them were just standing around, but he'd asked a few to look through their old homes and find anything that could be of use. While the souls had left the bodies the instant they’d been converted, the brains still held some form of idle memory.
At least, that was the excuse he gave when too many of the undead brought back paintings, diaries, and various assortments of ancient cookbooks. Even in death, the subjective value of emotion was worth more than the intrinsic value of gold and magical tools.
"But if you have any of the latter, now would be a good time to bring it out," Drew voiced as a good handful of the mindless undead walked away to fulfill his orders. 
That was at least something, he reflected, leaning on his staff as he felt a wave of tiredness wash over him. He needed rest, and that sun still wasn’t approaching the horizon just yet. Were nights usually this long? Even during the winter, the dark hours didn’t stretch for so long. "Almost like somebody is pushing the limit of what’s possible."
He could’ve sworn a deep chuckle came from behind him, but there was nothing to see when he turned around.
Forgetting it quickly, he tried to make the best of the time he had as he thought back to his initial fight from before they’d even reached the gate. He’d used the collection of old bones outside to take care of the many guards, forcing energy through the corpses and funnelling it into the living. While the main focus then had been the destructive effect on the guards, time had allowed Drew to realize that the opposite had been done for the undead.
With a minor force of will, the most stable of the ancient corpses was made to enter the gates and go over to Drew. While it wasn't obvious at first, a few more seconds of observation did allow the necromancer to spot the enhanced swirlings of necrotic energy inside the bone marrow. A test quickly let him know that the durability had been greatly enhanced when compared to the untouched versions. That was certainly interesting.
So…can I make them more powerful?
There was no time like the present to figure out just that, Drew making a row of somewhat put-together undead before him. Starting with the first in line, he repeated the action of making the necrotic energy move through the undead before returning to the necromancer in a form of a circuit. The initial results weren’t too bad, the skin of the monster looking more like a living person’s as the grey colouring turned more pink, but there was a clear limit to what mere residue could do. There were some results about the muscles expanding or condensing, but everything disappeared the moment the necrotic energy returned to Drew again.
"So you need to keep it?" the necromancer muttered. The undead before him didn’t say a word, dead eyes looking at him unblinkingly. "Fair enough."
The idea of a circuit was cut short as Drew simply made the energy of the damned rest inside an undead. From there, the results were incredible, the dead flesh greedily absorbing everything into itself. Bones became dense, the muscles expanded, and the undead itself grew a head taller within a mere minute.
Then it promptly exploded in a mass of black blood and rotten organs, giving everything standing on the street a full coating of putrid ooze. Drew had to use his finger bones to get the worst of it out of his skull, half of an eyeball just refusing to leave his insides.
"So there’s either an upper limit of how much energy you can take, or there’s an upper limit on how much you can be injected with improperly," he commented. An attempt to remake the scattered undead didn’t work, sadly, leaving him with the requirement of being more careful with the next one. He had a finite amount of bodies to work with, and spending them on bad experiments didn’t help anybody. "Maybe it’s about a focus rather than just a general idea of enhancement?"
Limiting the funnelling of necrotic energies to the left arm of the next undead, Drew did see markedly better results. Evenly distributing it among the different muscles, tendons, and bones did increase how much the body could take. The necromancer would have felt giddy if not for the sight that came from his research.
A regular man with the arm of a giant, corded muscle throwing the undead off-balance by a large margin. That the monster could reach the manipulated hand down below its knees while standing upright really did make an amusing sight.
"Let’s try to even it out, though," Drew said, quickly trying to do the same to the other arm. When that was successful as well, the necromancer perhaps became a bit more hasty with his work, filling out the lower parts in rapid fashion. When the left leg promptly penalized his actions by exploding, he could only sigh. "At least I can remake that…right?"
It was very expensive energy-wise to do, as he soon found out. Repairing chunks of bone and flesh from a pre-established limb was relatively easy, but outright regrowing it wasn’t fun at all. By the time he got halfway to the knee, the necromancer had to wait for his internal reserves to replenish.
Would be so much easier if I could just slap one of the other’s legs on him.
…
No, it couldn’t be that easy.
"Fetch me a—oh, okay," Drew began to order, but one of the mindless undead had already brought him the bag of gathered bones. How weirdly thoughtful.
Taking out what seemed to fit for a leg, mostly relying on what his unconscious processes were telling him, he made them float over to the still-standing undead who was using the giant arm to counterbalance the still-missing leg. Removing his previous work from the bottom of the creature, Drew tried to focus on a new set of repairs with the added bones as a focal point.
After a bit of brute force, something seemingly snapped and the body readily accepted the new additions. It took some effort to readjust the length and size to mimic the original, but the necromancer could hardly care, the costs of repairs becoming a fraction of a fraction of the original. That meant for any of the undead that he enhanced, he could repair them if they ever got too much of their bodies destroyed. It was glorious, another tool added to his arsenal.
Doesn’t that also mean I can just put together undead as I want to?
A brief idea of making a dragon out of bones crossed Drew’s mind before he threw it away. It was something he could do when he had bodies to spare and had any clue about how dragons worked. Trying to make a skeletal structure purely based on ‘what looked right’ was a recipe for disaster.
His current work, however, was anything but. With a new layer of patience in his work, the man was able to steadily increase the size of the undead before him. The legs were dealt with easily, the core body having the same level of difficulty. Some peculiar issues with the upscaling around the upper back made any kind of flexibility a hard task for the creature, but Drew was able to remove that by just extending a few muscles. By the end, he had a giant of a man that easily stood a head or higher than even Ajax.
"Just what have you been doing out here?" the man himself questioned as he left the administrative building behind, the tall undead looking at the nearby houses painted with black blood. It was quite the abhorrent sight, Drew supposed, glad that both he and Ajax couldn’t smell anymore. "Wait. Did you do that?"
"Do what?" Drew asked as the archer pointed at the giant of a monster behind him. Was it breathing? The necromancer could swear its chest was moving. "Oh. Yes. Doesn’t look too bad, right?"
"I… No, I guess it doesn’t," Ajax replied after a few seconds of deliberation, though his expression turned into one of displeasure when he inspected it a bit more. "Might need to find some pants for that thing, though. I get it’s mindless and all, but there are limits on what I can be seen next to."
Drew felt like pointing out that the sight of them wouldn’t be taken positively anyway, pants on the giant or not, but he supposed that some manner of decency was expected. Taking two of the bags that had been found, he cut them up and made them into some very crude imitations of pants. Necrotic energy wasn’t meant for such things, but Drew’s former profession did allow him to make something that looked decent enough.
"That works for you?" the necromancer asked, Ajax sighing as he nodded. "Great. Did you find anything noteworthy inside while I was out there?"
"Not much more than a list of items in their treasury," Ajax replied, putting up a hand before Drew could get too excited. "It’s mostly old wine, some smaller amounts of jewellery, and some rare fruit seeds. Nothing that can help us."
A shame, though Drew hadn’t expected much. Even the so-called magical trinkets that the mindless undead had brought back hadn’t been too interesting. Broken magical gems previously hidden away, some kind of rock that turned hot when he touched it, and an assortment of old gears from the ancient elves couldn’t be useful for them.
"How does that work, by the way?" Ajax asked, bringing the necromancer out of his thoughts once again. "You just, what, order them to grow bigger?"
"It’s more just me focusing on specific parts of the body, making a fixed rate of energy that travels inside while giving it the constant idea of growing stronger and taller, and—" Drew began to explain before the taller of the two just gave him a blank look. "…Yes, I just order them to grow bigger."
"Wouldn’t be too bad to be a little stronger," the archer commented after a few seconds of contemplation. "Lost a lot of strength when this happened. Do you think it might be possible to give me a dose of whatever he got?"
Drew supposed that wasn’t a problem. A minute more of talk resulted in the archer relaxing as his body slowly grew. There was no need to reach the same levels of sheer mass as the first test, but getting a bit of meat on the arms was not an issue either. By the end, the necromancer could safely assume that he looked like an ant next to the archer.
"This is not bad," Ajax said, testing out the new muscle on his body as he stood on his hands. Then one hand, then he put it down to three fingers before the limit was reached. "I feel so…light."
"Don’t damage yourself, please," Drew pleaded as Ajax tried to lift one of the wagons beside the road. He nearly got it off the ground before he and the necromancer stopped in their tracks, a light in the distance distracting them. It wasn’t the light of the sun, though, since they seemingly still had an hour to work with before dawn. No…it was the light of flames. "A hunting party returning so late?"
"It wasn’t too uncommon back when I was the leader," Ajax said as they reached the top of the wall, looking on as the group of hunters left the tree line and began to approach the village. They’d be there in a few minutes. "Hogs were easier to catch off guard, so it was worth the tired days."
"Good to know. It’s bad news for them, however," Drew commented, going silent as the hunters stopped their approach a hundred meters away from the gate. "It seems they’ve caught on. I can handle them alone if you want."
Ajax looked ready to accept his offer for a moment before he shook his head. Tapping the sword that looked weirdly small in the man’s hand now, he took a deep breath.
"No, I can deal with this. It’s just seven of them," the archer said. He wanted to take them alone? Drew wasn’t sure that was—"I can’t just sit in the back lines all the time, you know. With these enhancements of yours, this should be easy for me."
Physically? Yes, Drew could agree with that any day of the week. Mentally? That was a question he wasn’t so sure about, that conflicted expression of Ajax staying as he walked through the gate alone. Drew just accepted the request, staying behind and overlooking it all from the top of the wall.
Even if he falls, I can bring him back.
The seven hunters didn’t fire upon Ajax from the get-go, but the air was clearly thick with tension as the tall man approached. From a distance, words that Drew couldn’t make out were traded. It seemed heated, lasting a good minute before the hunters finally fired off the first arrow, one that landed in Ajax’s shoulder. It looked deep enough to have almost pierced all the way through.
It was a strike that would’ve brought most to their knees in pain. Ajax just pulled it out, though, a few more words said before a sword left its scabbard. The hunters that had melee weapons did the same, though most just had skinning knives or shortswords. Against a giant of an undead, it was pitiful.
Dodging the next arrow and deflecting the third, Ajax was upon the first hunter in the blink of an eye. The enhancements increased more than just strength, speed going past inhuman as a head fell to the ground. An attack from the right was sidestepped before another hunter was impaled through the heart. Two down within ten seconds and the remaining five barely took twenty, Ajax weaving around any attack with ease. Even when a dagger went through the undead man’s back, there wasn’t a single flinch before the final hunter lost the light of life.
For an archer, you certainly know how to handle a sword.
Ajax didn’t seem happy about that fact, however. The grim expression was still on the warrior as he rejoined the necromancer. There wasn’t any regret, but it was clear the killing didn’t bring any type of joy. In a way, Drew was relieved about that fact. One more fight was over. Now they just had a million more to get through.
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A Silent Sun


Theo didn’t feel too well on his feet. Maybe it was the aches in his muscles or the headache that just didn’t stop getting worse by the hour or…thinking about it some more, there wasn’t actually a third thing. The two actually present were just too far-reaching for him to actually think about properly. 
Or maybe that’s just the headache talking.
Whatever aches were or weren’t there, Theo knew well that the sounds of the world were getting annoying. With a certain [Necromancer] dead and gone, and a just-as-dead dydra lying around at the time, he and Stig had tucked in for a few hours to let the worst of the night pass them by. It’d been less than five hours before they needed to move once more, however, and the worst thing of all was that the [Space Mage] had refused to leave the corpses behind.
"Why can’t you just help pulling the sledge for a while?" Theo asked for the third time that hour, getting an empty look from the forest dwarf in question. "Rope’s killing my back, and it’s not everybody that can even handle dragging along half a ton of dead meat, you know."
The dead dydra probably weighed a bit less than that, seeing as most of its internal organs had been forced into the forest, but damn, it still made clear dents as it was dragged along the gravel road. If not for his increases in [Strength], he knew he wouldn’t have been able to drag it to begin with.
"Stupid people get to do the brain-dead tasks, and you, my friend, fit that box too well," Stig replied, though there was a muttered promise about helping when they got a bit closer to the village. Theo accepted that, saving his breath for the pulling. The dydra was at least meant to be worth a lot, the scales themselves being quite lucrative for those who wanted lightweight yet very durable armour. If not for the amount of gold that they’d get for selling it off, he could almost see himself getting a suit of it.
But getting some kind of monetary value to their names was more important. They couldn’t be poor forever, and Theo had heard the prices of the inns that would be present in the cities they’d soon visit. Exorbitant pricing didn’t scratch the surface of what they needed to prepare for if the whispers of the wandering traders were to be believed. Expensive and dangerous. The perfect mix for any idiot to step into.
At least it won’t be as dangerous as before, with the upgrades.
He was getting that gun of his when they finally reached Oslaker, Theo supposed, though there was a horde of messages from the [System] that helped as well. As it turned out, finally taking care of the [Necromancer] and a mighty beast was all he needed for a sea of notifications to pop up. Who’d have guessed?
[Dydra] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [14] to [15]. [2] points have been granted.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 9] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Shield-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
User can now access [Shield Styles].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
User can now detect unique [Mana-Signatures].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 9].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Transform Shield] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 3].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Barehanded Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Beginner 5] to [Beginner 8].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Pain-Resistance] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 5].

New [Skill] learned!
[Fire-Resistance] has been added to your [Skill-Collection].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Fire-Resistance] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 3].

There was quite a lot to go through. Both [Shield-Mastery] and [Mana-Sight] had reached [Novice 1], the former allowing something called [Shield Styles] that Theo couldn’t get any information on while the latter allowed him to see unique [Mana-Signatures]. He had already thought himself possible of as much, but…the change was certainly there, the surroundings changing slightly in his magical sights. While the colouring of the grass and trees didn’t differ from before, he could somewhat separate it all into individual parts. The leaves weren’t identical anymore, though he couldn’t say how he could tell. It was just a feeling.
A few other [Skills] had also increased, and the new level-up had allowed him to put two more points into [Wisdom], but Theo mostly focused on the newly gained [Fire-Resistance]. It was ironic that his body had started to grow a sort of immunity from being burned constantly. Maybe this was his body’s way of sending him a complaint? If anything, it just made Theo wonder about how much he could withstand.
I’m not going to try, but it’s a fun thought.
He’d had enough of fire anyway, his legs still hurting from the burns that the dydra’s exploded corpse had caused. He’d used a [Holy Rune] a few times now, but it was clear that some strands of fabric were still stuck in his skin. He needed an educated person to have a look at that when they reached the village.
Giving it his all, he pushed the makeshift sledge along the gravel road for another three hours, Stig helping with the last as Oslaker slowly came into sight. Nero could apparently smell it long before the point they caught sight, though, the stench of living reaching that delicate nose of hers somehow.
It was honestly a wonder she could notice anything at all from within that massive corpse, Theo personally unsure how she even got air while munching down on so much half-burnt meat. He’d promised that she could take her share of it all while they got to the village, but she was clearly pushing what should’ve been possible with somebody of her size.
Did she grow?
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 100%

Your [Familiar] has levelled up!
The level has increased from [3] to [4].
[Physical] has increased by [1] point.
[2] points have been granted.

That explained that. Putting the two free points into the [Mental Stat], Theo was sad to learn that it did nothing but make her question when she could eat something like this again.
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 4(0%)
Profession: -
Health(HP): 57/57
Stamina(SP): 76/76
Mana(MP): 41/41
Stats
Physical: 20
Mental: 17
Soul: 7
Available Points: -

Progress was progress, at least. Taking his mind off the rounded rabbit, Theo put his focus back on the distant shouts from the village. It seemed that their loot had been noticed from on top of the walls, the gate opening up to allow a good handful of armoured guards their way.
"Do you think they’ll want the dydra for themselves?" Theo asked, Stig shrugging in response. "Or…that they’ll question the dead body?"
"Now that I don’t question," the [Space Mage] replied, some form of wit reaching his tongue as they stopped in their tracks and red-faced dwarves approached them. "Don’t say anything stupid."
"I never do," Theo muttered just as the guards got within earshot, a final signal sent his way from Stig before they tried to stand somewhat relaxed. The spear ends pointed their way made it clear that there was to be no funny business at all. "Hello there, sirs. Would any of you remember this handsome face of mine?"
A muffled clap was heard through the morning air as Stig put his hands over his face. The guards looked rather uncertain when the question came along, though one did study the blood-coated man for a few silent seconds before some kind of recognition arose.
"He’s the one who had a vision of Moira last week!" the guard exclaimed, the others widening their eyes in response as they studied Theo with different eyes than before, uncertain whether to believe it or not. "Wait…aren’t you two the ones who were talking with that crazy, purple-loving bastard as well?"
"Sybren Kuiper?" Stig asked.
"Yeah, that’s the one," the guard said again, shaking the [Space Mage]’s hand as a large grin formed on his face. Any kind of tenseness present before was gone instantly, the others relaxing as a somewhat jolly mood came about. "Walked around complaining about your absence since he got some kind of letter. Was annoying to deal with. My name’s Gizek, by the way."
Names were quickly exchanged, but the [Rune-Crafter] had something else on his mind. The old mage was out of his house looking for them? Theo could hardly believe that, knowing just how much the old [Space Mage] hated any temperature even close to the normal standards. How he could stand having his house be like a furnace was a question impossible to answer.
"So should we expect that the corpse you brought along is the necromancer you were tasked to deal with?" Gizek asked, pointing at the broken body strapped onto the sledge beside the dydra. The others must’ve not noticed that detail, the larger dead body distracting any and all. Theo couldn’t blame them, nodding at the guard’s inquiry. "Thought so. We were warned by the priestess that we’d be seeing an unusual corpse within a week, but I’d never have thought it would be quite like this. Tell me, how did you manage to defeat a dydra by yourself? I don’t believe there’s many around who would dare such a stunt."
"A story best retold to a great audience at another time," Theo replied before anybody could get any good ideas, the mildly energized Stig included. While the [Space Mage] had been too tired to show his true colours as of late, this was right down his alley. "If you would allow it, could we get some help pulling this thing into the village? I imagine some would be happy to buy the materials."
It took little convincing to get the help from that point, the group pushing the sledge straight through the gate before anybody could say otherwise. The [Necromancer]’s corpse had been draped in a tarp to hide it, but the dydra was on grand display as they travelled through the village and finally reached the temple. Zayra was waiting for them outside it, a weak smile on her face.
"Moira’s word never fails to deliver," the old priestess said, taking away the cloth to glance at the youthful face of Ethan. A look of displeasure was briefly shown before serenity once again replaced it. "You have done well, you two, and your reward shall be equal to your efforts.
"But first, I believe that your injuries need tending to. Those burns can’t be good for anybody."
Nobody questioned her word, the duo silently following along as they entered the temple.




Chapter 66







Rolling in Coin


Theo winced as a piece of his arm was ripped out, flesh vanishing into the air as quickly as it was replaced, only black slugs remaining in the open space. It was a disgusting sight, though one which gave him relief like never before. It was like taking a deep breath after hours underwater. 
"That should be the last of those filthy things," Zayra cheerfully stated as the final black worms were levitated into the roaring fireplace. A few screeches were heard from within the flames before a puff of black smoke announced their end. "While Moira did confide in me that you two would succeed, I’d hoped that it wouldn’t have come with such great costs in flesh. You humans are too happy to let yourselves be injured."
"I knew that I could be healed from anything but death, so I just did what I had to," Theo said, lying through his teeth as he surveyed the new skin on his arms and legs. While his armour was still quite damaged, not viable for any fighting before he visited some leatherworker, he was happy to see no damage. Even the scars that had been gathered during his fight with a certain giant rabbit so many weeks ago were gone, clear skin meeting his eyes. His task now was to just keep it that way. "Again, thanks for doing this for free. I wasn’t sure how we were going to afford it."
"Oh, money isn’t going to be any kind of trouble for you now, I assure you," Zayra said, two pairs of eyes looking her way as an assistant hurried into the room with a sheet of paper, one filled with rows upon rows of numbers. "News of that beast you met on the way back seems to have reached the ears of every trader currently within the village. No need to thank me for making the guards keep it secure, though you two should make sure of that yourself next time you catch something of this size. Even though you haven’t announced that you want to sell it, there’s quite a substantial amount of bids on its parts."
She handed the sheet of paper to Theo, who promptly gave it to Stig, the only one among the two who could read those weird characters. While he was able to see that they were numbers, what they actually meant was another question entirely. Much to his dismay, it turned out that the numbering system of the forest dwarves wasn’t in base ten. That whatever was translating any spoken numbers into English corrected it for Theo was a miracle.
The number of digits did make the offers look quite large, though, and the ways that Stig made a rather accurate imitation of bug eyes did help as well.
"This is more than Zerdyl earns in a year," the [Space Mage] muttered, coughing when he realized that Theo and Zayra were staring at him expectantly. The priestess wanted some kind of affirmation, while Theo just wanted to know what the bids were. What parts were the most valuable? "Anyway…we have over twenty different traders who want all of the feathers from its back, a few are specifying they want the feathers on the wings, there are some very large numbers for the scales on the stomach that aren’t destroyed, and…in the name of the Holy, Zayra, do they not know its heart was destroyed when we killed it?"
"They’re asking for the chance to search through its insides to find fragments, child, they don’t want the entire organ," Zayra corrected, the two recently healed fighters looking dead in the water. "If you had the intact version, you’d need another zero or two on that bid."
It turned out that the dwarven trade industry wanted semi-fresh dydra corpses. Theo didn’t ask too many questions from that point on, nodding along as Stig and Zayra went through the list accepting the offers that seemed most worthwhile.
"Even if this trader bids twice the amount of the second-place candidate, you won’t get as much use out of the deal," the priestess advised, seemingly precognitive about the outcome. It was strange, honestly. "And if you choose to go with this Avril Ironhand, I believe she would prefer to make your tools rather than grant you simple coin. It would—"
"Wait," Theo cut in, that name seeming rather familiar. Wasn’t she the one he’d hired the week before to make his pistol? "Is she the one who owns the smithy in this village?"
"We actually have two competing smithies in Oslaker, but, yes, she is the owner of the biggest one," Zayra replied with a surprised tone. "I take it that the two of you have had dealings with her before?"
"Theo hired her to make a boomstick that doesn’t use gunpowder," Stig explained, though his words seemed to create more confusion for the priestess than anything. "What kind of tools do you believe she’ll make?"
"Well, let’s see here," Zayra said, studying the paper once again as her eyes glazed over. Switching on his [Mana-Sight] out of curiosity, and setting it to the maximum, Theo was bombarded with visions of swirling light that reached beyond the spectrum of what the human mind was meant to comprehend. He almost stumbled to the ground before the priestess deactivated whatever magical spells she used. "She is hoping to use the stomach scales to create about twenty sets of armour, though there is also a desire to experiment with her own designs if given the chance. If you promise that she has full creative control over the fitting, I believe she would accept making the two of you armour sets for no extra cost."
Ignoring the headache that came from trying to understand the granted power of a seemingly omniscient god, Theo was just happy to get financial advice from a person who could see the future. In another ten minutes, everything seemed to have been done perfectly, with the priestess promising to take care of everything but the deal for the scales, and they were ready to go on their merry way.
"As for the reward that should be granted to you for your work, Moira has not yet divulged what she wishes for you to receive. I do hope you can be patient," Zayra apologized, the two quick to assure her it was no problem at all. It was perfect that a certain rabbit couldn’t be heard voicing her opinion as well, the [Familiar] demanding a blood sacrifice. "In the meantime, please finish your dealings with this smith. Before you get back, the pyre should be finished outside the village."
Excuse me?
"Pyre?" Theo asked, confused as to why they’d need such a thing.
"We can’t just bury a necromancer’s body," Stig explained, not really helping Theo understand the complexities here. They could bring back the dead, sure, but that also required that they were alive to do as much. A dead [Necromancer] couldn’t do much other than just stay dead. "It doesn’t make too much sense when it’s a weak one, sure, but there’s this superstition about them always coming back if you don’t burn their corpses. It’s strange, I know, but it’s tradition."
That…was a strange tradition, though Theo supposed that his old world had done the same to witches. If there was only ash left by the end, they had to be fully gone, right? That logic certainly worked in the old days, since none of the supposed witches ever returned.
Then again, none of them were actual witches.
"Any idea of where that superstition came from?" Theo asked, Stig shrugging in response. The final answer was left to the priestess, who seemed to be sorting through memories of old.
"I believe the tradition came from humans a couple of decades ago. A horror story about the wandering traders who saw wicked skeletons with roaring blue flames for eyes. A strange tale to be sure, but one likely born from too much drinking during full moons," Zayra explained, shaking her head as they were waved along.
Getting out of the temple, Theo was quick to note that near the line of guards surrounding the dydra corpse, a good amount of expensively dressed forest dwarves were shouting over each other.
"They do know that the guards can’t sell it to them, right?" Theo asked into the open air, the many traders not even glancing their way. Just how desperate were they? If they wanted a dydra so badly, they could go hire somebody else to kill one.
"Don’t try to understand them," Stig said, shaking his head as they went down the street. "The minds of those who trade for a living are very different from ours. Their brains are filled with coins and little else."
That must’ve been why so many of them were so heavyweight.
As they continued down past the masses and out to the more industrial area once again, the puffs of smoke coming from a rather active smithy were easily spotted. The loud banging of a hammer could be heard from within, the sizzling of water appearing as well as they went to the entrance. Much to Theo’s happiness, there wasn’t much in the way of smoke coming out this time around.
"Never thought I would be able to breathe in here," he commented. His voice seemed to carry into the working part of the smithy, as a hammer was instantly dropped onto either the table or the floor, a series of quick steps following as well. In an instant, the door was just about broken open as a red-faced forest dwarf looked back at them. "Hello?"
"Did you sell the scales yet?" Avril questioned, the importance of monster parts being valued above polite greetings. Theo barely had the time to consider answering before he was shoved down to her level as the smith grabbed him by his cuffs. Her face was red, and deadly eyes seemed to go through his body. "Sell them to me! I can’t pay whatever that Leonard prick is trying to buy you at, but I promise that—"
"Yeah, sure," Theo cut in, though it took another few seconds of her ranting before Avril paused, eyes growing wider and wider. "Zayra said that you wanted to make armour sets for them if I remember right, and that you could be convinced to make Stig and I some as well if you were allowed to have complete control over the creative process. Isn’t that right, Stig?"
The [Space Mage] didn’t answer, just looking at Theo with dead eyes. The tallest among them didn’t falter, however, using Avril’s similar silence as a cue to stare down the archer.
"…You weren’t meant to say it outright," Stig finally muttered, shaking his head as Theo just shrugged. Bluntness was perhaps not the mightiest weapon a [Mage] could use, but he had a shield, so who was going to try and convince him otherwise? A certain forest dwarf certainly wasn’t, as he looked tiredly at the still-too-shocked Avril. "The idiot’s right, though. We’ll agree to sell it to you at your bid if you use some of the scales to make our armour. The lower parts of Theo’s armour and the left shoulder pad are outright ruined, so we need some kind of replacement before we can leave this village behind again. Does that sound agreeable to you?"
Theo was almost ready to propose that they decrease how much she paid them for the scales, but Stig’s piercing look stopped his tongue from working.
"I" was the only thing to emerge from the dwarven smith, Avril staring into the empty air as her mind needed a few seconds of quiet to process it. Clearly, she hadn’t expected an actual chance at working with the scales. Theo didn’t blame her, since the amount of gold they were letting slip through their fingers was extreme. "Yes… Yes! I’ll do it if you assure me that I have complete control over how your armour turns out."
"Will it protect me from a stray arrow?" Theo asked.
"Yes!" the smith answered with hesitation.
"The bite of a wolf?"
"Yes!"
"A bear?"
"If it’s in the right spot, maybe."
…
"Sounds good to me," Theo surmised, Avril shaking with excitement as she hurried back into the smithy while muttering about missing paper. Meanwhile, Stig was just staring at him. "What? I don’t like being bitten."
"Yeah, yeah, I didn’t say anything," the [Space Mage] said, clearly directing certain thoughts his way. Even Nero knew that much, Theo glancing at the [Familiar] as she began concocting a most devious plan for revenge.
Later, my sweet little maniac.
Avril rushed into the room again, bringing a paper officiating her procurement of the dydra scales along with the demands coming from Theo and Stig and how much she would be paying them for the opportunity.
"Where do I sign?" Theo asked, the smith looking at him weirdly as she pointed out the box which apparently had his name on it. "Really need to learn this soon."
The last part came out as more of a whisper, one that all other parties in the room pointedly ignored as the other names were put onto the paper as well.  Theo had done his best to copy the way they’d written his name, but he couldn’t be sure the foreign symbols were too accurate. 
Nevertheless, it would all be handed out at the temple, and their signature would seemingly be enough for the guards to allow the smith to harvest the scales for herself.
"I’ll have it all ready before the week’s end," Avril promised, though she did refuse to divulge what the armour would actually look like. The only information Theo knew was that he would be subject to a few hours of measuring the next day. "For now…do you want to see the progress on your previous commission? The handle still needs some work, and I need you to give me a new bullet example since the last one fizzled away, but it’s almost ready for testing."
"Is that even a question?" Theo said as he watched the smith walk back inside, some clattering heard before she walked out holding a thing of beauty.
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The Herald


The metallic sheen reflected the sun rays from the distant window, highlighting the fresh finish the upper part of the gun’s cylinder must’ve recently gotten. Upon request, Theo was handed the weapon with a warning to not mess around with it too much. Not that he dared to do so, just holding it in the palm of his hand. 
"Weighed more than I expected," he murmured. It wasn’t a problem, since his strength had been upgraded a good couple of times, but he wasn’t sure any ordinary person would be using it without getting tired in minutes. "The trigger looks a little loose, by the way."
"That’s intentional, since I thought you wanted to create the engravings on the inside before I fasten all the pieces together," Avril explained, expertly separating the barrel from the handle, more and more parts separated before his eyes. Theo could only wonder how hard it had been to build such a thing from scratch. "And as for the weight, it’s intentional. Even if you aren’t using gunpowder, it’s likely to have a lot of recoil. Along with allowing the gun to take a lot of hits before breaking, it should ease up the requirements for keeping your sights on a single target."
"Huh" was the only reply that Theo could muster as he sat at the table, Stig silently joining them as they looked over the many components. "There’s not much I need to [Engrave] on the pistol itself, to be honest."
Other than the [Connection Rune], but that’s just a few lines.
"Really? No kind of rune to increase the durability or something?"
"No?" Theo said hesitantly. While the idea wasn’t bad, he didn’t have a [Rune] that would allow something like that. If he had anything that he could use for the pistol, it would be the [Time-Perception Rune], but even that would be better to have on another tool so it didn’t lessen the weapon’s durability. "The bullets will have the actual magical properties. If you show me what fits where, I just need about twenty seconds to make a few lines in the metal, and then that should be everything from my side."
Avril almost looked disappointed by that fact, though his use of the [Connection Rune] on the trigger’s side and upwards into the other parts did seem to beckon some form of interest.
"It’s to transfer the [Mana] from my body and up to the start of the barrel," Theo explained, making the [Connection Rune] end at around the centre point of the cylinder. It wasn’t too exact, but he just needed a general interaction with the bullets to make them activate. "I could technically just force the energy through the metal, but it wouldn’t be as efficient."
The smith nodded along. Stig didn’t seem to look at Theo’s work, though, Nero letting the [Rune-Crafter] know that the forest dwarf had another focus at the moment. How strange.
"If that’s everything, I’ll finish this up by tomorrow morning," Avril said as Theo put the different parts back into the pile. It was scary how seamless the assembly was, the smith’s hands working at a speed that he couldn’t track. Just how many times had she tested it again?
Leaving the smithy behind to give the crafter the space she craved, ignoring the instant shouting and grinding of metal from within, they hurried along towards the village exit once more. A crowd was beginning to move towards a single destination, the message about the [Necromancer]’s burning travelling as quickly as the news about the dydra.
"So…do you want to talk about Avril for a moment?" Theo asked, getting a look from the [Space Mage] in response. It wasn’t outright questioning, as if the forest dwarf already knew what he wanted to say. "You’re usually pretty enamoured with the magical engravings, but your eyes seemed to be elsewhere inside that smithy."
"Don’t know what you’re talking about," Stig replied gruffly, the dwarf’s beard pointing away as eye contact was instantly broken. "…Was it that obvious?"
"It might be out of sheer politeness that she didn’t point it out herself," Theo replied bluntly, not seeing a point in hiding that truth. Even Nero had commented on the ordeal, having seen it as an opportunity for the [Familiar] to strike. She was too opportunistic since her latest [Intelligence] upgrade, honestly. "What is it about her that's so interesting to you? Is it the way she wanted to tear out the scales of the dydra? Her brute strength? Maybe it’s because of her—"
Stig being the mature and well-mannered forest dwarf that he was, Theo readily accepted the shove from the side. Grumbles flew through the air as bronze skin steadily turned a little redder.
"She’s very dedicated to her work," was the final answer from the dwarf's mouth. "There’s not as much quiet to her as the others back at Zerdyl, and she doesn’t look at me with reverence because of my family name."
"I don’t think she looked at you at all, really," Theo added, getting another shove for his work. "Just saying. If you’re hoping for something to happen, it might be best to take some form of initiative."
The conversation ended then and there, though Theo could easily see he’d sowed a seed inside the dwarven mind beside him, Stig stewing about what to do. Even with a beard to hide the lower side of his face, the slightest grin could be spotted. A more positive mood was forming, and it was getting more solid by the second.
A few more minutes of pushing through the crowd allowed them to move through the village gates and into the large patch of grass that surrounded it, a rather large pile of wood being seen in the distance. Some of the guards were emptying a dozen containers of liquid on top of the wood, Nero reporting the hints of something that reminded Theo of crude gasoline. With the attention that they were putting on not getting any of the liquid on their armour, it was clearly at least flammable.
"I would have guessed that they would keep the corpse covered," Stig commented, drawing Theo’s attention to another group of guards who were dragging the former [Necromancer] over to the pile of drenched wood. With a bit of teamwork, it was placed on top of the pile, a few spurts of liquid being put onto the dead flesh for good effort. "Even if he deserved it, this is a little brutal."
"Didn’t think I would be hearing that from you, seeing as you wanted to slit his throat the first chance you got," Theo replied, even when he felt the same. Ethan had done wrong, and he had paid for his life because of it. While he understood that it was tradition to burn the corpse, some form of respect should’ve been kept. "Do you think they just light the fires now, by the way? It’s weird how many got out here to watch this."
Even with such a large open field, it felt like a fifth of the village was standing around them, a thousand being pressed together so they could get close to the main attraction.
"There’s a difference between wanting to stop danger by eliminating a living threat, and messing around with its corpse and parading it around," Stig retorted, seeming happy to continue before something drew his attention. "Zayra's arrived."
With eyes back onto the pyre, Theo was able to spot the old priestess walking over to the drenched firewood. Even with her back turned to the crowd, the feeling of tiredness was clear from the holy woman. Every person that had previously been pushing and shoving to get closer stood silent, all ears perked up to hear the words of their village’s spiritual leader.
She certainly knows how to control a crowd.
"This man here, a man by the name of Ethan Fawkes, killed more merchants and mercenaries than we’ll ever truly know," Zayra said, her voice carrying through the lines of people with a volume that shouldn’t have been possible. Yet it was aided along by the magical boons granted to her by the Goddess of Fate. Theo was impressed. "He was a necromancer, manipulating the corpses of his victims to increase his power and grow his army of the dead. The bodies of those innocents were forced to do his bidding for a long time, forced to do acts of cruelty that I will not mention in such a public space, but that has now ended. Through the work of the brave, this necromancer has met his end. As the traditions require, we must make sure that they never rise to enact their revenge."
Zayra lifted her hand, signalling one of the nearby guards to put a torch to the drenched firewood. When the blast of heat reached those further away, gasps rang out. Theo had to blink to stop his eyes from drying. Just what kind of fuel had they used to make the fire so hot? Even now, the people who’d previously desired to get closer to the spectacle were hoping for the opposite, only those enamoured by the powerful swirling of light continuing to stand in their place. He and Stig were among them, even beginning to move closer as the minutes passed by. While the speech from the priestess was enough for nearly half of the gathered to feel content enough to leave for the village again, those still around were standing so much tighter than before.
"In an hour, there will be nothing left but ash," Zayra told the crowd, her eyes briefly staying on Theo’s before moving along to the next. "It will be mixed with the ash of the trees and earth, never to be separated. They’ll be thrown into the forest. left to be distributed through the natural wind. Then we can know for certain that this man will never rise again."
Nobody said anything to her explanation, only looking into the orange flames as the pyre began to collapse into itself. The wood was being eaten through at a rapid pace, and Theo could feel the sweat evaporating from his face due to the sheer heat. It was a miracle in itself that the priestess could stand so close to it without showing symptoms from the heat. Was that just another perk of her role, or was she just putting on a cold expression through a force of will?
Either way, it’s commendable to—
Nero’s ears twisted as she mentally screamed at him to flee, the [Familiar] feeling danger warnings in every fibre of her body. Theo was more than ready to hunch over from the sudden wave of sensations, only the gasps of a few of the other onlookers making him focus on reality.
Confusion alone crossed his mind until he saw where the others were staring with fearful eyes. The corpse inside the fire, the body of Ethan with its caved-in rib cage, was beginning to twitch around. An effect of the high temperatures? Theo couldn’t believe it, even with how erratic the movements seemed to be. Even worse was the fact that black orbs replaced the sunken eyeballs on the man’s half-burnt face.
Zayra was halfway through ordering them to get back, Theo likewise dragging Stig and anybody else close by behind his shield as a form of protection, before Ethan spoke.
"The Herald knows of my failure! He is angry. Fear, for the one above us all is coming."
The flames crackled with an act of finality before the corpse exploded, a black gas spreading to everybody nearby. Theo felt his skin bubble from the necrotic attack as Zayra shouted words that no mortal ears could understand. A white light emerged from the priestess when the screaming began. Even in death, the [Necromancer] had left the village with unprecedented damage.
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Adrick


The next ten hours of Theo’s life were rather unfun. There wasn’t much to them other than constant coughing from him and those around him, black phlegm leaving their bodies in bucketloads as the magic of Moira cleansed their bodies of the necrotic infestation. Even in death, Ethan had managed to infect nearly five hundred people with the undead sickness. If not for Zayra’s quick action, using a spell that thoroughly exhausted the priestess, many would’ve died of the black gas. 
Instead, it simply meant that everybody had to take it easy for the afternoon, the village’s industrial areas dying down as the people filtered into a night of relaxation and companionship. Even Theo and Stig joined in, as there was little else they could do. No matter what inn they went to, though, it was filled to the brim with merchants and workers of all shapes of sizes, shouting and laughing until the walls were about to collapse on them. They weren’t the best places to get something to eat either, but the two had never been ones to back down from such a challenge.
"Yet that doesn’t mean that we should just run off to join the others in that weird dance of theirs," Theo told Nero, who was sitting at the bar table chewing down on whatever meat the waiters had brought over. It tasted like a regular steak, but the consistency was way too soft for it to be from anything with proper muscle. "What do you think, Nero? Close enough to beef or just a little too weird?"
The [Familiar] didn’t bother making any physical reaction to his words, too busy consuming her steak. It was way too large for her smaller body, yet it was clear that she didn’t care about such things as physical limitations. With how many messages she was sending through their mental link, regularly letting him know what would happen if he tried to take the meat away from her, it was clear she had a full understanding of his worries.
I guess her being fat would be easier to manage.
That gave him a reaction, those red eyes glaring at him for a fraction of a second before the rabbit tore off a rather large chunk of the meat to consume at an increasingly rapid pace. But this was just intriguing to Theo, and he was almost able to distract himself from the beer spilt on his side as the crowd behind him got a little too energetic.
"Sorry!" one of the many forest dwarves shouted at him. Theo was not able to see their face before they were swallowed up by the countless bodies. Tables were being removed from the centre of the room to let the people move around better, but there was little chance it would be improving from now on. Even when the place was at full capacity, more of the dwarves just walked inside without a care. At least the beer came aplenty.
And the service wasn’t half bad either, Theo waving down one of the bartenders and getting served another cup of whatever brew they had in stock. It tasted a little too bitter for his taste, but it was better than the stale water he’d survived on in the previous days.
"Is that critter yours, lad? She’s quite the messy eater."
Looking over at the stool next to him, a rather well-dressed forest dwarf looked back at him. A grey beard matched well with a silver shirt covered by a jacket with golden thread in weaving patterns. Bringing it all together with a small hat and thin glasses, wealth practically radiated from the man.
A merchant of the higher classes.
"She’s mine, yeah," Theo replied quickly, scratching Nero’s back for a moment to illustrate the ownership. The finger was, of course, removed within a few seconds when the [Familiar] sent him images of how easily he could lose it. "She’s very protective of her food, you know. Thinking it’s safer inside her stomach, she does her best to shove it all down there as quickly as possible."
A polite chuckle, one that seemed practised for many years, escaped the older forest dwarf as the bartender brought along a plate of food for the merchant. It was the same dish Theo had gotten himself, maybe the only one they could even serve at the moment.
Minutes passed by in quiet from that point, the trader trying out his food while Theo looked out at the crowd once more. It seemed that Stig had finally gotten some kind of control over the people, as a chair had been brought out for him to stand on in the middle. While there was still a rather loud audience, his shouts seemed enough to be heard by those who truly wanted to listen, meeting cheers every once in a while.
"That’s the third time your friend is recounting the story of your heroics," the merchant beside him supplied. Theo silently nodded, mentally noting that the trader knew who he was outright. He was the only human around, sure, but there was likely a reason he’d sat next to him. "It’s a rather interesting tale, I must admit, but one that seems a little dramatized at points. Did you truly kill the dydra by forcing your shield through its heart?"
So he’s interested in the dydra, huh? Should've guessed.
"It was closer to the throat than any of the internal organs," Theo replied, mentally wincing as he thought back to the experience. Even with all his wounds removed by the best of the best, his mind was more than able to bring back the phantom pains of the experience. The odd flinch from his legs was easily noticed by the trader, Nero transmitting the visual of the dwarven merchant glancing down when he thought Theo wasn’t looking. "Are there any other embellished facts I should know about? I’d rather have any future bards know the true tales before the songs fly from their lips."
"Oh, they’ll be changing the details no matter what you might say, my friend. Bards are not around to regale the true heroics of fighters, but instead to gain as many coins from their songs as possible. Inflating the truth is a tool they use much too frequently," the trader said, laughing again as Theo groaned about the headache he would be getting sooner or later. There’d been a few instrument-wielding men floating around already, and the glances sent his way didn’t speak of good intentions. "But if there are any other false tales of heroics you would need to worry about? One could be…your trap for the undead when you first got attacked. If your friend is to be believed, you turned night into day and forced the undead to run like the wind! It’s a rather good line, and one that seems to still be ringing in the ears of many around."
Theo supposed that wasn’t the worst trade deal in the world. In return for the others getting overestimations of his abilities, he garnered some form of respect from the locals. Not getting angry or distrusting eyes sent his way wouldn’t be too bad. Maybe he could even get the chance to practise his [Haggle] skill with people who wouldn’t mind putting his head on a stake.
"It’s not false, that one, but it’s not outright true either. I made them run, yes, but they were running towards the attack," Theo corrected. The detail about the effect of the [Holy Runes] on undead made the merchant look at him curiously. Was it not that well-known a fact? "I don’t think I ever got your name, now that I’m thinking about it. I’m Theo Locheim. What’s yours?"
"I believe everybody in this village knows your name already, Mister Locheim, but it’s a pleasure to hear it from your mouth regardless," the trader said, taking off his hat and making a smaller bow from his seated position. "Adrick Volkov, regional leader of the Rising Stars Merchant’s Guild, at your service."
"Didn’t know there was an entire merchant’s guild in these parts," Theo commented, taking another sip of his drink. It was as bitter as before, though it did seem to fit the growing atmosphere. "I take it that you want to make some kind of trade, right? If it’s about the dydra, I'm afraid that we’ve already sold everything but the back feathers."
Even those were getting bid on still, though, Stig only holding off on selling them because the dwarf was sure he could get a higher price by waiting for the offers to flood in. Even if they were the worst of the feathers from the corpse, they were still highly valued for quills in the northern parts of Vrasis. For any merchant already planning to make the journey, they were worth their weight in gold three times over.
"It’s a shame to hear that, though I guessed as much," Adrick said, sighing as he leaned against the bar table. "We just arrived at this village this afternoon, so we missed the window of opportunity."
Better luck next time, I guess.
"If you’re desperate to buy the material, many of the merchants should still be around," Theo pointed out. "They will likely demand a higher price, but you should still be able to turn a profit."
"I don’t doubt that we could, but…we have our sights set on grander things," Adrick said, rejecting Theo’s eye as he appraised the state of his armour. The glance at the shield sitting at his feet was not subtle in the slightest. "This journey you went on, it was due to a request and reward from the priestess. Would you consider doing it again, this time for one who can pay double?"
"Not a chance of that happening in a million years, no," Theo bluntly stated, the dwarven merchant seemed taken aback by the lack of hesitation from him. He had taken him for a man driven by coin. "This one catch brought us enough gold to live, and we have no craving for riches and monster blood on our hands if it's unneeded. If you need somebody to go out and catch a dydra, hire a group of mercenaries who specialize in it."
The merchant didn’t seem happy. Though he hid it well, and though Theo was not able to discern anything of note from the old dwarf’s face by himself, Nero could easily point out the increase in blood pressure and heartbeat. That faint trace of sweat was clear to the [Familiar] as well. The plan had been figured out.
"Is it… I understand," Adrick said, seeming as if he had something he wanted to say before just giving up on it. It was a little strange how easily he’d given up, honestly. "If you change your mind, or your friend over there convinces you, we’re staying at the Golden Bear Inn until the end of the week. Just ask for me, and one of my attendants will let me know."
With that, the man dropped a handful of coins on the table before leaving once again. Theo blinked as he seemingly disappeared into the many dwarves around, the extravagant clothing choices gone in an instant. There were definitely some magical influences behind that trick, though Theo didn’t have the energy to figure out what they were.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Intimidate] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 5].

What? That didn’t make sense.
"I haven’t even used [Mana] this entire evening," Theo muttered to himself, confused about the message from the [System]. Nero convinced him otherwise, though, giving him a retelling of the interaction from her perspective. It seemed that his annoyance had caused his tongue to be laced with a fragment of [Intimation]. That wasn’t good. "At least it gave an upgrade, in the end."
What was his [Skill-Collection] looking like, anyway? It had been a while since he’d studied the list.
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Throw]
[Beginner 6]
Allows the user to throw a projectile with higher accuracy.
6SP/use

[Shield-Bash]
[Novice 9]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/use

[Transform Shield]
[Novice 3]
Allows the user to transform a [Bonded] [Shield]. User can change the shape of the material.
Variable Costs.

[Regenerate Shield]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to regenerate a [Bonded] [Shield].
Variable Costs.

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Conduit Mana-Channelling]
[Novice 2]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person with the use of a [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Intimidate]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to intimidate one or more targets.
9MP/use

[Barehanded Digging]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to dig through hard materials using his bare hands.
4SP/use

[Climb]
[Beginner 4]
Allows the user to climb structures with greater finesse.
2SP/sec

[Sneak]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to sneak around with greater finesse and slightly decrease sounds made.
2SP/sec

[Haggle]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to subtly convince price-alterations for buying and selling.
4MP/use

Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.
User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures].

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Iron Stomach]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the stomach of the user to digest organic material more effectively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Novice 5]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse. Also grants mild resistance to magical attacks.

[Shield-Mastery]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to use shields with more finesse.
Allows access to [Shield Styles].

[Poison-Resistance]
[Novice 5]
Grants the user a larger resistance to general [Poisons].

[Teach]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to teach other sapient entities more efficiently.

[Pain-Resistance]
[Beginner 5]
Allows the user to resist pain more efficiently.

[Fire-Resistance]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to resist fire more efficiently.

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].
Also allows the user to [Reempower] a [Rune], which has a small chance of increasing its [Tier].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.
Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

Improvement on all fronts was the best summation. Theo felt quite happy with the amount of [Skills] that’d reached [Novice Ranks]. With the upgrades that were coming with the rank-up, he hoped that the others would follow suit sooner rather than later.
Closing down the blue screen that covered his vision, he picked up on a distant whistle. Looking over at its source, he found a certain purple-robed [Space Mage] looking back at him, a letter in his hand.
I was wondering when the old man would come around.
Confirming that Stig had seen the old [Space Mage] as well, the young dwarf already in the process of getting himself away from the many engaged in the story of their battle, Theo paid for his food before doing the same. If Sybren had left his humble abode to deliver the message, that meant it was more important than the usual passive-aggressive lines from the [Space Mage].




Chapter 69







Moro's Plan


The sun had left the horizon quicker than Theo expected, the only light outside the inn being that which escaped from the windows and the odd lantern having at the street corners. Darkness covered most of the area, though, and he had to rely on his [Mana-Sight] to hold his footing steady. 
"I can’t say I expected to see you outside of your house at this time of day," Theo commented as the old [Space Mage] looked at him with annoyed eyes. At least that hadn’t changed in the past couple of days. "What convinced you to feel the cold air?"
"Money and death threats," the old dwarf muttered, giving Theo and Stig a moment to look at each other as he searched through an inner pocket. Grumbling about something related to chaos theory for a couple of seconds, a letter was finally retrieved from the depths and handed to Stig. While Theo couldn’t read the actual words on the paper, the conciseness was definitely noted. "Atrix answered back fast. She’s welcoming you to visit before the next month ends, seeing as she’s taking a ship to visit the stone dwarves for some reason. Get there within that time frame, and she’ll give Stig a few tips and books to aid him. Also, rune-crafter, she had something that could interest you as well."
Theo looked at Stig, but the youngest of the two [Space Mages] didn’t spare him as much as a glance as he kept rereading the words on the paper.
"What exactly does she have that would interest me?" Theo asked, deciding that getting more info from the source could work, even if Sybern seemed like he was ready to leave the duo behind without a word. "More [Runes]? Some techniques that could aid me with my learning? Gold?"
"She didn’t say, and I don’t care enough to make guesses," Sybern replied with a half-hearted shrug. The old dwarf surveyed the night sky for a moment, muttering more incomprehensible words before staring back at them. "And as for why I’ve come outside at such a pitiful time of day? Zayra wants to see us, and I’ve been devoted enough to fetch you two for her."
Blunt honesty was a gift that shouldn’t have been shown off as often as the old [Space Mage] did, but neither commented on his behaviour as they moved along. Theo just kept quiet about it, but Stig had a grin that went from one side of his face to the other. It seemed he was in quite a happy mood.
"What are you in such high spirits about?" Theo asked. After a few moments, he finally getting some kind of sign that his words were going through when the dwarf looked at him. Stars were almost twinkling in his eyes with how much energy was being trapped inside that archer. "Did you read something that he didn’t care to mention?"
"She’s promising that she can make me learn more spells!" Stig said, his voice loud and clear as he looked ready to almost cry. "Tier 2 and above, even. She must be something if she guarantees spells of that magnitude."
"Either that or she’s full of shit," Sybern helpfully added in from the front, getting the attention of the two others. "She was an expert back in the day, but that woman was old when I was born. Dust will be coming out of her mouth before you’ll get another spell formation."
Stig was more than ready to defend his chances, Sybern retorting with just about every counterargument in the book as the two never stopped walking. Theo just tuned it out, wondering how old the other [Space Mage] would have to be to match the description. Sybern was easily above the age of sixty, meaning that whoever was old at his time of birth would be at least a hundred now. The forest dwarves could supposedly live to be one hundred and twenty, and the addition of being a regular [Mage] was able to extend it by nearly fifty years more, but there had to be limits on what was truly possible.
Either way, it’s going to be interesting to meet them. Somebody who has lived that long must know a few more secrets that could be worthwhile to learn.
By the time the two [Space Mages] finally quieted down, the temple was in sight. While there wasn't light shining through the windows, the light of life could be easily spotted with [Mana-Sight]. Zayra and the head guard were within, and as they opened the doors Theo could see the map of the village on a table.
"I’m so glad that you three could finally join us," Zayra said with a smile, Theo and Stig reciprocating it similarly as Sybern quietly settled on the nearest chair. Whether the old dwarf was asleep from that point on or not was a question best left unanswered. "Moro, could you repeat the plan with the traps?"
"Of course, head priestess," the guard replied with a sharp nod, the red hair briefly falling on his face before it was put back into place. "If the threat that came from the corpse is to be trusted, we will soon be assaulted by a powerful force of death. We can somewhat assume that it’ll be another necromancer, but it could likewise be a creature within the undead domain of monsters. With either of the two, we need a defensive fortification riddled with holy magic. I’ve already sent out a courier to ask Gelimir for assistance with the holy artefacts, since their temple has a rather wide collection of defensive tools, but it’ll be nearly a month and a half until their response finds us. We can’t be assured that we won’t be facing a full-on attack before that, so we’ll need to improvise with the holy weapons ourselves. That’s where you come in, Theo, the man who was visited by Moira herself. Fate binds you to this place more than any of us could have expected."
Theo wasn’t sure he was happy with where this was going.
"Just what is expected of me again?" he asked, sweat starting to form as all eyes fell on him. An expectant look from Moro, one of serenity from Zayra, one of mild curiosity from Stig, and one of boredom from the half-asleep Sybern in the corner. "If you’re looking for holy weapons, I think the head priestess would be more of an expert in that area."
"We’re not looking for the traditional blessings from the gods here, Theo, so my involvement in anything related to weapons would be next to nothing," Zayra corrected, the positive mood never leaving her as she continued to explain. "The holy rune I gave you has had quite the creative usage, if my attendants heard right during one of Stig’s quite marvellous retellings. A chain of runes hidden in the grass beforehand is quite ingenious. What are your thoughts about making that on a larger scale?"
"How large are we talking?"
"We would need one or two of them every meter along the wall of the village, and hopefully twenty clustered together at the weak points," Moro supplied, giving Theo a sheet of paper that had a smaller sketch of the village alongside something that looked like math calculations. As he handed it over to Stig, the forest dwarf became a little more white. "Having double that at the two gates wouldn’t be half bad either. Do you think it would be possible to accomplish this? We know you would need a considerable number of metal plates to work with, but we are prepared to supply it if you accept."
Even without knowing the amount of [Runes] that they would request, though it was without a doubt the largest endeavour Theo had ever worked on, it was good to know that he wouldn’t have to worry about generating such an extreme amount of [Steel] by himself. Since it vanished over time when created through magical methods, having the natural version would allow for the fortification to hold up indefinitely.
"How much is that?" Theo asked Stig, who was looking rather concerned. "Is it more than five thousand runes in total?"
"Just shy of 1200 total runes, actually," Stig replied, shaking his head to wrangle himself into the current time once again. "But they’re asking for sizes of runes that are quite larger than the one on your plates. Nearly double the normal ones."
Double sizes would require ten minutes to create at an average [Mana-Purity]. With five minutes to rest between each of the [Runes], it would be…nearly two weeks of straight work.
There was no chance of that happening, with the schedule that Sybren had forced upon them. They needed to leave the moment that Avril was done with their armour and not a moment later.
"I’m not sure that’s possible for me to do…" Theo said. In all honesty, the right choice was to ignore the invitation from the [Space Mage] and stay at the village to make sure their fortifications would be in optimal shape if they were attacked. Trying to put his growth before the survival of thousands was something that he just couldn’t reasonably do, even if it meant that they were potentially stunting their progress. Stig would probably say the same, though Theo didn’t have the chance to ask. "It would take me two straight weeks of working on the initial [Holy Runes], and that’s not including the ungodly mess that is the [Connection Runes] to connect them all into a [Circuit]. Making it possible for a user to turn it all on is going to be a mess as well, and…I’m not sure that it can truly be done in so little time."
"If it’s going to take more than a month for the entire project, then we’ll limit it to the weaker areas and the gates," Moro allowed without hesitation. The guard seemingly hadn’t been aiming too high on Theo’s involvement to begin with. Another sheet of paper was manifested as he noted down some key figures. It was just a fraction of the previous demands, according to Stig. Just over 150 [Holy Runes] were to be made, with the metal already cut out previously. “Does that sound possible to do in a week or less?”
Doing the math in his head, Theo found that it would be nearly forty hours of [Engraving]. Maybe if he streamlined it with some of the [Mana-Potions] he’d seen being sold around the village, he could cut it down to thirty. Spreading that out over seven days, it was just under five hours of work a day. Coupled together with the actual deployment, Theo could easily see himself accomplishing it.
Not the first time I’ve been forced into crunch hours.
“It’ll be a bit of a headache, and I will need the metal cut out to the specifications requested, but I can do it,” Theo finally said, a grin showing on the red-haired guard’s before they delved into other subjects.
The inner workings of Oslaker were quite something, the village focused on being the middle step for many traders. Because of that, their guards were mostly focused on internal struggles rather than trying to fight off monsters and other related foes. They weren’t equipped for it either, and asking mercenaries to fight to the death was rarely a smart move. “What else are you doing to halt their attacks?”
“I’ve already paid for earth mages to disrupt the natural grass area outside to make a full sprint towards the walls next to impossible. Putting that together with what I hope to be an area filled with wooden spikes, we should be able to take on an army thrice the size of our own,” Moro explained, showing off the different notes made on the larger map. Theo glanced past the many lines of text at each dot, but it did seem like they had put hours upon hours of thought into it. He guessed that they had been at it since that very morning when the corpse had announced their impending deaths. “We don’t have anything to take care of flying beasts yet, but we’re hopefully going to have something by the end of the month.”
“What, you’re fearing that an undead dragon is going to pop up out of nowhere?” Theo asked jokingly. Looking around at their reactions, however, he saw serious eyes looking back at him. “You can’t be serious.”
“The old witch king used undead dragons as an offensive force of mass destruction,” Stig explained, Zayra nodding to the information. “If there’s another lord of death who has other necromancers under his wing, it wouldn’t be impossible for flying beasts to have been created.”
…
Shit.
“We’re preparing for the worst,” Moro summarized, pointing out the various places they would be placing ballistae the moment they could get their hands on some. It was a thing of beauty how much the head guard could strategize, and alongside Zayra’s prediction abilities, it was a whirlwind of thought and calculated risk. “There’s little else we can get done tonight without wasting our energy. You two get back to the inns you’re staying at and sleep. Theo, I’ll have the first batch of plates ready by lunchtime tomorrow. That’s all for everybody but you, Sybern. I still need a favour from you.”
Leaving the temple behind once more, Theo got one last glance as Sybern rose from the chair, complaining as he huddled together with Moro.
“What do you think he needs to help with?” Stig asked, the forest dwarf about as curious as Theo. For a [Space Mage] meant to have ruptured his internal [Mana-Veins], he was seemingly supposed to have a rather important role in the defence of the village.
“Not sure,” Theo answered. [Mana-Sight] allowed him to spot that some kind of [Space Magic] was being done inside the temple, but he couldn’t figure out what it was meant to be. And when those ethereal eyes in the mana warned him to not step any closer, he withdrew his sight entirely. “If it’s important to us, I guess we’ll know in a few days. For now…maybe sleep isn’t such a bad idea.”
If not for having to meet with the others, Theo was sure he would’ve jumped into one of the beds already. After having slept outside again, he felt a new appreciation for the soft mattresses that the inns had so gracefully granted them.
Still, though, he couldn’t help but wonder what Sybern was tasked to do. What could you truly ask of a [Space Mage] who would die if he used his magic?




Chapter 70







Aiming for Success


Theo was a little sad he’d never gotten into the habit of using firearms. Back in his old world, he’d gotten invited to the ranges a few times, though he had sadly never accepted. There was never enough time or enough money to make it worthwhile to do, no matter how much fun the experience sounded. 
But who would have known the lack of practice would make me a dirt-poor shot when I really needed it?
“It might be different from using a bow,” Avril said from the side as Theo reloaded the pistol for the third time that morning. The metal can was twenty meters away, still sitting on the root without any problem. Even the slightest wind would knock it over, but that was impossible for Theo to conjure at the moment. “But…is it really that different? The accuracy of my work has already been tested, so it’s not the boomstick’s fault.”
“If you want to call me shit, just say it,” Theo replied in smooth form, checking to make sure that the bullets were in their proper positions. The last several tests had shown perfect results, but one couldn’t be too sure. “It’s not as easy as it looks.”
Taking a deep breath, Theo honed in on his target through the sight on top of the pistol. It sat right in the middle, snugly taunting him from its position of valour. It thought itself immortal, that he would never hit even if he tried a million times. He could almost feel the laughter bubbling inside himself as his [Mana] coursed through his finger, going through the [Connection Rune] and activating the first bullet. The recoil was almost nothing, now that he’d grown accustomed to it, and the second bullet was nearly sent away by the time the first left the barrel.
“Wow,” Stig said from the other side, surprise clear in his words. “You managed to hit nothing. Again. Truly a shocking revelation.”
“Okay, you try,” Theo said, biting his tongue as that shit-eating grin appeared on the [Space Mage]’s face. Taking the pistol in one hand, eyebrows raising as the weight of the instrument nearly made the short man stumble, he adapted quickly and began to aim.
If Theo had been told that Stig had held such a tool before, he’d have believed it. With the hands gripping the gun in perfect form, a steady breath leaving the dwarf as the sights honed in on the can standing on the root, Theo almost flinched when a single bullet flew out of the barrel and through the air. While it didn’t make any explosive sound due to the lack of gunpowder needed for the initial push, that low whistling was briefly heard until the sound of impact reached them.
But it was not the sound of grass uprooted and dirt pushed into the air, and neither was it the sound of bark cracking from the bullet reaching the nearby trees. No, it was instead the distinct thud of metal hitting metal, the can falling from its high and mighty fortress of oak as it fell to earth next to the slightly dented bullet.
“It’s not the boomstick at fault,” Stig said, handing the pistol to Avril before walking over and putting the can back up on the root. Getting back into position, Theo was dismayed to see Avril about three seconds away from having a go at it as well. “Show him who’s boss now.”
“That was never in question,” Avril replied with similar energy, a bit of [Mana] flaring through the smith before a bullet flew through the air and hit the can in the same spot as Stig had managed. While Theo was rightly uppity about the repeated showings of his ineptitude at aiming, there was a distinct magical air around the lady as well. “What is it?”
I didn’t know she could use [Mana] at all.
“Just when were you going to tell us you were a [Mage]?” Theo asked, getting the pistol back and looking it over. There weren’t any hidden manual triggers to be found, no weird crystal set into the metal somewhere to feed it energy while he wasn’t looking. No…she was outright just able to control the magical energies in her veins, a feat usually meant for those who openly showed themselves as practitioners of magic. That certainly wasn’t something the smith had stated.
“I assumed that much was obvious from my position?” Avril retorted with a confused smile, looking to Stig for a response. The [Space Mage] just shrugged at her, seeming as clueless as she was. “How did you think I tested out the weapon without being able to use mana? You thought I would go over and ask crazy Sybern to help me?”
“Well, no, but…” Theo began, but Stig was quick to cut him off with some much-needed information.
“Smiths use the natural mana to enhance or modify their products. It’s somewhat of a requirement that they’re skilled in manipulating the energies, even if they don’t have the raw power to use it like a mage would,” the [Space Mage] explained, Theo feeling a few pieces of the puzzle start to fit together. He had been wondering why the pistol was embedded with many small traces of grey [Mana]. That colour of energy must’ve been good for durability. “Sorry, Avril, he’s not too informed about the world. Comes with being secluded for most of his early life.”
“I hadn’t guessed,” the smith muttered, shaking her head before the two forest dwarves went back to doing their best to try and shape Theo into a formidable long-range threat. As it turned out, and judging by the fact that more than an hour had passed by without too much progress, it was a challenge that could make even the most patient could buckle down. “Aren’t humans meant to be extremely agile and dexterous? You aren’t living up to your race’s reputation, Theo!”
“That’s elves. I think,” Theo replied quickly, starting to be unsure if he truly did know enough about the world, or if his previous knowledge of fantasy writing was muddling his understanding with fake beliefs. While it could fail without too many consequences during a conversation, such a mistake could cost his life in battle. “We humans are known for many different skills.”
“Hating the innocent, killing for profit and little glory, and trying to take for themselves that which they don’t have any right to,” Stig provided without pause, giving the pistol another quick checkup before handing it back to the befuddled Theo. “Remember to fire as you start to breathe out, always keep your eyes locked onto the target, and don’t imagine the can as a malignant being to distract yourself while aiming.”
Taking most of the advice to heart, Theo stared down the evil can of pure hatred and nightmares. While it was all fueled by his imagination, he could hear the echoes of screams that the can had caused through its sheer presence, the natural world repelling its existence, begging him to take care of it through the only tool powerful enough to kill it.
A gun.
Breathing deeply, the sights were fixed onto the metal can. Its indents by previous projectiles made it possible for the sun to shine his way. Theo didn’t give it any heed, keeping his eyes on the target as he breathed out, the [Mana] following through as a bullet left the barrel and flew through the air at breakneck speed.
A moment of anticipation and the sound of metal impacting had the group in tears, but Theo was the proudest one among them, for he was the greatest in the world.
If you discount everybody else from the competition, sure, but it still counts!
“I think you only grazed it, actually,” Stig commented, standing still with the others. Looking back to the metal can, Theo could see it rotating on the root, nearly falling to its side and down the bark before…silently calming down and going back to its previous position. “It’s a hit, sure, but just barely one.”
“It still counts!”
New [Skill] learned!
[Aim] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

Even the [System] accepted how much his shot had counted as a hit, rewarding Theo with a blue screen fit for the finest of kings. Seeing that it was in the [Active Skill] section, he opened it up to look at his new prestige.
[Aim]
[Beginner 1]
Allows the user to aim long-range weaponry with more accuracy.
2SP/sec

“I’m just that good,” he muttered to himself as he looked at the [Skill]. The active use requirement meant that it had a considerable effect. And with a price tag so high, he had to see it in action. “Time to show off just what I can do.”
Letting the [Aim] skill take effect, Theo felt his field of vision narrow down slightly. It wasn’t truly what was happening, since he could very much still look to the sides as much as usual, but there was a distinct…magnification the further into the middle he went. Everything was just sharper around the metal can, the features more distinct.
And when he raised his pistol towards the target, he could almost envision how the bullet would drop, how that mild wind from the south would affect its course, and how his current way of reacting when shooting tended to cause the projectile to fly three meters to the right.
“If that’s what you can really do, maybe I should get the boomstick when we’re out fighting creatures who need to be hit,” Stig commented from the side, prompting the smith to laugh.
Theo ignored it, however, too focused on adjusting his way of moving as he shot. [Stamina] was draining fast, but he was learning so much! Adjusting his position, taking a deep breath, he sent [Mana] through the [Connection Rune], and the resulting bullet flew out more perfectly than ever before, hitting the can right in the middle as it punctured the side rather than leaving a dent.
“Huh” Stig said. “So much for using that for soup next week.”
[Skill] increase detected!
[Aim] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 2].

“I could probably fix it if you give me ten minutes with it,” Avril supplied as Theo walked over to grab the can and the various bullets he’d fired over the past ten minutes. Most of them were in perfect condition, the [Tier 2 Force Runes] alongside the [Tier 2 Impact Runes] sitting on them unscratched. Even now, Theo couldn’t help but smirk at the combination. The effect was utterly devastating.
“You’d really do that?” the [Space Mage] asked, the dwarf sounding genuinely taken aback by the offer. “It’s not that important, we can just buy another one.”
“And put good metal to waste like that?” the smith questioned, head tilting towards the can Theo had in his hand. “Just give me that, please. Come visit my shop this afternoon, since Theo’s going to be busy helping the guards with that stuff, and you can work as my assistant for the day. Maybe then you’ll learn to not second-guess my offers.”
“I, uh…sure?”
That was about everything that needed to be said from that side, Avril leaving the duo behind as she left the forest edge for the village. With how much that duo of [Earth Mages] had been shouting at them to leave so they could work on the area, a break had been needed anyway.
“Guess you two have got a date. Not too bad, my friend,” Theo said, inspecting his gun yet again. Avril has assured him a thousand times that it would handle being bashed against a rock for a few hours before breaking, but he couldn’t help but want to touch it so delicately. It was just so beautiful. If he’d had the money, there was no chance he wouldn’t have been a gun collector back in the old world. “It’s not a traditional date, sure, but you were never going for the traditional styles anyway.”
“It’s not outside of my power to teleport a rock above your head,” Stig idly observed, getting a small twig thrown his way in response. “And it’s not a date just yet.”
“Yet,” he says.
Even Nero, sitting atop one of the nearby trees as she ate a caught bird, could see what the forest dwarf was going after.
“Keep having that mindset, and it might become one by the end,” Theo said, even if he couldn’t fathom anybody that would enjoy being inside a smoky room for any amount of time. Forest dwarves were strange, sure, but even they were meant to have limits. “Now… Do you want to prepare yourself for the not-date now or wait until the last minute? Because lunch seems to have been an hour ago, if I’m reading the sun right, and—oh, no, there he goes. Forest dwarves really can run fast when they want to, can’t they, Nero?”
Nero replied in usual fashion that she could run faster, and that she could therefore chase them down anyway. There was nothing Theo could do but just react to the [Familiar]’s words with a sigh, sitting down as he grabbed at his bag and took out the dried meat rations he still hadn’t thrown out. They’d worked during their trip, and they could work just as well now.
“Get down here now. We need to get back to the village as well,” Theo ordered, catching the gliding rabbit with half a bird in her mouth as he began down the road to the gate. With the pistol strapped to his belt, and the [Familiar] staining the top of his shoulder with blood, the guards let him through without a word. "Now, let’s find where they put those metal plates they promised me."
It was time for the daily round of making [Holy Runes], and Theo was hoping to get the first batch over with before dinner time.




Chapter 71







Patience


[Skill] increase detected!
[Conduit Mana-Channelling] has been increased from [Novice 2] to [Novice 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
User can now use [Sub-Skill] [Air-Engraving].

New [Sub-Skill] learned!
[Air-Engraving] has been added to your [Skill-Collection].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 4].

"So the secret to improvement was to just repeat the same action again and again for several hours in a row for several days?" Theo muttered, feeling at his sweaty hair as he lay down on the grass. Around him, guards were helping each other move the prepared [Holy Runes], the sheer quantity of engraved plates making them hard to work with. It had been easy during the first day, but after the other smithy had streamlined the cutting, Theo had been up to his neck in metal. "What do you think, Nero? Any motivation to glide around for an entire day so that you might learn to fly outright?" 
The [Familiar] replied with various mental constructs that amounted to a rather descriptive "no." She had more important things to do, he supposed. Much to Theo's astonishment, the rabbit had learned how to do puppy eyes at the guards and had managed to be rewarded with a large number of meat cubes because of it. One would think the beast was full with how much had been forced into her stomach, but Nero was still running around trying to get more out of the dwarves. Where she was putting all that weight, Theo didn’t know.
"Are there any more plates ready, Gizek?" he asked, sitting up as the guard in question grabbed the recently made [Holy Runes] from the ground. Their little conversations had become routine at this point, the last couple of days making them all fall into a rhythm.
Theo would sprint through a good handful of the [Runes] over an hour, and the guards would then spend the next few minutes scrambling to get the next batch ready while also placing them in the correct spots next to the village wall so they could be worked on later. It was a machine that was perhaps not too well-oiled, but it worked.
"I…think that was all of them, actually," Gizek answered. That certainly didn’t sound right, Theo frowning as the guard pulled out a piece of paper to look through the different days. They had been ahead of schedule since day three, but it couldn’t be that they had finished an entire day early, right? "Yeah, it was. Congrats, Theo, you don’t need to do any more of that engraving of yours. At least not the hard ones."
Groaning as he just lay back down on the grass, Theo tried to distract himself from the headache that was setting up the [Connection Runes]. The others would’ve already placed the [Holy Runes] in their assigned slots on the walls, but the [Connections] were all Theo’s work. Was it simple to do? Most definitely. Did it take more than a few hours to do while providing no benefit in improving his skill? Without question. It was a challenge of patience and little else, and the only thing stopping Theo from running off into the sunset was the promise that this was the last day he needed to do it.
Maybe I could even be creative this time around.
The [System] had been kind enough to reward him at the last possible second, a new [Skill] of sorts popping into his mental space. [Air-Engraving], as it was called on the blue boxes, was a peculiar offshoot of the regular [Rune-Engraving], being classified as a [Sub-Skill] of the original. Theo could visualize a tree of sorts inside himself, where the newest [Skill] was directly connected to the original. While they were both able to grow independently, the original would be the upper limit on what [Air-Engraving] could accomplish as well.
"What does that even mean?" Theo muttered to himself, bringing up the [Rune Skills] in his repertoire.
[Air-Engraving]
[Beginner 1]
Sub-Skill of [Rune-Engraving].
Allows the user to engrave a [Rune] into the air before [Projecting] it onto solid material.

…Huh. Theo couldn’t say he disliked that at all. While it didn’t mean that he could just forego the [Material] part of the [Rune], and instead just meant he could create a [Rune] without an [Engraver], this was still quite the gift to his collection of tricks.
It did seem too easy, however. Being able to just visualize the shape of a [Rune] instead of having to manually etch it into a [Material] just sounded broken. A lot of the time-related issues with creating the engravings to begin with were the restrictions that manual movement imposed on Theo. A [Tier 2 Rune] had more than just a few lines to create, and every second of work drew up to several [MP] from his body. If he could just memorize how it looked in his head and then project it onto the surface of a prepared plate instantly, just why would he do it the normal way ever again?
"Let’s find the drawbacks, I guess," Theo told Nero, the [Familiar] almost glancing his way as she ran over to beg another guard for a piece of his lunch. Ignoring Nero’s lack of response to his words, however, he grabbed the nearest piece of unused metal. It was too small for a [Holy Rune] but just large enough for the smallest version of an [Ignis Rune]. "Just visualize it in the mind, send out the [Mana] into the air and force it into the right shape, and then project it onto the [Steel]’s surface. Easy. Should be no problem at all."
With that pep talk over with, he began to make the energy within fly into the open air. That was, of course, quite the challenge in itself, since the [Mana] wanted to assimilate with the natural world rather than keep being under his control. While Theo had previously done feats of stretching the magical energy several meters through air before, he’d never had to do something of this level of finesse at the same time. As it turned out, making a string of [Mana] turn into an upside-down triangle inside a circle while floating in mid-air was a surprisingly large challenge. Theo could visualize it all within, sure, but it seemed that even the lack of physical work didn’t turn down the difficulty rating. If anything, forcing it all to stay coherent was headache-inducing, and the large quantity of energy assimilating with the air before Theo could get the proper shape made him lose a considerable amount of his reserves.
But, finally, everything was perfect, and he could float the magical construct down into the steel. With a force of will, and a fair share of [Mana] spent to make steel shreds fall off the surface of the unused plate, Theo found himself looking at a mighty fine [Ignis Rune].
"How long was that?" Theo asked the open air, feeling his lungs battling to get breath into his body again. After a few moments of silence, Nero supplied that it had been about seven seconds of him staring into nothingness. "Under ten seconds? Damn, it didn’t feel like that short a time."
The rabbit insisted, showing off her memory of the situation. Theo could only swear as the evidence proved that his internal clock was way off. What had felt like a minute of work for him had been a fraction of that. The speed boost of [Air-Engraving] was incredible in its own right! The 60 [Mana] lost from the rather simple [Rune] was another thing entirely, though, and Theo knew that he would have to trim the lost energy before he could use the skill on [Tier 2 Engravings]. For now, though, he had a workable idea of what was possible.
How did the [Ignis Rune] even turn out? The [Mana-Purity] should be around 50% if it’s working at what [Rune-Engraving] can do by itself.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 26%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 25/25

"Well, that should have been what I expected from a [Beginner 1 Skill]," Theo supposed, not letting the low [Mana-Purity] get him down. If the [Skill] was meant to be worked on to reach the same heights as the original branch, then he was more than happy to do so. He’d already done it before. Doing it again would be easy. "I need to figure out how to control the depth of the projection, though. This is way too superficial for a [Rune]."
There wasn’t time to do a repeat, sadly, as Theo did need to get on with his job. With the confirmation that everything had been prepared, he began to move towards the next section of the wall, finding the long rows of [Holy Runes] ready to be connected together.
"I just wish that the [Connection Runes] didn’t lose [Mana] when they’re longer than ten meters, Nero," Theo said, using the [Engraver] to make the etchings along the wall and towards the top. Standing on a ladder allowed him to reach the required heights, though he would need to get back around and properly get on top of it for the final [Connections] over to the control room. "But no, I have to set up a system that minimizes the amount lost of longer stretches by increasing the width of the [Connection Runes] by as much as possible. It’s very possible, to be sure, but this kind of size really does kill my arms."
Nero didn’t answer his complaints, instead questioning when they were meant to stop for lunch today. Clarifying to the [Familiar] that they’d already eaten lunch, and that dinner would be around in a few hours, meant little to the rabbit. Hunger was an ever-present feeling when one’s life was centred around doing as little as physically possible.
"If I could make you help with this without screwing anything up, I would," came the muttering from the offended [Rune-Crafter]. The rabbit didn’t even bother to make a mental reply to that, leaving Theo to work on making the [Connections] in silence. It was at least a positive that the lack of distractions made him work faster than ever, the man able to take care of an entire row of [Holy Runes] before the end of the hour. "If only I had this kind of speed from the start."
Another two hours passed by before the final [Connection Rune] was put into place, letting Theo sit back and relax as his work of art was finished. There was still a lot of improvement possible, since most of the village walls didn’t have this level of defence built in, but Theo knew that what he’d accomplished was commendable by the scale alone. With so many [Runes] built into the network, the [Rune-Crafter] estimated that a full volley would send out around 7000 [Holy Mana]. For any undead legion that wanted to attack, it was an easy trap to be forced into.
Leaving behind the tools and ladders used, Theo was quick to figure out where the head guard was located. The red-haired dwarf had been hiding inside the temple more often than not, as of late, always muttering over the table while talking with Zayra.
"Hey, Moro!" Theo shouted as he entered, getting the guard’s attention as eyes flew from the map and over to the [Rune-Crafter] in question. "My part of the deal is done. Do you want to test the network out for yourself?"
"I’m not one gifted with being able to manipulate the magical energies, so I’ll sadly have to give that chance to one of my subordinates, but I’m happy to hear you finished early," Moro replied, clearly checking with Zayra to make sure that a day hadn’t passed him by without his notice. Had he showered lately? Theo wrinkled his nose as the smell of old sweat was passed along by Nero. The [Familiar] had no desire to stay near the dwarf, sending Theo ideas about what place to visit for the second lunch of the day. "I do thank you for your work. Compensation should be sent your way before the end of the day. For the remaining time you’re in the village, I suggest trying to relax."
"Relax"… Haven’t heard that word in a long time.
Leaving the temple behind after a few more pleasantries, Theo began the quest of finding Stig’s location yet again. The [Space Mage] had been spending considerable time with Avril, figuring out the inner workings of smithing, but the magician had likewise been using his time inside the inns and introducing many of the traders to poker. As it turned out, after the first day of lost coins, people whose jobs were about taking risks for rewards could easily become addicted to the card game. Several tournaments had already passed by in the last couple of days, and Theo didn’t bother to believe that Stig hadn’t already organized another. By the time he walked into the third inn, the shouting of madmen and of a certain [Space Mage] taking bids was loud and clear.
"If we weren’t well-off before, I don’t think we need to worry about running out of gold for quite a while now," Theo commented as he snuck up on the archer, Stig barely reacting as he bundled the handfuls of gold coins into different pouches. There had to be over four hundred coins there by itself, and Theo knew that Stig had a dozen more pouches hidden in their room. "Are you sure that the merchants are happy about you winning so much, by the way? Angering people with loose morals and mercenaries under their command doesn’t seem like the smartest thing in the world."
"Don’t worry about that," Stig was quick to assure him, that silent smile on his face showing off untold confidence. The dwarf was back in his element, and it showed. He was able to turn a room of traders into a gold rush in so little time. "That reputation I spent the first day crafting is working in our favour. They fear us too much to demand refunds."
Oh, that sneaky bastard. Theo was happy that they were on the same team, this side of the [Space Mage] not shown during their outings in the wilderness. When they reached one of the bigger cities, Theo knew that he would have to rein Stig in if they wanted to leave with their lives intact. That desire to see how much they could get away with was dangerous.
"Do you know how Avril is doing with our armour, by the way? I haven’t heard much about it in the last two days."
If Theo’s increased pace could be described as incredible, Avril’s showing was that of a cocaine-fueled workhorse. With Stig working as an assistant, able to bring tools instantly through the use of [Space Magic], the pace of the crafting had reached beyond what was previously thought possible. While Theo hadn’t seen the armour for himself yet, it was supposedly close to done.
"You didn’t hear?" Stig questioned, Theo raising an eyebrow in response. "She finished with mine last night. Should be done with yours tomorrow morning as well, though she does need you to come by to make sure that the pants have enough stretch around the knees."
Well now. Sitting down at the table, getting Nero the second lunch that she’d been demanding for too many hours for him to care anymore, Theo began to collect himself. If Stig’s words were true, they would be back on the road before the next day ended. Not bad.
"Oh, right, I forgot to mention something to you back during our first day back," Theo said, a sudden thought reaching the forefront of his mind as the [Space Mage] looked back at him. "We got an offer to go hunting more dydras by one of the merchant guilds. I turned it down, since going to the [Space Mage] in Firview was the plan, but I did promise to make sure you heard the offer as well."
"Merchant guild? I don’t think any of the guilds are meant to be trading around these parts this time of year," Stig said, his attention falling entirely onto Theo as he put down the most recent coin-filled pouch. "Just what did they say their name was?"
"The Rising Stars Merchant’s Guild?"
From the swears that left the forest dwarf’s mouth, Theo was swiftly able to understand that they’d missed a figurative bullet. Maybe even a literal one, if the following explanation was to be trusted.
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Trapped


Zayra hadn’t been happy when Theo repeated what he’d told Stig about the merchant’s guild. As it turned out, that title had been rather misleading, the group of merchants being closer to bandits posing as innocent traders. There was a bounty out for their heads, one higher than what they’d earned from the draconic corpse, and Theo was still cursing his name for not using the opportunity for their gain. 
"At least it’s not our problem anymore," he muttered, shaking his head as he readjusted his hold of the reins. The horses pushing the wagon along reacted harshly to his minor adjustments, making their voices heard through the strong winds. "Oi, it’s not my fault that it’s a bit windy this afternoon. Just keep up the pace, and nothing needs to happen."
Buying the horses and wagon was the best choice the two had made, after being positively thrown out of the village by the priestess. The animals were the perfect workers, pushing the cart along the road without forcing Theo and Stig to tire themselves out by walking. If not for the clunky ride on the uneven road, Theo could’ve even called the experience comfortable.
"This might shock you, Theo, but the horses can’t understand your words," Stig commented from within the wagon. The [Space Mage] seemed to be rather deep in his potion brewing, though Theo still wasn’t sure what kind it was meant to be. From how the heated [Ignis Rune] kept making the purple liquid bubble, though, it had to be something semi-important. "And try to keep the ride steady. It’ll be both our asses if any of this spills."
Could’ve just waited a few hours before starting on that, but whatever.
Theo kept true to his promises to control the wagon, staring into the empty air as they rode along on the rather boring forest road. The sun streamed at them from above, though the clouds did obscure it for some time as the hours passed by. Before Theo knew it, the trees themselves obscured the origin of light, the horizon calling for day to end and night to start.
"Good work, you two." Theo applauded as he stepped down, sending Nero out to make sure their rest stop for the night seemed safe enough. "Don’t tell Stig about this," he murmured, leading the horses several paces away from the wagon.
Grabbing his bag and pulling out a few of the fruits he’d bought that morning, he quickly fed the animals, who seemed happier than ever. At least, that’s what Theo assumed, the attempted bites towards his hands seeming more excited than anything.
Horses weren’t carnivores…right?
"Everything should be safe out here!" Theo shouted at the grumbling [Space Mage] who still hadn’t left the back of the wagon. Multicoloured smoke had come out of the cloth roof for a few hours, but a larger puff did escape along with a muttering of curses. "Everything alright there?"
"Just dandy," Stig said, jumping down from the wagon as he wiped his hands on the cold ground. The rather purple marks they left behind didn’t escape Theo’s notice, and the rather strong smell of vinegar excluding the [Space Mage] couldn’t have been overlooked no matter how much he wished for it. "The wolfsbane potion didn’t fare so well, however. Too effective. The glass couldn’t contain it."
Containing that god-awful stench would’ve been a miracle in itself, though Theo supposed it at least meant they wouldn’t be attacked by those canine beasts anytime soon. No creature would get near them, honestly, with how painful one’s nose became the moment one got within five meters of the wagon. If not for the fact that Theo had already allowed the horses to get some distance from the wagon, he feared they would’ve grown mad.
"I think this sounds like you getting to prepare the day’s dinner," the [Rune-Crafter] announced before plopping down on the ground with his shield. After making sure that Nero had returned, the rabbit having found nothing of note other than a small bird that had thought itself safe in its nest, he brought out his shield and looked it over. "Let’s see what else this beauty can bring me."
[Air-Engraving] was still something Theo had been wanting to experiment with, and the amount of time they would be out on the road was just right for that. If the estimations were to be believed and they had an entire two weeks in the wilderness, that was quite the margin of time for possible practice.
First and foremost, testing out the limits of the reduced casting time was top priority. Theo had already been able to bring the minute-long regular [Engraving] of an [Ignis Rune] down to seven seconds of intense concentration. Having tried it before, could he do it faster?
Preparation of the steel plate was swift, and the [Rune-Crafter] fueled the lines of pure [Mana] in the air, the formed thread shifting into the pattern that Theo had etched into metal so many times before. It was simple to visualize, slightly harder to create through an energy-based [Skill], and a nightmare to properly project onto a metallic surface, but he could already feel the amount of time and energy saved by just having experience of the routine.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 27%
Tier: 1
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 26/26

"How long was that?" Theo asked Nero, the rabbit resting by the fire created by the formed [Ignis Rune]. Through a haze of laziness, he was sent a mental recount from the [Familiar]’s perspective, and Theo was able to manually count the seconds of action. "Only five seconds? That’s…incredible."
Just how quickly could he engrave the [Runes] once the [Skill] gained a [Novice Rank]? Theo didn’t want to wait long to figure that out, so he started up a cycle of honing the new technique again and again, more and more [Ignis Runes] steadily forming in a pile.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 3].

The first night of doing as much passed by easily, though it was on the second day at around lunch that Theo realized that he wasn’t getting any better by just using the same pattern over and over again. While it was still a challenge to do faster, the actual formation was too familiar, forcing him to move on to the [Tier 2 Ignis Rune] instead. With its fractal-like pattern, the challenge grew larger than ever before.
It did force him to start throwing away the newer engraved plates, however. The wagon was swiftly overflowing with the extra metal, and the horses were already under enough strain as it was. On that note, Nero had been starting to look at the large animals weirdly.
"Try to eat them, and I'll bind you to the underside of the wagon before you blink," he heard Stig tell the rabbit. Theo had half a mind to relay that, while the [Familiar] could quite clearly understand the dwarf’s words, it just didn’t care enough to take notice of them.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 4].

On the third day, momentum was slowing down again. Not able to get the [Tier 3 Ignis Rune] just yet, Theo moved on to the [Holy Rune] instead. While he still had nightmares about the endless hours inscribing it onto the large plates, the new [Material] alongside the unfamiliar pattern did help increase his learning pace. [Material] densities had never been such a headache for him before, yet here he was having to memorize the proper ways to manipulate each of them.
At least the [Mana-Purity] is through the roof with these newest ones.
[Holy Rune]
Mana-Purity: 43%
Tier: 2
Material: Silver
Capacity: 0/16
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 23/23

"If you weren’t so annoying, dear [Silver], I could almost enjoy working with you," Theo muttered, staring down his latest creation before he threw it into the pile with the others. Giving the sky another glance, he saw that night was fast approaching yet again. More words almost escaped his mouth about the occasion, but an inserted word from his [Familiar] caught his attention. She’d found something.
"Stig! Mind if I set Nero loose? She can smell something tasty hanging around up ahead. Seems like an animal of some kind, and one that’s large enough that she’s willing to share if we prepare it."
"Is it another deer?" Stig questioned, Nero replying in the negative as she continued to sniff the air, the rabbit's nostrils working on overdrive due to the intoxicating scent. While she couldn’t figure out the true origin, even Theo had to admit that it felt familiar. "Well, if she thinks she can take it down before we get within sight of it, I don’t see any issues. Let the rabbit run wild."
Theo didn’t need to say anything to the [Familiar] before she spread her wings, a lunge letting her get impressive airtime as she weaved between the upper branches of the trees. While she still couldn’t outright fly, the wings were getting strong enough that she could remain airborne for several seconds at a time. It was a beautiful showing of speed and unpredictability, one that helped distract Theo from his grumbling stomach as he sat in the front next to Stig. Something new wasn’t to be complained about, and the visual feed sent through the [Familiar-Bond] was getting more and more interesting.
With the falling sun, though the find was still quite minor, Theo was able to spot flickering lights ahead of Nero. The rabbit had seen it as well, adjusting her direction as she moved towards it.
This doesn’t feel right.
"Are there any bioluminescent creatures in this forest?" Theo asked. "Anything that would glow naturally?"
"Not as far south as this, no," Stig answered, eyes narrowing as he looked ahead. "The creature would have to be something of magical origin, and even then it would have to be extremely rare. You might want to call her back."
Theo thought the same, but at that point, it was too late. With a squeak that reached even his ears, Nero screamed through the connection as metal bars formed around her body, enveloping her before she could even try to escape. That wasn’t good.
Even he was surprised when he leapt out his seat on the wagon, sprinting down the road at a pace Theo hadn’t thought himself able to do. And yet he kept increasing in speed, for the screaming in his head was as endless as it was painful. Nero was in danger.
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Broken Illusions


Theo’s legs screamed at him as he ran down the road, [Mana-Sight] finally allowing him to spot some kind of abnormality. The connection to Nero was draining, though he didn’t know why, and his body was starting to flinch at every flick of grass and greenery. Everything was the enemy, and all of it needed to be gone before it could think to hurt the [Familiar]. 
There was some faint echo of Stig’s voice in the background, but it all fell apart as he continued, chasing that flicker of abnormality through the forest. He could see everything clearly, and he could spot the tracks that Nero had left on the upper trunks of the trees as she’d run along between glides. He could find her here, he was at least supposed to, but there was no trace of the rabbit. It all just ended up in the middle of nowhere, the signs of life just cutting off in a slice.
A weirdly perfect slice, one that almost seemed to wobble as Theo stared it down. Breathing heavily, his shield ready to strike at whatever enemy desired to attack at the moment, he hurried forward towards the warped reality. Pressing his hand against what showed itself to be a barrier, an illusion meant to stop anybody from realizing that this part of the forest wasn’t just filled with natural growth, he pushed harder. Some kind of force tried to stop him from doing as much, but his [Mana-Mastery] resisted the influence it tried to enact upon him, and like a mirror, the illusion shattered.
The dark forest was replaced with five horrified faces holding a trap, one shaking as a bow was pointed his way. Theo felt some kind of noise escape his throat as the connection to Nero returned to its normal state, the cries coming to him just like before. She wasn’t in pain, but the screeches of being trapped inside the metal still hadn’t ceased. Narrowing his eyes onto the metallic box held by one of the humanoids, Theo took a step towards it.
Yet the twang of a bow reached his ears at the same moment a dull impact was felt on his chest. Somebody had thought to put an arrow through his right lung, though they’d failed because of the gleaming armour handmade by Avril. Dydra scales weren’t going to be pierced so easily.
But it was a wake-up call to hurry, Theo lunging forward in the blink of an eye, grabbing the throat of the person holding his [Familiar] before slamming them to the ground. Air escaped the target to an excruciating degree, but Theo didn’t care, grabbing the metal box before it fell and promptly ripping it apart. To see Nero spread her wings as she sped away at peak speed was the greatest thing he had ever seen, though the second arrow that came from behind forced him back into reality.
"I would suggest you consider your next move." The sound of a certain [Space Mage] came, Theo hearing the sharp intake of breath as a dagger was forced against the enemy bowman’s throat. Amidst what likely could have developed into a fight, Stig had forced some degree of calmness. "Theo, do you feel like snapping out of your hysteria? Killing merchants won’t look good on our records, no matter what explanation you have for it."
Traders? What does he mean, they’re…
What were they exactly? Hearing the continuation of painful coughs beneath one of Theo’s boots, he looked down at the humanoid he’d previously just tagged as an "enemy to their safety." Even if the sun had gone down and he was mostly using his [Mana-Sight] to spot details, the light of the campfire did reveal key details. A sharp pair of ears, a thin form, and very frightened eyes that glistened with tears.
"An elf?" Theo muttered, feeling like his mind was finally starting to return. Taking a step back, not sure just what had happened to his rationale, he thanked whoever was listening that he hadn’t used his [Runes] on them yet. "Sorry, I didn’t realize just who I was—"
He was forced to stop mid-sentence as a heavy hit landed on his back, air unexpectedly leaving his body as he stumbled to the side. It seemed that only focusing on two of the five people he’d spotted around the campfire had been a mistake, and there were others more than ready to fight back. One with a dagger, one with a sword, and one with a half-broken chair who was rearing up to have another swing at him.
While he understood their anger, Theo wasn’t about to let the elven woman in front get a second hit on him, grabbing the chair as he sidestepped the attack and removing it from her grasp. Throwing it a few meters away, he assessed the others. None of them seemed willing to go on the offensive, though Stig was clearly having some trouble keeping his dagger steady on the archer.
How to salvage this… 
"Next time, please don’t capture and confuse a [Familiar] that’s running around," Theo calmly suggested as he made his shield hit the dirt, an activated [Impact Rune] making the ground shake in response. That got the proper reaction out of them, and the man on the ground still seemed rather frightened. "I know it wasn't intended as a kidnapping, but that fact does mess up how I can properly respond to it. Are you okay down there?"
The felled elf flinched in reaction to Theo offering a hand to help him up, though a few seconds of waiting for a response did finally make him accept it. If anything, adding in that Stig removed the dagger from the archer's throat, it helped ease the group of elves into considering them somewhat friendly.
"Just who breaks through a protection artefact, throws simple merchants onto the ground with deadly force over a damn rabbit, and then acts so… Eve, what is the common word for his tone?" the attacked elf asked in a wheezing voice, looking over at the one who’d hit Theo with the chair as he felt at his throat. It looked rather red, Theo seemingly having used more force than he’d thought possible.
A blue screen briefly appeared to give him some kind of notice, but it was thrown away so he could focus on the five pairs of eyes still staring him down. Even their archer had joined in once Stig returned to Theo’s side, the [Space Mage]’s dagger put back into its sheath.
"Apologetic?" Eve offered. If the elven woman’s eyes could kill, Theo was rather sure he would’ve been dead by now. Even with their blue colouring, those irises seemed to spark a level of red hatred unmatched by any others. "Not something to expect from human scum."
"Don’t be rude to the one who can break through our defence before you can react, please," the archer begged of the elven woman, but there was little to show that she’d heard him.
"Now now, he did apologize, so that’s something to take into consideration," the first elf said, finally stopping the inspection of his injuries as he and Theo met eye-to-eye. "If this is the kind of response that is forced out of a warrior mage when their so-called familiar is trapped, then I should apologize as well. We didn’t know what we caught and, frankly, thought it was a magical creature that had just wandered too far away from home. It is not every day that winged rabbits are spotted in the trees."
So they had tried to capture Nero due to her rarity? Theo should’ve guessed it would be something akin to that, the small gathering of horses around the place hinting that his [Familiar] had located a hidden merchant caravan by mistake. The smaller size of it, however, was a mystery he wasn’t so sure about.
"It’s fine, really, we were the ones at fault thinking it safe to let her run wild for a minute," Stig said when Theo took a few moments too long to react to the elven merchant’s words. It seemed his mind was still coming back to its regular state, that fog of rage still lingering in the corners of his cognition. "Nero, the rabbit you captured, had caught a scent she found interesting. We thought it was tonight’s dinner in the form of some creature, but…it seems that whatever tool you have for hiding visually didn’t contain the smell of whatever it is you’re cooking on that fire."
At the mention of it, Theo was assaulted by the smell through the [Familiar-Bond], Nero’s nose once again working overtime as the rabbit did her damndest to keep to the trees. Even with the scare of a lifetime, one that still had the critter’s heart pumping several miles every microsecond, the instinct of eating food was almost making her jump back down from the trees to see if she could steal it from under the elves’ noses.
And honestly, Theo couldn’t blame her for it. Though they should’ve properly been turned a minute ago, those skewers of meat did seem rather appetizing. That couldn’t have been anything local, with how much easier it seeped through his senses. As long as Nero didn’t make a run for them, he could consider it.
The laugh from the elven merchant brought him back into reality, however. Even when the other traders looked uncertain, weapons still wielded on their side of the fire, a calm was begging to intrude the area. Tensions were easing, and wary smiles were growing on their faces with time.
"Did you hear that, Kelvin? Your cooking was enough to penetrate the artefact’s protections. Never thought that’d be the way we found a flaw in it," the merchant he’d attacked said, the others shaking their heads as another bark of laughter escaped the first elf. "On that note, how about some introductions? My name is Isaac Underwood, leader of my humble group of merchants and mercenaries. This fair lady, with the ability to hit even the mightiest of attackers with a chair, is Eve Underwood. The one with a bow is Arion, the one with a sword is Kenley, and the one with the steak knife is Kelvin, the mightiest chef in this entire forest."
"If that’s your way of calling the meat bad, you’re not getting any," Kelvin spoke up, making Isaac sputter for a moment as apologies left the elf’s mouth at a rapid pace. Attention was quick to fall back onto Stig and Theo, however, the chef’s eyes frowning as he looked Theo up and down. "You are a human. Never seen one of you inside the eastern forest. What are you doing here, and with only a single forest dwarf to accompany as well?"
Being so few was a strange thing, and being compressed into a duo was stranger than only being five. Anomalies judging anomalies. The [Rune-Crafter] felt there was some kind of irony to find in that fact.
"My name is Theo Locheim and this here is Stig Goldfeet, son of Arila," he started, the others voicing their regular greetings. "What are we doing out here? Well, we’re making our way towards Firview to meet up with old acquaintances. How about you? Since you don’t recognize us, I can only assume you’re going towards Oslaker."
"Fovyr, actually," Eve corrected with a sharp tongue, and Theo was forced to pull up his mental map of locations. Fovyr was only a handful of days of travel away from Firview, both in the same general location. "We came from Gelimir, though we were forced to take an indirect route due to a necromancer problem on the road between the two villages. The longer riding time was meant to avert any kind of issues along the way, but…it seems we weren’t so lucky."
So they also have [Necromancer] issues further south? That can’t be good.
Stig also understood that fact, the two sharing eye contact for a moment before the two groups began to exchange more information. Simple facts about what had happened before, what they were trading, and just what kind of armour that they were wearing.
"Forgive me for sounding blunt, but I know for a fact that Arion’s arrows are meant to go through even the toughest of bear furs without issue, and yet that armour of yours has stood up to two direct hits without as much as a scratch," Isaac pointed out as they settled by the fireplace. Nero had already joined them, though she made hissing noises every time one of the elves tried to come near. Even with their fancy garments and gold-embroidered armour, the [Familiar] was having none of it.
"For those missed hits, I can thank the fact that this material is almost purely dydra scales," Theo explained, hitting the glinting chest piece as a varied group of swears left the elven merchant. Even though they knew of its worth, some of them considered making offers. Even a custom-fitted armour piece would be worth it to anybody that wanted the ultimate protection. "We killed one two weeks ago, and a smith was kind enough to create armour sets for the both of us in exchange for the rest of the scales."
"Not a bad trade," Isaac muttered, stunned for another moment as he stared at the shining scales. The second-long distraction was enough for a critter’s instinct to activate, wings spreading as she leapt across the fire in an adrenaline-junkie style, grabbing one of the skewers before making a return to Theo’s spot. "Oh, for… You know what? I’ll just take that loss. Do you two want any as well? We have more than enough meat for the five of us, so a little sharing shouldn’t hurt anybody."
There was little questioning about that, Stig falling into conversation with the other group about their far past experiences. The [Space Mage] was a natural, able to form stories of previous adventures in a heartbeat, taking the figurative floor without effort. Theo silently thanked him for it, as he could finally look over whatever the [System] had been trying to push into his eyesight for the past twenty minutes.
[Warning]!
[Familiar-Bond] in [Critical Condition].
Error 311 detected! Cross-contamination of animalistic instincts is likely. Please seek medical attention immediately.

… Oh. That explained the lack of awareness Theo had felt. The lack of real thought to his earlier actions, other than doing whatever he could to make sure that Nero was safe, was likely a product of the [Familiar]’s instinctual survival mechanisms. That they made him protective to a dangerous degree when passed through their [Bond] wasn’t too good, but they had at least quieted down now. How was the [Durability] looking? Opening up the [Familiar Screen], Theo was intent on figuring out just that.
Familiar-Bond
Bond-Status: Unstable
Ranking: Average
Bond-Type: Passive Two-way
Durability: 48/75

It wasn’t [Critical] anymore, but Theo could definitely feel that some cracks were still present in their connection. If pushed, it would fracture much more easily than before, and he wasn’t entirely sure that it would heal as quickly. Staying still for the next few days was the answer.
I guess you’ll be a lap rabbit for now, then.
Nero didn’t seem to mind that, happily smearing the meat sauces on his leg armour as she went through the skewer’s contents. And honestly, that was enough for Theo.




Chapter 74







The Egg


Night had passed by in the blink of an eye, and the rays of the sun once again complemented the steady beating of the horses’ hoofs hitting the forest road. Theo did feel his mind wander a little, since he hadn’t been granted with sleep during the darker hours, but curiosity was forcing his eyes to nonetheless focus. While sitting amidst the clutter that the elven traders had within their wagon, he held what Isaac was so determined that Theo call an artefact. 
"It’s an ancient relic, and you should respect it as such," the elven merchant tried to persuade him, though Theo didn’t feel the need to do so. The spinning sprockets and glowing lights within the rounded egg frame did make him feel some kind of admiration for the item, but curiosity was the limit of what he could put out. Magical items and their functions were something he looked at with a wary eye, but that didn’t mean he was going to start bowing to its form just yet. "It has helped keep my group safe for two decades without fail, for its ability to ward beasts away and keep thieving eyes from our camp is without flaw…mostly."
Theo raised an eyebrow at the last addition to his explanation. It was clear that nobody had expected Nero to be able to break through the item’s protections, and especially not when it had such an impressive track record. And yet she had, the rusting gears within the durable glass finally showing some manner of error.
If the elf was to be trusted, the glass egg was older than nearly anybody currently alive, dating back to the "golden age of forest elves." How many years ago that was exactly wasn’t answered, but it was closer to a thousand years than five hundred. From that fact alone, Theo was determined to figure out how it worked. An ancient artefact of incredible illusions that could work for several hundred years? He needed to know if he could replicate it.
But there are no [Runes].
That was the strangest truth of them all. While magic was condensed in the materials of the item on a scale that he couldn’t fully comprehend, the [System] refused to recognize there was the slightest hint of [Rune-Work] on its surfaces. There wasn’t even a pop-up to warn him that they were above [Tier 7] and therefore unreadable to him. There was nothing, as if he were just holding a blank void.
"Yeah, you won’t find any of those fancy runes that you’re working with yourself on this piece of beauty," Isaac was quick to explain when Theo asked about the oddity. "The piece has been enchanted by the mightiest of the old elven mages, which is why you should give it so much reverence. This is practically a shadow of their old souls."
That it was an [Enchantment], the subject previously mentioned by Stig back in Zerdyl, did make some of the pieces fit, but that last part had more questions appearing. Just what was [Shadow of Soul] meant to be, and why did the [System] just recognize that as a thing?
"I’ve never heard about [Souls] appearing in [Enchantments] before," Theo commented, ramping up [Mana-Sight] to its maximum to try and spot anything that would lead to that conclusion. Was this why Isaac was so adamant that the artefact be treated with respect, lest the soul inside be angry at them? The idea of the item being somewhat sentient didn’t sit well with him, though the elven merchant next to him seemed more amused than anything. "What?"
"Oh, it’s nothing. It’s just that with, you know, all that arcane knowledge and engraving, you’d know the lore behind the enchanted artefacts. I suppose that the elven folktales truly don't reach too far beyond the world trees," the merchant said, reminiscing for a moment before clearing his throat. "The basics of enchanting an item have always been simple in theory. You cover the material with your magical aura before proceeding to infuse it with an idea of what it’s meant to function as. As an example, with the runes you’re using to make fires, an enchanter would have to imagine somebody using it to set off a mighty pillar of flame."
"Is it really that simple?" Theo asked, not sure he could believe the lack of complexity. From what he could tell, this [Enchanting] business was just a more primitive version of [Rune-Crafting] purely based on [Intent] rather than any type of [Engraving].
"I invite you to try and learn it from a teacher if you find one willing to teach somebody so arrogant," Isaac retorted with a grin before returning to his tale. "But, alas, it is never so simple. Making a material learn its function truly did not come without sacrifice. Otherwise, it would be like trying to make a regular door open by itself or making a wagon move without a horse to assist. No…you need some form of sentience for the item to understand, to take the energy for granted and craft it into something that can function. It needs a slice of life, a slice of the enchanter’s soul. Quite literally, the work of enchanters has a little bit of themselves within."
…Well, that stopped Theo from ever wanting to learn the practice himself. While he was quite happy about the idea of a simplified way of making magical tools, the cost of splitting apart pieces of his soul to let them work was a step too far for him. He could wade through fire, feel his finger bones crack as [Mana] was forced through at too high a speed, but going even deeper than that made his mind rattle in a way that made it impossible to consider.
Still, though, it was a practice he did find some growing respect for. If the artist who’d made the glass egg had spent so much time creating something with such a wide range of usability, maybe they did deserve some mental thanks sent their way.
"How do you use it anyhow?" Theo asked, doing a sweep of the surface once again. The actual spinning gears within were all separated from the outer glass casing, floating inside without anything holding them in place yet somehow still staying fixed. "There’s no specific place to put your fingers or what?"
"Not really," Isaac said, seeming happy that he was actually taking it a bit more seriously now. "I’m not the mage in our group, that title being held by Eve, but she apparently just…inserts the mana while holding it and visualizes whatever kind of illusion she wants to cover the camp."
Eve did that?
Theo had trouble believing the elf to be the catalyst for the illusions he’d broken through. While it might’ve been arrogance once again speaking for him, he had seen what kind of magical capacity the woman had possessed and it had been far less than his own. To create something of such a large scale as the illusion that had protected their caravan, couldn’t possibly have been so easy.
"Would you mind if I tried—" Theo began, but Isaac was ready to accept before he could even finish. The merchant knew his every move somehow, though there was a quick request to keep it low-scale. "Thanks. Let’s see here."
A minor message was sent to Nero to let her know of the creation of the illusion, forcing the [Familiar] to retreat from her spot atop the front wagon and lazily glide over to Theo instead. With the rabbit in place right next to him, to make sure that the [Familiar-Bond] wouldn’t have any reason to be strained further, he delved into the artefact in front of him.
Letting a line of [Mana] fly through his left palm, Theo hesitantly allowed its passage through the glass. He expected some form of resistance from the artefact, but there was none to be found. If anything, it seemed to calmly aid in the insertion, as it sent him mental instructions on how to ensure a smooth activation.
Damn, there really is some form of sentience inside.
A moment more was spent letting the energy silently pass before the upper part of the egg lit up, a blue-tinted jewel revealing itself from within the spinning gears.
‘Would you expect anything less from a tool so great?’
It took a lot of willpower to not outright drop the egg-shaped artefact, Theo instead sharply breathing in as he felt some foreign presence studying his mind. It wasn’t forced, and there was no sense of pain coming through, but it was undeniable that it was there. Even Nero complained, the connection between the two slightly grazed by the foreign mind before it retreated through the mental connection. The most prominent showing of sentience had ended, and the artefact was back to its former condition of simply guiding his energy around.
When the next instruction came, asking Theo to visualise what he wanted and how large it was meant to be, he requested that it cover the inside of the wagon he and Isaac sat in. Trying to push it a little further, he even requested that the illusion be made to be inwards instead of outwards, making the two see a fake representation of the world rather than the others being given the treatment.
A mild surprise came when the artefact accepted the request, asking for further details about what they wanted the illusion to show. While Theo initially wanted to go towards a simple forest illustration, like what the elven merchants had done before, he saw no reason to not press it further. Sending out all of his memories from a specific spot in his old world, he felt the artefact ponder it for a moment before accepting his requests once again.
With that, the connection was cut off, and a world began to form around him and Isaac. Though the elven merchant was quick to gasp at the sight, of a certain city filled with skyscrapers enveloping them, Theo felt shocked to a much higher degree when he looked at his [Status].
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 15
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 170/170
Stamina(SP): 176/180
Mana(MP): 156/200
An illusion that stayed up seemingly indefinitely, showing off a busy New York street filled with talking people and honking cars, didn’t require more than 44 [Mana] to produce. It was impossible to truly fathom, to believe at all, yet Theo couldn’t refute the evidence before his eyes. Broadway had never made his mind spin so much.
It didn’t make sense that something so grand could be created with so little, but Theo was forced to consider that the world wasn’t made in the way he’d thought previously. Maybe it wasn’t that the artefact in his hands was producing energy beyond what he’d inserted into it. Maybe everything else was just so utterly inefficient that the egg put them all to shame.
"What in the Nine Worlds of Ralathor have you created?" Isaac said, the elf’s eyes looking ready to pop out of his skull as he stared at a world he’d never seen before. Theo supposed that the showing was a bit too much for the merchant, the sheer sound of the city enough to be quite something.
Taking a moment to notice, even the smell was there. That distinct odour of a place with too many cars running on diesel complementing the stench of people who should’ve showered a few weeks ago. It made him feel like he was back in his old world once again, like it was all a dream.
Looking down and seeing the inside of the wagon did stop it from becoming a permanent fixation, and Theo pressed on the illusion until it broke to stop Isaac from having a complete meltdown.
"The artefact creates illusions by using the memories of the wielder," the merchant pointed out, once he finally got his breathing back under control. A calm mind helped those piercing eyes dig through Theo, the trader knowing something wasn’t right. "That means you’ve either been in that place yourself, or somebody used magic to insert it inside. Since I doubt anybody would do the latter, I must ask where that place is?"
"Somewhere very far from here," Theo replied in a silent voice, looking at the artefact with the respect he knew it now deserved. Stig had been going on about wanting to visit his old world, about seeing all there was, and he now had the tool needed to show him everything he ever wanted. The cost of revealing a few extra facts to the elven merchants made that worth it. "It’s beyond our reach, a location that both of us will likely never set foot in no matter how hard we try."
There were a few more attempts at prodding him for a better explanation, but Theo didn’t give anything away. Instead of trying to get more information, Isaac was quick to propose a business venture instead, wanting to take him back to the cities and use the artefact as an attraction.
"If you have seen as many places as you state, there will be no end to what we could sell," Isaac proposed, trying to bring Theo in with the potential profits of abusing the tool for gains. That didn’t work either, however, and one final proposal was made. "How about this? I see how much you want to use this artefact. While we travel together, I will allow it on the condition that my group and I get to watch as well. Using it to make illusions not for hiding but for grand displays is something I’ve never considered before, and I’d love to see what you could make of the time we have."
"Now that sounds like something we can both agree on," Theo said, the two shaking hands before going back into the discussions about the magical item. While he couldn’t replicate its effects right now, maybe a few days’ worth of messing around with it would reveal some kind of secret, most of all how in the hell it had replied to his thoughts.
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Subjected to Sentience


As Theo sat back silently, the others peered over the side of the wagon, staring down at the great distance to the ground as they seemingly flew a mile above the great fields. There was a fair share of cursing, something that was rude in the elven tongue since it warranted a slap in the back of the head, but nobody truly did blame them. Even if it was all an illusion, this was the first time they’d seen the world from so far above. 
"It’s like staring through the eyes of a bird," Stig said, the others agreeing wholeheartedly as they studied the view. None of them could take their eyes off the sight for even a moment, seemingly afraid of missing it all as they travelled through the air at breakneck speeds. Theo knew it wasn’t true, though. The world beyond the original starting point was procedurally generated by the mismatch of memories he had provided. That the artefact could stitch together fragments and combine them into a three-dimensional illusion without any discernible flaws was still crazy to him, however. "This beats the fractured earth."
The prioritization over the Grand Canyon that they’d seen the day before did cause some level of disagreement, the elves apparently loving the view of gargantuan natural environments more than today’s unique perspective.
Holding the glass egg while they squabbled, Theo used his [Mana] to connect with it once more, the blue jewel on top activating as it quietly asked if there was a need to alter the current illusion.
‘Not right now, no,’ Theo replied to the question. ‘I was just wondering if you had any memories of your own. Before you become one with the artefact, I mean. I’m not sure how being a [Soul Fragment] works when it comes to memories before your current state, honestly.’
The gem glowed for a moment, the centre lighting up as small pathways lit up like never before. It was doing a full sweep, an entire scan of its insides. Theo couldn’t say it was too bad a sight, knowing that it had done as many multiple times before to complete the requests that they made. It didn’t just use the current information about environments, after all, but also used all the learned tricks from previous requests. Whether it was intended or not, the creation of the artefact had made it possible for the glass egg to improve with every use, a feat that had done well after centuries.
‘There are a few flashes, but nothing I can separate into individual environments or memorable moments,’ the gem replied in its calm tone. Theo had never heard it speak in anything else, that single emotion seeming to be the only side it could show off. ‘I am only a fragment of what once was, and I, therefore, lack almost all of the memories that my creator gathered through their life.’
‘But did you not speak to them after being made? Did they not test your abilities?’
‘Many did, yes, but it was never my creator who asked me to create illusions,’ the egg answered back. There was almost an edge of sadness hidden within, but Theo wasn’t sure if it was himself putting on that context or if it was truly there. ‘And neither did they speak to me as you do, so I never got the chance to request it.’
So it wanted to speak with its creator directly, huh? Theo supposed that made sense, though the fact that none would try to communicate with the artefact was the strangest thing of all.
‘Do you know why they wouldn’t even try to talk with you? I can imagine that the years have allowed you to accrue much information.’
‘There is only so much information I can hold, sadly, and anything not related to my function slips away from me. Names, faces, and anything not outright used for the creation of a fake world will all be erased given enough years.’
That fact hurt more than Theo was proud of, though the artefact didn’t seem to mind too much. It was fulfilling the function it was created for, and the happiness of that fact alone kept it moving. Until the day it was broken apart, nothing would stop the egg from creating a place of peace and discovery. There was fulfillment in that objective, and who was he to question it?
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 7].

Likewise, Theo had been so enraptured in the continuous use of the artefact that the [System] had noted the improvement of his technique with energies. It seemed that the guidance from the blue gem on how to make his [Mana] flow smoother had travelled to other areas of usage, giving [Mana-Mastery] the highest rank of all the [Skills] he currently possessed. All in all, that wasn’t half bad. It even allowed him to move further with his other domains of training whenever they had downtime.
As it turned out, the [Projection] of the [Rune] work on non-flat surfaces was more than just possible, Theo didn’t feel any real difference during it. What was normally a headache-inducing chore while doing it by hand became a breeze through [Air-Engraving]. It was honestly something he should’ve seen coming, since the use of the lines of [Mana] allowed him to simply bend the [Rune] and make it fit perfectly onto an uneven surface before actually [Projecting] it onto the [Material]. Putting that together with the fact that he could create the actual [Engravings] in mere seconds, Theo had started the production of [Tier 2 Impact Runes] on Stig’s arrows. What had previously been piercing projectiles had been turned full-on penetrating.
With an amplified force and a very thin surface area, the pressure just becomes too high.
There was a chance they could even penetrate the dydra armour, but they didn’t dare test it. That in itself spoke highly of what the upgrade was.
"Are you sure that you wouldn’t want to accompany us to Firview?" Theo asked during lunch while munching down on some kind of dried meat that had taste for once. While the forest dwarves were rather light on midday dishes, the elves were more than ready to fill their stomachs at every convenience, a fact that a certain human appreciated more than anything. "While I still won’t go along with the partnership around making illusions for the people, I wouldn’t mind helping you test the idea out at the village."
"To be rather frank with you, Theo, I believe this is your way of trying to extend your time with the artefact," Isaac replied, the others chuckling when he agreed to the theory unabashedly. "I don’t blame you, since it truly is an item with unlimited potential, but my caravan has important business in Forvyr that we simply can’t ignore."
"If you do stay around in Firview for a few weeks, we might pass by before heading for Oslaker," Kelvin added, the cook giving out the next rounds of meat while he talked. It was perfect in every way, and Theo was almost able to forget they were out in the wild. "Those illusions you’re able to create are beyond anything we’ve ever seen, and the sights within are…in a league of their own."
It was a deal, in the end, and Theo was likewise more than happy to make a few trades on their second-to-final day before they needed to split up. While he wasn’t able to create permanent versions of the [Holy Runes], the merchants were delighted to have even temporary healing measures, paying with quite a handful of coins along with more rolls of meat than they really knew what to do with.
"These are everlasting, you know," Isaac pointed out as the long rolls of dried meat were put into the prepared bags. "Cut out of magical beasts in the heart of the Vrasis World Tree, made to never rot until eaten or devoured by the trees. It’s a shame you can’t buy more of them unless you visit the world tree yourself, however."
"We plan to do as much the first chance we get, then," Theo said, getting a grin in return along with a set of stores to visit when they finally did. While Isaac and his group mostly did long-term excursions out into the wilderness to sell to the villages, he still had a rather large network of friendly merchants within Rootdale who would be more than happy to give them a discount.
With that said, another round of illusions came upon them, and the day quickly turned into night, the star-filled sky coming along and shining down upon them. Stig tried to point out some of the different star patterns, but Theo confessed that he couldn’t figure out how half of them were meant to work.
"If every god and goddess is meant to have their star, and each grouping of stars means a specific domain of speciality, wouldn’t that mean it would take several deities working together to get a single portrait?" Theo questioned, getting an annoyed groan from the forest dwarf in response. "I just don’t get it. How are we meant to see anything that resembles an image from a single point of light?"
"It’s not just a single light coming from the star!" Stig retorted, clearly having gone mad in his delusions. Theo would pray for his quick recovery, though he had to stand tall through the madness for now. "The higher realms shine upon us with not just natural light, but also the light of the gods and goddesses. When we pray to a specific deity, they can hear our call, and they can show themselves in the night sky for us."
Theo had to look at the forest dwarf to see if there was a shit-eating grin on his face yet. When there was nothing to be found, he finally accepted that his dear friend had fallen so low. His shortness truly had made it too easy to fall beneath the ground of clarity.
Before another retort could pass through his lips, however, Nero woke up from her sleep with her ears held high and flicking around as a mild wind came through their camp. A few mutterings from some of the sleeping merchants seeped through, and the fire in the middle flickered for just a moment, but there was little else of note, no sounds calling for fear to erupt.
…
There was actually very little sound at all, as if somebody had simply muted the natural world. When Theo sat up from the cold grass, Stig realized the truth as well, grabbing his bow as he prepared for an attack from any side.
"Isaac," Theo whispered harshly, the only awake merchant looking over at them with tired eyes. When the old elf saw their sharp eyes and ready weapons, he got the hint as well. The artefact had perhaps kept them safe from attack for so long, but Nero had proved that it could be circumvented.
And if it could be done once, it could be done again.
"What can Nero hear?" Stig asked as the others began to rise from their lying positions with weapons in hand. None of them seemed particularly stressed for a moment until the rearing of the horses made them realize the situation they were in. The animals could sense something wrong, could see that the world had a presence not meant to be there and that they were in danger. "Theo! What is it?"
"I…don’t know," Theo replied, his voice a little shaky as he delved into the [Familiar-Bond]. It was hard to truly explain the sensations transmitted through the connection, the senses not able to compare to anything Theo had in his repertoire. The easiest way to think of it was as a kind of vibration of sound, one so low that human ears couldn’t ever hear it, let alone feel it. And yet the animals could do it without issue, and they thought it the loudest sound of all. "It’s something large, something that’s making the ground shake, but there’s nothing in the trees and nothing hiding the bushes."
And it wouldn’t make sense for the ground to shake if it was in the sky, forcing Theo to accept that there was the only place where the enemy could be.
Below.
"By any chance, Isaac, does the illusion only reach the open air? Does it go through the dirt and hide the vibrations of our steps?" Theo asked the old trader, the elf’s eyes opening wide as he shook his head. "Well, shit. Something found us through our footsteps and is currently moving underground. No clue what it is, but be ready for—"
"Anything" was the word that Theo had hoped to end with, but the feeling of something hard wrapping around his left foot before dragging him down distracted him too much to finish.




Chapter 76







Treant


Theo’s left leg was buried in the earth up to his knee before the force couldn’t push him down more. Not to say it didn’t try, as he felt his flesh being stretched to the utmost as it refused to stop the assault. 
"On the wagons!" Isaac shouted to the others as Theo slammed at the ground with all he could muster in his current position, the [Impact Rune] on the shield making the earth shake to a painful degree. But whatever kind of pain he felt must’ve been the same for the creature under the earth, the ropelike appendage shaking before releasing him. "Come on!"
"Is the leg broken?" Stig asked, helping Theo out of the ground as the elven merchant ran for the higher ground. Testing out the limb in question, Theo had to wince. Not broken, but it would definitely have some bruising if given an hour.
"Good enough to walk on," Theo said, gritting his teeth as the [Space Mage] helped him move towards the wagons. Nero was already there, trying to listen for more movements as they pulled out a good handful of [Holy Runes]. A few repeated uses made the pain settle down to manageable levels. "The thing that dragged me down felt like a tree root."
"Might be a blight, then?" Isaac suggested, the old merchant pulling out a spear from one of the many boxes in the wagon. The others were quick to equip themselves with their best weapons as well, though Theo wasn’t sure how it would matter for now. They were dealing with something large mainly under the grass. A dagger would do little against a foe they couldn’t even reach. "Treelike skin, very hostile, and they are known to attack from beneath."
There was a chance that it could be. Stig had already mentioned them being a problem in Zerdyl, though Theo hadn’t met one himself just yet. They were quite the challenge, though.
"There’s no reason for a blight to be alone out here," the [Space Mage] retorted quickly, Stig’s eyes flicking around as he studied the ground for any type of movement. With the shining pupils, it was obvious he was trying to look through the dirt to see what was beneath, though the sheer depth at which the beast hid made it next to impossible. "It has to be something that works alone, something large enough that its main body doesn’t need to be close to us."
"A treant, then?" Eve proposed, Stig shrugging in response. "It would have to be abnormally large, but any other options should’ve killed us long before we noticed them."
That wasn’t fun to hear.
"Treant it is," Stig accepted, nocking an arrow on his bow as the wagon started to shake a little.
The cracking of wood was the only warning before the back wheels were torn apart. A brief moment of being unbalanced, some handling it better than others, was had as Theo got pushed back outside by the falling elves.
Stig was able to remain standing, however, quick to fire off his projectile the moment that a long branch tried to wrap itself around Theo’s leg once again. "Most definitely a treant!"
It wasn’t as quick to try and break his leg this time around, and helped by the shock of the arrow flying right through the branch, Theo could rip off the wood before he was dragged under once more. Nero warned him of the sheer volume of shaking from beneath, that more of those attacks were soon to come.
Going onto the wagon will just make it break our transportation. It needs to be lured out.
And to lure anything required bait. Seeing as Theo had no desire to risk the lives of others, it seemed that he would remain on solid ground for now.
"Are treants afraid of fire?" Theo asked as he used [Shield-Bash] on the ground once again, a deep roar heard from beneath in response. Vibrations made the treant shaky. That was good to know. Maybe it’d like a few [Gale Runes] forced into its body when he got the chance. "Or do we need to chop it in parts until it flops over?"
"There’s some resistance!" Stig answered in a shout as he fired off another three arrows in rapid succession, the roots trying to take Theo from all sides. None got a firm hold of him, however, as the penetrating power of the arrows destroyed the structure of the roots. "Not enough to not start firing off flames, though. Fire when we figure out where it’s hiding."
Theo knew that was the hardest challenge of all at the moment. While they could take care of the increasing number of branches trying to break his neck and crush his bones, there was no real damage done to the monstrous tree. They didn’t even know what tree it was that was trying to kill them, the lack of movement from any of the large behemoths nearby made it blend in perfectly. It was just their luck they’d found themselves within its area of influence.
Running can’t help us either. For all we know, we might just run closer towards it.
This wasn’t sustainable. As he used the [Gale Runes] in rapid succession with another [Shield-Bash] on the ground, the sheer force making the treant scream in pain once again, Nero flew from her seat in the wagon and landed on a nearby tree. While it would be a severe risk to make her search for the source of the attacks, they had little choice in the matter.
A moment of being distracted, watching the [Familiar] glide from one tree to another, was enough for a swing of a vine to hit Theo in the side of his head. His vision blacked out for a moment, but he was able to hold himself up and dodge the next attempt on his life. The force of the blow on his shield was something, however, and he struggled to keep up his defence.
"I’m running out of arrows here!" Stig shouted, and the merchants who stood by were swift in opening up their boxes of goods, giving him any projectile they could. "Theo, is she any closer to finding it?"
"She’s trying!" Theo responded, another blow to his stomach making the air in his lungs disappear. His face was going white, but he didn’t dare stop defending himself. While the current attacks hurt, the pain that’d come with being entirely undefended would be like nothing before it. "She needs another minute."
The [Familiar] in question replied that she might need more than a minute, the target hiding well. While Nero was getting closer and closer to the area where the treant was blending in, the sheer amount of movement beneath was making it difficult to know for sure.
Luckily, however, Theo realized he didn’t need to know for sure at all, a general grouping being all he wanted.
"Nero has it down to ten or so," he shouted, starting a full sprint towards the rabbit in question. Stig jumped off the broken wagon in response, following him without question. "I’ll find the right one, and then we deal with it."
How was he going to find the right one out of the large group, however? A set of [Ignis Runes]? No, it would be too expensive [Mana]-wise, since the area where the trees were situated was too wide. No…there was only one option. Putting the shield in his off-hand once again, Theo pulled out the gun.
I really should’ve practised shooting it more.
Praying that targets so big wouldn’t pose too much of a challenge, Theo stopped in his tracks and aimed. He had six shots before he needed to reload, and there were dire consequences if he dared to miss a single one.
After the first two shots were taken with no reactions from the trees, the treant seemingly caught onto what he was trying to do as a branch dug through the ground and tried to lash at him from the left. It never got close to him, an arrow from Stig making the branch fall to the ground.
The third shot proved no success either, but the fourth was a different matter entirely. Theo had prayed that it wouldn’t be the fourth, that tree being the widest and tallest of them all, but the warping of the bark in front as a deep trembling went through the forest made it clear they were cursed with bad luck.
"Oh, shit," Stig said, the forest dwarf stunned for a second too long as he fell to the onslaught of flying roots as well. And since the treant had no reason to hide anymore, the branches naturally on the tree were flying towards them as well, making whipcrack noises as they sped through the air. "Burn it all, Theo!"
Accepting the order from the forest dwarf, who Theo hoped could handle himself for a few seconds more, he pointed the firing [Ignis Runes] on his shield towards the treant. Pillars of flame flew at the barked beast, that deep trembling intensifying as thick black smoke came from the monster.
A counterattack came in the form of branches, but two well-placed shots delayed the rest of the bark whips from reaching Theo before he could get within melee range of the beast. The blackened surface of the tree looked rather fragile, and he just needed to test something out.
[Shield-Bash] was used, the [Impact Rune] doing its job perfectly as a clear fracture indentation was seen on the beast. The warped face-like features on the treant were removed by force, and the pulsing flesh-wood within was just soft enough that a fist could be inserted.
Branches and roots alike spasmed as Theo tore into the flesh, ripping everything he could out until a sizable hole was created. Then without further ado, a charged [Tier 2 Gale Rune] was thrown inside, followed by a mad dash away from the monster.
Wood shrapnel dug into the exposed parts of his neck as he ran, and the sheer volume of the treant’s roar made him fall on his knees. His eardrums felt like they were bursting, but Theo could almost say it was worth it as the dark-red liquid spewed from the half-broken treant.
It wasn’t dead, however, as the yelp from Stig made it clear that it still had control over the branches. Theo could only widen his eyes when the [Space Mage] hung several meters off the ground, the roots looking ready to crush his throat, the face of the dwarf already turned purple.
He wouldn’t get there in time, and they both knew it. Nero was running on branches to try and assist, but it was futile. Stig was doomed.
Until he wasn’t. A surge of [Spatial Distortion], and the eyes of the dwarf glowing in the darkness of the forest, and he was simply out of reach, lying on the ground five meters away as Stig breathed heavily.
He [Teleported].
Theo would’ve felt shocked by the act, but he forced his mind back into the game as a large branch tried to crush him from above. Rolling out of the way, shooting another volley of fire at the exposed flesh of the treant in the process, he knew the momentary twitch of pain was all he needed before he closed the distance once again.
The [Gale Rune] was still inside the flesh, the power it had put out making it fly into the upper section of the tree. Theo briefly considered trying to repower the upgraded [Rune] before he just shoved his shield into the body instead. The [Impact Rune] made it get nice and cosy into the stump, digging deep into the lower part of the flesh. The treant didn’t want anything to do with it, but Theo didn’t give it a chance to weigh in on the matter, activating the [Gale Runes] on the shield itself as he ran away yet again.
The lower part better house the mind, or I swear I’m going to have an aneurysm.
As luck would have it, Theo’s bet went off without a hitch. With the thick bark on the sides, and the ground below working as a solid floor, the extreme pressure from the compressed heated air expanded, forcing the squishy flesh to spray into the open air. Some parts reached a whole ten meters of height before gravity took hold once again, allowing the insides to flop into the grass.
A few of the branches still twitched slightly, but half a round of bullets shot into the trunk of the treant made them stop. For all intents and purposes, the threat was utterly decimated, with no life left to destroy.
"That wasn’t fun," Theo muttered as he began to pick out the wooden fragmentation in his neck. There was a fair share of blood, but it didn’t seem like it would kill him any time soon. And it wasn’t like he cared much about his own health at the moment, another’s much more important. "Stig! Are you alive?”
Something akin to a low wheeze answered, as if actual speech were still outside of the [Space Mage]’s capabilities. Through [Mana-Sight], he seemed to be nearly empty of energy, that little [Teleportation] trick not doing him any good.
Harmed, likely in pain that wouldn’t stop for many hours, but alive nonetheless. Theo didn’t see any reason that the forest dwarf could complain as he brought out the [Holy Runes] and started firing them off one after the other. That golden light just hit too perfectly.
"Travelling is overrated," Stig said in a low hiss, sitting up as he held his head. Theo could almost hear the thunder within him. "Being out of danger at home is better in every way, shape, and form."
"You’ll think differently the moment you don’t feel like shit," Theo promised, doing a final check to make sure nothing was broken on the forest dwarf before picking him up as gently as possible. "Isaac! You and the others can come out now. It should be dead."
It would have been something beyond necromancy to revive that mess of tree guts at this point. And with Nero doing her damndest to eat as much as possible before the elven merchant could get close, it only got harder.
"Well, I’ll be damned," Eve muttered, the others voicing similar opinions as they looked over the hall of gore that had been created. Smoking trees, bloody branches, and what looked too close to the insides of a brain were before their eyes, and even some who had seen battle before couldn’t help but look a little green. "I take back anything negative I’ve said, human. I thank you for taking care of…that."
"It’s no problem at all if you would be as kind as to let me borrow the [Holy Runes] I sold to you," Theo replied. There weren’t any complaints uttered about that, Isaac and Eve readily returning to the camp alongside them as the others began to gather up the parts of the treant that were still somewhat recognizable. Merchants were merchants, at the end of the day, and the monster was worth a lot in parts. "Still awake, Stig?"
The groan from the [Space Mage] was all the confirmation he needed before he somewhat gently put him onto the floor of their wagon, using [Holy Rune] after [Holy Rune] on both their injuries. Even if the effects were becoming exponentially less effective with each use, the colour began to return to his skin regardless. Theo didn’t even bleed from his throat anymore, which was more than good. It had started to stain his armor too much.
"Just making sure that it’s not the extreme lack of clarity in my head right now, but did I teleport myself away from the branches that were restraining me?" Stig asked after a few minutes of rest as Theo chewed down some of the dried meat.
"You did," Theo confirmed, something akin to excited muttering leaving the forest dwarf. The wince of pain afterwards made it clear there’d been an attempt to harness [Mana] again just now, however. "You might want to wait until morning for that, lest you damage the veins. Looking up to how Sybern handles things is fine and all, but don’t cripple yourself just yet."
That got the forest dwarf in a complaining mood, the [Space Mage] ranting to Nero’s sleeping form as Theo left the wagon to go help Isaac and the others repair the wheels of their destroyed one. It was in rough shape, but a bit of improvised tape and a glue-like substance had a chance of making them last until they reached Forvyr.
"If that doesn’t work, we’ll just move the most important supplies over to the other wagons, and abandon this one on the road," Isaac said with a shrug. "Losing a few golds instead of losing our lives is a fair trade if I do say so myself."
Theo couldn’t but agree, leaving the elves to their own business as he returned to the fire to rest. While Nero was keeping a watch on Stig to make sure the dwarf was safe, he could finally see what the [System] thought of his work.
[Creature] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [15] to [16]. [2] points have been granted.

Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 56%

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Toughness]

[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Novice 9] to [Novice 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Shield-Bash] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
Possible [Profession] unlocked. See [Profession Screen] for more information.

Putting the two points into [Wisdom] on instinct, Theo almost choked as he saw the last message. The time had finally come.
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Is It Worth It?


In the past 
For Drew, time seemed to pass faster than ever. From that first night of slaughter came many others, days of fighting turning into weeks and then months before quickly spiralling into several years. Wherever they went, they left behind no life, nobody to warn the next villages. They went south, into the other great forests, and emptied them of all life that could be located. All the remains of humans, all those who had been hiding, were removed from their homes and brought under Drew’s wing. There was no mercy, no sense of humanity in his actions, and it took his all to not forget that as time passed.
It’s all for something bigger than us.
That’s the excuse that kept them going, through thick and thin, and it likewise motivated Drew to experiment. The first hint of improvement, back in the first of the villages, made him realize just how much he could alter a death. While their bodies did originally seem so rigid in their forms, a twist of mind and form made it possible to create whatever he wished. Bodies could be assimilated into each other to create more base mass, he could make giants that towered far above them, and Drew could likewise create the deadliest of assassins, who wielded swords of bone and ash. Anything he could imagine he could make, and there was never enough time to try all the ideas.
There wasn’t enough space either, for while the giants of giants were a rather pleasing sight, they did not contribute to the layer of stealth that Drew had fostered through the past years. Likewise, what edge did assassins grant, when he could simply envelop a village in darkness himself? The only true soldiers he could create were soldiers, warriors that could protect him from danger when the time for the final battle would come.
And in that line of thought, quality came before quantity. As Drew had learned after the first months of wielding his powers, there was a limit to how much his soul could contain, how much essence he could grant to his underlings before his being began to split apart. Therefore, when faced with the choice of having either ten thousand regular undead or five hundred that could destroy a dozen cities by their lonesome, it was not the hardest of choices.
"I do miss looking over an army of soldiers, however," Drew confessed to Ajax as they walked along the old forest road, a line of undead trailing behind them steadily. "We could make an entire section of the forest black with our numbers alone, you know? It was so…satisfying."
"I still don’t understand how you can find the replacement of nature with an infinite void to be a satisfying sight," Ajax replied in a steady rhythm as he glanced towards the sun. It was steadily falling, soon to be under the horizon and beyond their reach. While Drew had long since figured out how to counteract the effects of the natural light, the secret being an overwhelming density of necrotic mana coating the outer layer of body, there was still that inkling of weakness brought out by the bright sphere. "How far are we from the mine?"
"It shouldn’t be too long now," Drew said, looking down at the wrinkled paper in his hands. It was the second map of its kind, the first having rotted to pieces upon physical contact with his finger bones. Since this was the last copy, he was making sure that there were no repeats. "A few minutes more and then it should be within sensing distance. Isn’t that right, Gomli?"
The stone dwarf didn’t reply in words, only the icy glow of his eyes making it clear there was some kind of sentience behind them. The shorter undead had been a recent find, one that Drew still celebrated at every opportunity, for he was both the first natural mage found and the one who’d had the map on his person.
While Drew probably should’ve been more excited about the map to the dwarven mine, one of the many places that the engraved beasts were said to have fled to, he’d felt some childish giddiness at first seeing the reactions the necrotic energy had with the foreign condensed mana. Drew still wasn’t sure how or why it’d happened, but some form of the stone dwarf’s mind had been reconstructed from the freezing mana left behind in the corpse. While the undead was still nonverbal, he could pick up on some primitive thoughts. Binary questions were possible for now, at least, and Drew was more than happy to use them to get confirmation on their course.
"I still can’t figure out why a stone dwarf would be out here of all places," Ajax commented when they took a hard left, and the two were able to look back and see the ice remnants that the cold undead created with only his footsteps. "We don’t see a single hint of people from the other continents for years, and the first we finally meet has everything we’d ever wanted. More information about where our enemy went, information about how to get there, and two maps that led to the one nearest to our position. It’s like the gods themselves were just trying to push us along."
The ice mage shook, the shards of life inside the dead flesh seeming like they wanted to offer truth, but there were no real words. A shaking mouth, a quivering pair of eyes, and a soul within that looked ready to split into another thousand parts, but the truth was not to be revealed to them just yet. Drew didn’t like that fact in the slightest.
"It’s best not to question it," he said, not wanting the stone dwarf to feel further pain for nothing. His indifference to the subject did seem to help as well, the ice mage calming down as they continued through the greenery and towards what remained of an ancient path. Without being prompted, Nox ran along further than them, the large hound checking out if there was anything of note. "Don’t stray too far, Nox!"
The hound had grown bigger and bigger as the months flew by. While she had first been big for her breed, she was now bigger than even the tallest of horses, with a full weight that was enough to crack bones. Drew could attest to that, Nox having attempted her former role as a lapdog too many times to count.
"We’re here."
The quiet words were the only warning Drew had before Nox came too close to a rusted sign, a small crack leading up to a gargantuan fracture as it all fell into the ground. Several decades of no use was all that was needed before everything just turned into red dust, he supposed as he took a careful step over them.
"I should’ve guessed it would be more than just an entrance to the mine," Drew muttered. While the trees were well on their way to reclaiming the land lost to the mining operation, a few housing facilities as well as a tall mill of sorts still stood proudly between the foliage. Wading through the tall grass let them closer to the former mine operations, and the rusty tools still lying haphazardly on the ground. "Whoever was working that last shift wasn't so lucky."
At least there were clear signs of previous movement at the entrance to the mine. Even if it was wide enough to fit twenty men shoulder-to-shoulder, the large scrapings along the stone floor and walls made it clear something with sharp nails and incredible strength had been forced through in high numbers.
"There has to have been tens of thousands forcing themselves through at the same time," Ajax commented, the tall man able to put his entire arm inside some of the created gorges. It seemed that some of the engraved monsters had even tried to dig their way down instead of following the tunnel, deep holes made haphazardly not many meters in. Making a rock fall down through one, neither was able to hear the echo of it landing. "That mindless brute force…it’s not going to be easy taking them on."
"You forget, my friend, that we have gathered a mindless brute force of our own," Drew said, nodding his skull towards the battle-ready undead behind them. Even if the tunnel’s width would limit how many of them could be put to use simultaneously, the same was true for their enemy. "It would not take more than a word for us to create marks twice as deep as this."
"You’d have to order it, though," the former leader of Drew’s hunting group said, his voice sombre. "With these, it was just a byproduct of their passage."
Leaving the conversation on a less-than-calm note, they began their descent into the dwarven mine. The time for combat had arrived, the time to prove that their plan was going to work. An entire continent's worth of monsters was meant to be hiding underneath, biding their time for who knew what, and Drew was going to extinguish their flames while he had the chance.
And yet…even if their undead traits let them see in the pitch-black dark like it was the sunniest day of the year, it felt more suffocating than Drew initially realized. The walls around them, the constant drum of steps that never stopped echoing, and that layer of insecurity about whether it truly was going to work.
Of course it’ll work! You did this, you worked for this for so long. You sacrificed everything, never hesitated to increase your chances of success, and you will not lose.
But that determination, that incredible belief in his own victory, made Drew consider that he was just lying to himself, that he didn’t actually know if he had enough to win anymore. He could smudge the life out of an entire village in only a second, but could he take out the life of an army of monsters if he had all the time in the world?
"Of course I can," Drew said, voicing his opinion out loud as if that made it any more real. "We can win this. We can win everything."
"Just have to stick to the plan," Ajax agreed, putting a hand on the necromancer’s shoulder. Drew muttered thanks, but the reassurance from the leader didn’t hit as hard as it usually did. "‘Overwhelm them with sheer power before they have a chance to even react’ doesn’t sound like that bad of an idea to me. We find the smallest group possible, see if your little trick with the black smoke works on them, and, if it doesn’t, we just throw half a thousand of the strongest undead in the world at them. Maybe we could even get Nox a chew toy while we’re at it."
The hound seemed quite happy about that idea, a couple of barks making the entire structure of the mine shake loudly. Yet even through the chances of the entire place falling down on them, Drew couldn’t help but laugh. There was no real threat of facing death. He’d done it once already, and the dude wasn’t that imposing after a while.
Ignoring the deep chuckle in the back of his head, he continued on with the rest for a few more hours, every step bringing them a little further underground. The stone dwarves truly did live up to their reputation of digging so far down. Countless houses and buildings met their eyes as they went past the first few miles of distance, and there was almost a city's worth of housing to see after another three hours of travelling. The upper parts of the mine had seemingly just been a facade, the true life below the grass and earth.
There was no sign of the engraved humanoids just yet, however, and Drew was almost ready to head downwards until Ajax’s hand stopped him in his tracks.
"Bodies," the hunting leader said, pointing at a half-broken corpse hanging down from a window not too far away from the road. That was…strange to see. "There’s more."
"For a place meant to have been overrun by a monster that turns everything it touches into itself, it sure has left a lot of evidence behind," Drew commented, poking at the corpses with his staff. It was a body, alright, though the other layer of stone that was that trademark of the underground dwarves seemed malformed. Was it the age of the dead or were the engraved beasts to blame? There almost seemed to be a few scratches on the bodies suggesting the latter, but he couldn’t be sure if he was just seeing things. "No matter what, however, they’ve all been dead for a very long time. Maybe it was even before I became alive the first time."
With how little there remained of the corpse’s past, he couldn’t even raise them if he wanted to. Ajax seemed to accept it then and there, even the ice mage beside them coldly walking away as they continued down.
Another hour turned into another day, but they never stopped their descent. And after more time than Drew could truly judge accurately, the first sign of life was finally spotted.
Ironically, it came in the form of light at the end of the tunnel, a shade of lighter grey shining just on the wall’s side. Drew initially thought it a plant of sorts, something that had somehow survived the darkness alone, until he finally got close enough to detect the sheer capacity of the beast before him.
"It’s one of them," Drew hissed, Ajax seeming confused as he looked back at the necromancer and then the supposed beast in front of them. It didn’t look like the ones they had fought so many decades ago. While there was still a humanoid shape to it, and the colour of flesh still coated the surface, extra details like a mouth, nose, and eyes were missing from its face. It was all just painted over, everything replaced with endlessly moving constructs of glowing engravings. Spreading his senses as wide as possible, looking into every nook and cranny of the surrounding mile of stone, Drew made an easy conclusion. "It’s alone. There’s nothing else alive down here."
"Nothing close by, you mean," Ajax corrected, the tall man speaking with a lowered voice as they continued to stare down the runic beast before them. It looked…peaceful, gently swaying on its feet as it stared at the wall. Even though they most definitely were within earshot, it didn’t react to their presence. It just stood there. "There’s always the chance one of them comes running at us the moment we attack this one. Not that it should stop us. Are you ready to try it?"
Am I ready to see if the last three years of endless murder were worth it?
Drew couldn’t say he was, but his opinion was flushed away from his mind as the necrotic energy formerly sealed within his body flowed out like an endless storm. There was life inside the black smoke, a force beckoning to take the energy of everything else. It begged him to set it free upon the world, to let it roam and destroy to its heart's content. Drew didn’t listen, putting his fist down as he directed it towards the only target he cared about.
"Destroy it all!"
The order that escaped Drew’s skull, his voice trembling with power as it was unleashed towards the runic beast, finally seemed to force it out of its dull haze. Yet it could barely do more than rotate its upper body, the engraved face staring down at the spiral of death heading towards it. With a lazy step forwards, it moved into the energy that could kill an entire village in a single breath.
"It’s working!" came Ajax’s premature shout as the front half of the runed beast seemed to melt away, falling onto the stone floor with a sickening smack, but…the sounds of gore falling seemed longer than they were meant to be, and the creature in question was still walking towards them lazily. "What?"
It was regenerating at a pace that outmatched Drew’s most powerful attack with ease. Whether it even saw it as an attack was in question, as it didn’t seem hurried by his black storm that seemed so ready to tear everything apart. A force that was a danger to the world, that could consume Drew in a heartbeat if he allowed it, couldn’t even get the attention of the monster in front of them.
Pressing on, more flesh fell off, and more of the engravings were chopped away. An intense focus allowed the arms and legs of the beast to be ripped apart in a moment of glory, one that nearly made Drew’s bones fracture as he channelled so much energy through them, but the beast just stood up with new limbs like it was nothing.
And then, when he tried to go for the head, it finally seemed to understand that it was being attacked. With the upper half of its skull disintegrated, though it was swiftly restored in a few passing seconds, the slow walk turned into a sprint.
Only the instantaneous push from Ajax allowed Drew to retain his life as the beast blurred out of place, reappearing in between the two and the army of undead behind them. A single step, though it had been quite the speedy one, had propelled it half a mile upwards through the tunnel.
And it was beginning to fight back.
We’re out of our league.
"Plan B?" Ajax suggested, though Drew barely needed to be told as the greatest type of undead he’d ever thought of began to strike at the runic monster. With arms that could move a mountain, and skin hard enough to withstand a strike from the sharpest of spears, these giants could at least be trusted to get it over with quickly. "Do you think every infected beast is like that?"
"I hope not," Drew said as he watched the chaos before them unfold. The team of so-called perfect undead was just barely able to keep their guts inside their bodies with every half-brush against the fists of the engraved beasts. Direct hits were instant vaporization as well, the power of the runic beast’s brawling seeming more powerful than what should’ve ever been possible. "If it is, brute force won’t get us far enough."
Two years of gathering corpses and parts, and a full year of building the ultimate soldiers for battle, and it all amounted to this, a one-sided fight where Drew was on the losing end. With every regenerated scratch on the beast, ten of his own would fall. Every time it tried to escape the clutches of his army and charge at him, twenty had to step in its way to stop it from reaching him.
They would’ve been dead already if the necromancer didn’t force every fallen back on its feet. Those that still had somewhat recognizable bodies were made to walk once more, charging at the beast after a weak imitation of its own regeneration. Just how long was that power going to hold up for? The mana inside the beast never seemed to change, always full and ready to be expended on keeping up its structure.
Five hours had to pass, five hours of pain and struggle, before it finally died. It took sacrifices. It required Ajax ripping out its spine, Nox chewing on its skull along with the ice mage freezing its legs, and the other undead tearing away at its main body for a full hour before the magic holding the beast together gave up, and they were rewarded with the sight of a plain-looking corpse.
"I can’t even resurrect the thing," Drew commented. It had required them to remove life from the flesh so fully that there was nothing for the necrotic energy to anchor onto. "I can’t even use its form to beat the others more easily."
After five hours of fighting and several years of gathering the resources to take them on, they knew that what they had was barely enough to kill a single one of them.
And that single one can be replaced a thousand times over before we actually end it.
Sitting down and leaning up against the wall, feeling his body start to fall apart due to the large expenditure of mana that should’ve been ended before the first hour had finished, Drew felt unsure of what he was meant to do.
The quest the gods had bestowed upon him didn’t seem so possible anymore.
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[Runeshield]


[Runeshield]
You have strayed from the traditions of the regular [Rune-Crafter] and have picked up a mighty tool of defence. Staying a safe distance away from the enemy is not how you live, and you’re more than happy to show that a shield is an offensive weapon when you want it to be.
Requirements:
[Mana-Mastery] unlocked.
[Rune-Mastery] unlocked.
[Shield-Bash] at [Initiated Rank].
[Bonded Shield].

"Are there any other [Professions] you might want to show me?" Theo asked as the current screen floated to the side to allow another to manifest. 
Request denied!
All other available [Professions] have been deemed unworthy of being chosen.
The [Rune-Crafter] may choose from the current options or await a time when more of the required qualities is found.

"Of course, they are," he said, looking back at the only option he had for now. [Runeshield]…it fit him all too well, to a point where Theo wondered if many had done the same strategy as him. It was a little weird that the [Rarity] wasn’t properly designated, sure, but that was the least of his concerns. "How long is the average time before more [Professions] show up?"
Request unclear!
Please specify the amount of [Professions] you want data on.

"Two?"
Request accepted!
The average amount of time for two acceptable [Professions] to manifest within the [System]’s range is two years. The general level of a [Rune-Crafter] choosing their [Profession] is likewise on average [Level 25] or above.
Does the [Student] have any other questions?

Is there a way I can punch you?
Theo just sighed, figuring that the lack of options fit well into his history. Having a choice in the matter wasn’t his kind of deal anyway, the world just forcing him along a single path. He had half a mind to just reject the idea of picking the [Profession] outright because of that, but…
There was that damned curiosity still within. This was something new, something he hadn’t seen before. All the previous attempts to gather information about the missing pieces of his [Status Screen] had yielded nothing but failure, and here he now was with the [System] happily answering his every question. It would be stupid to not get the most out of it.
"Does the [Profession] get better the longer I wait to accept it?" Theo started out before another hit him. "And will the [Professions] I get offered later on be more powerful than this first one?"
Request accepted!
All [Professions] deemed acceptable by the [System] are already at their current highest potential. Without being chosen and improved upon by the user, no growth will be experienced on their side.
While it is theoretically possible for a [Profession] to be more powerful than what has been previously archived in the [System Databanks], the [Rune-Crafter] should expect that all offered paths are of the same power rating. Be warned that some will fit the user’s style more than others, so be careful with the selection. If any specific questions arise, please consult your [Mentor] for guidance.

So there was no clear benefit to waiting around and delaying the acceptance of a [Profession]. They could apparently improve after being selected, and Theo already had a path that fit him so well just within his reach. It would be stupid not to accept it now.
But before that.
"Is it possible to switch between [Professions]?"
Request accepted!
It is not possible to replace a chosen [Profession], due to its large impact upon the user’s [Soul]. Any attempt to remove one’s chosen path can result in a [Soul Fracture] or worse. Please don't try the removal of a chosen [Profession] once the choice has been made.

Well, that was rather clear about its opinions. Theo weighed the option of waiting another year before he could get another option, swiftly deeming it a choice he wouldn’t be taking in his current lifetime, before accepting the [Runeshield Path].
[Profession] chosen!
Please stand by while the [System] assimilates the path into your mental, spiritual, and physical domains. This is your final warning to remember to ingest the designated anaesthetic, as pain will start appearing shortly.

"Couldn’t have said that before, could you—"
Theo didn’t finish his sentence for fear of biting his tongue off cleanly, a splitting headache appearing as he fell down on the hard grass. It wasn’t as painful as he’d feared, though, seeing as it was closer to just being stabbed than burned. He could deal with the former rather easily, his [Pain-Resistance] existing for a reason.
And with another dozen minutes passing by, he could ultimately see the results.
[Profession] successfully chosen!
[Transform Shield], [Regenerate Shield], [Conduit Mana-Channelling], and [Shield-Mastery] have been combined into [Shield-Manifestation].
[Poison-Resistance], [Pain-Resistance], [Iron Stomach] and [Fire-Resistance] have been combined into [Spirit of Aegis].
[Barehanded Digging], [Throw], [Climb], [Haggle], and [Intimidate] have been combined into [Oppressive Aura].
The path of the [Runeshield] begins now. The [System] wishes the user good luck!

The change was…bizarre. His fingers felt slightly off, and Theo waved them around as he saw lines of energy emphasising his movements. He was leaking [Mana]? No, it didn’t seem as straightforward as that, seeing as he was still gaining a net positive in his energy regeneration.
His body was merely one step closer to becoming energy itself. That was certainly a strange idea to have, but Theo felt the truth behind it nonetheless. Opening up his [Skill-Collection], it was easy to see the changes that had been brought along.
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Shield-Bash]
[Initiated 1]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/use

[Barehanded Mana-Channelling]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].
Variable Costs.

[Sneak]
[Beginner 2]
Allows the user to sneak around with greater finesse and slightly decrease sounds made.
2SP/sec

[Aim]
[Beginner 2]Allows the user to aim long-range weaponry with more accuracy.
2SP/sec

[Shield-Manifestation]
[Novice 5]
Allows the user to manipulate their bonded shield in the ways they see fit. While the metal might resist at first, it will soon learn to assimilate with the user's desires without flaw.
Variable costs.

[Oppressive Aura]
[Novice 1]
The body and spirit of the user are blended together, and their actions now bring a heavy weight in more ways than one. In combat, oppression is the greatest goal of all.
Variable costs.

Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.
User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures].

[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Novice 7]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse. Also grants mild resistance to magical attacks.

[Teach]
[Beginner 9]
Allows the user to teach other sapient entities more efficiently.

[Spirit of Aegis]
[Novice 1]
The user embodies the traits of their shield, the flesh and mind striving to reach the perfection of the magical metals.

[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.

[Air-Engraving]
[Beginner 4]Sub-Skill of [Rune-Engraving].
Allows the user to engrave a [Rune] into the air before [Projecting] it onto solid material.

[Rune-Empowering]
[Novice 4]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].
Also allows the user to [Reempower] a [Rune], which has a small chance of increasing its [Tier].

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.
Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].

[Rune-Mastery]
[Beginner 7]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

The previous [Skills] truly had been ripped out of him, [Shield-Manifestation], [Oppressive Aura], and [Spirit of Aegis] sitting where multiple had sat before. Theo supposed he didn’t hate the condensed list of abilities, and the boost of effectivity that came from the denser skills certainly wasn’t half bad either.
While his [Stats] hadn’t increased, he just felt like he was…more. Theo filled more space than before while feeling like he was aware of more than before. The world just separated itself more cleanly according to his senses, everything functioning in more predictable ways.
Attempting to use a [Holy Rune] to clear the final residue of his headache likewise showed off that his power had become that much more potent. What was usually a thin string of [Mana] swiftly turned into a storm as large as his torso before he could shut it down on instinct.
"More powerful than before," Theo surmised, the flickers of flame before him crackling beautifully as he continued to test his new body out. "It will take some getting used to, but…this can work."
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Like Grandfather, Like Son


The upgrade that had been put into Theo’s being was incredible, to say the least. The changes hadn’t been apparent in his tired and battered state, but a night of rest and sleep helped him fulfill a potential that he hadn’t previously realized. He felt fast, he felt strong, and he felt like he could take on the entire world if he wanted to. 
It was intoxicating, and he was all for it, his insides brimming with energy as the upgrade begged him to let it be released into the world. His fingertips craved the metallic grip of his shield, it shouted at him like it wanted him to fight until the second that he broke away. The mindset of his [Profession] was trying to dictate his way of life, beckoning him to fall into the idea of combat forevermore.
But alas, it wasn’t meant to be. While the thought of fighting a permanent last stand did sound rather interesting, the last proper taste of magical meat was a higher priority on Theo’s current list of required tasks. Sitting around the still-hot fire, chatting with the elves one final time, and reminiscing about their short stay together was all he could do for now. He was rather sure Nero would’ve tried to kill him if he’d tried to cut the eating opportunity short either way, the rabbit desperate to stuff herself as full of meat as possible now that something of this quality wouldn’t be seen for many days to come.
"If I thought there was the slightest chance of you two accepting, I’d invite you to stay with us for as long as you’d like," Isaac commented, packing away all the more delicate tools. A certain artefact had already been stowed in a safe container inside the middlemost wagon in their little caravan, and Theo had made sure to say his goodbyes to the fractured [Soul] within. While there was a good chance it wouldn’t remember him when he met it again, it felt right to at least hope. "Is there truly nothing that I could offer you in exchange for coming with?"
"If you aren’t going towards Rootdale in a month’s time, I’m afraid not," Theo replied, the elven merchant clicking his tongue in response. It was an offer that seemed light at first, but they both knew how impossible it would be for the trading caravan to move directly towards the [World-Tree]. Isaac and the others had packed enough items to sell and trade that it would be a waste of the highest order to return to their home city so quickly.
A few more chats of the same calibre were had, slow goodbyes finally escaping their lips as they reached the most important crossroads of their current journey. A withered sign sat right in front of it, and though it was rusted half-apart, the scribblings on it made it clear where each party needed to go.
"This, my friends, is where we leave you," Isaac said, making a small bow as he took off his hat. Theo and Stig responded in kind without a word. "We will do our best to meet up with you again, once our business has been concluded. Until then, I wish you a safe journey."
There was nothing more to the separation than that, the group of elves merely riding along the old road while Theo and Stig did the same with the other. Silence fell upon them for a few more minutes, Nero swiftly able to fall asleep in the morning sun, before a certain [Space Mage] couldn’t hold it in any longer.
"Do you sense anything in the slightest that’s wrong with my mana right now?" Stig asked, his eyes flaring up as the spatial energies within begin to swirl at a rapid pace. It was clear that the dwarf had little care about what Theo would answer, and the youngest of the two was already prepared to deal with the consequences of his curiosity. "Anything that could stop me from trying it out."
There was no question what "it" was, the [Space Mage] not have been able to shut up about his adventures with anxiety-driven [Teleportation] the previous night during the fight with the monstrous tree. Stig had been forced to withhold any further experimentation after the first accidental spatial shift, but it seemed there was nothing to hold him back now.
"I can’t see anything wrong, no," Theo replied calmly, making the horses slow down as he watched the [Space Mage] go into the back of the wagon. Stig pushed a few boxes to the side, clearing up ample space to work with. "Do you think you can do it willingly?"
"Pretty sure, yeah," Stig said offhandedly, taking deep breaths as the [Mana] within expanded and condensed itself in a steady rhythm, following the pulses of the increased dwarven heartbeat. "It’s hard to describe, but my mind just…shaped itself into a certain shape and my mana responded with teleportation. It was clunky and a little fuzzy, but I know that I can replicate it. Just…give me some space."
Theo had been giving the [Space Mage] all the space in the world, seeing as he was still in front steering the wagon. However, he was slowly considering giving the leash to Nero to handle, as the mention of shapes and lines made him consider the fact that Stig might’ve been seeing an internal [Rune]. It was a probable assumption, honestly, as the [Runes] that he used himself had to come from somewhere. If Theo could make the forest dwarf sketch out the lines in question, there was a chance he could replicate the effect as well.
And…the thought of making [Teleportation] platforms was more than just exciting. With [Reempowerment] added into the mix, it likewise had the potential to allow Theo to create something more long-distance.
Even a hundred meters of range can be workable if I just get a few weeks to make all the pit stops.
Thoughts of grandeur aside, however, there was clearly some action going on within the [Space Mage], the circuits of energy clicking into place as the [Mana] showed less expansion and higher density. Corded lines of magical [Intent], everything working together at once, were what was needed. Theo could almost feel the [Mana] calling out, searching for another place to be, before a small ring of [Mana] flew out of Stig’s head, shooting into the wagon’s floor a few meters away before Stig appeared above it.
There was ample respect and admiration for the feat of [Teleportation] in that first couple of seconds. The low chuckle came from Stig driving in the point of his success well until the forest dwarf abruptly collapsed onto the sack of magical meat and groaned in pain. From the odd twitching of the limbs, and continued vocalizations about what an idiot he was, Theo could safely assume that [Teleportation] still wasn’t the most casual action one could take.
"No you don’t," Theo muttered, grabbing Nero from her crouched position. "Just because he’s paralyzed doesn’t mean it’s grounds for his consumption. In fact, don’t make that kind of logical leap ever again."
Nero pouted at his refusal to let her consume the [Space Mage] once again, and the [Familiar]’s dream of murdering anything that wasn’t Theo was impossible to squash down. Honestly, the increased rate of choosing murder over everything else made it seem like she was being hit by the [Runeshield] path more than he was.
…
Was she getting hit by the hopes of murder that his [Profession] had brought along? Theo supposed there was a chance of that, seeing how happy she was about the prospect of drinking dwarven blood.
"We might need to try and fix that at some point," Theo muttered. It could only get worse, if nothing was done, and he already knew that the [Familiar] was meant to get a [Profession] of her own at some point. While there was a chance that the [System] would likewise restrict her options for a long time, two [Professions] striking down at the rabbit’s reasoning skills was a disaster in the making. "There has to be some kind of option somewhere to stop this kind of influence. Do you want to give me a hand here, [System], or am I just meant to stumble around?"
There was no blue box to answer his question, making Theo sigh tiredly as he opened up his [Character Screen]. While the so-called [Profession Screen] had disappeared the moment he’d chosen [Runeshield] as his path, there was a chance he could make something new open up instead.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 16
Class: Mage
Profession: Runeshield
Title: -
Health(HP): 170/170
Stamina(SP): 178/180
Mana(MP): 220/220

That was entirely unhelpful, though it did help pass the time. With the duo still having a few hours of waiting around until they would reach their village of choice, Stig was rather focused on the idea of making his [Teleportation] work properly.
"I’m just leaking too much mana when I do it," the [Space Mage] assured the half-listening Theo, who was busy trying out his [Air-Engraving]. The [Profession] had brought along too much raw power at once, and the lack of finesse was ruining the [Mana-Purity] of his works by far too much. "If I get everything denser, there’ll be less loss and I should be able to not pass out after every use."
Theo just nodded along to his words, though the promises did bear fruit after the first dozen attempts that had ended with a half-paralyzed half-dead [Space Mage]. Everything was kept stable enough that lethality wasn’t an option, of course, but those initial practise rounds certainly couldn’t have been fun.
The aftermath, however? That looked more than worth it, a certain forest dwarf foregoing the process of using his legs in favour of just [Teleporting] everywhere instead.
"[Teleporting] three meters and then waiting five minutes before being able to do it again doesn’t feel like the most efficient system in the world," Theo commented, but the dwarf next to him paid it no heed as he continued to try and improve his technique. Before long, it looked as effortless as breathing, Stig moving the currents through his body without any issue. "I feel like I understand why your grandpa’s muscles atrophied so much if he just abused [Teleportation] to this degree every day of his life."
"Hey, I have it under control," said the dwarf who didn’t seem like he had it under control. The [Space Mage] [Teleported] into the back of the wagon again without another word, continuing to mess around with the spatial manipulation for another hour until the sight of smoke could be seen in the distance. "Oh, we’re here quicker than expected. I wonder what they’re burning, though. Even if we’re in the southmost parts of the eastern forest, they shouldn’t be spending so much wood on cooking lunch."
The thoughts of innocence slowly faded away as Nero commented on the true amount of smoky smell that was being pushed along by the wind. It was old wood burning, along with straw, cloth, and flesh. Not the flesh of an animal but the flesh of dwarves.
Reaching the apex of the last hill, the sight of a half-broken village showed itself to the duo. Fovyr had been attacked, and, from the looks of it, was still being attacked.
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Dispatch


The source of attacks was a group of undead, and ones that didn’t look too good. While the previous shambling masses Theo had encountered had lacklustre-coloured skin, describing the surface of these as such was a rather hard thing to do. Black spots, loosely hanging lines of flesh, and some pieces that outright fell off made it a difficult task to even look at the bodies, honestly. An extreme sense of discomfort ran through Theo’s body as the corpses shambled around. 
"There has to be around three hundred of them," Stig commented, the [Space Dwarf] obviously not counting the rather sizable amount of undead that had already been chopped to bits. It was clear that the village hadn’t gone down easily, corpses of both undead and warriors alike still painting the streets of the small village. Yet no matter how one put it, the side of the night had won this feud, and there was little that remained of the place anymore. Those trails of smoke that still filled out the sky were only growing larger with time, only a handful of the many dozen houses still standing. And of those that did, none were made of wood, looking rather to be stone. "What do you think, Theo? Any chance we might be able to take them on?"
"Depends on their individual strength and how fast they can run," Theo replied with a calm tone as he tried to figure it out. The slow crawl the undead were currently performing would be trivial to deal with, but the sight of the countless guards that had died fighting them made it clear they weren’t to be underestimated. "Taking them head-on would probably be suicide, but…I suppose that means we aren’t going to play it fairly."
Stig didn’t seem bothered by that prospect, as they headed back to their wagon on top of the hill to prepare. Before long, enough hours had passed for the sun to reach its peak and shine upon the village of rotting corpses. Theo was utterly disgusted, but he did feel some form of excitement nonetheless. Double-checking with Stig that everything was working as intended, he performed his greatest piece of acting yet.
"Hey, you rotten eggs!" Theo shouted, his voice vibrating with power as he funnelled [Mana] into [Oppressive Aura]. Every undead within earshot and beyond turned its head towards him without question, silent for just long enough for him to get another handful of words out. "Fresh blood on the menu. Come and get me!"
Whether they actually understood his words was a non-issue, since the undead were able to prove their eagerness at the opportunity no matter if they had his consent or not. With the undead showing off some rather impressive sprinting skills, Theo had to run towards his designated spot in the woods before too long, though he made sure that the main group could keep up with him nonetheless.
"There’s actually a few more of you than I thought," Theo commented through forced deep breaths as he fired off a blast of flame to get some breathing room. His body was ready for the fight, but every undead needed to get within the effect radius before anything could be done. Or…maybe he just needed to do something, lest he be overwhelmed by the masses before him. The headcount of three hundred undead might’ve been a lowball after all. "Time is running out, Stig. You better activate it soon."
Before a bony hand could try and grab at Theo’s face, the [Space Mage] finally deemed the group of undead large enough to start the trap, sending a pulse of [Mana] through the sigils. With a wave of holy power, the undead that had previously been so determined to get a bite of Theo were suddenly enamoured by the wide ring of [Holy Runes] around them.
Seventy-three of the shining engravings, to be exact, each as large as Theo could make them while retaining his sanity. Five hours of [Engraving] had taken a bit of a toll on his mental health, but seeing the massive group of undead charge towards their doom made it all worth it.
Not that they were all killed of course, for while the [Holy Runes] glowed with magnificent light as they made the flesh and bone of the undead liquify, most only got crippled by the attack. Luckily for Theo, however, killing monsters without legs was much easier than killing those with.
They were seemingly also easy to hit with a bow, Stig positioning himself at the top of a nearby tree as arrows continued to fly from the archer’s bow. Theo had to fight to get some kills of his own, the stomping of surprisingly soft skulls making the task trivial. He supposed that the undead might’ve been a fiercer foe if this had been the middle of the night, the sun not passively making their innards boil.
"Oh, no, Nero, don’t—" Theo began to say before cutting himself off, making disgusted noises as the rabbit dug into the nearest undead she could find. The squelching sounds alone were terrible, but the shared sensation of taste made him dry heave. "Really need to figure out how to turn that off, because there is no chance I’m ever letting you eat anything like that before we figure it out."
The rabbit dared him to try and stop her, though she did relent under the prospect of having Theo lose his lunch in her direction.
"That was easier than I expected it to be," Stig commented as he went around collecting his arrows. There were a few stragglers still moving towards them, but they were in low enough numbers to not prove a threat. "I’ve always been told that the sun was the enemy of the undead, but I never thought it would be to this extent."
"It’s probably not like this normally," Theo countered, studying the texture of the undead. Ripping off a piece of the remaining skin on one, he used [Mana-Sight] and revealed the lack of real…uniqueness. "Look at how they’re built, Stig. The shape of the body, the height and weight, and even the eyes all look the same. I can’t imagine that a [Necromancer] was lucky enough to find so many that were so genetically similar."
Stig was quick to grow nervous about that fact as well, now that Theo had pointed it out. Theo understood that flaw in Stig’s perception, since the mixed thorn clothing on some of the monsters had obscured the truth. But no matter which way it was angled, it was clear that some kind of trickery was afoot.
The corpses themselves were as real as anything, as they were forced to deem after waiting a few more minutes. They didn’t turn to smoke, and they most certainly didn’t stop smelling so foul, making the duo move into the village. Even if there was some kind of clear abnormality in the state of the undead, standing around wouldn’t reveal the truth to them.
"Nero smells something," Theo commented as they moved through the street, going past the larger groupings of burning buildings. Everything inside had been burned to a crisp, though the blaze had taken a few undead with it. "Hears something as well. Voices."
"Undead guttural grunts or people talking?" Stig asked, nocking an arrow as he tensed up.
"People talking," Theo replied, the [Space Mage] keeping the weapon prepared as they moved ahead. One of the first buildings remaining, a temple by the looks of it, had a half-dozen undead still pounding on the tall wooden doors when they arrived. "Would you do the honours?"
The answer to his question came in the form of arrows flying through the air in rapid formation, each of the undead falling to the ground wordlessly before the duo knocked on the large set of doors.
"Is anybody in there?" Stig shouted, his voice getting the instant response of shrieks and gasps from within. With [Mana-Sight] put at its highest, Theo could see the quiet scrambling of the masses inside the temple, a good handful of them moving towards the duo as they pushed away various blockades. Within minutes, the doors were forced open by crying faces and pitchfork-wielding dwarves. "I’ll take that as a yes."
Seeing the [Space Mage] clearly brought many of the survivors joy, though the same couldn’t be said for Theo. He should’ve guessed that untrusting eyes would hit him, since he hadn’t made his humanity disappear by taking the role of a saviour.
"All of the undead we could find are dealt with," Theo informed the group of twenty still alive. Most of them were younger, in their twenties and thirties, though there was a handful with greying hair. No children, though, which was a surprise. "Do you know if there are any other groups hiding in the village?"
"From what we can assume, we’re the only ones left," a blunt voice said, the source of the reply pushing his way through the small crowd. Black hair and beard meshed well with the sharp green eyes as one of the younger forest dwarves looked at Theo with an unblinking gaze. "It’s been a full day since the monsters arrived, and they’ve only kept increasing in number. Should I ask just who you are? We don’t get many visitors in Forvyr."
A tension was being formed, one that none were happy about. The grips around the dwarves' weapons of choice strengthened, and it was only the voice of Stig that kept them from being pointed their way again.
"My name is Stig Goldfeet and this is Theo Locheim," the [Space Mage] said, introducing the two to the group. A few eyes seemed to show recognition of their names, which was a net positive. "We were sent here after being told a space mage living among you could teach me some techniques. Did… Did Atrix not make it?"
The dark expressions on their faces made it clear what reality they’d been forced into.
"None of the old made it inside in time," the black-haired dwarf replied with a low voice. "Atrix was among those who helped us reach this place, but the undead overwhelmed her before she could join us."
That was that, Theo supposed, their reason for reaching a village so far out in the middle of nowhere being ruined. He had half a mind to offer the remaining villagers a safe passage back to Oslaker until a hard truth came upon him.
"You said that the number of the undead has been increasing with time," he pointed out, getting the attention of the black-haired dwarf again. "Is there any particular direction that they came from? They all seemed so…identical, so it’s been nagging me ever since we arrived."
"So the dungeon really does want our heads on stakes," one of the older voices said from within the crowd before being forcibly hushed. "What? You know it to be true!"
Dungeon?
Theo hadn’t heard that the village possessed anything of the sort, Stig certainly not mentioning it during his ramblings.
"What is it exactly that’s true?" the [Space Mage] questioned, the one who had spoken up looking around nervously as the others gave up on stopping him from talking.
"The dungeon, it’s always produced clay monsters that all looked the same," the villager explained, their voice breaking as they kept on. "We’ve killed all we saw and used their parts for our buildings, yet the dungeon has grown mad at our arrogance. It’s not making monsters of clay anymore, but instead monsters of dead flesh with a hunger for the living. Don’t you see it? It’s a strike from the gods, for even they can’t forgive our abuse of the—"
The others drowned out his words, doing their best to shout their opinions the loudest. Theo couldn’t be bothered to try and decipher it, however, instead looking over at Stig. No words needed to be exchanged for them both to understand their predicament.
No matter what the reasoning behind it was, a [Facility] spitting out undead wasn’t something they could allow to exist. It seemed dungeon diving was on the menu for the day.
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Potential for More


In the past .
Drew spent a lot of time down in the dwarven mine. Years had to pass by, decades even, before he could feel his soul rebalancing. Such a blatant misuse of his power had carried with it deadly consequences, and with time it had become clear their former strategy wouldn’t work.
"We just didn’t have enough firepower, you know," Drew commented for the thousandth time, Ajax giving a grunt of affirmation as the former leader drew in the stone-turned-to-sand. "A single soul can only hold so many under its control, so much power under one palm."
At least that was the case for how the necromancer had managed to take over the bodies of the dead. There was probably a less challenging method to be used, one with the scalability that they sought, but Drew knew it wasn’t within his reach. No…he had been forced to get creative, and the many years in solitude had allowed him to experiment.
"Splitting up the load between multiple souls was the obvious answer," Gomli agreed, the ice mage creating light from his magic as he rose from the wall. Drew had sent another dose of energy to the stone dwarf to improve upon the design, the beam of blue light ridding the entire tunnel of darkness. It was beautiful.
And it likewise showed a proof of concept, one that Drew had spent so long perfecting. It was true, after all, that the limit of his soul capacity had been reached a long time ago. The answer from that came through the power of what the necromancer liked to call "soul transfer." It was akin to the power of the ancient elven enchanters, with their magical tools causing a piece of their spirit to be imbued in the materials around them. Many long years had been required to replicate the process, but Drew had been able to make the concept his own, sending pieces of his soul into the bodies of others.
What would that do? Well…it allowed the necromancer to use the soul of another as a container for his undead army, a single soul split allowing Drew to outright double the amount of power he could hold. Stronger fighters in larger numbers, spread between two souls instead of one, was the promise of improvement that he’d sought for so long.
And even better, Drew wasn’t happy with limiting it to one additional container for his connections. A doubling of capacity wasn’t nearly enough for him to fulfill his goals, no, he needed hundreds of them before he could even think of slowing down.
There were a few downsides to the splitting of his soul, of course. While he could somewhat replicate the process, Drew knew for certain that he was taking too-large slices of himself with each cut. It wasn’t something he could entirely avoid, the delicate teachings of elven enchantment were still lost on him, but the issue would grow with time. The most direct consequence was that there was an increased chance he would merely fracture if he tried to repeat his last fight with the runic beast.
Another issue, though it was minor for now, was the lack of fine control that the extra link in the chain caused. While Drew could still control any undead he’d ported over to Gomli’s domain, there was a slight latency in reactions as well as a slight resistance to the movements. Intensive testing showed that they weren’t any less strong than when being directly controlled by Drew, but it was nonetheless an issue when reacting to time-sensitive orders.
An issue for another day.
No matter the problems that arose from the new technique, nothing made Drew back down from the plan. This had the potential of working, the massive increases in power granting them the potential to take on larger groups of the runic beasts. If the scaling didn’t change once the necromancer added in more living containers, there was a good chance he could actually fulfill the quest granted to him by the gods.
That was all that mattered.
A day of travel allowed them to leave the confines of the dwarven mine, the great southern forest looking upon them with a glow of life. So much time truly had passed in their absence, and the previously half-rusted buildings had turned into ruins. Scavengers had likely been around to steal what they could’ve as well, a few tools resistant to the decay having disappeared.
"Must mean there’s life around these parts, at least," Drew muttered, ordering the group to move forward slowly. "When night hits us, we find them all."
As if ordered by the gods themselves, the day vanished in the blink of an eye, Nox howling at the moon as the remains of Drew’s army rushed into the forest to find the catch of the night. Even if there were only a dozen of them left, each was still at the peak strength that the necromancer had been able to give previously. Making them take on a village by themselves would’ve been trivial. Finding a few traders? It was child's play.
"Oh, please, god, no!" came the shouting after only a few hours. Drew looked around to find twenty or so traders staring back at him with tear-filled eyes. They were mostly forest elves, though there were a few dwarves mixed in with taller bodies. No humans, however. It seemed he’d been too good at taking out the remnants to build his army. "Spare us!"
"Quiet, please," Drew requested in a slow drawl, studying the innards of the elves. Walking over to the first of the group, making a minute slice of his soul rest in his hand, he looked at the scared woman before him. "It would help us both if you got your breathing under control. Your heart might just give up before we’re done."
The screaming in the air was only intensified by the pain of the elven trader as the slice of Drew’s soul entered her body and quickly covered the woman’s spirit in itself. There was a moment when it seemed to work, the merchant lying still as she tried to get air into her lungs before her core body promptly exploded with necromantic energy.
That wasn’t meant to happen.
Drew calmly noted his lacking emotional response from the sight, which briefly distracted him from the question of why the implant hadn’t worked. Retrieving his soul fragment from the corpse before it could try and assimilate with his main one again, he stared at it curiously.
"You had no issue working on the ice mage, but when it comes to an elf, you reject it instantly," the necromancer said, staring the fragment down as if it could explain itself to him. Nothing actually came out, but his own words seemed to make some form of explanation. "She wasn’t a mage… Are any of you gifted with magical talent? Does anybody seek the chance to strike at me with the arcane arts?"
The question reached all ears, but nobody spoke up. The violent death of the elven woman had seemingly made them all unable to voice opinions, since there wasn’t even a scream.
A pity.
Since nobody wanted to reveal whether they had any talent and were fitted for the position, Drew was forced to search it out for himself, his eyes of blue flaring up as he looked through every merchant captured. The process was perhaps a little painful for them all, as the necromantic residue from him just looking at them made blisters form on their skin, but Drew figured it was for a good cause. And no matter how one looked at it morally, he was most certainly able to find two that seemed to fit his requirements.
"Rather young, aren’t you?" Drew asked as he looked down at the two. One was an elf and the other a dwarf, neither having reached the age of twenty yet. "I had a younger brother about your age once. He’s the reason I’m doing all of this."
They didn’t say anything to his comments, and the necromancer really didn’t blame them for it. Hushing the weeping parents who refused to give him the needed quiet to work, he inserted the soul splices into the two. Spasms rapidly appeared, the youths falling to the ground as their bodies did their best to purify them of the invading soul fragment. If Drew had still had lips, he might’ve smiled at the reaction. The resistance was clear, as the magical channels within were able to act upon the intrusion.
It meant they had a chance of surviving, one that seemed to pan out. For when the fragments had covered and assimilated with the souls, there was no violent reaction that killed them. If anything, their bodies seemed to be improved by the higher quality of mana leaving Drew’s soul slices.
"Rise," the necromancer ordered, and the two youths rose from the ground, standing tall as they stared him down. There wasn’t any sense of fear in their eyes anymore, though those postures of individuality were still present. Though their minds had been forced into looking at the necromancer as an authority, the memories from before were still accessible. That was…good to know. "What are your names?"
"Kayla," said the elf, her voice showing off some manner of excitement.
"Aver," the young forest dwarf answered, the tone similar to the other. There was no resistance left, and the crowd already present was perfect for the next test.
"Kayla and Aver, please kill the others and use their bodies to create your first undead," Drew politely requested. Through the screams of the remaining merchants, the two newly titled necromancers nodded before channelling energy they had never touched before. Though their technique was without finesse, leaving an extreme margin for improvement, Drew felt happiness at the sight. It was working, the extra containers not increasing the pressure upon him. If anything, they mitigated the constraints entirely. "This is going to work, Ajax. Next time, we’ll win."
Ajax didn’t answer, just looking at the massacre in front of their eyes. Drew supposed that was fair, the pleading parents looking on horrified before a bolt of necrotic energy to the face stopped all thought forevermore. It was as gruesome as it was promising, a new age being reached for them. An army of necromancers didn’t sound so bad.
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The People


In the past. 
Another couple of weeks flew by in the blink of an eye, and any caravan of traders found was turned into both bodies and recruits. It was only one or two mages that each caravan of merchants housed, but it was enough for Drew to continue on. Before the end of the year, he had a hundred necromancers before him, each with their entire capacity focused around a single powerhouse of an undead.
There was nothing about those abhorrent monsters which could even be called human. Even with their humanoid shape, most of the flesh and bone came from wandering beasts. The skin was replaced with scales of any kind found, the eyes replaced with those of predatory birds, and the ears were transformed to pick up any noise within several miles. There was no hiding from Drew’s army. Everybody was going to be recruited.
"It’s a shame that we need them all to still be alive," Gomli commented in the camp as night reached them yet again. "So much time wasted because they have to sleep."
"It’s a small sacrifice for what we’ll accomplish," Drew fired back, even if he felt some annoyance by the living bodies of his underlings. They required food on a daily basis, had to sleep eight hours a day to function, and the ungodly amount of times they needed to rest while travelling was terrifying. While necromancy might’ve been their trade, death likewise held them tight, and even the act of bringing back the corpse of an underling didn’t save them, forcing him to make sure they were all cared for. "At the very least, it shouldn’t be our problem soon. Ajax, how is it looking with distributing supplies?"
"Groups A and B are still packing, but the rest are ready to move," came the reply instantly, the scratching of pen on rough paper reaching the necromancer as Ajax filled out yet another line. A few more scribbles were made, underlined heavily, and then given to the nearest underling before they ran off with a new set of orders. "Everything should be prepared before the day reaches us."
When it came to managing the living and making sure they had everything they needed, Drew could safely call himself useless. Ajax was the exact opposite, the tall man able to tend to their every need with an unnatural finesse. Not a moment needed to pass for the larger hunter to know exactly what to do and how to do it, going into a state of flawless communication between anybody and everybody. If Drew hadn’t known that the undead giants couldn’t understand human speech, he would have thought that they respected Ajax as much as the living when they moved to make way for him.
Another half hour needed to pass before the necromancers were in position, and the groups divided as planned along with all supplies and maps allocated to the required people. There was only one step required before he could send them into the wide world.
"My people," Drew said from atop the small hill, every living and undead being in the barren area looking at him. Some had obvious eyes of reverence, others merely showing curiosity, but there was nobody who looked at him with disdain or fear. A part of them was him, after all. “The time for advancement has arrived. While we are strong together, our numbers are too large for us to grow quickly enough. Each of you has been grouped together with those you’ll call your friends for the next five years. You are to travel to a part of the continent, you are to collect as many bodies as you can and create the biggest army you can. When you’ve accomplished this, you are to return here and help me save this world. Is that understood?”
The shouts of approval, accompanied by the glorious roars of the undead giants, made the forest shake. Drew had to use his staff to stop himself from falling, but that hardly mattered as the massive group began to filter out. He’d given his army a task, the one needed to make sure they were ready to strike.
In the meanwhile, my task will be to wait.
Drew’s role in it all was to be the emergency support. He could be called upon by any group and come to the rescue if needed, which the soul fragments in the necromancers allowed for. That meant he would be travelling with few undead of his own, only Ajax, Nox, and Gomli accompanying him on the journey to the great eastern forest. It had been so long since their last visit, and he wanted to see his old home one last time before he needed to return to that dwarven mine once more.
"Are you all ready to go as well?" Drew asked the three undead when the last of his underlings filtered out of the clearing, moving through the dark forest at their highest speeds. "We have a good month of travel ahead of us if we’re walking on foot."
"No time like now to move along," Ajax replied, grabbing his backpack before starting out the marching. "Though…I have to ask why we’re not using beasts to travel instead."
"What do you mean?"
"Did you not see your army of living riding on the shoulders of the undead giants?" the tall leader questioned, Drew staring back as blankly as a skull could. "Well, they certainly did. It was faster as well, since those tall beasts can just move without getting tired. You using Nox for a similar purpose shouldn’t be too complicated."
Looking at the hound wolfing down on a bird that none of the others had noticed before it was half-digested, Drew considered it for a moment. She had grown large enough, more than large enough honestly, to be used as a horse. While Gomli and Ajax might not have been able to use her as a horse due to their increased sizes from the years of passively absorbing necrotic energies, there was nothing stopping the necromancer.
…
And it would allow me to do other stuff than half-stumbling every time we reach a hill.
…
"Would you mind if I—"
"It’s no problem."
Without further ado, the necromancer crawled up onto the hound before they moved along at a steady pace. Nox clearly wasn’t built for the role of a horse, going up and down as they travelled, but the increased movement speed made Drew care little about that fact. It wasn’t like he could get motion sick, the perks of being a skeleton never-ending.
Weeks passed by just like that, and days blurred together before they finally reached the lower end of the great eastern forest. It was another three weeks of travelling to reach Drew’s old home, but before that, he saw another opportunity.
"We’ve got a rather sizable caravan heading our way," Ajax commented, taking the necromancer’s attention. "Are we leaving them alone, or do you want the materials?"
Drew’s initial answer was to leave them alone, but the reaction Nox showed off made him second-guess his decision. She wasn’t smelling elves or dwarves, far from it. She was smelling a sense of home, the smell of humans.
"We just meet them, for now," Drew replied, ordering Nox to move out of the forest and into the open road. The darkness of the night hid their forms for long enough that the caravan couldn’t think to retreat before they got within shouting range. When the first gasps began to ring out, the necromancer allowed the blue light in his skull to turn night into day. "Greetings. It’s not every day that human merchants are seen around these parts."
Seeing human traders was an overall rarity, actually. From what Drew had been able to figure out during his brief talks with the underlings, humans weren’t well-liked in Vrasis. It was understandable, seeing what some of the larger groups had done, but that didn’t help his current position. Just what was a gathering of fifty-something humans doing on horseback?
"We—we mean no ill will!" the leader shouted, the man’s voice breaking as the lines of Drew’s skull were revealed. "We’re just passing through."
"If you weren’t passing through, it’d be even stranger," Drew replied shortly, ignoring the leader as he walked along the caravan, looking into the wagons with idle curiosity. Scared faces looked back at him, children hushed as the parents tried to bite their own tongues so they wouldn’t scream either. It was a sad sight, one that the necromancer could tell was weighing heavily on Ajax. The old leader was looking at it all with dark eyes, fearing what would come next. Drew almost sent him a mental assurance that he wasn’t thinking about it, but a certain creature distracted him. "Oh my, what is this?"
"Please don’t touch it," the leader of the caravan pleaded, but Drew ignored the desperate man as he pulled a small cage from within one of the wagons. A squawk escaped the iron bars, a bird with the most golden feathers he’d ever seen looking at the necromancer with curious eyes from within. "It’s too valuable."
"Ajax, do you know what kind of bird this is?" Drew shouted as the tall undead walked over to study the curiosity as well. Both ignored the human merchant standing a few meters away and sweating like he was going to die. "I’ve never seen something like this before."
"Neither have I," Ajax replied, pulling away the rug inside the wagon to reveal another dozen cages like the former. Gemstone-embedded rats, a few other golden birds, and a rather large shining lizard stared back at them. "None of them are local to this part of the continent. The lizard could be from Igul, but…no, I don’t have the faintest idea. Human, do you want to explain yourself, or should we ask somebody who isn’t falling apart on their feet?"
The man stammered for a few seconds too long, Drew fully prepared to make a show of force for intimidation, until a surprisingly light voice broke the tension.
"He thinks we can get rich by copying them infinitely," a young-looking teenager said, Drew barely able to think of his as an adult. A mere child could speak to them without fear in his voice? That took some bravery. "There’s a dungeon close to a village nearby, one that can allegedly duplicate creatures indefinitely if you give it a sample. The plan is to give it a sample of some of the magical creatures we brought along, and harvest the materials for as long as possible."
"Ethan, I will cut your damn head off, you stupid—" the leader began, but Ajax was more than ready to put a hand on his shoulder. It was like an adult stopping a hand of an unruly child, the height difference too extreme to take seriously. "… He speaks the truth. We don’t mean you any ill will. Can we please be left to our own devices?"
Do they really think they have something that can replicate anything from a simple sample?
Drew would have to see it before he believed that.
"Boy," the necromancer said, his voice making the horses try to get out of their restraints to escape. "Would you be able to guide us towards this dungeon, if we asked it of you?"
Now that he was having a good look at the kid, there was some magical talent within him. It wasn’t too serious, barely enough to separate Ethan’s from the ordinary bodies, but Drew wouldn’t mind taking the chance with him.
"Yes?" the kid replied with some manner of uncertainty as the leader of the caravan glared at the child with an intensity that would’ve made Drew quiver in his boots a hundred years ago. Now? Not so much. "Wait, what are you—"
Putting a skeletal hand on the restrained leader’s shoulder, Drew sent a quick burst of necrotic energy through his heart and into his mind. While nothing changed on the surface of the man, the insides were instantly liquefied, and the body was quick to flop to the ground in response.
Tilting his head towards the child, he was ready to order Nox to catch the boy as the screaming began all around them. But… There were no attempts to do as much, the kid just looking at the corpse with wide eyes. A regular person would just have had that left on their face, but this kid mixed it up by adding a wide grin.
That kid isn’t normal. He’s perfect.
"Ethan, was it?" Drew asked, getting a nod in response. "What would you say to coming with us?"
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Duplication


In the past. 
Drew had to admit that Ethan wasn’t the most gifted when it came to the art of necromancy. While the kid did survive the assimilation with the necromancer’s soul, experiencing very little change in personality through it, the teachings didn’t stick as easily with him. Ethan clearly did try and make up for it through hard work and dedication, but Drew wasn’t sure if the child would reach beyond the starting levels of power as it was.
Would need a lot of time working on the foundations before he could start going beyond.
Those conundrums did plague his mind as they travelled for another two days before they could spot a small village from the top of a hill. It looked entirely unremarkable, though there was a good handful of buildings in the middle fully built out of hard stone. In a forest where most people used wood as the main building material, Drew had to admit it was a minor curiosity.
"This is Forvyr, then?" the necromancer asked, Ethan nodding as they all looked down upon it. It was populated by forest dwarves, though there weren’t enough of them around for the necromancer to bother clearing the village out. He had somewhere else to be. "I believe you said it was southeast of here. Please lead the way."
Circling around the village to avoid detection, not taking chances even when the moon sat high in the sky, they travelled along an old road once more. It was just their luck none of the villagers were out so late at night, and the group was able to travel along until Ajax pointed out a strangely formed hill not too far away.
"I sense quite the density of energy down there," Drew commented, looking through the ground to the web of tunnels and strange pulses of energy beneath their feet. Dungeons hadn’t been around when he and Ajax had been alive, the underground facilities apparently a recent addition to the continent. Soaking in the distant memories and screaming that had occurred in those ghastly halls, however, the necromancer refused to believe they hadn’t been there for much longer. Even if the people thought them natural creations, he knew they were anything but. "Maybe we should’ve tried our luck with them before, Ajax."
"Maybe," the tall man replied, with some uncertainty in his voice as he ducked to enter through the large entrance. "It’s not like we heard anything positive about them, however. Massive spiders, roaring elementals, and invisible scorpions weren’t the greatest reasons to visit."
As they got inside, the lights from the ceiling seemed to activate by themselves, allowing Ethan to see the long hallway as well. If Drew hadn’t been sure that it was all man-made before, he was more than certain now, though it was another detail that took up his full attention.
Even with the lights shining down at him with a blinding strength, how the uncountable lamps were connected made his figurative eyes open wide. Engravings, simple but clearly there, too close to the ones that showed themselves on the bodies of the runic beasts. Drew had known for a while that the scourge of death was likely made by human hands, but…to see such proof didn’t sit well with him.
At least the creators are long gone from this world as well.
Fate had done what it needed to do, and Drew could move forward without hatred in his mind. They passed through hallway after hallway, noting the minimal amount of life around. While there had been quite a substantial amount of foliage digging through the entrance, the parts deeper down were unnaturally clean.
"That means there’s either something down here taking care of the place still, enchantments doing it automatically, or…not enough outsiders get so far down to disturb the peace," Drew told the others, everybody on high alert as they moved down the staircase. Nox was outright growling when they reached the lowest floor, where an impressively seized man of clay looked at them.
Standing about two meters tall, with a general shape of a human, Drew did feel some resemblance to the apocalypse he so despised. The aura of contained power wasn’t there, however, and the clay creature most certainly seemed to notice their arrival.
Raising its left arm, the clay beast waved at the skeleton in front.
…
"I’m not entirely sure how to proceed here," Drew confessed. His magical sight allowed him to make sure that the beast didn’t harbour true life, fitting more into the box of magical constructs, but outright disposing of something which didn’t seem to hurt them felt wrong. "Just push it to the side, or what?"
"I guess?" Ajax replied, moving forwards to calmly circle around the construct. It didn’t try to stop him, even taking a step back to give him breathing room. "Yeah, whatever this is isn’t going to be a problem. Let’s just ignore it and move on."
They did as much. The clay monster didn’t try to follow them, merely walking down another hallway as if they’d never met. Drew wasn’t sure what to think about the interaction, though he let it fall out of his mind as he began to sense a wave of power further along.
Now, this was what he’d been seeking, even the others stopping in their tracks as the air seemed to become electrified, a distant roar shoving through the winds before reversing its course and imploding upon itself. A brief moment of silence came along, the world standing still, and then came the ordinary air with its regular energy, as if nothing had occurred.
Maybe the rumours weren’t so unfounded.
Taking the direction from which they'd felt the potent force originate, the group moved once more. Hallway after hallway, doors repeatedly being forced open, until they could finally locate a rather large room.
Being as big as a cavern, though it was much better-furnished than what natural creations could ever hope to match, it came with a multilayered gyroscope floating in the centre. Just below it was a glass cylinder, a clay-based humanoid standing inside.
Raising its left hand, the clay beast waved at them.
Same motion, same personality, and it was nearly identical in its form. Using the outside handle to open up the glass cylinder, the clay creature nodded at Drew before leaving the room. Where it went, they didn't try to figure out.
"Well, Ethan, I think you might’ve saved me and the others valuable time," Drew told the younger necromancer, bright eyes shining back at him in glee. "I would offer you some form of reward for what you’ve done, but…I don’t think there’s much I can truly give you."
"You’ve already given me more than enough," Ethan replied, falling to one knee in an act that nobody had asked for. "I just want to be of service to you, to grow powerful enough to truly help, and make sure that the world is saved by your hand."
Hard-working indeed.
Drew promised he’d grant the young necromancer what he wished for, though the time for improvement was not within their grasp yet. Instead, they had to figure out how the device before them worked, for it was an enigma that made him scratch his skull. There weren't any buttons, gears, or anything that could clearly be manipulated. There were only those runic engravings, lines upon lines connecting everything together, a web so complex that the queen of spiders would be jealous of the sight before her.
Then again, one surface out of everything seemed strangely empty of the scratchings, a plate right in front of the glass cylinder just large enough for a human hand to fall upon it. Even with the layer of dust that covered it, Drew could still see the slight indents of flesh-covered hands that had touched the stone plate through many years. Was this how they communicated with the instrument?
"Touching anything those people have created is a risk in itself, but…if it would allow us to create an infinite amount of undead with time, would it truly be so bad?" Drew questioned, once again unsure if he wanted the chance of doom upon his head. "There are deadly consequences if there are security measures in place, ones that can subvert our own defences, that is, so I’m not sure what to do."
"Well, it’s only a risk if it’s you testing it out," Gomli fired back, getting a figuratively raised eyebrow from the skeleton in response. "It would take some quite extreme measures to stop you from being able to merely revive our corpses again if we were to fall to the device’s attacks. If I test it out, there should be no risk of our cause being stopped."
That layer of doubt still sat inside Drew, the necromancer not wanting to risk the loss of a friendship he’d formed over the last many decades. But alas, subjective connections were to be forgotten in the presence of their final goal. Stepping aside to let the ice mage put a hand on the stone tablet, he watched as the flying gyroscope remained still.
"Strange, there’s nothing—" Gomli began to say until a sharp hiss of pain left the stone dwarf’s body. To cause such an audible reaction from an undead was a feat in itself, and Ajax was swift in moving over to rip the ice mage from the device. Before he could, however, Gomli put up a hand to assure them all. "It’s fine, really. There’s just something in my vision."
"Spots in your vision? Undead aren’t usually susceptible to brain damage," Ajax commented, the stone dwarf shaking his head in response.
"It’s not spots, it’s a…blue box with letters? One second," Gomli corrected, though that answer just made more questions float into their heads. "There!"
With a loud crack, the front part of the glass cylinder grew opaque before turning blue, white letters slowly appearing in their vision.
[Physical Screen] Created!
Attempts to communicate with [Citadel] have failed.
Attempts to communicate with ["Backup List of Trusted Non-Rune-Crafters" Database] have failed.
Due to the understanding of how to communicate with the [Terminal], and due to the [Low Security Clearance] of the [Duplication Chamber], temporary [Trusted User] statuses have been issued.
Please state your name for future reference.

"I think that means you," Drew told the ice mage.
"Oh? That’s fine with me," the stone dwarf said in response. "My name is Gomli."
The white letters disappeared without warning, and new lines were generated in the passing moments.
The [Terminal] greets [Trusted User Gomli]!
[Duplication Chamber] has been running for: 187 years, 10 months, 21 days, 8 hours, 44 minutes, 37 seconds.
Current [Creature Sample]: [Clay Specimen 78-105-99-101].
Current [Operating Status]: [Most Efficient Duplication].

Does the user wish to change any parameters? Be warned that any manipulations will be logged and reviewed within 14 days per protocol.
As they managed to expertly make the so-called terminal shift out the current handful of clay for Ethan, Drew felt happiness spurt in his nonexistent heart as the form of a duplicated being was created in front of him. Latching onto the created monster without any difficulty before passing it over to Gomli, he gained an understanding of the potential in their hands.
"Gomli, you’ll be staying here to oversee operation of this device," Drew ordered, the ice mage agreeing to his words without any form of hesitation. "Ethan, you’ll be leaving us to go north and train your abilities by yourself. Ajax and I will try and locate other dungeons like this by ourselves. In six months’ time, we will meet up again at this place. By then, I expect to see an army from both of you."
With that said, the group split up into three, Ethan hurrying into the forest once they left the dungeon behind, a small group of undead following the young necromancer.
"Do you not fear he’ll die by himself?" Ajax asked him as they watched Ethan leave with an aura of clear determination. If spirit alone could kill, Drew would’ve fallen under the kid’s gaze. "He’s not going to grow as quickly as you did."
"He’ll know to keep himself safe," Drew replied, even if he had some inkling of worry as well. If the worst happened, however, he knew that the kid could use the soul fragment to call out to him and request assistance. "Shall we?"
Riding on Nox, the necromancer and the warrior moved through the night. They had a list of villages meant to have dungeons of their own, and it would do them no good to dawdle.




Chapter 84







Infinity and Beyond


The grass crackled as Theo walked on it, the formerly green stalks having grown grey and ashen. There was no life on the roads anymore, everything was dead and forgotten, just as they had feared. It was all recent, at least, the destruction not having had the time to ravage the century-old trees that were lined up next to the old road, even if the branches closest by were hanging lower than they were likely meant to. 
"I guess it really is a [Facility] spewing out those monsters," Theo commented once they were decently close to where the entrance was located. They would’ve been closer already if not for the fair share of undead walking around by it, the shade of the trees sparing them from the sun’s deadly rays. "And unlike the others, it doesn’t have a limit to how many are coming out."
"The other dungeons have the natural limit because all the creatures usually stay within its confines," Stig added from beside him, watching the group cautiously. "But this one isn’t like those I’ve heard of before, for some reason. It really is unusual."
"Unusual, yes, but the end result is that we have to take care of it no matter what anyway," Theo said, swinging his arm in a wide arc as he threw a half-dozen [Holy Runes] through the air, activating them at the last possible second. The pulse of energy made the other undead focus on the metallic forms, running into one big group without any questions. It was perfect, the [Gale Rune] mixed in with a delayed activation blowing apart the upper halves of most of their bodies. It was as gruesome as it was effective, a few shots from Stig’s bow taking care of the rest. "The slow grind down into the dark depths… I must say that it doesn’t sound appealing."
"That’s surprising to hear," the [Space Mage] retorted, going down on one knee to rip out the arrows and show off. Nero briefly seemed to consider taking a bite of the motionless undead, but the thought flew away as she rejoined Theo’s side further along. "I remember you being the one who wanted to visit more of these if we ever got the chance."
Taking a moment to survey the entrance, and spotting no undead lounging beside the entrance hall, they began their descent. The stone floor was slightly wet, a mix of black blood and rainwater creating a foul odour that didn’t escape anybody’s notice.
"I wanted to visit more of these because of the fact that they hold [Runes]," Theo corrected as he scratched his nose, wondering if there was anything related to controlling the winds around here. Anything akin to an Air Bubble covering his head wouldn’t be a bad find just about now. "If we could go along and explore this place without having to deal with the chance of an ambush, I would readily accept it."
Stig snorted, not sounding like he believed a word that came out of Theo’s mouth. It wasn’t taken too hard, as the twang of a bow and the howling of undead left Theo distracted by the prospect of combat. Their little chat had awakened a few of the older beasts around, those who’d been hibernating on the ground in silence.
"Those do look more than a few days old, actually," Theo said as [Shield-Bash] activated, his weapon of choice flying forward as it annihilated the first of the monsters’ skulls instantly. The bone shrapnel distracted the next two for long enough for him to get a grip around their throats, ripping them off like they were rotten meat and nothing more. "Look dangerous but barely able to hold themselves together. Not a good combination."
His idle criticism did leave a lot to be expected, sadly, as an undead from the side aptly proved that its weight lowered the skill requirement to take Theo out. Leaping at him before he could get out of the way, a hit to the side brought him to the floor instantly. While the rotted teeth of the monster couldn’t get through his armour, and an arrow was quick to enter its skull from the back, it was a reminder of their position.
No need to conserve energy, I suppose.
With the small horde running at them through the narrow corridor, Theo bathed them in flames using a hail of [Ignis Runes], activation after activation creating a black smoke alongside a stench most foul. Second by second, Theo steadily ranked them lower on his list of creatures worth fighting. The smell was well on its way to becoming akin to physical pain.
Theo dodged the sharpened finger bones of a rather arrogant undead, and a swing of his shield sent it into the wall with a loud crunch. The next many hands grabbed at him to try their luck as well, and Theo was more than happy to combat them in a war of attrition. Red eyes of hatred filled his vision, and a grin was made in kind. Nero got in on the fun as she bit at the beasts from the top of the tunnel.
"Careful!" Theo shouted as the rabbit squeaked, a rotten hand grabbing her out of the air between leaps. He almost moved to assist before a short but substantial burst of flame left her mouth in response, the undead limb retreating in instinctual fear. It seemed that a certain [Familiar] had finally attained her fire-breathing abilities from her forefathers. "Good job, you psychopathic critter. Let’s get this over with quickly so we can find you some meat to celebrate."
That was everything he needed to say before the anger of a hungry rabbit was unleashed upon the poor undead horde, the spring in her step increasing tenfold as the flesh of necks was ripped out one after the other. It was a beautiful display of speed and ruthlessness mixed into one, Theo not able to follow along as Nero jumped between all the corpses. Any that dared to even reach towards her form was instantly flamed with her heated breath, the cracking of dead flesh heard as the bubbles began to appear. It was marvellous.
Marvellous and entirely unneeded, another minute of fighting leaving only the trio standing. Doing a headcount of the creatures on the ground, Theo found seventy to have been killed.
Together with the ones outside, they had been forced to go through ninety.
"There were, what, nine floors in the rabbit [Facility]?" Theo said, mentally counting how many there had been in the arachnid one as well. That had been…ten? The plant [Facility] couldn’t have been too far from that either. "With an average of having to go through five to six sections of each floor before we can descend to the next, and if we assume that we have to fight a horde of this size at every opportunity, it’ll be…just shy of 4500 undead to bulldoze. I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t sound too fun."
"Can’t say it does," Stig agreed, leaning against the wall as they both got their breath. Even Nero, the spirited rabbit that was always ready to sprint towards any location that promised, had blood-red ears as she rested atop one of the felled corpses. "That might actually be the most movement-intensive activity I’ve ever seen her do. Is she alright?"
That…was not a bad question. Opening up her [Status Screen], Theo took a look for himself.
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 4(78%)
Profession: -
Health(HP): 55/57
Stamina(SP): 8/76
Mana(MP): 14/41
Stats
Physical: 20
Mental: 17
Soul: 7
Available Points: -

"She’s almost scraping the bottom of the barrel when it comes to her [Stamina], but her [Health] and [Mana] are both—wait, no, her [Mana] is nearly empty as well," Theo reported, second-guessing himself as he looked at the blue screen. A moment of thought finally made him realize the cause. "I guess that fire attack might require some magical influences as well. Just what did you learn while I wasn’t looking, Nero?"
Something akin to a swear word travelled through their connection before he could open up her [Skill-Collection]. He skimmed through it until he found the new ability.
[Fire-Breath]
[Beginner 3]
Allows the user to send out a burst of fire.
7MP/Use

"I’m honestly interested in what you might achieve once you get your [Profession], little one," Theo told the rabbit as he scooped her up in his hands. She had grown beyond what could be held comfortably, already pressing towards a small-medium dog breed. She was just about the size of a Jack Russell terrier. Still, the rabbit was light and squishy enough that she fell right in place on his lap, allowing the two [Mages] to look at each other for another few moments. "So…I do have a small idea we could work with if you would allow me to do something stupid."
Stig stared at him down with cautious eyes.
"How stupid are we talking?"
"You know how we need air to breathe? And how excessive fire can remove the air from an enclosed space?" Theo asked, getting a nod on both questions. "Well, I want to make a slightly upgraded version of the trap we did for the giant plant monster. Since it’s either fighting four thousand undead by hand or transforming an entire corridor into an instantly ignitable oven for dumb monsters, the choice should be obvious."
For some reason, it took another five minutes of convincing before the forest dwarf finally gave in to the concept.




Chapter 85







Cheating


[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 4] to [Beginner 7].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Novice 4] to [Novice 6].
Requirements for [Reempowerment] lowered slightly. The [System] still advises the user to refrain from using this technique.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
[System] now allows for the inspection of [Runes] below [Tier 10]. Please locate a [Terminal] for the [Module] to be installed.

Two hours of [Engraving] had allowed Theo’s skill to catch up with the upgrades that had been brought along with the [Profession]; the higher efficiency of his energy allowed for a much more effective technique. His [Mana] was more wieldy, more willing to submit to his orders as he weaved it along the [Facility]’s stone walls. While it still wasn’t fully obedient, Theo still having trouble with the finer details, the improvement was good enough for now. 
And no matter what kind of worries the man could have, nothing beat seeing his work working as it should.
"Get ready!" Theo shouted ahead, Stig replying with some phrase that he couldn't parse through the sound of his own breath. The roars of the undead horde behind him didn’t make it any easier, but his ears had mostly suppressed those guttural groans. It was incredible how much they could run while using so much of their lung capacity on that. "You guys have it too easy!"
Stomping down hard to keep up his momentum at the second-to-last corner, he saw the first barrage of [Runes] come into sight. Lining himself up so his feet could hit the proper squares, Theo was quick to start fueling his feet with as much [Mana] as possible.
Here come the fireworks.
With the steps he took, the [Connection Runes] beneath his feet began to emit a soft glow, their contained energy spreading into the [Holy], [Gale] and [Ignis Runes] cut into the walls. Each had its own function, the first making the horde distracted, the second disoriented, and the final one making sure they didn’t make it to the end of their long trap.
At least not the first wave of the monsters. Even if the holy energy and fire mixed together into an utterly devastating blow to the undead flesh, the sheer magnitude of dead meat to cut through made the process a long one. Though the screams of the damned died out at a rapid rate, Theo knew he would be overwhelmed by deadly heat and sharp fingers if he dared to stop in his full sprint, the air akin to an oven’s threatening to burn his flesh as well. At least he’d tried it enough times to know he was in the safe zone.
Didn’t stop it from being sweltering, though, making breathing hard as Stig greeted him at the end of the long corridor. From the fact that the [Space Mage] didn’t look stressed in the slightest, Theo was forced to assume that Stig’s latest horde hadn’t been as big as the last one.
"Barely made it halfway through the blasted thing," the forest dwarf commented idly, the glory of the spectacle clearly having worn off after the seventh repeat of their trap-springing. Killing the undead within the [Facility] without much personal danger had been rather fun in the start, but even Theo had to admit that the cleanup was a rather yucky experience. At least they’d found a shovel to get the half-soup away from the more important parts of the [Rune] work. Even Nero was refusing to go near it now. "How far down did you get? I’m not sure how many more rounds of this I can handle."
"‘I’m not sure how many more I can handle?’" Theo repeated, sounding rather exhausted as he removed the burning splotches from his back. "Excuse me, just who of the two of us is running up six floors’ worth of stairs while being chased by a tireless horde of monsters? It’s certainly not the one who hasn’t fired his bow for an hour."
"Only six floors? This is going to take forever," Stig groaned, focusing on the wrong parts of Theo’s ranting. The lack of real response didn’t help the anger, and the runner of the group was forced to return to the smoking corpses within the tunnel. "I’ll start scraping off the walls. You take the big ones out in the pile."
"Aye aye, chief," Theo mocked, getting an eye roll back before they both began to clean up the bigger pieces of waste in the tunnel. They’d learned from the third round that leaving it with the already-killed was a rather serious risk, one that nearly had Theo slipping on a quite squishy spine. "Even if this is basically cheating, I feel like it would be more fun to just kill them by hand."
Maybe then they wouldn’t have had that massive pile of body pieces lying outside in the afternoon sun. A few animals, something akin to a group of large critters, disappeared the moment Theo went close to the pile to throw the newest batch on top. By the looks of it, they’d tried to drag a few of the bigger pieces along the forest floor.
"I’m not sure if that’s safe, little ones," Theo commented, though he knew the wide-eyed creatures staring at him from the bushes didn’t care. They were going to take that half-splattered corpse back into whatever hole they lived in the moment he turned his back to them. "Who am I to judge, however? Have at it!"
Once Theo got back inside and got the other pieces out, everything was cleaned in just a few more minutes. Filling up the [Runes] in record time, with the help of the dwarf and the rabbit alike, Theo was ready for another run.
"This shouldn’t take long," Theo said as he walked back down the first flight of stairs. Checking around the second and third floors, no wandering undead were found. The fourth and fifth showed identical results, further proving just how much the monsters liked to group up. If not for this process providing easy confirmation that they’d left none of them behind, Theo might’ve enjoyed being chased by a village-destroying horde every time he found them. "Better than finding them all at once, though."
Turning a few more corners, and tapping the lights above to make them remain on as he wandered down the uncountable number of corridors, a strange situation came about. There…weren’t any enemies to be found. While it wasn’t too strange that the sixth floor had been rid of enemies in one fell swoop, the fourth being the same, the numbers this time had been much smaller. Were they getting closer to the bottom?
When Theo couldn’t find any undead on the seventh floor, he decided to take his chances and bring Stig and Nero down with him.
"See? Nothing," Theo said, showing off the empty corridors that had nothing but stale air and a hint of nitrate. "It’s almost like they just never got down here."
"Wouldn’t that mean the source of the undead is upstairs?" Stig questioned, though the [Rune-Crafter] was quick to shake his head in response.
"I’ve already been through the rooms upstairs to check," Theo said, though he did accept that some could’ve easily been hidden. He hadn’t even found a [Terminal] yet, the one thing he sought more than anything else inside the [Facility]. "There’s nothing, meaning it has to be down here somewhere. And if it isn’t…it means it’s hidden well enough that we might have more than just a problem finding it."
If the former turned out true, Theo would be forced to start out on the [Map-Engraving] business once more. The thought of spending literal days just scratching the [Facility] onto stone didn’t feel too fun, though, and he prayed to the gods above that it wouldn’t come to it.
"Honestly, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world," Stig countered, earning himself a frown. "What? Having an opportunity to try and figure out how to look past the illusions this place puts in place over hidden doors should be something we—"
The dwarf’s terrible suggestion fell on deaf ears as a rhythmic thud began to be heard in the distance. Theo, having searched the floor extensively before, knew the truth behind it. Something had moved around, something alive, and, from the sounds of it, something on two feet.
"I guess you might find a use for that bow of yours," Theo whispered, hearing some muttered grumbles as a stark-white arrow was pulled from a quiver and balanced on top of the bowstring. As the thuds got closer and louder, though still soft enough that the source couldn’t have been too large, the string was pulled tight, the wood of the weapon bending just slightly.
Wait. Clay?
That was about all Theo could think as the grey foot went around the nearest corner, the sound of an arrow flying through the air accompanying the entry of a clay chest into his line of sight. It sank into the soft material like it was butter, sticking out of the other end of the humanoid clay person.
For a moment, it stood still as it looked at the projectile within its body. Then it looked over to the silent Theo and Stig before slowly waving at them.
"…It doesn’t look too angry about the arrow," Theo commented after a few seconds, waving back at the clay monster as it walked off with the projectile still embedded within its chest. Even the plants, with bodies that could grow and regenerate through sheer force of will, had become angered by their attacks. This grey golem had barely taken note of it. "Should we be scared of the fact that it didn’t seem to care about that arrow, or elated that it didn’t seem intent on taking revenge?"
"Maybe a mix?" Stig suggested, always the source of deep wisdom. "Let’s see where it’s going. The villagers did mention that this place used to spit out golems, after all."
Theo couldn’t find wrong with the idea, the two silently following the humanoid clump of clay. If it noticed their stalking, it didn’t seem to react as it slowly walked along the seventh floor. Not before too long, it stopped at a blank patch of wall, pressing on the surface until it gave way.
Performing an impossible feat, it walked through what was now a stone passage. Theo had to blink before realizing the truth, hurrying over to exactly where it had stood to make sure he didn’t forget.
"Should’ve known there were hidden doors," he muttered, lining his hand up against the seemingly flat wall until he found the slightest indent. Sending in a small piece of [Mana], a smile fell on his lips as it responded in kind. Whatever amounted to a greeting for a string of energy was sent back, a click opening the wall up to reveal a dimly lit corridor. It was thin enough to make him mildly claustrophobic, but Theo couldn’t make himself care, more focused on not losing sight of the clay golem in the distance. "Shall we?"
Hurrying along, they pressed through the thin hallway until another door met their eyes. Opening it up, it revealed a—
"Broom closet?" was all that left Theo’s mouth as he looked at the rows of cleaning supplies, the clay golem next to them sorting the hundreds of bottles in a system there was no hope of understanding. "Just…what?"
Upon hearing his words, the clay golem looked at them and waved for a moment before returning to its duties. Theo wasn’t sure what to think anymore, though a rather sizable stone plate in the corner of the small room did bring him a smile. For better or for worse, they’d found themselves a [Terminal].
Putting his hand upon the cold stone, a blue screen was quick to appear in his vision.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
Connecting the user's internal system to [Facility-1669 "Griseo’s Helper"]’s data-servers. Please wait while the connection stabilizes.
…
Connection stabilized. New [Module Request] detected and accepted. Please don’t remove your hand from the [Terminal] for the next minute to ensure safe transmission of [Module].
How can the [System] otherwise help the user?

Now that he was thinking about it, the [Facility] hadn’t greeted him when he’d first entered. Strange.
"There’s a chamber where you’re duplicating undead creatures indefinitely," Theo said. "Tell me its current status and location."
Request detected and accepted!
[Duplication Chamber 7] is located on: Floor 8, Halfway 17, Room 3.
Loading current status…
[Duplication Chamber] has been running for: 187 years, 11 months, 9 days, 18 hours, 12 minutes, 12 seconds.
Current [Creature Sample]: [Unnamed Undead Specimen].
Current [Operating Status]: [Most Efficient Duplication].
Does the user wish to change any parameters? Be warned that any manipulations will be logged and reviewed within 14 days per protocol.

"Wait, can I change it from here?" Theo questioned, getting a quick positive reply. "Well…do it, then. End current production. Get rid of that headache."
"Was it really that easy?" Stig commented from the side, getting a shrug in response. Sometimes, life just worked out. "Huh… I can’t say I feel the need to complain, then."
Theo had a reply ready on the tip of his tongue, but the entrance of a new blue screen had him go silent.
Request detected and transmitted to current directive lead!
Due to the [Duplication Chamber] currently being used by [Trusted User Gomli], they have been given authority over administrative rulings about changes to the [Duplication Status]. Please await their response.
…
The administrative leader has rejected your request. The [Trusted User] further requests your presence in [Duplication Chamber 7].
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Talk


That there was somebody else in the [Facility] didn’t strike Theo as something too terrifying. Honestly, he’d have been more scared if there weren’t anybody else, although the addition of the extra person being a [Trusted User] didn’t help the current situation. The [System] refused to give more in-depth information about who this Gomli was, and any strongly worded questions would just be sent to the [Trusted User] themself, who would swiftly reject his request and once again ask Theo to move to the [Duplication Chamber]. 
"It seems there’s no other way, then," Stig said, mildly distracted by the continued presence of the clay golem in the broom closet. It had re-sorted the entirety of the supplies three times already, and was well on its way on the fourth attempt. "Our goal was to turn off that blasted duplicator, and the only way we do that is by meeting this person face-to-face."
"That we do," Theo agreed, cursing himself for not having gathered anything explosive just yet. Thinking back, he could definitely remember some in Oslaker selling just what he needed at the moment, but the easy solution for destroying a section of the [Facility] wasn’t here now.
The [System] ranked the [Trusted User] higher on the clearance ladder than himself, forcing Theo to work with the standard tools. At least he still had his [Runes], and a rather good window of time to gather what was needed.
Who was Gomli? Neither of them had any idea, and the name itself wasn’t mentioned in any lore that the forest dwarves had gathered, making Theo believe it was possibly another mage that had grown power-hungry. If they were truly unlucky, they had another Ethan on their hands, a human turned mad when granted the chance to grow beyond their mortal constraints. If Theo hadn’t known better already, he would’ve supposed it might’ve even been that ill-named Drew that he’d heard mention of before.
No matter who it was, though, he and the dwarf were betting on them being weak to [Holy Runes], Theo’s prepared chain of engraved [Silver] held in hand as they followed the directions to the [Duplication Chamber]. Down the stairs they went, going through corridor after corridor until a dark-blue light began to shine from one of the larger doors. After stopping in place for a moment, not saying a word, their steps became softer and more calculated. Neither wanted to make their entrance be heard.
Glancing into the large chamber with a wary eye, Theo’s gaze instantly fell upon the floating gyroscope floating above a large glass tube, one that looked much like the one that he’d summoned Nero through. It might even have been the same model, actually, ignoring the blue screen which was somehow printed onto its front.
Request detected and accepted!
[Duplication Chamber] has been running for: 187 years, 11 months, 9 days, 18 hours, 23 minutes, 32 seconds.
Current [Creature Sample]: [Unnamed Undead Specimen].
Current [Operating Status]: [Most Efficient Duplication].
Does the user wish to change any parameters? Be warned that any manipulations will be logged and reviewed within 14 days per protocol.

So that answers whether the [Trusted User] has an inbuilt [System].
Theo doubted it, if they needed it shown on the glass. Remembering that such a thing was possible, since he had been wanting to show it to Stig for quite a while, he filed it away after studying the room more. A [Terminal] was sitting right below the generated screen, black marks seen on top of it alongside cracks in the shape of a handprint.
[Mana-Sight] was happy to reveal the necrotic origin, even the air inside the room was thick with that black ichor-like presence. Theo felt suffocated, though it never stopped him from staying cautious.
"Oh? I hadn’t expected two visitors to come around," came a deep voice from the side, both Theo and Stig spinning around to aim and fire upon the source, though they both stopped through instinct alone. A blue-eyed dwarf looked back at them with no sense of fear, the man holding a cup of what looked to be some sort of tea. "I would offer to get another two cups, but something tells me you wouldn’t want to stay and talk for too long."
He was undead. That fact settled in nicely as Theo studied the black and light-blue lines that rang inside the dwarf before him. Was he even a forest dwarf? The height made him assume, but the way the skin looked was…wrong in all sorts of ways. It seemed way too rough, with ragged edges where natural fractures appeared. It was almost like it was actual rock.
"A stone dwarf?" Theo guessed aloud, getting a short chuckle from the undead in front. Gomli let go of the two steaming cups, a layer of necrotic energy wrapping around them as they floated back into the other room. That level of control wasn’t missed.
"You guessed correctly, human. Not many have pointed that out, for the past few years," the undead said, going silent for a moment. "I don’t think anybody has ever mentioned it, actually. How curious a feeling…though one I don’t think I’ll experience much of in the future. My name is Gomli, an underling of the Herald of Death, the bringer of peace in a world that sorely needs it. Might I ask what I should call you?"
When given the chance to talk to the enemy rather than fight instantly, Theo didn’t need to think too hard about what to do. While he could most certainly feel Stig gearing up his own [Mana], and the swirling flames from within Nero didn’t leave much up for consideration either, an unstable edge of calm never hurt anybody.
"My name is Theo, this is Stig, and this one is called Nero," he politely explained, the undead dwarf nodding to each with some level of respect. It was strange to see, the air of madness and arrogance not around him. "If I might ask, the Herald of Death that you mentioned…is their name Drew?"
For the first time in their interaction, the [Necromancer] actually seemed surprised, grey-white eyebrows rising the slightest bit as he stared Theo down with those cold blue eyes.
"Drew is his name, yes. It’s curious that you would know of it, since everybody who’s been told of such has died before they could run," Gomli commented slowly, another moment passing before eyes widened. "You have met one of the others. What was their name? And since you look alive at the moment, did you kill them or did they betray our cause?"
Instinct told Theo to lie. Reason told him that he would die if he tried to. Truth it was.
"He was called Ethan," Theo supplied, recognition clear in the stone dwarf’s face. "We got the task to take care of a [Necromancer] that had been slowly killing off traders around Oslaker. We found him, tied him up, and killed him when he wasn’t cooperating on our way back to the village. Since he spouted some maddened nonsense before he met his demise, I can assure you that he was loyal until the end."
Nero warned him that pissing off a very dangerous enemy while they were still within his area of influence was a bad idea, but Theo blocked out the rabbit for now. Stig was more than ready to attack at the first sign of aggression, and even he could feel his limbs tighten as his [Mana] circulated in his arms. When the trumpets sounded, the room would be lit up with [Holy Light] that would annihilate anything and everything undead.
"It makes me happy that the boy tried his best to fulfill Drew’s orders, even if all but the Herald himself knew he was going to fail," Gomli said, looking upwards for a moment until his eyes returned to the duo. "But…your verbal strikes against our movement have been noted. Something tells me that Ethan never did get the chance to explain our goals."
"That he didn’t," Theo confirmed, eyeing the [Necromancer] as energy started to build up. It still wasn’t directed towards them, with no aggression to be found. Peace was still omnipresent in the undead mage, the icelike state a constant. It was strange. "Would you care to do as much?"
"Certainly," the [Necromancer] replied, clearing his throat theatrically. "While you are both young, you do know of the great scourge that plagued this continent 150 years ago. It converted nearly the entirety of sentient life into an army of sigil-covered monsters, their only goal being to infect more and more with their curse. Almost every village and city was destroyed in the process, only those lucky enough to pass under their gaze surviving past the apocalyptic event."
"Everybody knows that, yeah," Stig replied, speaking up for the first time as he started to draw an arrow from his quiver. Was he thinking to attack while the [Necromancer] was distracted by his own voice? Theo knew it wasn't too great an idea, but relaying as much was impossible while the stone dwarf was looking their way. "What of it?"
"Our great leader was there to witness it, to fall into death’s clutches because of it," Gomli said, continuing as if the forest dwarf had said nothing at all. "The God of the Fallen himself brought him back, tasked with stopping this apocalypse from repeating once again. He was told by the highest authority that the scourge would return in due time and that the entire world would fall without him. He, and those that he brought under his wing, have been tasked with making sure the apocalypse never ravages all of life, and we have chosen to obey these orders through any means necessary. Our goal is to make sure that the cycle of life is restored for those cursed, as it has always been. Any questions?"
Theo was more than ready to ask, but Stig was there before he could hope to open his mouth. Maybe that was the wrong move on his side.
"Yeah, I do. Is that your excuse for all the murdering you and your group have done?" Stig questioned, clear hate in his voice. It was the same kind of hate Theo had observed once they’d first captured Ethan, that hate which had made the [Space Mage] try and kill the [Necromancer] at the first chance possible. It was a hate bred into him through culture, one that was disrupting rational thought. "You’re ‘saving the world’ by killing innocents?"
"We need material to build an army, and…the gift that came from the God of Death was one that fit into his domain. The Herald was granted the power of necromancy, and as his apostles, we wield the same power. Do we want to save the world? Yes, but it will first require that we have a foundation of power," Gomli replied in full understanding, seeming to show empathy for the spiteful reaction coming from Stig. However, the lack of arrogance from the [Necromancer] had the opposite effect on the [Space Mage]. "I understand it might seem evil, and there will never be a day where we won’t confirm the atrocities we’ve committed, but our actions are for the greater good. Trading the lives of a few for the lives of all is a deal any sane person should make, even if it means your hands get bloody in the process."
Questions were loud in Theo’s mind. He wanted to know why they hadn’t tried to explain their objective to others, to have gained an army through something other than ruthless killing, but he couldn’t verbalize it.
"What meaning was there to you unleashing an army of undead upon Forvyr, then?" he finally said, though his question did seem to bring confusion into the [Necromancer]’s face. The stone dwarf turned his head again, necrotic energy flying out of the blue irises as it shot through the walls and ceiling. Seconds passed before the sound of disgruntlement escaped the undead mage.
"I…did not realize that they had left the confines of the dungeon. It seems that my control over the duplicated specimen isn't as strong as the original version’s. If I had to guess, it would be the lack of a real soul within, but… Drew isn’t going to be happy about this," Gomli muttered, making it clear that he hadn’t intended for the slaughter. "I must apologize for the needless killing in that regard, but it doesn’t remove what we’ve done before. The pieces of the Herald are already moving. It will not be long until we can fulfill our purpose."
There was an air of finality around the [Necromancer]’s words, one that nearly dared them to try and challenge it. While Theo felt his tongue stick to the top of his mouth, the [Space Mage] beside him was more than happy to say what was on his mind.
"We’re not going to let you kill more people," Stig bluntly stated. Gomli sighed in response, grabbing a [Teleported] arrow with his bare hand before it could read his skull from the side. Theo hadn’t even registered the projectile leaving the string of the bow, but it seemed the fight was on. "This is where it ends."
Without another word, Theo filled the [Holy Runes] with the last smidgen of [Mana] required for activation, before throwing the heap of silver plates towards the undead mage.
"And here I had hoped you could see the light."
Before the [Engravings] could light up the room, a blast of black ice flew from Gomli’s position. The fight was on.




Chapter 87







Lies in Truth


The fight started with Theo getting an ice pick through his left forearm. This was not something that usually happened during fights, which was what prompted the stillness in his body before his physical being screamed out in relentless pain. Nerves flared like a hot iron had been forced through them, and Theo almost lost his grip on his shield before he composed himself. [Spirit of Aegis] ran at full power, forcing his mind into combat mode, no matter what external factors were begging him to collapse in helplessness. 
Ripping out the ice pick and pressing a [Holy Rune] against the wound, Theo stopped the bleeding enough for him to rejoin the fight that was already well on its way to an end. Stig had gone on the defensive with his attacks, flying arrows [Teleporting] out of thin air around the [Necromancer] as the forest dwarf himself darted around the room in quick blinks. No matter how many spears of ice were thrown, the [Space Mage] never stayed in one place long enough to be hit. It was beautiful.
And it likewise had to be taxing on the dwarven archer, Theo firing off a barrage of [Ignis Runes] from the front of his shield to put pressure on the [Necromancer] from the other side. Nero had run off to the back of the chamber to prepare a small distraction, but there were still several valuable seconds until she would be in position.
"Annoying," Gomli muttered. If he meant for Theo and Stig to hear it, nobody was sure, though the effect the voice alone had on their bodies was clear. The necrotic [Mana] that laced the undead tongue pierced them like nothing before, their very cells shaking and destabilizing due to the sheer density of death. For a moment, Theo feared he would collapse.
But then the green light from within activated in full and there were no thoughts of his death to be had. Everything was honed in on the final end for the [Necromancer], a grand attack that would devastate him forevermore.
Going under a sweep of razor-thin ice that would’ve cut Theo in half, the man took three quick steps before [Shield-Bash] could be activated. His arm surged forward incredibly swiftly, but never did he actually reach the grey skin of the stone dwarf, an ultra-dense wall of ice acting as a barrier.
It hadn’t been there before, its creation a reaction to his attack. It looked effortless. That wasn’t good.
Rolling away before a lance of ice could pierce his skull, Theo activated a [Gale Rune] to push Gomli back into place. The energy from his attack was diverted with ice once more, but it got his attention while Stig fired off two shots from his bow in swift succession. The first came from the back, somewhat spotted and deflected, but the second came from below and pierced the [Necromancer]’s left knee.
Even if there was no grunt of pain, the stumble as a kneecap was shattered along with muscles and bone was spotted without issue. The [Impact Rune] had done its job well, the icy-blue eyes focusing on the injury as Nero dove towards Gomli from above.
Theo threw a [Holy Rune] in the same second, its enchanting light helping take attention away from the flying rabbit just long enough for her to send a fat burst of flame towards the [Necromancer]’s face. The [Familiar] didn’t stay long, leaping off his forehead before he could react.
A grin almost reached his face because of it, but Theo found himself stumbling despite no attack hitting him. Or not at that moment at least, for blood had started to leak from his arm yet again. This time, though, the red colour had been replaced with a sickly black, the consistency likewise closer to oil blood. The sight alone made him nauseous.
"Die!" Stig shouted, bringing Theo back into the moment as the forest dwarf forced his dagger through the [Necromancer]’s back. A sickening crunch sounded from the undead, and the twist of the weapon made it clear something had been ripped out of the socket. But if it was meant to have been lethal, it hadn’t worked, the undead dwarf twisting his head like an owl to look directly at the [Space Mage].
"Did you really think it would be that easy?" Gomli questioned, not seeming too desperate about their deaths. Stig didn’t answer the other dwarf’s question, both out of breath and nearly empty of [Mana] within, but the [Necromancer] continued without hesitation. "I bathed in the energy of the Herald for decades, helped him fight a beast so abhorrent to nature that even the gods would feel disgusted at the sight of it, so why would you think I’d ever let somebody as unworthy as you strike me down?"
The speech came with yet more necrotic energy, sent through the voice, Stig picked up by his throat before being thrown into the stone wall close by. Theo could hear the sound of something breaking, and the still body made it clear things weren’t going the way they had expected.
Throwing a [Holy Rune] to distract as he closed in the distance, a [Shield-Bash]—
"I really had such high expectations for you," Gomli confessed, catching the shield aimed at his skull with one hand. There was no sense of struggle, no clear signs of being discomforted by the sheer force Theo was putting into his attack. The [Necromancer] was stronger than what should’ve been possible by even the laws of physics. "I thought I could convince a rune-crafter to join our side, to be our backup if the second assault didn’t work out. If Drew was here, we could have shown you our ways so much more easily, but fate didn’t let things work out that way."
Theo praised the word of Moira for that twist of fate as he suddenly retracted his shield while kicking the remaining working kneecap of the [Necromancer]. While Gomli might’ve had strength on his side, the sudden force made the limb bend backwards, a punch to the throat making him fall onto the ground before anything could be done.
"I don’t mind," Theo muttered as he raised his weapon high, [Shield-Bash] once again activating with a clear goal in mind. Gomli clearly thought he was going to aim for the upper body, since the [Necromancer] instinctually covered it with the ultra-dense ice once again, but Theo had other plans.
As he struck down with all his might, the sharp tip of the shield penetrated the skin around the tailbone, going through dead flesh and bone without any resistance before getting slightly into the stone floor as well. Gomli gasped, the first real sign of pain, and the vocalization was well-deserved, seeing as the [Necromancer] had outright lost his legs.
Activating every [Ignis] and [Gale Rune] still filled up on the shield, Theo drew his pistol while the [Necromancer] was forced to create a barrier. With six shots primed, he began to fire.
Instinct once again saved the [Necromancer] from an early death, the first three deflected easily. But finally, the fourth showed off that he didn’t have access to an endless repertoire of power. The barrier of necrotic energy wavered, and cracks formed on the sides. The fifth shot only increased their depth, the sixth going all the way through as it passed along and hit the [Necromancer] in the face.
With a broken nose, teeth in the back of the mouth, and a pair of blue eyes covered in black blood, Theo had to confess that the [Necromancer] was a sorry sight. Not one to be underestimated, though, as Nero’s warning was the only reason he survived the ten ice javelins that flew towards his position from above.
"Almost got you," Gomli said with a deep chuckle, the energy within the [Necromancer] starting to fluctuate. He made an attempt to regain access to his lower body, but the metallic barrier created by the shield made it an impossible feat. "I didn’t think you would be able to do this."
"Neither did I," Theo replied, reloading his pistol as swiftly as possible. His left hand was losing mobility, and mental exertion was required to make his fingers move at any level. Black lines were slowly but steadily crawling along the points where he’d been attacked. "Will this wound kill me?"
"If you survive the first hour, you’ll get through it with your life intact. It was only meant as a paralytic, in the case that I could capture you alive," Gomli replied, shakily wiping away the blood from his eyes as he looked up at Theo. The pistol had been reloaded. "I would try to make a valiant last stand, but…that the Herald knows of my failure is enough. Goodbye, strange—"
Theo didn’t allow the [Necromancer] to finish, emptying all six rounds into the undead body. Kicking it with his foot afterwards elicited no response. The undead dwarf by the name of Gomli had met his true death.
Walking over to the [Terminal], Theo barely focused on the [System] as he made it all shut down, the gyroscope above halting its eternal spinning. The [Duplication Chamber] had ceased its use, and the infinite undead creation was no more.
"This better not kill me as well," Theo muttered, seeing the black lines on his skin. They had started to pulsate, first in the same rhythm of his heart before diverting from the original standard. If that meant that the necrotic infestation had grown a heart of its own, he didn’t know what to think. "Are you alive, Stig?"
…
No answer.
No groan, no muttered curses, and no wobbling around on the ground in pain. The body of the [Space Mage] didn’t move in the slightest.
Stumbling over, clutching the chain of [Holy Runes], Theo got to work fueling them before he could even check out the state of the forest dwarf. While [Mana] ran through his fingers and into the silver plates, he did his best to listen for a heartbeat. While it was very weak, weaker than even Nero could normally hear, the dwarf still had some semblance of life within.
No conscious mind at the moment, though, the strike to the wall having knocked Stig out cold. The faint trickle of blood at the back of the dwarf’s head didn’t seem too good, though Theo could do nothing but pray that the supernatural healing capabilities of the [Holy Runes] extended to brain damage. If they didn’t, there would be trouble.
Maybe Zayra could do something.
[Stat] increase detected!
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Theo waved away the message, not mentally sound enough to care about them at the moment. His head was starting to hurt, the black lines of necrotic energy continuing to spread up from his arm and onto his shoulder, the barest hint having already reached his throat. He didn’t doubt that the internal side of the infection had gone even further, using [Holy Runes] on himself as he sat down.
Gomli had said that he would survive if he lived through the first hour. Theo prayed to the gods above that the undead dwarf hadn’t lied.




Chapter 88







It Was Fate


The small spark was everything needed before roaring flames surrounded Drew, his world becoming heated and filled with ash. There was a small sense of pain within his bones, an inkling of danger if he allowed the attack to continue, but he ignored it as his own energies began to surge through the air. The dydra in front of him could barely comprehend the bolt of necrotic mana above, only the rightmost head being raised to look upon the attack before it landed right on the back of the beast. 
A short moment came afterwards, one where the monster ceased its attacks. The dydra looked peaceful as if it had reached some grand revelation before its eyes melted and its blood began to boil, the body slamming into the ground hard. There was no life in the beast anymore, every piece of its flesh surrendered to the undead realm.
"They really have started populating the eastern forest more, in the last few decades," Ajax commented as he reached the necromancer once more. He’d stayed behind once the assault had started, not wanting to stop Drew from counterattacking. A wise choice. "When we were around, it would be a once-a-year stop. Now, this has to be the…fourth one we’ve seen in the past three months? We have been travelling a lot, sure, but this is unprecedented."
"Could just be that our magical auras are working as beacons for the beast," Drew suggested, some mumbled agreement made in response. It wasn’t hard to locate the two undead, after all, seeing as they could just barely hold their mana together as it was. Some of their power was bound to leak into the air at some point, and even the slightest whiff would have such an ever-hungry beast running at them from miles around. "This one did seem desperate to sink its teeth into me, honestly. Doesn’t that stomach look a little shrunken to you?"
If he squinted, Drew was relatively sure he could see the outline of the monster’s ribs. The ability to do as much might’ve been due to his attack messing up most of the dydra’s internal organs, but he didn't think he’d messed the monster up to that level. He could most certainly still resurrect it, which he did without pause.
Standing from the cold ground once again, the three-headed draconian undead roared into the night sky, all heads bursting with multicoloured flames. An inkling of black residue could be spotted in each as well, the stain of necrotic able to reach all that were hit by the fire. Drew was almost in love.
"Always wanted to fly on a dragon," Ajax muttered, scratching the stomach of the converted beast. The dydra might not have been able to purr like a feline, but the low growl was the best approximation of it. "Does it even count as a dragon? There are more feathers than scales on this beauty."
"It breathes fire, it has claws, it can roar mighty well, and it has some rather impressive wings. If that doesn’t satisfy your requirements for dragon status, then I don’t know what is truly needed," Drew replied with a shrug, feeling at the feathers himself. They were surprisingly soft, and even his skeletal fingers were able to feel why they were so expensive on the merchant’s market. Nobody who’d felt them would be able to return to regular duck feathers for their pillows. "I don’t think it would be able to carry all three of us as it is, so I’m just going to make a quick few adjustments."
Ajax stepped away once again, more than happy to see the necromancer at work. Drew didn’t mind that fact at all as he injected the half-hydra half-duck with his necromantic presence. While he didn’t grant it a shard of his soul like he’d done with so many others before it, the care and attention he gave the upgrades nearly made it an equal. Muscles became bigger and stronger, the wings wider and able to push so much harder. Even the fires that roared within the beast only became hotter, to the point where Drew had to be careful about being caught between them. Even if his body had been tempered by time so that most heat-based attacks didn’t touch him, everybody had a level where no protection would save them. With the upgrades created, Drew was rather secure in the fact that the dydra had reached that point.
No matter. If I have to be scared of its potential, the future enemy will be shaking in their boots before they even get close.
That brought a rather jovial mood into the necromancer’s step. Even if their starting weeks of searching for another dungeon with similar properties to the one in Forvyr had failed, they’d still learned quite a bit about them. The lore of the rune-crafter was more in-depth than Drew had expected, and stories of their toils in surviving their own creations were quite detailed. Many of the transformed underground buildings around hadn’t even been official ones, but facilities built under the premise of hiding those who did not wish to be—
Drew’s line of thought was broken as a shard of void-like blackness hit him from within, his soul quivering as a part of its splintered structure fell apart. The necromancer that had withstood a dragon’s fire without blinking, who had killed a beast that would make villages fear in one strike, felt unbelievable pain from a wound that he himself had opened not long ago.
One of his brethren, one of his underlings, had died, and he knew who it was without an ounce of doubt.
"Are you okay?" Ajax asked the moment that he noticed the fallen necromancer, a hand offered to help him up instantly. "Anything wrong?"
"Ethan is dead," Drew answered bluntly, the necromancer staring out into the dead air as he looked through eyes that weren’t his own. The colours were vibrant, the morning sun was easy to spot, and all those people mixed into the haze of fire. "A village tried to burn his corpse about a week ago. The kid waited until as many as possible were close, then used his connection to me as a catalyst for an explosion. That idiot…we could’ve done something if he had warned us in time."
Fractured memories of what happened before his death came through Drew’s mind. Nothing was clear enough to discern select details, but the broad strokes were there. Ethan had tried to go the safe route by ambushing merchants, had stayed in one area for too long after not managing to be effective, and had been captured and killed as a result. There were many hours between his capture and final death, however, and Drew was confused by the lack of contact with him then. Even though Ethan had desired to show off his powers to the necromancer by saving himself, it would’ve been fully understandable if he had contacted Drew for help at that point.
Had he simply become too arrogant since they’d parted, or had something stopped him from contacting Drew until that very last moment?
"I did say that he couldn’t be trusted to survive on his own, Drew," Ajax reminded the necromancer. Drew didn’t reply, both knowing that he had been right. It was stupid to have allowed him to go alone, but he had been so sure of his eventual success. Hard work and dedication were meant to have propelled the kid to greatness. Not…not this, a death that didn’t serve any purpose except bringing Drew to question his ability to lead. "We still have another three dungeons lined up, but we could check out the place he died before that. What do you say?"
Drew wasn’t sure, not entirely certain about what he could accomplish by seeing the burnt corpse with his own eyes. Some kind of confirmation of Ethan’s demise? Drew was already rather sure of that fact, the memories of him being burnt to a crisp still fresh in his mind. No…the only reason he could find for visiting was figuring out why he hadn’t contacted Drew before the very end. The necromancer refused to believe that the kid had been so arrogant, so unresourceful that he would rather have died than asked for help. The puzzle didn’t make sense, and he was going to find the missing piece.
"We’ll delay the search, then. Our new course is towards Ethan’s last known location. Do you still have the map?" Drew asked, Ajax nodding as he took his bag from his back and pulled out the rather impressive paper map that they had scavenged from a merchant a week before. While it was still a few decades old, it had the name that Drew sought anyway. "We’re going right there! Oslaker, the place that… Ajax, do you recognize that place as—"
"I do," the archer confirmed, both of the undead growing still as they momentarily relived their oldest memories. It was obvious that the villages that they had destroyed through the years would be inhabited by new people through time, but never had Drew truly expected something as ironic as this. The village where he had been born, where he had been raised by his parents, was the very one where Ethan had been killed. "The plan was always to visit again, so I suppose this isn’t the worst reason to set our eyes upon it. Shall we?"
Once they jumped onto the back of the dydra, Nox fitting perfectly between the two of them, the feathered beast roared before setting off from the ground. The wind was cold and bit at their faces, but neither offered the natural world a single complaint. They were not too far from meeting their place of origin, the place that harboured all their fond memories. Even if Drew understood perfectly what was going to happen the moment they got there, he could still feel some form of happiness surging within. Even if the memories had grown weak and old, their purity still carried something important. It was a remembrance of the times when even Drew had a heart beating within.
But how much has changed since then?
The question fueled his thoughts for the next two days as their stay above the clouds allowed them to bask in the rays of the sun. Nox was fast asleep through it all, of course, but Drew and Ajax had to stare at the sight as the clouds began to spread apart, revealing a large village in a very familiar valley.
"The trees have grown back," Drew commented, seeing all the similarly aged oaks that surrounded the walled-in village. By sensing the energy of life within, he could easily estimate a few thousand souls living side-by-side. "And so has the population, though the demographics have…changed slightly. No humans, barely any elves, and overpopulated by forest dwarves."
"New times foster new changes," Ajax simply commented, the necromancer not able to retort with anything as the dydra began to dive. The lack of clouds to hide their form in the sky led to the inhabitants noticing their presence rather quickly, the horns of war already heard. Drew would’ve normally eradicated their bodies by now, but their high altitude made such impossible. Likewise…he needed somebody to confess what had transpired the week before. "Oh my, they’ve prepared themselves."
Pillars of holy light flew towards the dydra’s diving form, Drew ordering it to dodge before the condensed bolt of energy could reach them. It narrowly grazed its side, though the necromancer could clearly sense the lasting damage that had been made from that alone. The power of the light was too strong in the morning sun, especially when there were no clouds to obscure its presence. It was as if the gods themselves had cursed their attack.
"Cease your futile resistance!" Drew ordered as the dydra finally landed on one of the inns, the stone building almost crashing in on itself as the massive claws dug into the roof tiles. Screams and shouts could be heard from beneath, the masses trying to vacate the area and failing helplessly. Those who fell in the streets were killed by their brethren, stomped to death by the panicked boots of regular citizens. Drew hardly felt it fair to call himself heartless, when this very sight was before him. "Do you want to capture somebody to interrogate, or should I just get this over with quickly?"
"I’m rather happy staying up here," Ajax confessed, raising his hands as the necromancer sighed. It seemed Drew would be doing all the work here.
Drew stepped onto the inn’s ruined roof. He put up a hand in the general direction of the crowd below, three shrieks drawn out of the crowd as necrotic energy was shaped into cages. Before anybody could even blink, three cowering bodies were before them, floating in the sky.
"Was one of you three present during the burning of a necromancer's body last week?" Drew asked. Not one of the three answered, the first just screaming nonstop while the others looked at the necromancer as if blinking would lead to their instant deaths. Silencing the first one who wasn’t proving useful, Drew focused on the other two. "I stand corrected. Did one of you two attend the burning of a necromancer's body last week? Please don’t be shy about answering. I am not known to be patient in these circumstances."
When the third one’s eyes grew sharper, Drew thought he could finally get some kind of worthwhile answer. The captured in question didn’t seem too young, closer to his forties than his thirties with a rather burly beard and a body that spoke of many experiences. The brashness was easy to spot as well, as the necromancer saw the forest dwarf pull out a rather recognizable boomstick. Though it was rusted over, and the handle had been replaced with a version that had a slightly smaller trigger, he could still see it as akin to the one Ajax had owned while they’d lived in the village. Back then, it had been a sign of great power, one that Drew had feared so greatly. It was supposed to have been able to put down a great bear in an instant, able to tip the scales on an unfair fight, but now it just seemed like a child’s toy.
But when I was alive, it was something I felt jealous about not having.
That small stroll down memory lane took enough time that Drew was forced to hear the loud crack of gunpowder heating and expanding, a slew of metal balls flying out of the barrel and into his skull. The forest dwarf knew how to aim the weapon well, the necromancer had to admit, as several frustrated seconds were spent on removing the bone shrapnel. None of it was close to hurting him, but nobody liked having balls shaking around in their head.
"…That was rude," Drew said, looking into the dwarf’s eyes as his hands shook. The boomstick fell when his flaming eyes focused on them, the arms raised in defeat as the weapon fell to the inn’s roof with a clatter. While Ajax moved to pick it up, Drew was left to look at the two prisoners. "Do you actually have some information you’d like to share with me, or shall you meet the end I really want to grant you right now?"
"You’ll do no such thing, young man," a voice corrected from Drew’s side. It sounded old, a little shaky, and as if the origin were the most disappointed lady there existed. The tone certainly matched the source, the necromancer turning his head to see an aged priestess in a white robe, a frown clear on her face. "If you had questions, there was no need to intrude upon our village with such brutality."
"Indeed," Drew agreed, which did seem to surprise the old lady. "If I was only looking for a few answers and nothing else, something of this calibre would be entirely uncalled for."
If his words didn’t help the priestess catch on, the roaring flames from the undead dydra most certainly did. If Drew could still smirk, something akin to it would’ve formed on his face as the position that the old cleric was situated was filled with necrotic energies. His arrogance didn’t last for long, though, as the clearing of a throat made it certain that she wasn’t so easy to get rid of.
"Not to disturb your power plays, but your crude attacks need care if you ever are to accomplish the mission you believe you’ve been tasked with," the priestess advised Drew. Confusion was the first emotion, the necromancer wondering how she knew who he was and what he was doing. Had Ethan told them? Drew had been rather sure that the kid wouldn’t have betrayed his secrets to the enemy, though he supposed that it could've been an accident. "By my account, you wouldn’t last a minute the moment the true fight began. All those years of you slaughtering innocents, all for nothing. Or…have you forgotten the reason you began all of this in the first place? Have you grown so used to these wicked ways that you no longer care if it progresses your cause?"
"You know nothing," Drew shouted, ordering the dydra to attack with all the force it could give. An entire block of buildings was wiped from existence, the necrotic energy rotting stone and wood alike as it all crashed down into the streets. If all the citizens hadn’t already left the area, they would’ve been dead from the oncoming gas alone.  When had the captured ones fled? Had she freed them without his notice? How? "You speak as if you’re one of the gods yourself, but that’s as far from the truth as possible. Have you been granted a task by one of the higher beings?"
"As a matter of fact, I have," the priestess answered with a smirk, reappearing on the nearest undestroyed roof. The old woman looked happy, serenity filling their body as a bright glow began to escape every inch of their skin. "My goddess, my everything, asked me as a child if I would be willing to help bring the world into a new era of peace, no matter what the cost was. And…I said yes, promising to assist as much as I could, for her guiding hand was blissful, and the promises of peace she brought were unlike anything else."
"So you have killed others as well?"
"I have healed and stitched together many more than I have killed, thank you," the old woman corrected. If she was offended by his words, however, there was no hint of it. "My path was never to be the role of the berserker. While I do have a sharp tongue, I must admit I don’t have the spirit to be a worthy foe against the main lead. Instead, I am off to the side, helping in any way I can, while being out of the picture for the rest of the time. But then… When the time is right, I must take up my leading act, my shining purpose, the reason above every other for why Moira chose to give me this role."
Drew didn’t like where this was going, the density of light increasing with every second. Ajax was pulled into his fold, and layers upon layers of barriers were created. They were outright cocooned in necrotic energy within a breath, but he didn’t feel close to safe.
"Do you not want to ask what I was told would be my final act? I have waited for so long, I have dreamed about this moment for sixty years, so please help bring on the finale," the priestess requested, too eager and too happy. "Say something."
"Just…what are you?" the necromancer questioned, his spirit wavering before his first word could fully leave his skull. The dydra, meant to be mindless and unable to question him, was shaking as it tried to rip away from his control and fly from its place on the roof. Even Drew was being told by every inch of his soul to retreat, to run away and hide, but he wasn’t sure what would happen if he put down his barriers. "You shouldn’t exist."
"None of us should," the priestess agreed, her smile never seeming to end. "It has been a pleasure talking to you, Drew Lolan, but the time has come for me to play my part. Please understand that this was always meant to be so."
Ajax grabbed Drew before the necromancer could fully understand the priestess’s words, the large man shielding him from the explosion of light that tore through his endless barriers in an instant. Before they could question his surroundings, the morning sun began to grow awfully dark.
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The Aftermath


Theo wiped away the sweat on his brow, curses falling from his mouth in a constant torrent as Nero sent a small burst of fire into his face. The adrenaline of the pain and flare of light stopped him from falling unconscious, though that was barely better than the alternative at this point. Everything was spinning. Why wouldn’t it stop? 
"How long has it been?" Theo slurred out as he used a [Holy Rune] for the fifth time that minute. His [Mana] had been at its lowest for longer than he could remember, and even the rare piece of assistance from the [Familiar] was reaching its limits. There were only so many times his body could be reforged to mend itself. "When will it be enough?"
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Power of [Skill] can now be increased through manual [Mana-Injection]. The [System] warns that repeated use can cause long-term backlash.

"Does it look like I give a flying—" Theo began to say until he actually dared to look at the blinking screen. "Oh… I might actually give a fuck about this one."
Tapping into the information that the [System] was drip-feeding him, Theo channelled his [Mana] into forms that he’d never considered normal. His body pulsed like never before, a cleansing energy pushing through his body. Small scraps and scratches were burned away, their damage removed from this world as fresh layers began to form in their place. Black blood positively spurted out of the wound they’d been originally from, Theo almost instinctively clutching at the wound before getting himself under control. It was painful, even more than the last hour, but his head was somehow getting more clear. The fog that had tried to annihilate conscious thought was being fought, and the stable mental facilities in its place were leading the charge.
It was glorious, a sign of the victory to come, and he almost allowed himself to feel a sense of accomplishment before his [Mana] ran out again an instant before he was entirely purified.
"A little help here?" Theo requested from his potential savior as he flopped to the ground again, Nero looking at him with the dead eyes only a hyper-intelligent rabbit could muster. She waited for a couple of dreadfully long seconds before jumping over and biting his thumb. While the action did hurt a bit, it did allow the [Familiar] to inject him with a small burst of [Mana], just enough for Theo to finish the process of purification. "You really don’t have to bite me, though. It’s just physical contact that’s required for the transfer to work properly."
The [Familiar] replied back that she knew of that fact fully, but she was also hungry and was therefore going to bite whenever she got the chance. Nothing hid the continuing disappointment that the rabbit started radiating after Theo had strictly ordered her to not eat the still-unconscious forest dwarf.
What a bloody menace.
While a bit unsteady on his feet from the blood loss, Theo learned quickly enough how to walk somewhat safely. His legs didn’t stop shaking no matter what he tried, but that was fine. Tumbling over to the [Terminal], he slapped his hand onto the stony surface, some amount of happiness sent through him when it still responded to his requests.
Connection to [Terminal] established!
Hello, [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim. What can the [System] do for you today?
Please be warned that any attempts to access restricted or adult information will be reported to your [Mentor].

"Do we have any form of medication for people that have sustained a brain injury?" Theo asked, pointedly ignoring the last line. He’d seen too many of those warnings to care at this point. "Any kinds of scrolls, potions, [Runes], or anything of that calibre I could get access to now? I am somewhat in need of it."
Or…it was technically Stig who needed the assistance. The rampant use of [Holy Runes] had allowed the dwarf to not sustain any permanent damage since the bleeding had stopped, and the airflow had gone uninterrupted for the entire duration, but Theo was noticeably aware of the fact that he still hadn’t awoken naturally. While there was a chance that another hour could allow him to do as much, he didn’t want to bet on anything.
Further information is required to proceed!
Is it the [Rune-Crafter], or any person equipped with a personal [System], who has sustained the head injury, and, if not, is the person in question gifted with control over the magical arts?

"They don’t have access to the system, and they’re a [Space Mage], yes," Theo answered, not liking the buffering that continued through it all. Could it just hurry up? "Listen, I need a yes or a no. Does this [Facility] have something that could work?"
…
Request accepted!
[Mind-Mender Potion] has been located on: Floor 9, Hallway 6, Room 39, Cabinet 4.
Due to restricted access, [Rune-Crafter] is not allowed within this room. [Artificial Assistant] has been notified about delivering the potion to your immediate location. Time tunnel expected arrival: 0 hours, 6 minutes, 46 seconds.

"Assistant? Just what kind of assistant do you have that’s still alive and breathing?" Theo questioned, but the blue screen fizzled out instead of answering his inquiry. Whether it was just being annoying, or genuinely thought it had done all it needed to do, didn’t matter. He was annoyed, moving over to the unconscious forest dwarf’s body and sitting down next to him. "There’s a chance we might have this part over with soon. Wouldn’t that be great?"
Minutes passed in silence, Theo silent awaiting whatever was supposedly meant to walk through the door and into their room. Nothing was supposed to have survived the scourge that had reached through the entire continent, and especially not any [Rune-Crafters] so just who did the [Facility] think it could order around? It didn’t make sense in his head.
At least not until he could hear those soft thuds against the stone ground in the distance, progressively getting louder as they neared the [Duplication Chamber]. Theo was on his feet in an instant, physically aware of another’s presence but mentally rejecting the thought alone. It had been nearly 160 years since it all transpired. Anybody left would have to be more than ancient. They’d have to be—
"Oh, it’s just you," Theo said, breathing heavily as his body relaxed once more at the sight of the grey golem waving at him from the door. After a moment, the small sounds of footsteps were heard again, and Theo found a small bottle with a golden liquid within being pushed towards him. Taking it before the clay beast could think to just drop it, he watched as it turned around and walked out again. "Thanks, I suppose…"
The actual process of getting the [Potion] into the [Space Mage] was harder than it had seemed, but a bit of fumbling around allowed the contents of the vial to enter the dwarf anyway. Theo had to confess that it was a curious process, the elixir entering the bloodstream rapidly as the colouring of the liquid spread through the veins of the dwarven body. Right at the fingertips and the pulse veins, that golden glow escaped through the skin just enough for the naked eye to spot it. If Theo hadn’t still had lingering phantom pains from his own similar experience, he might have felt something other than empathy for the forest dwarf.
And the punch to his face didn’t help make him feel more empathetic for the dwarf, Theo instinctively throwing himself a good meter back as he felt his nose redden. Without warning, the [Space Mage] was both awake and filled with fear, somehow seeing it as a good idea to strike at whatever was spotted first.
"Oh, shit! Did I die?" Stig half-shouted, feeling at his own body like he’d never done before. Theo didn’t say anything, his nose stinging to such a degree that he could do little else but grab a [Holy Rune] and mend it together. The sound of something being realigned was awful, but he could at least breathe properly again. "Nope. Not dead. Did we win, then?"
"With that final left hook of yours, it was an undeniable victory, yes," Theo said, wiping away the fresh blood from his face while wondering if there would be a chance for a bath when they got back to the village. "He was dead before that as well, though. Got him by surprise with the shield, and then it was just about shooting him until he died properly. Not the grandest finish, but we won in the end."
"That’s all I care about, then," Stig replied, trying to stand up before falling to the ground again as a deep groan of pain left his throat. The forest dwarf clutched at the back of his head, Theo able to spot blood again. Hadn’t he fixed that before? Just what had that potion done? "How long was I out, by the way? That corpse doesn’t smell like it was created a minute ago."
"Been just a little more than an hour," Theo said, throwing a [Holy Rune] towards the dwarf. The attempt to catch it failed, the silver plate landing on the floor with a deep bang. "Was that your earnest attempt to grab it, or are you still distracted by the pain?"
"The pain, I hope. I don’t have the herbs required to properly treat concussions," the dwarf muttered, fueling the [Rune] without any obvious issues before putting it next to his skull. The look of relief as the blood stopped spoke highly of what the [Potion] had been able to accomplish. "Much better. I still have a bit of dizziness, but…this isn’t too different from being tired in the morning. It's manageable."
Theo would believe that once they got a proper healer to take a look at it. For now, they had to actually take care of the body.
"Just leave it, or bring it with us?" Theo questioned, looking at the dwarf blankly as the [Space Mage] went through the pockets of the dead lich. There seemed to be nothing of note except the odd worthless trinket. "The [Facility] should take care of it by itself if we leave it behind, but I also suppose that the villagers would want to see some kind of proof that the issue was dealt with."
"If you want to carry it, be my guest," Stig said, picking up the dagger that had been left on the floor after being thrown away during the fight. "I’m just going to be taking the head."
The dwarf meant that quite literally, Theo walking away as the cracking of bones and squelches of dead flesh began to become quite audible. Meanwhile, Theo looked to the [Terminal] again. While the place had refused to give him any sort of [Rune], or even hint at the locations of anything nearby, he did have one more resource to access.
"Give me the latest [Technician’s Log]," he ordered before the blue screen could even properly appear. After a few more moments of flickering, the screen increased in both height and width, an entire side of the glass tube filling with text.
Request accepted!
Hello. My name is Thomas Futhark, and I am the [Director] of [Facility-1669 "Griseo’s Helper"]. I have held this position since the creation of this research outpost, and it seems until its end as well.
As you are clearly aware, I am introducing myself because there is little chance that you’ll find this log in a reasonable amount of time, whoever you might be. The [Logs] of the [Facility] only allow [Rune-Crafters] access, so if you’re reading this it must mean that some of us are left in some form.
Maybe nobody will ever get to read this, and I’m just writing into the void. It’s a sad thought, but one we might all need to accept now. Especially when the foe that is leading our extermination was created by us. I was actually one of the few that were warned about what those beasts could do, and I was the only one who knew about it a few hours later. My leaving the [Citadel] did perfectly coincide with its destruction, if you would believe it, so I doubt any of the others survived. Even if they got out, I’m decently sure they’re dead anyway.
All the other [Facilities] situated in the eastern forest have terminated their connections to us, meaning that their respective [Directors] were either killed or the last-use [Implosion Devices] were activated. Either way, this place will soon fall to the same fate.
We held out for a long time, but those beasts have a nose for finding our [Runes]. It’s still an enigma why, but our engravings attract them like moths to a light. It’s not the best situation to be in, when our hiding place is built out of them, but live and learn.
I’m rambling.
Cutting this short now. Whoever you are, you need to understand this. These monsters, this scourge that has invaded Vrasis, is not natural. It was made by a [Rune-Crafter] by the name of Elgriva Dulka, an [Apprentice] of Charles Odal. These names might not mean anything to you, but they are the reason behind everything. The archives in the north, [Storage Facilities] hidden within the [Druid] enclaves, should have copies of what remnants of research about it are left. While the original creator died, Charles Odal did so with some small chunk of the schematics intact. From what we’ve been told, he thought that the research could be used to stop the conversion somehow. It’s a very long shot, one that has become so much longer since the moment that he stopped responding to our messages, but it’s the only idea we have left.
Make your internal [System] download this log. It has the codes needed to access the [Storage Facilities]. Get there, find the research, and try to figure out how to stop this. It’s the only hope we have left now.
[Age of data entry: 180 years, 1 month, 4 days, 19 hours, 51 minutes, 4 seconds.]

Theo wasn’t sure what to say, his tongue dry and his mind blank. This here was the most recent data entry he’d found in any of the [Facilities], beating the ones he’d found in the spider [Facility] by nearly seven years. It was a disturbing timeline that he had started to piece together, but there was nothing to do but accept it.
"I think I know where we’re heading, after Rootdale," Theo commented, the [Space Mage] blankly nodding at his words. "Disturbed" didn’t speak highly enough of how Stig looked, the dwarf’s bronze skin having turned paler than ever. "Hey, it gives us some sense of purpose, right? If what that stone dwarf said was true—"
"Trusting anything they said isn’t good, Theo…we’ve talked about this," Stig cut in, his voice far from neutral. "We’re not making the mistake of trusting them like last time. Until we get anything that proves what he said was true, we won’t act on it."
The wounds Ethan had created still ran deep, it seemed. It was fair, honestly, Theo understanding that he had always been too happy with taking the world at face value.
"Still, I do want to visit those [Storage Facilities]," Theo remarked. "If they store what I think they’re storing, it would put me years ahead of what I could accomplish on working on these [Runes] out by myself. And…visiting [Druids] does sound fun."
"I wouldn’t bet on them allowing you to enter their enclaves," Stig replied as he stuffed the [Necromancer]’s head into his back. Everything was seemingly ready for them to head out again, the corpse having granted nothing but wounds and information. They did still need to burn Gomli's body, but neither had the energy to bring it outside into the pile with the others. That was something for tomorrow. "After the scourge, they’ve been rather strict about who is granted entry. Rare visitors aren’t normally given permission."
Heading out of the room and into the hallway, they were swiftly on their way upwards through the [Facility]. It felt a little empty without anything trying to kill them, honestly, but Theo just basked in the moments of peace.
"If they had a deal with the [Rune-Crafters] about letting a place like this be there, I imagine they’d let me in on those grounds," Theo countered. "Figuring out how [Druidic Magic] works when put onto [Runes] would be nice as well."
"Still a long shot," the [Space Mage] repeated, [Teleporting] up a flight of stairs to save some breath. Theo just sighed as he was forced to use his legs like an ordinary person, the weight of their bag and Nero not helping either. When the forest dwarf’s face gained a ping of recognition, however, a sense of joy did spiral about. "On that note, I think I figured out one of those runes you wanted."
What?
"How?" Theo asked.
"During the fight, all of it just slipped into place," Stig regaled as he [Teleported] the arrow from his back into his hand. It looked effortless and probably was. "Turns out that everything I needed to progress my understanding of space was to bend it to my will while being fueled by emotions. Something just clicked, and I could see the lines required to teleport items with extreme clarity. It was surprisingly simple, really."
That sounded like a [Tier 1 Rune], something that Theo desperately wanted his hands on. The idea of being able to [Teleport] items, with the [Mana] required supplied at an earlier date, provided endless possibilities. He could even upgrade the [Rune] itself with his current abilities!
"Can you draw it out for me?"
Stig did as much when they got outside. The afternoon sun was starting to disappear, bordering on allowing the moon entrance into the sky, but they still had some natural sunlight left to play with. Both of them were happy to use it to its fullest, Stig drawing out a relatively simple contraption in the dirt.
It seemed closer to a short DNA string than anything else, two waves intersecting at four points. The amplitude of the waves was slightly larger in the middle of the [Rune], though it was made up for through the shortness between the intersections. A small circle was within that middle, seemingly sitting alone. That was a first, though Theo didn’t question it.
"That looks about right," Stig surmised as he threw away the branch used to draw it out. "The waves are a little smoother and not as jagged, and the circle is meant to be less deformed as well, but it otherwise fits the image in my head. Can you work with this?"
"Of course I can," Theo said, creating an empty steel plate from his [Shield] before bringing out his [Engraver]. While it would be faster to use [Air-Engraving], he wanted to be sure he did this first attempt right. What a malformed [Space Rune] would do was not a comfortable concept.
And after another minute of careful movement, Theo ended up with something he could call semi-functional.
[Item-Teleport Rune]
Mana-Purity: 25%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/8
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 19/19

The purity was shit, and Theo felt ready to see it break after only a single use, but he was more than happy with the promise that had been brought along by the sight. Fuelling it with [Mana] by himself, he imagined the [Rune] [Teleporting] just a meter away, and when the purple glow that came after it reached its [Capacity], it seemed like it wouldn't disappoint.
But then it did, a brief flicker of the steel plate being all the glory Theo was allowed to witness before it just remained in his hand. It seemed that making [Runes] [Teleport] wasn’t so easy just yet.
"You’ll figure it out," Stig encouraged, though the forest dwarf didn’t seem happy about the elongating shadows around them. "We might want to return to the village soon, though. I don’t want to be caught out here if there are still undead stragglers stumbling around."
"Neither do I," Theo agreed, though there was some side of his mind that didn’t want to get up. His empty stomach and his lacking love for dark forests won in the end, though, and the two followed the old road towards the village once again. "How do you think they’ll react when they hear there aren’t going to be any more clay people either?"
"What do you mean?" Stig asked.
"Well, they were supposedly killing them for the materials," he pointed out. "And since some of their houses were made of clay…it wouldn’t be too weird if they’re unhappy that we destroyed that source of free materials."
Then again, Theo could understand why one of the surviving villagers had seen their actions against the clay people as a reason for vengeance upon the village. Houses weren’t small in material requirements, and those humanoid clay golems hadn’t been that big. Building an entire row of housing from them would’ve required more than a few years of daily slaughtering.
"I imagine that having their lives intact should be enough," Stig replied, though the forest dwarf didn’t sound so sure in himself.
Another half hour passed by before they could spot the dim lights of Forvyr’s survivors, a large fire having been created in the middle of the village. Bodies had been cleaned up, the undead dumped outside the village and set on fire to burn all night long, while those formerly residents had been buried with grace. It was a sad time for the survivors, but one Theo hoped that he could improve.
By the time they arrived at the gate to the village, the group of twenty was looking at them with wide eyes. The black-bearded dwarf in front didn’t seem happy at all, arms crossed and a frown on his face.
"So you gave up on your conquest?" the forest dwarf commented. "Should’ve expected that to happen."
Stig blankly stared at the villager in question before pulling the [Necromancer]’s head out of his bag and throwing it at the villager’s feet. While the stony skin made it clear something was different, it was the icy-blue eyes that made it clear to them that the evil had been taken care of.
"Your dungeon won’t create anything ever again," Stig explained, once the villagers had spent ample time shrieking and whispering of the horror of the decapitated head. "That means no more undead which want to slaughter you, and likewise no more clay golems. Nothing. There might be some of both still lurking down within the dungeon, however, so do your best to avoid going near the entrance."
"I…we don’t know how to thank you for this," the black-bearded dwarf said, the tone changing from aggressive to apologetic in an instant. Theo would have commented on it, but felt that his tongue was best not used. "We don’t have much left, but we can offer you gold, food, and—"
"Food wouldn’t hurt," the [Space Mage] cut in before the man could embarrass himself further. "Keep the gold and everything else, though. With how few of you are left, it’s gonna be some long years before this village is back on its feet. Best to have all the resources you can get from the start."
The black-bearded dwarf just nodded before the group moved back into the remnants of the village, leaving Stig and Theo behind. While the [Space Mage] did begin to follow shortly afterwards, the option of food not sounding bad to his ears, Theo stayed back a little longer.
"I’ll come in a minute," he promised when the forest dwarf looked at him questioningly. "Get me a plate of whatever they’re making, and one for Nero too. She’s been complaining about being hungry for too long now."
"Fine. Don’t stay out here for too long, though."
"I won’t."
Nero was quick to fly to the [Space Mage] to join the early entry into the feast, not wanting to stay around while Theo made his final comments. He had nothing against it, the happiness shining through their [Connection] speaking volumes. Even without it, he didn’t imagine Nero would get another chance to bond with Stig for a while after this.
Picking up the head of the [Necromancer] that had been left in the earth, Theo stared into those still eyes.
"If you could still talk, I would ask if you were lying about them coming back once again," he told the head, thinking back to the mentions about the runic monsters that had ravaged the continent before Theo had even arrived. "You did seem alright for an undead psychopath, at least. I hope whatever kind of afterlife you have isn’t too bad."
Closing the [Necromancer]'s eyelids as a final act of courtesy, he drew his arm back as far as possible and threw the head towards the burning pile of undead monsters already gathered up. It landed somewhere in the middle, not moving from its position. A perfect place until the end.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Aim] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 3].

With a bark of laughter echoing through the dark forest, Theo walked into the village and joined the others once again. Times might not have improved, but for now he could feel some kind of happiness, and that was all he really wanted.




Chapter 90







[Petrification] 


Leaving Forvyr happened relatively quickly the morning after. Theo had spent the night before trying to find somebody with any latent magical talents, anything that could be used to activate [Runes] that they could leave behind, but nobody showed as much as an inkling of the gift. It was a sad fact, but it was one they had to live with. 
Letting time run its course with the villagers was unacceptable, of course, making the duo help them in any way they could. That of course meant they needed to use their ability to move around. They had to bring help from everything they could muster.
"And if they already have somebody running towards Firview, it wouldn’t be too bad if we did the same for Oslaker," Theo mumbled, the excuse a perfect one. While the two wouldn’t be able to grant much alone, their contacts in the former village would be more than happy to send people, food, and gold to whoever needed it. And with all those houses being put up for free, at least those that weren’t smouldering ruins by now, it was the perfect place for anybody to settle down while the pricing was still low. "It’s a shame that we couldn’t stay until Isaac and the others came by to visit, though. I quite enjoyed our time with them."
"If you want to stay around for a month here, where they can barely look your way without scowling, be my guest," Stig countered, reminding the tall one among the two of why Theo had wanted to leave so quickly in the first place. While the villagers had been quite happy about the [Necromancer] being neutralized and burnt, their uncertain ideas around his human form were more than enough for those angry faces to run wild. Theo had never seen as much concentrated aggression in his life, and wasn’t sure he could reproduce that effect through anything other than chain-kicking orphaned puppies. "Their rations aren’t bad either. They were basically an invitation to get out of there."
While the merchant that had stored those specific rations had passed away during the fight, Theo and Stig had left enough gold behind that any relatives who would arrive in the future would have no complaints about the plundered goods. And even then, Theo wasn’t sure he’d truly care. They’d been helped enough for him to feel good about his life.
"Now we just have to travel for two weeks once again, alert Zayra and the others about what happened here, and then it's right on our way towards Rootdale," Theo surmised as they got the wagon ready. While it hadn’t always worked out before, this trip finally seemed to have a positive string attached. "Some time to practise as well."
Settling in the back and pulling out the [Item-Teleportation Rune] he’d made the night before, Theo could only look at it with some faint bemusement. While he clearly had been careful not to get the sizing wrong, the lines were rather shoddy and the sphere in the middle seemed way too off in proportion to the other segments. It didn’t help that Theo didn’t actually know what the right depth of the [Rune] was meant to be, forced to rely on his "feel" of the magical domain more than anything else. There were certainly a lot of improvements to be made.
The first one, and the most important one of them all, was to fix just why it didn’t do anything other than flicker slightly when activated. Even when Stig had first been trying out the [Rune] in [Spell-Form], it had been able to move an arrow a few meters to the side without any real issues. While the movement of the item, relative to the surroundings, seemed to inflate the [Mana-Requirements], a small steel plate should’ve had the same ease of transportation as the [Space Mage]’s early attempts, yet here he was with an entirely immobile failure.
"Why won’t you work?" Theo muttered to the steel plate, the purple [Rune] on it shining so brightly he could imagine it almost spilling the truth to him. "But you can’t say anything, can you? You can only sit there on that plate, shining stupidly while not understanding a word I’m saying. You only understand that when you fill up, you activate, and nothing else. Isn’t that right, you purply little—wait!"
There it was! The reason behind his frustrations, the source of his troubles. It was so obvious that Theo almost felt like facepalming, his near-mental breakdown entirely unneeded.
"Did the rune talk back to you or something?" Stig asked from the front of the wagon, seemingly having taken note of his rambling ending so abruptly. "Because if it did, I think it should be you being checked out when we get to Oslaker, and not me."
The [Space Mage] was meant to have been treated for the head injury sustained during the fight with Gomli back at Forvyr, but none of the survivors had known more than Theo about how to actually do as much, forcing the duo to delay the treatment another two weeks. It wasn’t a fun reality, but it was the one they had been granted. For now, [Holy Runes] were their method of delaying any serious consequences.
"No, it didn’t talk back," Theo said, dreaming about a world where his problems actually would explain how they were to be solved. So many workdays could’ve been cut short if that was the case. "I just figured out what it had been hiding from me this entire time. I never forced it to understand my [Intent]!"
It was the secret behind all the problems he was currently facing, actually. That accursed trait of [Engraving] had never truly crossed his mind. Damn it all, how blind Theo had been.
"Huh…well, you have fun with that, then," Stig said after a while, the following mutters making Theo question their friendship momentarily. Then the thoughts about what he could do to make his current concept work came to the forefront of his mind, and everything else slipped away instantly.
The most important trait of [Intent] was that it created a deeper understanding between the [Rune-Crafter] and the [Rune] on what exactly the creation was meant to be doing with the inserted energies. While an [Ignis Rune] did have a rather obvious function, that being to spew out the fire when it reached the peak of energy inside, there were still ways to change how this worked using [Intent]. While it would require some amount of mental exertion, the rate of fire produced could be changed, the heat of the flame as well to a degree. Unlike the [Rune] itself, the details of its function weren’t always set in stone.
With most low-tier [Runes], this addition to the natural [Engraving], while a technique that allowed some degree of versatility in one’s creations, wasn’t really required. An [Ignis Rune] would always know to fire out a pillar of flame, and a [Gale Rune] would likewise send a burst of compressed air no matter what was thought during its making. But…when more dynamic [Runes] came into play, things got slightly more complex.
The [Item-Teleportation Rune] didn’t have a set location it needed to [Teleport] to every time it was activated. There was no single point in space that it was meant to come towards, no constant instruction to follow. This meant that when the [Rune] was granted the [Mana] required for activation, but it didn’t have any form of order otherwise, it would default to [Teleporting] to its current location, creating a small flicker and nothing else.
It was understandable. A little annoying, but understandable nonetheless.
To make the [Rune] actually useful, Theo had to do something a little more complex than what he’d previously used [Intent] for. Instead of trying to throttle or increase the rate of fire shot out from an [Ignis Rune] at a fixed rate, he had to make it adapt to the thoughts of the user after the [Rune] had already been formed.
"But wouldn’t that break the rule already set in place?" an idiot might ask, to which they would get a direct "no!" The [Rune] wouldn’t be able to interact with a [Rune-Crafter]’s mind after creation normally, but when done right, there was no reason why the formed [Intent] shouldn’t act as an intermediary. It made perfect sense, the concept being the basis of why an ordinary [Space Mage] could [Teleport] to different positions to begin with. If the [Item-Teleportation Rune] was a constant in one’s mind, that meant that the surrounding circumstances had to be able to influence the output somehow.
"To summarize, that’s why I’m going to rip you apart if you don’t do what you’re meant to be able to do," Theo said, holding the newest [Rune] in his hand, the purple glow fading as the [Engraving] was finished.
[Item-Teleport Rune]
Mana-Purity: 30%
Tier: 1
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/9
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 22/22

"At least you’re better made than your older brother," Theo commented as he slowly filled it with [Mana]. Every moment that words didn’t fall out of his mouth was one when he imagined the [Rune] [Teleporting] from his hand and over to the wooden box a meter away. It was a short distance, the wagon wasn’t moving too much, and the only factor left was making the steel plate understand his instructions. "Do it right, and I might let you live."
With a final visualization of where it was meant to travel to, the last bit of [Mana] was injected into the creation. For a moment, the steel plate glowed a soft purple before the weight of the [Material] left Theo’s hand. He had to blink for a second until he craned his neck to the side to see the [Rune] sitting on top of the wooden box without any issues at all.
"I’m a genius!"
Nero thought differently as she sputtered awake from his sudden shouting. Glaring at him in a way only the [Familiar] could manage, her red eyes shot mental fires before she left to join Stig at the front of the wagon.
Fine. No need to view my glorious progress for yourself.
Getting back into the groove, Theo continued to produce more and more of the [Item-Teleportation Runes], each one with a slightly higher [Mana-Purity]. Splitting his attention between the more complex [Intent] and the actual [Engraving] was a headache in itself, but he had to confess that the challenge was worth it. He was improving, and the range at which he could [Teleport] the plate was only increasing with time.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Manifestation] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 6].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 2].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 5].
User can now imprint more complex [Intents] onto their [Runes]. It is highly advised that the [Apprentice] consult their [Mentor] for more in-depth information about this technique before attempting it in earnest.

The upgrade to his [Shield-Manifestation] was a curious thing at first, until Theo realized it was because of the [Conduit Mana-Channelling] that had been combined with other [Skills] to facilitate its creation. [Rune-Engraving] wasn’t a surprise, though, and neither was [Rune-Mastery], even if the message included in the last one was well-received.
"I think you’re lagging a little behind, my dear [System], if you only noticed an hour into this that I was managing to make it all [Teleport]," Theo commented, getting no blue screens in response. "A shame. I would’ve loved to hear your excuse."
Ignoring the mumblings from the front about the consequences of a mad mind, Theo only dived deeper into the project. Before long, he broke the ten-meter barrier, even while the wagon was moving along the road.
The issues with testing such a long range was that he lost them every time they were [Teleported] such a distance, but Theo didn’t mind. It was only an opportunity to make more and further his progress in learning the quirks.
Likewise, a bit of experimenting showed off that [Steel] as a [Material] wasn’t the greatest for anything related to the [Space Domain]. While it didn’t outright hamper the [Purity] of the [Runes], the common metal certainly didn’t improve it either. [Gold], on the other hand, was more than happy to bring the engravings to a new level entirely.
[Item-Teleport Rune]
Mana-Purity: 74%
Tier: 1
Material: Gold
Capacity: 0/28
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 12/12

Three times the [Capacity] while handling a tenth of the usage. Theo could reach nearly thirty meters with the plates before they maxed out in range. Even the inflation from higher movement speeds seemed to have been decreased, the rate of increased costs not rising as heavily as with the other [Materials]. If Theo could've actually used the [Gold] for something practical, he would’ve felt glory in his veins.
"Instead, we have a floppy disk of metal," Theo commented. It would break in half at the first hint of combat, already having the ability to be dented if he put it into his pocket. If it didn’t work so gloriously as a manual fan, it would’ve been thrown away by now. "Though…I suppose it could work for the next step."
More attempts to increase the [Purity] through other [Materials] didn’t work out, especially the ones using [Zirconium] where Theo ended up holding a [Rune] with 4% [Mana-Purity], but there were other ways forward. The most notable of them all was [Reempowerment]. Even if he had no dreams of the upgrade allowing him to [Teleport] a fully grown person, there were some hopes about the unlocked utility.
"And if it only costs 200 [Mana] to try for the upgrade, there’s no reason to avoid it," Theo said, though he scooched over to the back of the wagon, ready to throw the [Rune] he’d attempt it on at a moment's notice. While the [Intent] required to make the process work had already been compartmentalized mentally, there was no reason to take risks. An [Ignis Rune] would explode in a fire if it failed its [Reempowerment]. Just what would anything within the [Space Domain] do?
Not wanting to find out, Theo did his damndest to make the first attempt work. Activating the ability, the [Mana] required instantly lost, he watched the process carefully, doing his best to aid it along every time it seemed to misfire.
The [Rune] became fractured, splitting apart into three, before fractalizing and regathering itself into an entirely new set of DNA strings. It was quite a captivating sight, more than enough for Theo to become distracted as he watched the artistry unfold.
It didn't like that.
Warning!
[Reempowerment] of [Item-Teleportation Rune] failed!
[Implosion] imminent in: 00:00:03.

Theo was rather proud of himself for granting the golden plate that much airtime within the quite strict time frame. His swearing was enough for Stig to look back, however, the forest dwarf seemingly horrified as they both learned what an [Implosion] looked like.
Personally, Theo could best describe it as looking into an endless void, small tendrils briefly jutting out from a single point in space before collapsing in on themselves and taking whatever source of its creation with them. In their case, the golden [Rune] was removed from this plane of existence.
"Every single instinct in my body just told me to run as far away from here as possible," Stig dryly commented. Though Theo was feeling quite a bit of adrenaline and excitement in his body, his magical senses seemed to be delivering a similar message. It seemed that in that aspect of sensing danger, they were on equal ground. "So…what in the ever-living fuck was that meant to be?"
"A [Tier 2 Item-Teleportation Rune]?" Theo answered hesitantly. "At least the creation of one. Turns out that trying to upgrade the regular version does whatever this is called."
Calling the air silent didn’t bring the current situation properly into focus. Theo was able to hear the sound of his blood running through his ears, until Stig just sighed and looked back onto the road.
"It scares me that I prefer the exploding metal fragments to this," the [Space Mage] confessed, the back of the dwarf unmoving. "Carry on without doing something that’d give me a headache, please. Moira knows I have enough of one already."
…
That’s fair.
Another attempt was made, one where Theo could actually get his head into the game, and the result was somewhat akin to what he’d seen before. The one string on the [Tier 1] version had been split into three, each of them a little longer with more of the spheres inside.
[Item-Teleport Rune]
Mana-Purity: 38%
Tier: 2
Material: Gold
Capacity: 0/25
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 4/11

That the [Capacity] was still so high at the lower [Mana-Purity] spoke highly of what Theo would expect going forward. Even better was the fact that [Gold] didn’t create as massive a difference after the upgrade to [Tier 2], though the [Durability] was still shit in comparison.
[Item-Teleport Rune]
Mana-Purity: 32%
Tier: 2
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/22
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 30/31

No matter what kind of issues could be extrapolated from that, Theo could feel a sense of giddiness emerge from deep within. Here he had something that he could improve upon, to assimilate with previous ideas to create something so daring that not even the gods would be able to resist its presence.
Pulling out one of the bullets that he had prepared for the gun, though this one specifically hadn’t gotten the [Engraving] treatment just yet, Theo set out to do as much with one goal in mind. He wanted the new [Rune] on there, and he wanted it to be able to activate a split-second before all of the others.
As luck wouldn’t have it, the timing of [Rune-Activations] down to mere milliseconds wasn’t something that broad conceptual [Intent] excelled at, more than a small bit of anxious creation needing to pass by before Theo could have a functioning model.
Honestly, the idea of it wasn’t his own, but instead came from what he had seen Stig pull off during the fight with the stone dwarf. While the [Space Mage] had fired off every shot from his bow, not a single one actually travelled from it, instead being instantly [Teleported] the moment he let go of the string. It allowed him to place the projectile anywhere he wished, granted the right timing, and the potential damage from it was remarkable.
Now came the question, however. With the upgraded [Item-Teleportation Rune] able to transport a small item almost thirty meters away, before it even started moving through the air, just what could Theo do with this new utility?
Giving himself a headache was the answer to that specific question.
"So I have to imagine the placement of the bullet in a three-dimensional space, but I also have to imagine the change in rotation of the object," Theo complained, not understanding how the [Space Mage] was able to do it so easily. That cheater had barely needed half an hour before he could operate the new type of bullet without any issues, but Theo was barely able to get a somewhat decent effect after two full hours. "Easy in concept and outright impossible in practice."
"I think the issue is less the technique and more you not being gifted in visualizing anything more than two meters away from your face," Stig suggested, earning himself a short burst of fire from a [Familiar] who was more than happy to accept Theo’s orders in that one moment. "I have a suggestion here, and we both know what it is."
"That I give you the gun, since you apparently know how to use it better than me?" Theo questioned, getting an innocent shrug in response. "Give me a day and I’ll be better than you could ever dream of."
"It’s gonna take more than a day, I promise you."
A blunt refusal left his lips, but the following day proved a lacking improvement in his techniques nonetheless. Theo was bottlenecked by having to use the relative rotation and distance compared to its current state and having to be acutely aware of how he held the pistol at the moment of firing. He needed the calculations to be instant, and he was clearly not there yet, no matter how many memory tricks he tried.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Aim] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 6].

"That’s at least something," Theo muttered, though that he didn’t reach higher than this somewhat stung. While he had some ability to learn the magical tools quicker than most, and the rate at which he understood new [Runes] had clearly accelerated as well, the skill by the name of aiming was still outside of his reach. "Better than before, but not good enough yet."
It was already day three of their trip, with about eleven more days of travel before they would reach Oslaker, and Theo didn’t feel like he’d accomplished close to enough yet. There were some idle thoughts about trying to increase something to [Tier 3], just out of borderline curiosity, but he held himself back from suffering the possible death it could cause. Instead, he just sat around, refilling bullets until he could try to aim yet again.
I am bored.
Endless grinding of a single [Skill] was perhaps able to accelerate progress within that domain, but it likewise required that Theo could actually focus. With a tired mind that had learned to associate aiming practice with the most awful of emotions he could muster, there was a psychological rejection that came along every time he tried to go in-depth on his training. Honestly, Theo was a little proud of proving Pavlov’s theory so severely.
But it likewise made his mind wander over to another subject, one that he hadn’t been able to consider for a while now. The [Petrification Rune] was its name, the [Tier 4 Engraving] he’d held onto since their exit of the rabbit [Facility] so long ago. He hadn’t dared to try and create it, both out of fear of what would happen if he failed and also out of fear of what would happen if it actually worked.
While Theo wasn’t a god-fearing man, he most certainly was somebody that feared magic, and a [Tier 4 Rune] that was supposedly able to petrify someone wasn’t something he really wanted to be on the wrong end of.
The issue with that fact was that he was certain others wouldn’t either, which was why he so desperately wanted to test its capabilities as a tool of war.
"Spoken like a true countryman," Theo commented to himself. With the alternative being to return to his aiming practice, he brought out his shield and began to create a layer of [Cold Iron], the only [Material] in his repertoire able to handle the [Tier 4 Rune]. It was quite the annoying [Material], honestly, since it basically required Theo to have it on his shield or see it fade away in mere hours. Such an extreme decay rate made the [Rune] only viable while on the shield itself, since it made it impossible to prepare anything more than a single hour before without having to fear it shattering during a fight. "Let those above understand that I think I’m being smart here."
With a sizable chunk of the shield prepared, he began the [Engraving] process. There was definite care in his moves, Theo refusing to do anything that could upset the half-made [Petrification Rune]. While he was already clear on the fact that there was no actual life in the creations, treating it as if there was made it easier on his conscience.
With a final streak that formed the final line of the rather complex creation, Theo leaned back as tired bones complained. His [Mana] was reaching dangerous lows, five full minutes of [Engraving] passing by before he could allow his creation to fully form. The result, however, wasn’t half bad.
Even more considering it was the first time that he’d tried to use a [Command Trigger].
[Petrification Rune]
Mana-Purity: 29%
Tier: 4
Material: Cold Iron
Capacity: 0/38
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 87/87

The glow that came from the [Rune] was a deadly yellow, Theo feeling a shiver go down his neck as he studied his work. It was rather impressive, almost a work of art in itself, and even without any [Mana] inserted, it still radiated power that he wished he could wield.
Not that he trusted himself enough to do that so casually, that being the reason he’d used the [Command Trigger] concept to begin with. It was in the original version of the [Rune] he’d found back then, made with [Intent] that only allowed a person to activate the creation when a specific phrase was either said or mentally sent to the [Rune] in question. It was also a final barrier to stop an accidental misfire once the [Capacity] had been filled.
"Wait," Theo said, stopping his former train of thought. "Can I activate this without it being completely full?"
It was a good question, one that required immediate answers. Pointing the shield away from the created camp and into the forest, Theo fueled the [Rune] with about 15 [MP]. Bracing himself afterwards, the activation phrase escaped his lips in a whisper.
"Turn to stone."
It wasn’t anywhere near original, but Theo was rather sure that he would never use it in casual conversation.
Waiting a moment to see if there was any kind of reaction from the [Rune], Theo felt nothing. Which was strange, since opening up the screen again revealed the [Capacity] to have been emptied.
Another attempt showed off the same thing, confirming that the [Petrification Rune] was outright soundless.
"That’s mildly disturbing," Theo muttered, a little annoyed, since it meant he still hadn’t seen the actual result of the [Rune] for himself. He half-wanted to just fuel it up entirely, and visually observe the reaction, but instincts told him not to do it. "Damn unfounded fears."
Filling it up anyway, while thinking of ways that he could find a deer or other animal to try it on, Theo noticed Stig picking up his bow from beside the fire.
"Anything—" Theo began to say, but the forest dwarf put a finger to his lips in response. Quieting down, still fueling the [Petrification Rune], he simply stared as the [Space Mage] moved along. An arrow was put on the string within a few more seconds, and it was pulled back as they both began to stare into the darkness that the forest provided. The sun hadn’t gone down too long ago, the rays were still letting them see something, but it was still too little to fully react in time. "Wolves."
"I’ve noticed," Stig hissed back.
His words were enough for the group of beasts ahead to give up on their hiding, twenty pairs of eyes appearing from behind cover with perfectly synced movements. They simply stared at the two from beyond, not entirely moving to attack yet but clearly in the mood to do as much.
Theo’s pistol was in the wagon, fifteen meters away from his current position. He had his shield on him, sure, but it had been wiped to allow him to create the [Petrification Rune] without any outside influences. Stig did have his bow, but it would be a hard fight against twenty.
But…looking at his shield again, an idea started to form. A stupid idea, to be exact.
Live weapon testing has a historical track record. Why shouldn’t it be attempted here as well?
Carefully standing from his position, noting that the [Petrification Rune] had been filled to the brim in the meantime, Theo slowly walked towards Stig. The forest dwarf didn’t display any kind of hint about even noting his movements, already in a staring contest with the group of wolves, one that he was losing.
"I have an idea, though it requires that you stay behind me through it all," Theo whispered under his breath.
"If it means we don’t end up with a dozen bite marks before this night is over, I’m up for anything," Stig replied in a similar tone. "What do you need?"
"I need them to be out of the forest and into the open ground," Theo replied. He needed to be sure that they could all be within range of the [Rune]. Even if he didn’t know just how the effect worked, the distance was without a doubt a factor. "We need to take a few steps back now. You ready?"
"Always."
By the second step, the wolves couldn’t contain themselves, their growls clear as they charged as one. It was sudden, but Theo’s knee-jerk reaction was their saving grace.
"Turn to stone."
With the [Petrification Rune] fully filled, the effect was brought to its highest level. While the duo wasn’t able to see what truly happened from behind, the soft yellow light that was reflected on the bark of the trees made it clear that it had activated. When the light faded a second later, Theo was brought out of a daze, and he was able to see the heap of wolves in front of them.
They weren’t moving, as if frozen in time. While their bodies hadn’t turned to stone, this was about as close to it as possible.
Stig fired off an arrow before Theo could take notice of the fact that one of the wolves was still moving, the beast formerly hidden behind another. It seemed it hadn’t been exposed to the light directly, or…no, its lower body had been touched without a doubt. It was its head that hadn’t been in view.
It works on line of sight.
Staring at the work of wonder, Theo fully understood why the [Rune] was [Tier 4]. This wasn’t something any ordinary person should’ve possessed.
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Act


The wolves required seven hours before they finally flopped to the ground, freed from the paralysis that the [Petrification Rune] had forced upon them. Theo knew that fact for sure, having stayed up through it all to count the time by hand. It was partly to know how long it took for them to regain their movements, and partly to make sure they ever did gain their ability to move again. The yellow light forced into their auras had been too suffocating, too pervasive in the air, and Theo had thought the worst for so long. 
"This is hardly better, though," he commented, prodding one of the unfrozen wolves with a stick. Its internal organs remained unmoving, even if the magical effects had passed by. Damage had still been possible throughout the petrification, and it seemed that air loss was still a very possible way to die. "That means you all had to be alive through the first many minutes of this, huh? I’m decently sure you weren’t able to think or even register it, but if you did, I want to apologize. It’s a terrible way to go."
It was more than just effective at its job, the [Petrification Rune] having eliminated the creatures in one fell swoop. It honestly scared him, the magnitude of power he held in his hands suddenly seeming so much more serious.
What were the limits of the [Rune]? Was it always seven hours, did it scale alongside the [Mana-Purity] of the [Engraving], or did the size and power of the affected beings change how long they would be petrified? Was there a point where they wouldn’t experience any petrification at all? Theo wanted to know, but was likewise rather hesitant to use the [Petrification Rune]’s power once more. It would take one small mishap before the wrong person died.
Hell, if it’s based on sight alone, a reflective enough surface will do me in as well.
Maybe it was a good thing that he couldn’t put it on anything other than his shield. While he could stretch it, and make it a little taller than it was now, that meant a limit on how many of the [Petrification Runes] could exist outside of his control. Anybody could steal a plate with a [Rune] on it, but it would take a lot of effort for somebody to snatch Theo’s shield without his notice.
"Theo, could you make her stop?" Stig requested, putting him out of his mental quandaries. With the wolves out of their stasis, and seemingly dead as a doornail, the [Space Mage] had made the obvious choice of taking their fur for himself. The rabbit, on the other hand, had seen all of the bodies as a chance to get some pre-eating done before breakfast. "She’s ruining the coats."
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 85%

Not bad.
Ignoring the upgrades steadily coming along from her eating, Theo did help pry the [Familiar] off her current snack of the minute. The rabbit was in no way stopped from fighting back, however, showing off a rather primal side as she clawed her way out of Theo’s hands, leaping towards the nearest corpse.
"No, you don’t!" came the quick response as he grabbed the left wing. A shriek escaped the rabbit in response, most importantly distracting her for long enough for Nero to force her way further. By the time Nero had successfully pried herself away from him, Stig had already gotten the fur from the first wolf, letting the [Familiar] eat the heart of the wolf to her own heart’s content without any issues arising. "That was surprisingly quick of you."
"We all work best when under pressure, and the floating head of a rabbit that can breathe fire is a rather good motivator," Stig replied with a shrug. The rabbit let the forest dwarf cut up the rest of the beasts, and prepare the furs for some kind of treatment afterwards.
Before the end of the hour, they were back on the road, a spring to their step. "You aren’t going to try out any testing with that new rune of yours?"
"No?" Theo replied, getting a confused stare in response. "What?"
"Oh, nothing. It just doesn’t seem to fit my understanding of your decision-making," the [Space Mage] replied, the [Rune-Crafter] finding it in his heart to be a little offended by those words alone. "You’re always running about doing anything that might put us in mortal danger. You see something that instantly doomed twenty wolves to their deaths and then you don’t try to figure out more about it? Just doesn’t make sense to me, honestly."
"I have restraint," Theo fired back, Stig giving him a deadpan look. That didn’t seem to fit the apparently-not-mutual understanding of how he made his choices. "Some restraint sometimes, when things look a little too dangerous."
"You used yourself as a lure against a horde of undead to lead them into a deathtrap of fire and heat multiple times, if I remember correctly, so it being a little dangerous shouldn’t be enough to stop you," the dwarf bluntly commented. While Theo had a retort ready, it fell apart the more he thought about it. "There’s something different here, something that makes you want to shy away. What is it? I’m actually interested."
There was, wasn’t there? A bit of thinking made it clear that he was actually frightened of it.
"I…I guess it’s about how it works," Theo replied in earnest. When Stig didn’t say anything, he continued. "With the undead, they rip you apart with every part of their body until they can't anymore. With fire, it burns your flesh until you’re ash. What does this do? You look at it, and just…freeze. It’s different from the others. You can run away from the undead. Hell, you can fight the undead if you want to. Fire might be a little harder on both counts, but you can escape it if you try hard enough. But with that petrification? It’s an instant death sentence, one that you can’t flee from."
Stig was silent, and no comments about his views were heard. Theo wasn’t sure he wanted to hear them. He had a tool in his hands, one that could help him fight beasts so much more powerful, and he was scared of it. Not using it would be a waste, but using would bring a level of risk he wasn’t sure he was prepared to accept. If he’d needed to fight alone, without others that he wouldn’t be able to accidentally harm, Theo could accept the chance of self-sentencing. He couldn’t accept it if others were around to share his potential fate.
Hours passed again, the horses steadily granting them distance from their former location’s fight while bringing them closer and closer to Oslaker. It was still multiple days away, a fact that was bringing them both grand headaches, but maybe that was better than the reality that soon found them.
It started as some black dots in the distance, nothing to care much about, but Theo began to notice the widening scale of the off-coloured marks. Then came the sounds, the chattering in the winds, that slowly formed themselves into something Nero could recognize.
Voices, low in tone and plenty in number, like a symphony of fear that was beyond any regular scale. It was imposing as it was confusing, for a horde of people was not far from them.
"What in the…" Stig muttered at Theo’s side, seeing the massive group of forest dwarves as well. They’d already passed the point where the road split off towards Gelimir, making this without a doubt the population of Oslaker. Or at least a rather good portion of them, as Theo was easily able to think there to be over a thousand or two walking along the narrow road. "Just what is happening?"
"I don’t know but I don’t like it," Theo replied, jumping out from the wagon as the horses slowed to a halt. The [Space Mage] hadn’t ordered the stillness, yet the four-legged beasts could sense the shaky ground. Instinct was telling them to not go nearer, and Theo could respect that. "Might be a good idea to get our stuff off the side, if we’re hoping to continue to own half of it in the next hour."
Pushing the wagon slightly off the road and into the tall grass, they began to note more details of the group. Guards walked in front, their armour glinting in the sun, while rows upon rows of organized citizens walked behind them. Not one of them seemed to have anything positive in their mind, and Theo could sense the impending sense of doom hanging above them. Curiously, though, they seemed to be missing a few of the more recognizable figures.
"Moro," Theo said the moment the group got within earshot, the leader of the guardsmen looking at him with a haunted expression. "What happened? Why are you all heading south?"
"Oslaker has fallen," the head guard answered bluntly. Whispers started to build up from the regular folk behind them, but they both ignored it. Theo didn’t even mean to, a part of his inner world shattering at the news. "A necromancer came along on a flying dydra. A lot of people died before we could flee. Zayra held them back with the help of Sybern, but they both lost their lives in the process."
A sound escaped Stig from the news, but Theo continued to remain quiet, his eyes shifting into a haunted look that matched that of the others. A village of thousands had been forced to go on the run by the entrance of a single [Necromancer]? This was beyond what they had faced before, beyond what they were meant to be able to face.
There was an inkling within that wanted him to move along with them, to flee from the sight and never look back, but he kept himself sane. He took a deep breath, and an attempt to think things through came along.
"How many made it out alive, do you have enough rations to feed them, and where do you think you’re going?" Theo asked Moro. Without the priestess around, it seemed like he was the only one capable of leading the remains of the village. "Forvyr has been destroyed, if you were hoping for refuge there. Firview might be an alternative, but I can’t say for certain."
"Forvyr fell? That’s that plan shattered into bits," Moro muttered, holding a hand to his face as something akin to a prayer fell from his lips. When the strategist looked to gods for advice, there was something deeply wrong with the situation. "We were able to get enough to let the people avoid starvation for a month, three weeks if we continue the marching. There are around 1500 of us left. Some splintered off at the start, some didn’t make it out of the village, but most simply decided that not grouping up would increase their chances. How did Forvyr fall?"
"Undead horde overwhelmed it," Theo replied, quickly recapping their experiences with the group of duplicated zombies. That by itself was enough to cause significant distress to the man. "The village has been reduced to a group of twenty or so. We were actually on our way to Oslaker to see if there were a few hundred who’d consider moving there, but…it seems there’s little choice in the matter for many here."
"Captain," one of the other guards shouted from the back, making eyes dart to them. Theo couldn’t recognize the face, but the urgency in their voice was noticeable nonetheless. "The people are getting rowdy. Are we stopping for the night early, or do we continue?"
The shifting eyes of the populace were standing out to him, now that he actually had to look, and Nero was reporting the increased rate of whispering accompanied by the distant shout. People wanted to move on, to get away.
But running to where?
"This just isn’t going to improve, is it?" Moro commented, a chuckle escaping the stressed-out guard. "Okay… Sergeant, start splitting our group up in three. Those who want to try their luck settling in Forvyr, those who accept the longer trek to Firview, and those who want to stay here and prepare an assault on Oslaker. Those who accept the third option must have some combat experience and preferably a weapon to wield."
Saluting, the guard ran off to deliver the news, leaving those closest by to watch in shock as Moro once again looked at Theo and Stig.
"I know we have asked for your help before, without giving much back, but I must humbly request that you help us gain back our village," Moro said with a small bow. For somebody with such a presence, he seemed so small at that moment. "If we don’t stop this mess before it grows, the entire eastern forest could be under the necromantic rule. We’ll send word for the other villages to gather up their soldiers, but we will need all the help we can get if this is to work.
"Theo Locheim. Stig Goldfeet. Will you help us?"
Putting a hand on the head guard’s shoulder, Theo smiled.
"I’m almost offended you felt the need to ask," he commented, relief on the old dwarf clear. "This isn’t your fight. It’s ours."
Regardless of their affiliation with Oslaker, the prospect of the undead influence spreading forced their hand. Even without directly looking at the [Space Mage], Theo could sense the tightening fists on Stig’s hands as he considered the implications of Zerdyl being attacked. If the [Necromancer] had been able to make thousands flee, what would it do to a village of only a few hundred?
They had to act.
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It All Makes Sense in the End


Drew was alive. He didn’t feel good, he didn’t feel anything close to good, but he was alive anyway. His finger bones were fractured, his bones having cracks spread across at an alarming quantity, but he could still walk. He could still feel it all, still see the night sky, and still understand that his purpose was yet to be fulfilled. 
"I don’t think there is enough time in this world to thank you for saving me," Drew commented to Ajax, the tallest of the two stretching by the fire next to him. Nox was soundly sleeping on the other side, snoring as the flames helped heat the undead hound to a comfortable level. "Without you, I don’t think I’d be here anymore."
"It’s no problem," Ajax said, waving it off as he continued to test out his new limbs. He seemed awfully nonchalant for somebody that hadn’t been more than a husk after the attack from the priestess, Drew still feeling shivers running through his bones when he thought about the burnt corpse of his former hunting leader. Limbs had been burnt off through pure light, the skin roasted until it was flaky, and the eye sockets had been outright emptied to a point where the pulsing black deeper within could be seen by the naked eye. That Drew had even been able to restore him to his former prime had been a miracle. "Your survival is a requirement if any of this is to work. We still need to finish the job, remember? Kill those runic beasts, save our old friends from their eternal prison, save the world from becoming just like them, and then we can rest. It’s what we’ve been working towards for all this time. It would be a shame if you were killed just before the very end."
"Yeah…it would be," Drew said. Looking beyond the stone walls of the village that he knew as Oslaker, though it’d had another name when he lived in it originally, he wondered just what was meant to be happening. Picking up one of the rocks and throwing it over the wall, it landed in the grass some dozen yards away without an issue. "What do you think the priestess meant with all she said, by the way? About what we were really meant to be doing, about how we’d failed to understand our actions."
"If I had to wager a guess, most of it was probably empty words to distract us," Ajax replied, taking a few seconds longer to form his words than the necromancer liked. They were both unsure of their place in the world now. "Not that she was entirely wrong with all of it, even if I don’t understand how she knew so much about us. A lot of the work we’ve done hasn’t worked out, you know. The first assault on the rune monsters didn’t go as planned, the idea with Ethan didn’t work out, and now Gomli’s dead as well just to top it off. No matter how you look at it, a lot of the killings we’ve done haven’t helped further our progress in taking out the final enemy."
It was true. Drew didn’t like it, but it was true. Every thought in his skull was centred around getting closer to freeing his brother, to freeing the world from the chains it would soon be wrapped in, but their failures towards that were just…true. They had failed, and they had made missteps, but they were getting closer, right? If they worked a little more, if they tried a little harder, they would surely get there.
There’s a meaning to all of this. There has to be.
He hadn’t killed for a bad reason. It was for the betterment of the future, to keep the world from being converted into monsters that broke out of the natural cycle of life and death. Drew was a good person. He had to be.
"For somebody who used empty words as a distraction, though, she was awfully powerful," Drew commented, thinking back to the glowing light that had completely overtaken the priestess's body by the end. It hadn’t been something that any person should’ve been able to create, for it was beyond the natural limits of purity. It was dense, so amplified that the necromancer knew he’d instantly shatter if he tried the same with necrotic energy. With the levels of power that the priestess had shown before that point, there was only one option left. "Moira, the goddess she followed, was helping her. One of the great beings was helping put us one step further back. It doesn’t make sense."
Back during their initial conversion of the human villages, the gods had always allowed them to step into their temples, to use the bodies of their followers as material for the fight against the common enemy. While the God of Death had seemingly worked alone, nobody had tried to stop him once Drew had attained his objective. But now, it was different. They weren’t just stopped from entering her domain. They were outright attacked by her power, magic channelled through one of the clerics under the goddess’s domain.
"Don’t try and think too much about it," Ajax advised, lying down and surveying the night sky. Drew wanted to do as much, to just empty his head and have everything make sense in a few hours. But he couldn’t do that anymore. He was always wide awake, his thoughts always running a hundred miles an hour.
Rising from his position by the fire, he walked to the edge of the wall, staring at the green field outside the village borders. It was inviting him to step out, to return to his followers and continue his work.
Accepting his inner voices, he pushed away and allowed his body to move forward and away from the top of the stone wall.
For a moment, there was the feel of air rushing through his bones, the mildest hint of his escape being successful, and then Drew was back onto the top of the wall as if he had never tried to step off to begin with.
That was how it had been for hours now. Every attempt to leave the village ended up with the necromancer reappearing within Oslaker. No matter if it was through flight, digging, or incredible speeds on land, he always reappeared on top of the village walls within seconds. The place refused to let him go, refused to let him leave. And he knew why.
"Let me know if you need help with anything!" Ajax shouted at him as Drew left his position at the top of the wall, jumping down into the village streets before heading towards the temple at its centre. Even when almost all but them were dead, the place turned silent, the light inside that damned holy building was still alight.
Even now, you refuse to aid me in my quest.
Drew could almost feel the eyes of the goddess staring down at him as he stood right before the entrance to the temple. Words could be heard from inside, never truly fading, as the acolytes of the goddess scrambled about fulfilling their orders. The priestess he’d fought had seemingly given them plenty of them before she had exploded into light.
"Does the necromancer have any words he wants to say to us?" an acolyte asked, opening the door to stick their head out towards Drew. They seemed rather polite, just as they had been the last ten times Drew had come around to glance through the opening in the door.
In the middle of the great hall, where chairs and tables had been pushed to the side to allow for a platform, an old forest dwarf was floating just above. While he couldn’t ascertain much other than their old age, the thousands of eyes that looked at him in the magical spectrum were undeniable. Whatever the acolytes had done to the space mage holding them trapped had certainly amplified their power.
"If there is nothing, I will return to my—"
"Wait!" Drew cut in before the acolyte could close the door. While he hadn’t stopped them the many previous times, he finally did have something he wanted to say. "I don’t know if this is how it works, and neither do I truly care anymore, but I have a message for your goddess."
The neutral expression on the young man in front of him altered slightly, a more mature look replacing it as they opened the door entirely to step out into the cold night air. Their white robes seemed to shine a little in the darkness, a final layer of protection against the moon and all it brought.
"Everything said reaches the ears of fate, but I will be sure to pray for her to focus on yours," the acolyte said with a smile. What was it with them always smiling? What did they know that he didn’t? "Please say what you wish to be heard by our goddess."
This is it, then.
An old instinct made Drew clear his throat, an act entirely unneeded though it helped ease his mind.
"I don’t want to be left out of the truth anymore," he said slowly, reaching deep within to know for sure that this was what he wanted. "I’m not in the position I thought I was in at the start. There’s a bigger picture, and I am only a small part of it. You’ve trapped me in here for a reason, you expect me to do something, but if I don’t get told for what reason, then I will just sit down and die. I refuse to play the part of the fool anymore if I am not told what my true purpose is."
The acolyte was silent after he finished, waiting a few more seconds before going back inside the temple and closing the large door. The hinges creaked from age before it was fully closed, the finality shown as the locks within were turned. Drew was entirely removed from their world now, a low chanting heard within.
Nothing shot out at him instantly afterwards, however. There was no flash of light, no grand entrance of the goddess appearing before his eyes. The only light that could be seen was that of the moon, and the only sound was the distant singing of birds out of Drew’s reach.
"Maybe you don’t care about me anymore," Drew guessed, a chuckle escaping his skeletal form. "Maybe I’ve already accomplished my final act without realizing it. With how bloody vague you gods can be, I don’t doubt that it was the stupidest thing in the world."
His taunts were heard by nobody but himself, the only audience to his display being the cold air around him. Even Ajax was too far away to hear it.
That fact made him feel a little alone, standing in the empty village. For all his supposed dedication to saving the world, trying to do it alone would’ve probably made him grow mad within the first couple of years. If Ajax had declined his offer at that graveyard, it would’ve all probably faded away a hundred years ago. How sweet a thought that was.
Walking along once again, Drew came upon something he’d personally created. Or maybe it was better to say he’d caused it, the pile of dead bodies pushed against the northern village wall having become a requirement because of his actions. There were easily two hundred dead right there alone.
"And for what purpose did they die?" the necromancer muttered. "None! Nothing was gained from their deaths, other than this humble pile of rotting flesh. How splendid it is, to see the actions of the world’s saviour in all its glory. Does the will of the gods truly know no end?"
In an instant, the air became a little colder, the wind a little milder, as another form joined Drew in front of the pile. It didn’t look too different from himself, a black cloak put on top of a skeletal form. The only difference was the choice of tool. While the necromancer still used his ebony staff, the God of Death preferred the scythe.
"Of course you would come along when I said that," Drew mumbled. "It’s been, what, 170 years since we last saw each other? No words passed between each other between then and now. Just complete silence, until the very hour that I threaten to quit. There’s some irony in that fact, don’t you think?"
Even with arrogance running along his figurative tongue to its fullest, talking down to a god being the highest tier of blasphemy possible, Drew couldn’t hide his flinch when the skull of the deity twisted to point his way. When he had been too weak to feel their power, they hadn’t felt too threatening.
Now that he could sense too much, Drew almost felt like cursing his former self. It took more willpower than he'd guessed to remain standing, the presence of the God of Death slowly expanding into the natural world.
"Irony? Maybe. There is something that must be thought about all of this, though I feel you haven’t reached the correct revelation just yet," Death said, sounding a little more tired than the last time they’d spoken. Maybe it was the fact that they weren’t in the realm of nothing, or that the reaper was standing in front of a pile of work that needed to be done, but the deity didn’t sound as all-powerful as he was imagined to be. "If you want an apology for what you have been through, I can offer nothing. All choices were your own, even if you were pushed down the road fate wanted more than once."
"So all of this happened through the power of my free will, but also because somebody else wanted me to do it?" Drew questioned, the god in front of him not making sense. "While others would normally not question the wisdom of those above, I feel the need to call your logic rather shit."
"Those who don't question figures in power have an entirely different problem they need to sort out, but, yes, I suppose you can’t see the meaning behind my words just yet," Death replied, amusement coming forth. That low chuckle that Drew had heard several times in the back of his head replayed once again, and the necromancer finally understood the source. It had been him the entire time, looking at his every move. "Of course I have. You wield my power, you enact my will. Not observing the consequences of my own orders would be the perfect example of carelessness, even if fate promised that you would move to the right position no matter what."
As if the trumpets of the end had started their grand symphony, Drew began to see the light. He’d been lied to at the start. Death hadn’t acted on his own. It was a plan formed long before that.
"I was actually unaware of my role in the idea to save this earth, but I was filled in not long after my act had finished," Death corrected, seemingly not finding shame in reading the necromancer’s thoughts. "I am a god, Drew, even if that title means I still have flaws. We were both played, made to act to the whims of the one who was creating the strings of the future. You might not have met her yourself just yet, but her priestess did act upon her orders."
The Goddess of Fate, Moira, had done all of this?
"Why?" Drew said, unsure if he was even asking the god. "Why would she do it? To weave a future where everything ends as she wishes? If she is the Goddess of Fate, why would she even allow all of this to happen to begin with?"
"Gods are not omniscient, we are not omnipotent, and we don’t know everything there is to know," Death explained, though that hardly made Drew happier. "Moira… She has been around for longer than most of us, has seen more than most, and her experience allows her to predict what is to come with some degree of certainty. It’s the entire basis for this plan of hers, though also the reason it was needed at all. For somebody who has seen so much, there are still blind spots in her knowledge. The creation of this scourge was one of them, a first in all the world she has seen. Her being surprised is something I’ve personally never seen before, which means a lot."
Drew didn’t know what to say. Some deities came before others. There was fate before there was death?
"People died long before I came around, I can assure you," Death assured the necromancer. "Not in this world, but in others. But…I feel the others staring at us. Time is running short, and I believe you wanted answers. Be quiet, listen, and try to understand why everything is going to happen the way it is."
Words flew from the God of Death, words that Drew was unwilling to believe at first, but every extra sentence, every clarification made the pieces fit together. From the start to the end, he understood why he had to stay, why he had to kill, and why everything was made the way it did.
Drew understood his place in the world, and he understood the way the chains connected. By the time Death disappeared into thin air, joining the others above once again, the necromancer felt at peace. He had been so worried that many more years would have to pass by before his final act, but it seemed it was not far away.
"Not far at all," came the muttering as he used the ebony staff to balance himself, walking through the streets with a new worldview.




Chapter 93







The Plan


A month passed by for Theo in the blink of an eye. There was never a day that he hadn’t moved, hadn’t helped others, but most importantly, there was never a day where he hadn’t prepared for the oncoming battle. 
Most of Oslaker had been moved to Firview, the rare few brave enough to fight staying behind with their weapons of choice. It was mainly guards, the odd retired mercenary, and family of those who had fallen. The background of them was not too important, really, the only vital factor being their willingness to learn and improve their skill.
Theo had spent time improving his own, of course. With a month out in an encampment in the middle of nowhere, the lack of distractions was what drove him to higher highs.
[Stat] increase detected!
+3 to [Toughness]
+3 to [Vitality]
+2 to [Strength]
+2 to [Agility]
+1 to [Endurance]

[Skill] increase detected!
[Sneak] has been increased from [Beginner 2] to [Beginner 7].
User can expend a burst of stamina to temporarily eliminate sound from their movements.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Aim] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Aim] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
User can now create a sense of temporal distortion at an increased usage cost.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 4].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Teach] has been increased from [Beginner 9] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Teach] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
Teaching a specific [Skill] now accelerates the user’s own rate of growth for that particular domain.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 2] to [Novice 3].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 7] to [Beginner 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].

It was quite a sizable list of upgrades, something Theo was rather proud of. Physical training had made his body grow in size, strength, and speed, making him able to keep on working longer and harder without getting tired nearly as quickly. He’d likewise swallowed his pride with training using the upgraded ammunition for his pistol, having finally managed to get half-decent control over the vectors. While there were still some issues with doing anything that’d make the bullet rotate more than ninety degrees at once, it was deemed good enough for now.
[Mana-Sight] had likewise been upgraded a couple of times, though that in itself was more for the fact that Theo had been going through the gathered army of combatants to find anybody with the power to wield [Mana] in any form. With nearly a thousand gathered after a month of waiting, there were quite a few.
With so many that had been granted the ability to wield the magical arts, though it was limited to just fueling the [Runes] that he created, it was obvious that Theo had been granted the duty of giving each of them enough emergency tools to last them five battles back-to-back. [Holy Runes], [Ignis Runes], [Gale Runes], and even [Time-Perception Runes] in some isolated cases had been distributed. While there wasn’t anybody with a more specific magical [Affinity], there were some with talent in a bow that was magical in its own way entirely. Allowing that handful who could wield both the bow and magic together another couple of seconds for each shot was something Theo was more than happy to accommodate.
The creation of over a thousand [Runes] had been quite the expensive task time-wise, of course, which was why he’d been using the [Air-Engraving] for most of it. While working with [Intents] had been rather tricky in the accelerated process, a few days' worths of headaches had allowed some rather extreme progress in that regard. It was with some rather serious modesty that Theo only called himself a quick learner, the man entirely convinced that nobody else could manage to learn it at such an accelerated process.
For all his mighty skills and incredible upgrades, however, Theo was sadly still unable to predict the [Teleportation] of various objects just above his head. While Stig had rather untasteful ideas about what practice was meant to incorporate, it was undeniable that the forest dwarf had experienced some rather rapid growth as well. The range at which he could [Teleport] both objects and himself had increased exponentially, the crowded environment being the perfect push to figure out how to avoid thick groups as much as possible. Even if the regular forest dwarf took up less space than a human, they were more than happy to abuse the extra space to the fullest regard, crowding together at some parts of the camp at levels that Theo had never seen before.
In some ways, it was good the resident [Space Mage] had learned to just [Teleport] the fifty meters needed to avoid that mess. Theo certainly wished he could do the same. Even with his height advantage, the density of dwarves was perfectly eager to nearly break his leg bones.
"Oh, right," Theo said when a message from Nero came through, the [Familiar] reminding him of the fact that something had landed on his head a minute ago. The rabbit was just a few meters away, lounging on one of the many boxes of supplies while Theo himself spent his time mass-producing more [Holy Runes]. One could never have enough of those, since they worked perfectly as both offensive and healing tools. "Paper? Just where did he get paper from?"
Last he heard, Moro had hoarded all of it for writing out plans. Figuring that the [Space Mage] had simply snatched some while he wasn’t looking, Theo unscrambled the leaflet. It was rather hard for the dwarf, dealing with his council's lack of reading skills, but it seemed that Stig had tried to accommodate the fact by drawing his message instead.
"Just what is that meant to be?" came the eventual muttering as he scratched his head. Pointing it at Nero, he sought the wisdom of the rabbit. "Any idea what those blobs are?
The [Familiar] was swift in answering back that she was too tired to care, deepening the mystery even more. Theo supposed that was fair, putting the drawing on its head to see if that made more sense.
I guess it could be three people. One is tall and lanky, holding an egg, the other two short where one is bald with a hammer and the other’s holding an axe or short…
…Ah. There weren’t enough bald dwarves around to make Theo question who had arrived. Grabbing the rabbit from her sleeping place and placing her on his left shoulder, a translocation barely noticed by the snoozing [Familiar], he jumped out of his wagon and into the horde of people crowding outside.
"Sorry, sorry, getting through!" Theo apologized as he pushed the others to the size. The perks of height and total mass assisted him once again, as both willing and unwilling made way for his body. What took others twenty minutes to travel, he did in five, getting to the entrance of the encampment in record time as the group chatted there. Bjorn, Ulf, and a group of elven traders that he was more than happy to see. "Isaac!"
Eyes turned towards him, as his voice fell through the lower tones of the dwarves. Another perk of having human vocal cords. While not too different, they were still a baritone slightly lower than the average.
"Well now, what do we have here?" the elven merchant said with a jovial tone as the tone embraced. For somebody who had already passed his fifties, Theo had to admit that his hug almost cracked his ribs before he was let go. "It’s quite awful what’s been happening here. We heard the news down in Forvyr. Didn’t take too long afterwards for somebody to approach us and say you wanted us here."
"Wait, you were asked to come here?" Ulf questioned, the bald dwarf cutting into the conversation with a bluntness equal to the hammer by his side. "An elven trader is told to approach an area filled with danger and accepts the offer? Unbelievable. Theo, just how much gold did you grant this man for him to bend to your request so easily?"
"I gave him no gold at all," Theo assured the old dwarf, and the merchant likewise was more than happy to contest Ulf’s claim.
"Of course not! Friendship cannot be gained through mere transactions of gold," Isaac said, ensuring that the others knew that he wasn’t so vain. "He gave me something much more valuable, those runic engravings of his having already saved several lives while making me richer than ever. Theo, I cannot understate how much one of the alchemists in Firview promised me if I got him a version of the [Holy Rune] that worked permanently. While I understand that you’re quite busy with this entire ordeal, is there a chance that—"
"Yup. That explains it," Ulf surmised. Pausing the business chat, though Theo promised to talk about it at a later hour, proper greetings were made. "From what Stig here has been telling us, you two have been getting up to some rather dangerous stuff."
"That we have," Theo confirmed without a thought, the two old dwarves smiling widely as a wince came from the [Space Mage] standing to the side. "Have…have you heard conflicting stories about that?"
"Not outright conflicting, no, but another source has downplayed the debacles slightly," Bjorn replied, nodding towards the younger forest dwarf in their midst. "Nothing wrong with that, of course, though I do have a message from your mother, Stig. It’s in writing, but I was told to give it to you verbally. If I may?"
The [Space Mage] offered no complaints as the old dwarf put his pipe in his mouth to free both hands, taking out some brownish paper with some squigglies on its surface.
"‘Abandon your current ideas of grandeur. The others will take over. Get back home.’ Quite blunt, but I believe that the leader of Zerdyl wants you to return to the village," Bjorn relayed, his smile still wide as he put the paper back into his pocket. Breathing out a puff of smoke, he granted the pipe the same treatment. "What do you say, Stig?"
Theo and the others kept quiet, merely working as observers of the ordeal.
"I…think it would be best to ignore her words this time around," Stig said, choosing his words carefully as if they would upset the two old warriors. If anything, chuckles rang out in response, the two expecting nothing less. "You’re not going to try and force me back?"
"Of course not!" Ulf shouted at a volume that made too many turn their heads. "If you want to fight, then you will fight. It would be disrespect of the highest order to try and stop you from doing what is right, and especially not at a time like this when they’ll need every man they can get."
A few cheers rang out around them, and the group moved to join the others. The elven merchants set up shop on the outskirts, selling trinkets, buying valuables, and also giving away a rather sizable amount of supplies in terms of food. It took little else to convince the current warriors to accept them as their own after that.
With Bjorn and Ulf joining them, however, it seemed that all the fighters possible had been gathered. With a month in preparation, they were getting close to the final day. Before the night was fully upon them, Moro had already gathered the group leaders together in the strategist’s tent.
While they’d all been there many times in former weeks, the air was thick this time around. Plans had already been made, and positions already memorized. This last one barely counted as a refresher, yet all understood that it was a matter of life and death.
"The plan is simple," Moro explained, showing off the top-down map of Oslaker and its surrounding area. "Our scouts say that the necromancer has summoned their henchmen, each seemingly controlling their own group of undead. Every day, the number of henchmen increases, though we can assume that around twenty have been gathered at this moment. With each of them controlling a group of nearly a hundred undead, and each monster able to face a warrior on equal ground, we should expect to be facing an army twice the size of our own."
Some muttering could be heard by the others, but a blank stare from the head guard made them quiet down. They all knew those numbers by heart. On average, each of the gathered warriors would need to kill two undead at a minimum if this was to succeed.
"This also doesn’t count the necromancer’s abilities, which include deadly bolts of necrotic energy that can both rot your flesh and paralyze your muscles if not treated and a wide-area attack in the form of a swirling black smoke that can choke anybody caught in it for too long, while causing effects akin to the first kind of attack at a slower rate," Moro continued. "Through the use of the holy runes that have been distributed to each group, we expect that we can somewhat mitigate these forms of attacks. Our archers will likewise be doing their damnedest to eliminate the necromancers before they can get within range, but we must prepare for the worst. And…there is likewise one more detail that needs to be covered."
A knife was slammed into the side of a rather detailed painting of a skeleton, one wearing a darker robe while carrying a black staff.
"This lich is who we expect to be called Drew, the apparent mastermind behind the undead operations," the head guard said. The information itself had come from what Theo and Stig had heard from the rants of Ethan and Gomli so long ago. To finally be able to put a face, or the lack of one, to the name was a rather interesting phenomenon. "From different accounts, we can ascertain that he is the most powerful of the group, that he has killed thousands if not tens of thousands already, and that he plans to do as much again. A smaller group will have the specific goal of taking care of this lich while the others will work to distract the main enemy army. Any specific details about this will be shared with those who need to know and no one else. Is that understood?"
The shouts of approval made the tent shake, Theo absently wondering if it was going to crash down upon them.
"Good to hear," Moro commented with a satisfied nod. "We attack at dawn. Sergeants, prepare your men. All must be in position by the time day breaks. Dismissed."
While the others filtered out of the room, a handful stayed. Theo, Stig, a few of the archers that had been granted enhanced arrows alongside mercenaries that were equipped with some rather expensive armour, and Ulf and Bjorn to complete the ten-man group. None of them were leading others, and they were likewise not ordered in any specific positions at dawn. Instead, their task was to begin much sooner.
"You ten already know what I expect," Moro said, the others grunting in affirmation. The energy and excitement weren’t there like before. While most of the others would be fighting the common undead, they had been tasked to take out the heavy hitters. Not much was known, but they had three opponents to deal with, those being Drew himself, a black hound of gigantic proportions, and an undead warrior who easily stood two and a half meters. With the [Necromancer] acting as the topmost authority in the group, the two others worked as his bodyguards. Before they could hope to strike down the leader, both of the others needed to be dealt with. "You’re to meet in three hours outside of the camp. Be discreet, lie to others if you have to, and be prepared for everything that will come. Dismissed."
Leaving the tent, the light of the moon shining down on them from above as night had already taken hold, Theo breathed in deeply. His nerves were at their highest, his body slowly switching over to the combatant’s mental state. While his insides still churned in anticipation, he was getting closer to feeling ready.
Stig seemed to be in a similar situation, the forest dwarf fidgeting with his white bow as he drew his fingers across the string. The [Mana] inside the [Space Mage] wasn’t too different from his own, Theo able to spot the magical maelstrom brewing from the anxiety. From a guess, it would probably take less than a shout for the dwarf to instinctually [Teleport] across half the camp.
"I would say that getting a bit of shut-eye before the grand battle would be wise, but you both seem unable to imitate that damned rabbit of yours," Ulf commented from the side. Bjorn had wordlessly taken out his pipe, quieting down while lighting it up. "Something light for dinner would do you both well. From what I was able to figure out, the archers were able to catch a few deer this morning. Should have a stew of some sort ready by now."
The casual deflection from what trouble they’d soon find themselves in worked better than expected, the group heading out with lighter heads and a more awake [Familiar] in tow. While the fact that they would soon be sent into a fight more deadly than any others before had the rabbit bored to the point of falling asleep, the mention of caught deer nearly had the thing flying away from them.
In the wake of what was coming, though, maybe that wasn’t too bad an attitude.
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The Hound


When dawn arrived, Theo and the others were already in position. Hiding by the trees northeast of Oslaker, they watched on as the roaring army emerged from the south. The first rays of sun were the signal for the masses to charge, and every one of them did as much without any form of hesitation. As one, they made the earth shake while drawing the attention of every [Necromancer] and undead that had been stationed around the walls of the village. 
Orders to defend were clearly in the blood of the undead army, rattling roars emerging from them as loud as what the living could produce. Giants of meshed flesh and ordinary undead alike were quick to counter-charge the army, the start of a clash that would be written down as one of the bloodiest that the area had ever seen.
"That’s our cue," Theo muttered to the others, bringing a certain artefact out from his pocket. It was fully charged. Had been for a long time, since the distance it needed to cover was quite extensive. "When I say go, you all start running."
His words were unneeded, understood from the get-go, and silence pervaded the area as he connected to the small fragment of an enchanter's soul within.
‘Your time to shine has come,’ Theo told the crystal gem inside the artefact, a mental nod being sent in response as a soft glow came from the century-old tool. This was straining the limits of what it was able to do, the total area that it could affect at once was not usually meant to be more than twenty meters, but by focusing on a thin strip of land, it was just barely able to let them cross the green plain between the forest and the village walls while staying invisible to onlookers.
‘May your travels be safe,’ the artefact finally said, the turning of gears within the device halting as it went into hibernation once again. Theo sent a silent thanks in response before putting it back into his pocket.
"Go."
One by one, they ran across the grass area between the well-defined markings. Above them on the wall, [Necromancers] and undead ran by to deal with the army of warriors. Theo could hear the clashing, even while it was all out of sight. The screams of pain from both sides couldn’t be ignored easily, but he refused to let it distract him. He had a job of his own, after all.
With everybody’s backs against the wall, Theo remade the illusion to only cover the small area they found themselves in and the area on the wall just above them. One of the others brought out the prepared rope, handing it to Stig, who swiftly [Teleported] to the top of the wall and fastened it to the stone. Making sure it could handle his weight, Theo was the first to climb it, the others not far behind.
"Wait," Stig ordered. There was confusion at first, though it became more clear when another two [Necromancers] ran on the wall just outside of the illusioned area to go join the fray. They’d taken an awfully long time to pass by. Something had been distracting them further inside. "Okay, go."
Throwing a hand onto the top of the wall, Theo pulled himself up, helping Ulf, who was barely a second behind him. Bjorn came next, the six others following along afterwards.
"Any eyes on them?" Theo asked the others as he tried to survey the village as well. The many buildings were making the leader too hard to spot normally, but [Mana-Sight] allowed him to look past physical matter and hone in on the higher densities of [Necrotic Mana] instead. The only issue was how utterly prevalent it was, so many moving targets inside the place fulfilling the requirements to be the leader.
"Southwest side, next to the two pink houses," one of the archers reported.
Theo had to squint his eyes before he realized they were right. While the magical aura itself was suppressed around this person, the power that could be seen was unlike that of any others there. It was purer, more fractured, and even his brief interaction with it was enough for the robed lich to turn around and look directly at them. Even from nearly six hundred meters away, and even when they were meant to be hidden through the artefact’s illusions, Theo felt like his soul was pierced by those burning blue orbs on the skull of the [Necromancer].
"Seems that he knows we’re here," the archer said. "Are we still going ahead with the original plan?"
It would be suicide to improvise now.
"Yes," Theo ordered. The others didn’t try to object, trusting his decision. "It should still work, even if he knows we’re here earlier than expected. Get into your positions, and hurry."
The sound of ear-shattering howling was the perfect motivation for the others to obey. Ropes were thrown out on the other side of the wall as they began to rappel down the large stone barrier. They already had a position planned for the first fight, and they needed to get there before that giant of a hound could hope to reach them.
Five minutes is the best scenario. One is the worst.
Descending the wall along with the others, he met up with Stig as the others ran towards their positions. Bjorn sent him a nod as he passed them by, but there was little other communication. Time was too valuable for that.
"Is everything charged?" Stig asked as they ran down the second alley they saw.
"Of course," Theo replied, leading on as they took a sharp left at the first chance they got. "Remember to look away."
"I assure you I won’t even be in the alley, by the time you utter the second word," the [Space Mage] promised, though it fell on deaf ears. Another howl could be heard, this one much closer. Not stopping in their sprint, they both went silent.
Ten strides later, they were at the point they’d agreed upon, a narrow street with tall houses on both sides. It was wide enough for a wolf to run through with discomfort, but not wide enough for anything fancy like turning around. Coupled together with the multitude of open doors on the sides, they had the perfect ambush spot.
Stig threw Theo one end of the rope they’d brought. The forest dwarf bolted it into the stone wall, by [Teleporting] an iron rod through the stone wall and the rope itself. The process took a lot of energy to force, since the spell highly disliked making two objects occupy the same space, but it was worth the saved time.
While Theo took away his hand as the [Space Mage] repeated the same trick on the other side of the alley, the low growl of a certain hound made them both freeze. Turning their heads, they could both see the red eyes of the black beast.
It was bigger than they’d realized, easily three meters tall when standing on four legs. Theo wouldn’t have been surprised if it could bite him in half without trying.
Not that he was going to let it test that theory.
An arrow came from the wolf’s side, penetrating its fur and digging into its flesh. The archers had pulled the figurative trigger too early, and the consequences almost made the beast switch targets. Almost, Theo raising his pistol and firing off a bullet towards the beast before it could even think about moving away.
Even with the power behind the projectile making something within the black hound crunch on impact, it didn’t care. Instead, its eyes just settled on Theo once again. With a growl impossibly deep, it charged towards them.
Its body was pressed against both sides of the alley, but it didn't seem to care, anything sticking out simply ripped away as it continued onwards at incredible speeds. Stig was already out of the way, but Theo understood his position perfectly well. Raising his shield towards the approaching beast, a sense of calm came through him.
The moment it reached the rope, the words left his mouth.
"Turn to stone."
Using the [Petrification Rune] was easily one of the biggest risks of the entire plan, since the chances of accidental friendly fire were way too high. But…as the movement of the sprinting beast halted in place, eyes starting to widen on its face, it all froze. Like nothing before it, the beast became still.
"Get to it!" Theo shouted, putting his shield to the side as he pulled out his pistol once again. Aiming it at the beast, he pressed the mental trigger as a burst of bullets left the barrel, each hitting the main body of the beast. While he had hoped to aim for the head, somebody else had that task.
Breaking open the glass window two stories above the ground, the fractured glass panes falling onto the frozen hound’s body, Ulf’s head peeked out of the new hole. After confirming he’d gotten the right spot, a foot was spotted, followed by the man jumping out of the house with his hammer at the ready.
The forest dwarf flew through the air for a split second, the momentum of his fall increasing the utter devastation that reached the wolf’s skull. With an impact that made bone fragments fly through the air together with small blobs of black innards, it was meant to be the blow that would end all blows.
And yet all it did was make the wolf fully widen its eyes and bark loudly before throwing itself against the walls in retaliation. It did not care about the massive hole in its head, nor the hammer still embedded in its skull. It could only care about the forest dwarf currently clinging onto the hound’s fur for his life, and how much it wanted to tear him apart.
"Should’ve guessed you’d survive losing your brain," Theo muttered as he aimed the pistol once more. Instead of shooting the bullets from the barrel, instant [Teleportation] made each projectile hit the created wound again and again, more of the beast’s insides forced into the open air. Yet it still didn’t care. "Why won’t you just die?"
Persistence was the key on both sides, and as the undead hound went up on two legs, Ulf falling from his spot on its back in response, Theo pulled out a silver plate. On one side was a [Holy Rune], ready to be activated. He most certainly would do as much, of course, but first, he needed to prepare the engraving on the other side.
"Kill the damn thing already!" Ulf shouted as he fell to the ground, wheezing from the pain. He didn’t sound too good, but Theo was more than happy to obey, the [Item-Teleporatrion Rune] flaring as it began to fulfill its orders. Filling the holy engraving with energy in the last second, Theo was able to see the hound pause mid-stride. Its eyes focused on its forehead, seemingly enamoured with the machinations of the silver plate inside the deep wound.
A second later, the beast collapsed, dead on the spot. The first challenge of the day had been defeated, and only minor injuries were sustained.
"I believe you said that that freezing rune of yours would stop it in its tracks for several hours," Ulf commented as Stig helped him up, the bald dwarf red in the face as he walked over to rip out his hammer from the hound’s skull. It gave way easily, the damage from the [Holy Rune] living up to its reputation. "That was barely ten seconds."
"I didn’t think it would be so resistant to magic. The last couple of wolves I tested it on took an entire night to unfreeze," Theo replied, cursing himself for underestimating the alterations the undead conversion would put onto the wolf’s body. "It’s my fault. Sorry about that."
"Nothing to be sorry about," Ulf said, brushing away the last bits of dust and fractured glass from his armour. "There’s two more of these bloody things to take care of before we can play the apology game. The others should already be in position so move it."
Theo and Stig shared looks for a moment before obeying, running into the open street before heading towards the centre of the village. Nobody had used a [Gale Rune] to alert them of the [Necromancer] moving around, so they were supposedly still in the clear.
Two more crossings, and then it’s to the right.
Sprinting with all their might, Theo almost missed the flash of black colour. Before his mind could react, his body did its best to dodge the oncoming bolt of necrotic energy, his legs nearly slipping. Stig outright [Teleported] before one could reach him, but Ulf wasn’t as lucky, the bald dwarf cursing as he fell to the ground a second too late.
"Just had to be on the shoulder, didn’t it?" the dwarf cursed as Theo instantly activated a [Holy Rune], throwing it to the injured dwarf before getting up and looking down one of the alleys next to them.
A [Necromancer], along with a rather large undead, rippling mismatched muscles strewn across its body. Both looked ready to see them dead, and Theo wasn’t having a second of it.
"Goodbye," Theo muttered, taking out his pistol and firing it into the ground. The bullet never left the barrel, instead appearing next to the [Necromancer]’s head. There was no look of surprise, an instant decimation of their skull stopping anything of that sort from happening.
And with the source of energy dead, the giant of an undead man fell to the ground instantly, never able to show off whatever kind of tricks had been worked up to create him. Theo couldn’t say he felt empathetic, just reloading his pistol as Ulf got back up from the ground as well.
"You okay?" he asked as the bald dwarf tested out the shoulder. A patch of the armour on the area was entirely gone, rotted away while absorbing most of the bolt, but the skin underneath looked red and black to an uncomfortable degree.
"I can swing the hammer, and that’s all that matters," Ulf replied, though the old warrior flinched when putting weight on the limb. "Gonna need a drink when this is all over, though."
"We’ll share a few," Theo promised, slapping the dwarf on the uninjured shoulder as Stig reappeared and they ran along once again. Before they knew it, they were in position, standing at the exact centre of Oslaker. Just in front of them was the temple, along with a rather sizable area of free space. "Are the others in position? I can’t see them."
Theo and Stig were meant to work as the bait to draw out the last bodyguard, with the others hidden around the area ready to pop out and help annihilate them, but nobody seemed to be in their planned positions. Where were they?
"Were you expecting someone else?"
Blood ran cold as that trembling voice reached through the open area.




Chapter 95







Savior of Nothing


The others were gone. Whether that meant they were dead or just knocked unconscious, Theo didn’t know. What he did know was that everybody who had been sent out to act as spotters, warning them if the [Necromancer] moved from his original spot, had been silenced without their notice. 
This was why, without any warning, the lich had been able to appear before them, a dark robe and black staff making it clear. Even without them, Theo would’ve known the truth, that saturated vortex of energy within the man speaking untold volumes.
Behind the skeletal form stood the last bodyguard as well, the one person they were meant to actually face in this place. Lures had already been made to make them approach the church, and Theo and others were meant to have worked as the guiding beacons, yet it now seemed they would be fighting two at once.
It was not a fight they could win so easily, and Theo was still a few seconds away from filling the [Petrification Rune]. While he could unleash some parts of its powers before its [Capacity] was completely full, he didn’t trust that it would make him pause for more than a second in its current state.
Delaying the fighting it was.
"The others," Theo said, controlling the mild shake in his voice. "Did you kill them?"
There was a slow, minor turn of the lich’s head as he stared at Theo. He didn’t answer instantly, didn’t say anything at all, and seconds continued to pass in silence. If it was meant as a way to scare them, to make them lower their guard, it did quite the opposite. Through the pain, Ulf was preparing himself to fight, Stig had nocked an arrow onto the string of his bow, and Theo was slowly angling his shield.
Then the lich hummed and reality seemed to fall apart.
"This is my replacement?" Drew questioned what seemed to be nobody in particular. The [Necromancer]’s energy-filled voice had disappeared as well, a relatively regular tone escaping the skeletal form. If Theo tried to twist it in his head, it even sounded mildly human. "You’re so…weak. Brittle. Using tools that could be broken in two within the span of a thought."
Checking the [Capacity] of the [Petrification Rune] showed it still needed more time.
"Answer the question," Theo ordered. "Did you kill the others?"
No words escaped the lich’s nonexistent lips, the skeletal form instead turning towards the bodyguard behind him. In response, a shrug escaped the tall undead.
"Didn’t see a reason to," came the answer. It was…a weirdly human expression, and the lack of apparent murderousness was even stranger. It certainly didn’t fit in with the shouts of pain going on outside the walls of the village, the sounds of battle still loud to their ears. "They’re in a pile two streets down. Good chance of a headache, but otherwise alive, yes."
Was…was this a ceasefire? Theo honestly couldn’t tell, though the two undead didn’t seem like they had any intention of attacking first. While it was stressing him out to no end, he nonetheless latched onto the opportunity it offered.
"Ulf," he began, glancing at the older dwarf for a moment before nodding towards the street that had been pointed down. "Check if he’s lying. If he isn’t, see if you can get them awake. Potions are in the right chest pockets."
"Arrogant of you to think we’ll let him leave," Drew commented as the bald dwarf nodded, running along to fulfill Theo’s orders. Yet even with the words that had been laced with the foulest necrotic energy around, not a single attempt was made to stop the fleeing warrior. "Are you meant to be so trusting of the words of the undead?"
"Some have told me otherwise," Theo confessed with a wry grin, the [Necromancer] just sighing and shaking his head. "I must ask. For somebody who rules over the most depraved minds I’ve ever seen in my life, you are surprisingly…lacking in bloodlust."
"I promise you that I would have killed you in a heartbeat if Fate wanted me to," the [Necromancer] replied, a whisk of smoke appearing from his body. It spread from his back, slowly forming a massive sphere of death above them. If dropped, it would be unavoidable, the thing so large that it blocked out the sun. "I’ve slaughtered entire villages before they could blink. Thousands of traders have been lost in the wilderness because of me. It is not because of a lacking desire for your death that you are still alive. It’s because I know it won’t happen if I try."
"I’m pretty sure we’d die rather quickly if you dropped all of that on us, actually," Theo corrected, Drew chuckling at his words. Sending out his [Mana], Theo made sure that Nero was far enough away from the sight that she’d survive if it was actually dropped onto them. Stig could [Teleport] away easily enough as well, and Ulf was possibly already out of the zone. "Are you afraid of what I can do? Do you think we have some ace up our sleeve?"
"I’m actually betting on that, yes," Drew replied with no shame. "Some secret ability, something that would make you worthy of the goddess’s plan. I have to say that, even now, I’m angry it wasn’t me in your place. I’ve…done more to deserve it, made more sacrifices, and yet it is somebody like you who gets to kneel at the golden throne at the end. It doesn’t feel fair, but there has to be something that makes it make sense."
He was becoming delusional, and a little angry. Theo could see it in the [Necromancer]’s step. While the massive sphere above them was still an impending threat, there was a good chance he could survive if he used a few [Gale Runes] and [Holy Runes] together. That, of course, came with the requirement that both undead before him be dealt with beforehand.
"I don’t know what to tell you," Theo commented with a shrug, putting the shield’s weight on one hand as he drew his pistol in the other. Stig nodded his head just the slightest bit. While this wasn’t the original plan, he was ready. "Maybe the gods just like me a little more? Maybe it’s all just meant to turn to stone?"
It did truly not matter if that bright-yellow light did something to the two maybe-frozen undead. Theo just rapidly fired all six shots of the pistol at that exact moment. The first four were put into the skull of the [Necromancer], the last two into the head of the bodyguard.
Stig followed it up with several of his arrows. One passed right through the skull of the warrior, and the second was well on its way to repeating the act with the [Necromancer] until the lich in question stopped it halfway.
The monster with only the bottom half of its skull left recognizable was alive and kicking, the blown-out bone fragments slowly floating through the air to regather in their original placements.
"Was that truly your trump card? It’s…not the worst," Drew admitted, turning around to help the bodyguard that had fallen to the ground in pain. With a burst of energy sent through his body, the warrior could stand again without issue, a few mutters shared between them before they turned back to Theo and Stig. "I can confess it would’ve killed me many years ago, but it would require much more to separate me from this body of mine now. It seems like I’m just in a league above you, Theo Locheim. It becomes a little clearer why the goddess had to cheat to weaken me so much. Without that, there would’ve been no challenge at all."
This was the weakened version? Theo knew that the rambling of the undead was a sign of madness, nothing making sense, but there had to be some sides of truth there somewhere. If this was what he had to fight against to win, to save the day, he wasn’t sure if he could do it.
"Are you weak against anything at all?" Theo questioned, getting a shrug from the [Necromancer] in response.
"I used to be quite scared of fire. It burned as if I’d stepped into the sun," Drew said, looking upwards. If not for the sphere of necrotic energy whirling above them, the natural rays of light would’ve hit them. "Now, not so much. Still, I invite you to try. We still have a few minutes until we must begin for real."
"Who is it exactly that’s able to order you around, to start with?" Theo asked. The [Necromancer] nodded his head towards the temple in response. "Right…if you’ll excuse me, then."
Neither of the undead moved the slightest bit as he activated the multitudes of [Ignis Runes] on the front of his shield, the pillars of flame instantly spewing out towards them. Theo felt a droplet of sweat fall down his forehead as the heat licked his skin, but it had to be a hundred times worse for those in front of it.
No reaction, except for some smoking armour.
[Holy Runes]? Theo activated one of the [Teleporting] silver plates, making it land at the feet of the [Necromancer]. Drew dared to pick it up and study it before it completely turned on, the silvery light shining onto his face with no damage apparent.
"I had been wondering who was behind all of those engravings on the walls," the [Necromancer] said, throwing the [Rune] to the side. "They were almost able to destroy my mount when we first arrived. Even if the direction of the attacks likely wasn’t your doing, I must admit they were formidable weapons to face."
"Any ideas?" Theo asked the [Space Mage] next to him. They weren’t being attacked, the window of peace was soon going to close. They had to do something soon if they hoped to win, but the forest dwarf just shook his head.
"I’m blanking," Stig confessed. That wasn’t good at all. Theo could feel his stomach start to sink as audible ticks began to emerge from the [Necromancer]. He was enjoying it, revelling in their desperation. Had that politeness from before been an illusion? If it was, it finally fit into the view the world had of the [Necromancers].
Wait.
"I understand why Zayra was so desperate to have her final moments feel so perfect. This is…disappointing," Drew commented, shaking his head before looking at the [Rune-Crafter] who had positively ripped out a certain artefact from his pocket. Filling it with energy, he saw just how this was meant to conclude. "The way this ends has been foretold, but I’m slowly beginning to wonder if that was a lie. By my instructions, the sound of victory from my men is the moment that I must try to strike you down, and…"
Going quiet as the air grew still, they heard a slowly building roar. It was low at first, slowly spreading to the masses of undead all around the village, each of them screaming lower than any single beast or person could ever hope to achieve. It was the shared voice of thousands, and it shook them all down to their very cores.
"That’s my cue," Drew said as Theo felt the gears inside the artefact start to pulse. His work wasn’t the best, but he prayed that the tool would provide him with what he needed. "I’m unsure of how you’re going to manage to survive, but I nonetheless wish you the best. Goodbye."
The jaws of the undead mage seemed to unlatch as a massive beam of darkness began to emerge. Theo personally paid it no heed as the crystal gem inside the artefact finally shined, the whirring of the gears stopping in their tracks. It was done.
"What the—" the bodyguard exclaimed, before shouting in surprise as he began to dodge attacks that couldn’t be seen by anybody else. The [Necromancer], seemingly taken in by the other's words, stopped as well, only to create a grand barrier against something that wasn’t there.
Theo knew nothing from the ordinary arsenal could kill them, so imagining something that could was the perfect problem. He did wonder what the artefact had created based on Theo’s request to "make something that attacks with the power of the sun behind it."
Trying to figure that out now was a waste of time, however. The next factor needed to go into play. The [Necromancer] had been correct when he’d said that nothing could kill him.
"What are you doing?" Stig asked as Theo went down on one knee, taking his small bag from his back and rapidly rummaging through its contents. He knew he had it somewhere. Even if a month had passed by, the golden metal couldn’t have decayed enough yet. "They’re going to realize the truth any second."
The ground shook as their necrotic attacks hit the surroundings, and the strikes from the warrior's sword made everything nearby grow to have deep cuts. Everything the blade touched like it was nothing. Theo was rather happy not being close to that, though he was even happier when a golden disc met his fingers.
The [Tier 2 Item-Teleportation Rune] sat on it perfectly, a little bruised and bent but otherwise functional.
"On my signal, I will try and fail to upgrade this thing to [Tier 3]," Theo explained to Stig, checking his [Mana] and [Health]. Both were just barely high enough that he could theoretically survive the fallout. "It will [Implode] in response, though we have a three-second window before that happens. Can you [Teleport] it into his rib cage?"
"I’m offended you have to ask," the [Space Mage] said, both ducking as a beam of necrotic energy flew over their heads. The artefact was sending every warning it could towards Theo. It was time. "Start it up."
"Fair warning, I’ll be entirely useless after this," Theo added just before he began the process of [Reempowerment].
Like sticking burning coal into his eyes. His entire body convulsed at the loss of energy in all departments, everything instantly sucked out of him as the [Rune] demanded each drop of blood he had. His skin felt frail, his sight blurry, but the blue screen nonetheless showed itself. Warning!
[Reempowerment] of [Item-Teleportation Rune] failed!
[Implosion] imminent in: 00:00:04.

"Go!" Theo croaked, fishing out a [Holy Rune] as the forest dwarf grabbed the heated golden plate from his other hand. Taking the silver engraving and focusing on it, the [Rune-Crafter] noticed the fact he couldn’t insert energy to activate the creation. He was entirely and utterly empty. "Ah, fuck."
"Foul illusions, you—what is this?" Drew commented as the artefact’s influence was finally destroyed, though the rapid insertion of the golden disk in the [Necromancer]’s rib cage was another distraction entirely. "Oh. Fair play."
The fracture in space took out the main body of the [Necromancer] instantly, the tendrils robbing him of his limbs as it all was pushed into a single point in space. All the mass, the air in that area of influence, was gone before Theo could even begin to think.
Without a true fight, without any real resistance, the leader had been dealt with. Theo wasn’t sure what to feel from it, and neither was the undead warrior who still stood before them.
"Are you going to attack now?" Theo asked as Stig reappeared by his side, the [Space Mage] still having enough energy within to fuel the [Holy Runes]. The [Rune-Crafter] could feel his life force grow from the bare minimum to something that wouldn’t flicker out at a cough. "Any feelings of madness you want to air out through blood?"
Screams were heard in the distance, puffs of black smoke flying into the air at a rapid rate all around them. The underlings of the head [Necromancer] standing atop the walls fell to the ground. The death of their leader had apparently removed whatever gifts they had possessed, though the same didn’t seem to be true for the warrior still standing there.
Raising his sword and studying it, the tall man seemed to consider things. The grip around his weapon intensified for a moment, though the tension was released when the tool was thrown to the ground.
"Drew said this would happen, and I trust that he made the right choice. It’s the least I can do after everything," the warrior said, sounding tired. "You’re meant to be his replacement for the final war, for when the scourge of death rises again and threatens to take over this world. While you have killed the man I followed for so long, I…I accept it. Even if I tried to make you fall where you stand, nothing good would come from it. You might want to flee, though, if you wish to survive long enough to revel in your victory."
With that said, the undead man just walked back the way he’d come, leaving the duo on the ground. There were no emotions to describe their current state.
Though the [Familiar] was swift in confirming that they needed to move, as the sphere of necrotic gas above was slowly starting to crack. If they stayed, they’d die.
"Come on, then," Stig encouraged, helping Theo to his feet as they stumbled away from the approaching death sentence. While the [Space Mage] was more than able to [Teleport] away, saving the [Rune-Crafter] was seemingly more important at the moment. "We didn’t talk ourselves to victory just to fall at the finish line."
"That ship might’ve sailed," Theo retorted as he limped out of the open area. Behind them, the small barrier stopping the necrotic energy cracked, the gas rapidly approaching them. They wouldn’t make it to safety before it hit them. "You can still survive this, you know. Just a few skips with that ability of yours, and you’ll be home free."
"And leave you here with all the glory to yourself?" the [Space Mage] questioned, a grin on the dwarf’s face as they hurried along. The feeling of dread had reached their skin, the impossibly thick darkness right on their tail. "As if I’d ever let that happen."
Within seconds, the world turned black, and Theo lost consciousness as memories flashed before his eyes.
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After Death


Theo didn’t feel too good. Each attempt at opening his eyes led to a sight too bright for his senses, making the eyelids close again on instinct every time. Maybe it was a concussion or something akin to it, though whatever it was was enough for him to be unable to move around for the longest of times. 
The banging of drums in his head never did seem to stop, his body was itching as flickers of necrotic residue worked themselves off, and even worse, his lungs felt utterly compressed to a point where he had trouble taking even the most shallow breaths.
"Wait, is that you, Nero?" Theo murmured as the weight on his chest seemed to shift. Seeing as bruised ribs did tend to stay in place, the confirmation of the [Familiar]’s presence didn’t come long after as she stretched her body. Flopping down again, the rabbit stared into his eyes with clear boredom. "You somehow don’t seem happy to see me."
A torrent of thoughts made it clear she’d been planning on sleeping for another dozen hours before moving to get some food, as that was the rhythm she’d fallen into the past couple of days. Theo had to comment that it didn’t seem the most healthy way to live, though there was another issue that made his eyes open wide.
"How long did you say you’ve been doing this?" he questioned, trying to sit up and immediately regretting it as bandages across his back and stomach stretched sore skin and muscles. It didn’t help that the [Familiar] didn’t answer back with a concrete frame of time, simply stating the number of meals she’d consumed since their arrival…somewhere. "Your ability to not care about the world around you astounds me to no end, my friend."
The room around him did seem a little familiar, at least. The bed he was in was just barely able to contain him, though Theo wasn’t sure he could fully stand with the low ceiling. Dried leaves and herbs were hanging across the walls, and vials with every color of liquid were put into neat rows on the tables and cabinets. There was barely enough space to walk with how much clutter there was to be found.
Not Oslaker, then.
His armour was sitting on the bed table, though his shield and pistol weren’t to be found. Theo didn’t pay it mind, preferring to simply lay down for another half hour before dressing himself and rising from the bed. Nero jumped off the soft piece of furniture in short order afterwards, her short legs used to trail him as he left through the door.
While he wasn’t greeted by the light of the sun, the hundreds of artificial lights inside the village hall were enough for him to wince. Pairing them together with the good handful of voices that fell to a stop at his entrance, he knew that he hadn’t been silent about getting up.
"I see that the sleeping princess has awoken from his slumber," came a tired voice, Theo needing a second to match it to a face. Though his vision was still blurry, the bald head of an old dwarf was impossible to miss. "How do you feel, Theo? Ready to share that round of drinks you promised me?"
"For the sake of keeping up appearances, we might want to delay that agreement," Theo replied, laughter coming from the others as he settled at a seat a moment later. With his vision returning, he could see the others with some clarity. Bjorn was smoking not too far away, Stig was trying and failing to keep a plate of some kind of meat to himself as Nero did her best to steal its contents, and a few others he could vaguely remember were playing some form of card game. What he did notice, though, was that all of them originated from one village in particular. "Did we get back to Zerdyl while I wasn’t paying attention?"
"That we did," Stig replied, the momentary distraction making him lose the battle against the [Familiar]. Nero’s wings had seemingly grown in strength since he’d last paid to look at them, the rabbit more than able to fly as she swooped in for a diving catch. "Oh, for…whatever. After making sure you survived that last attack, Ulf and Bjorn had to return here. Since my mother would be better at treating those injuries of yours, we just threw you in the wagon and rode along. And a week later, it seems the bet has paid off. You’re a little paler than before, but there shouldn’t be any issues other than that."
Theo thought differently, with the pounding headache that refused to leave his mind. Food did seem to help, at least, and ample talking with the others made it all fade into the background. As they had hoped, the village of Oslaker was back on its feet somewhat. Many had died in the battle, but the elimination of the lich had made all his followers combust in the magical spectrum. While it had been hard to reinstate everything after the clash, the dwarves were apparently on somewhat good footing.
"There is still one matter which needs to be solved, though," Bjorn said when food had been eaten and drinks had been served. "We didn’t return alone. Some of the soldiers captured the survivor from the other side, though that’s only because the undead in question didn’t fight back."
"The bodyguard," Theo muttered, getting a nod from the old dwarf.
"His name is Ajax, if his words are to be believed," Bjorn continued. "Found him out in some clearing in the forest not too far from the village. He was mostly silent when the others tried to get information out of him, but he did say that he was willing to talk if you came along."
Should’ve guessed.
"We have him under constant surveillance, and we’ve got enough burning oil above his cell to fry a thousand rabbits to a crisp, so don’t worry about him getting out," Ulf said, and it was added up with the fact that Arila hadn’t allowed the undead entry into the village itself. It had been quite the challenge to move the iron cage outside for that alone. "If you wouldn’t mind, talking with him before the sun goes down would make things easier."
While pain still went through his body, delaying a mere conversation wasn’t something Theo felt any reason to do. Getting out of the village hall and walking along the small road he hadn’t seen in so long, the group moved towards the gate. Whispers came from those they passed, some kinder than others, but there were no hints of malice anymore. Having more than one achievement to his name apparently counted for something now.
The guards saluted Ulf as they moved through the gate to the outside, the thick steel bars putting the impressive cage easily in sight after the initial steps. The contraption was quite ingenious, the large pot of burning oil sitting on top with several around to tilt it at a moment’s notice.
"I see you’ve finally awoken," Ajax commented from inside his cage. The undead didn’t seem as threatening sitting down, the protective armour not around to help either. Some simple cloth was all he had to his name now. "Took you a while, but it seems that your lacking ability to die carries through. It soothes my heart."
"You wanted to talk to me specifically," Theo pointed out, ignoring the comments from the tall undead. "Why?"
"To make sure you were alive? To know before the end that you will try to save this world in a way the others and I couldn’t? To understand why you were chosen above the man I followed for nearly two centuries?" Ajax offered a shake of the head following a small chuckle. "Some semblance of peace before my death sums it up rather well. Don’t we all want that?"
"If you think anything said here will make us release you, think otherwise," Stig said from the side, making the warrior laugh outright. "What’s so funny?"
With rippling muscles barely contained by the shirt that had been brought along, the undead man stood on his feet. Not to his full height, the two-meter tall cage couldn’t have contained him then, but he nonetheless struck an imposing figure.
"I have lived for almost two hundred years in misery because I was told that it would be worth it in the end," Ajax said. "But it seems that we were merely those meant to carry the message to the future, and that is all I will do. There are no tricks, no hidden sides to my request. All I ask is that you take up the mantle and kill the runic beasts before they overrun all the continents."
"And why should we trust that it’ll actually happen?" Theo asked.
"Because the consequences of ignoring it could mean the end of the world?" the undead warrior answered. "I am asking you to grow powerful enough to take on an army that destroyed a continent. Where is the loss you’ll attain from fulfilling my request?"
The sacrifices I’ll have to make to reach that point.
Ajax didn’t die through burning oil, but through his own hand, the warrior allowed that privilege once everything had been said. The body of the undead man was burned with due diligence afterwards, with not a trace of ash remaining by the time it was done. Everything from the battle had been dealt with, and now the time for rest had arrived.
The others were out getting some food for the night, leaving Theo with his thoughts as he sat in a chair outside the head building. Nero was in his lap, making sure she got her twenty hours of sleep for the day as she snoozed along. She’d slowly started to outgrow the size where she could reasonably sleep on top of him, but the [Rune-Crafter] would allow it for another couple of weeks.
Even if she was a murder-filled psychopath, the rabbit instilled a sense of peace into him during the quiet hours that couldn't be matched by much else.
"I hear you experienced quite the battle, Killer of the Dead," a tired voice said from behind him. Turning his head, he met the face of the village’s leader.
"Good evening, Arila," Theo greeted as she sat down beside him. "I hear you helped me survive my injuries. I can’t thank you enough for that."
"Would you be grateful enough to leave my son out of your travels in the future?" Arila asked, the [Rune-Crafter] flinching. The memory of Stig ignoring her orders to return to Zerdyl was still fresh in his mind. "It’s an easy way to repay my help."
There is no chance Stig will say yes to staying behind.
"You say that but know otherwise," Theo replied, mirroring the leader's smile as she leaned back in her chair. She seemed rather tired, more lacking in rest than her usual night-owl self. "He has grown much more powerful in the mystical arts, if that softens the blow. He’s [Teleporting] any chance he gets."
"My grandfather's latent traits are most certainly present in him, then. Always ready to forgo using his legs in favour of just popping into place," Arila muttered, a latent memory flying through her eyes for a moment. "I already tried to order him to stay in the village, but it seems he’s grown independent enough to think for himself. If he actually survives the messes you seem to attract, Theo, he’ll become a fine leader sooner than I thought."
The two chatted for a bit more, but the leader did have other matters to attend to not too long afterwards. With a polite farewell, Theo was once again alone on the small balcony, looking on as the last rays of the sun disappeared from the horizon.
"Saving the world against an impossibly large foe, huh?" Theo said to himself as he scratched Nero’s fur. "That doesn’t sound like too bad a plan."
With a flash of light to accompany his words, a miniature sun briefly sat in front of his eyes. It felt divine, more powerful than anything else in the entire forest, and more than just familiar to the [Rune-Crafter]. It was the light of Moira.
New [Title] detected!
You have been granted the designation of [Herald of Fate].
Effects: [Unknown]
Due to no other options being available, this [Title] has automatically been equipped as the [Main Title].
Wear it well, [Rune-Crafter].

"Well, that’s certainly a way to seal the deal," he muttered, a chuckle escaping him. The light was gone in an instant after the blue screen went away, though he didn't mind. "Please try to be more obvious with tasks next time, dear goddess. There was too much second-guessing with this one."
With the path settled in his mind nonetheless, the man closed his eyes and rested his body. Fighting something that had emptied a continent of life could wait. For now, what he needed was some sleep.




Chapter 97







A Threat


Draven awoke from his slumber as the echoes of a certain elf reached his ears. It’d been a few decades since the last visit of the quasi-immortal, not much news about the world above needing to be told to him. 
"Did the mortal kingdoms finally merge together as one, or did one of the sides actually win after so long?" he asked, relatively sure in guessing what the trickster would say. The high elves had never been able to cease their "righteous" warfare against the orcs, and the combat had been going on long before his isolation in the depths, though there had been some minor hints it would soon end. "Which side won?"
Connecting to the million circuits hanging above, Draven looked through the eyes of his army. Most were in position, awaiting his commands, but there were still many who needed time to assimilate with the new build. It would be some more years until he was ready to move, though it wasn’t long now.
"Neither of them has gained much ground, I’m afraid to say," Rina said apologetically as she made a slight bow before his crystal throne. It wasn’t any meaningful showing of respect, the trickster unable to do much more than create destruction, but the last decades had created a minor bond between them. Neither was able to gain forceful entry into the other's mind, the two mentalists having grown beyond that realm of fragility. "The races of Arari are still at a stalemate, though the high elves recently did gain a new queen. If word is to be believed, the exchange of power wasn’t outright lawful."
"Curious, but there’s little chance you would distract me with something so meaningless," Draven said, though he filed away the information for later. New rulers always had trouble gaining the trust of the people, and for the elves, that lack of trust could run for decades at a time. If he could emerge soon, a bit of manipulation would make the conversion process much smoother. "If it isn’t about the nations, you have something new. What is it?"
The quasi-immortal seemed overjoyed in her pose, to the point where the warrior wished he could tear her skull open to figure out her secrets.
"The gods above had started to unfold their plan to defeat you," Rina explained with a poetic tone. "They broke the old laws and put a human from another world into this one, with the apparent hope that they’ll grow to become mighty. They’re getting a little desperate."
"Desperate" understated the deities’ breaking of sanctions, though Draven couldn’t help but smile at the news. If they would go so far as to try and stop his climb to their ranks, it meant they believed him to be an actual threat. While he’d always known his plan would succeed, to see the approval from the other side of the coin was a rare piece of enjoyment that would surely last a few years.
"Were they a threat to you?" Draven asked the trickster. While the runic engravings that ran across his skin and the connection to his army that solidified his power were assurances of what power he possessed, there was no reason to take chances. "Could they endanger you if they tried?"
"They could barely notice my inspection of their mind when I was being blatantly obvious about it," Rina replied. So they were still weak. "But…their potential was surprisingly high. Their body was unlike anything I’d seen for a long time. While still incredibly fragile, there was about as much room to grow as what you had to start with. If you give them a few decades to train their abilities, they might match you from your warlord days."
So not a threat.
"Send out one of your spies to keep an eye on them. Don’t kill the otherworlder yet, though. I want to know more about them before that," Draven ordered, the quasi-immortal nodding in affirmation. Even if there was no true loyalty, he’d made enough promises to get her assistance for now. "And…what was their name?"
"Theo Locheim," the elf supplied before leaving the former warlord to his meditation once again. "I’ll be back in a few years if anything interesting happens. See you then!”
Draven said nothing as she left, simply replaying the name of his foe in his head again and again. It was a strange one, not usually heard in the regions of his world. The gods would’ve needed to reach far to bring somebody of that sort here, and he knew that wasn’t something they could usually accomplish. There was foul play in the air, and the dots were easily connected after an hour of meditation.
"I should have known that rune circuit wasn’t an attempt to escape my grasp, Charles," the bringer of the apocalypse muttered, thinking back to that small arachnid-infected hiding place the old rune-crafter had used to cower inside in his last days. "Let’s see how well your apprentices’ accomplishments hold up against each other."
It wouldn’t be long now.
END OF BOOK 2
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