
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Forest of Death 
 
    Yurii Zobkiv 
 
    Cover Design by James, GoOnWrite.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Howard Bailey was as happy as a person could be. He activated an ability, and his mace crashed into the tree he was practicing on. For a long moment, he admired the damage he managed to do. Then he tried to withdraw his mace and failed miserably. Howard set both feet against the tree and pulled with all of his strength. Then, he barely caught himself when the weapon pulled free.  
 
    Technically he was only two days old. The beautiful goddess, Ikaria, explained that he would occupy the body of a freshly deceased human. She had her minions provide one and some starting equipment. She also insisted that his body had to be highborn, not that Howard cared any, at least at first when he still didn’t quite understand the situation. 
 
    Howard’s new body was still weak. He was still weaker than his old body had been, even after all the stat points he’d assigned so far. Ikaria had told him that nobles were usually very powerful in this world. This one, however, distinctly lacked talent. The goddess's obsession with noble birth meant that they had to settle for what they could get on short notice, and what he got was a weak starting body as well as the face of a local duke’s third son that nobody liked. Half the kingdom was probably out looking for him anyway. Even a useless third son had to be avenged, after all.  
 
    Still, the pointless hurdles did not diminish Howard’s happiness. He had a pile of different weapons to train with, food for weeks, and almost limitless potential for growth. This new world was everything he had ever wanted, and he wouldn’t give it up for anything. Even if he did have to listen to the whims of a beautiful but immature goddess. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ sat on a rough wooden bench in a covered wagon, watching his wife asleep on a similar bench across from him. She was sprawled on the narrow space in full armor, somehow managing to sleep through the bumpy ride. Talilia’s helmet was sitting on the end of the bench, by her head. Her spear was lying underneath her, on the floor. 
 
    Half an hour ago, Russ realized that he would never get tired of simply sitting there, watching the perfect peaceful expression on her face framed by a halo of shoulder-length blond hair. Everything was peaceful and right in the world. 
 
    Then he got bored. Usually, he would have pulled out a phone, but his new world lacked such convenient sources of entertainment. Then Talilia shifted in her sleep, and Russ, again, became significantly more invested in watching her. She was now on the verge of falling off of the bench. Another good pothole on the road, and she will go flying. Russ’s gaze shifted to Talilia’s extremely sharp spear, and he hurried to carefully move it over so that the spearhead was well out of the way of whatever flight path Talilia might take. Half awoken by his movement, Talilia shifted again. To Russ’s disappointment, she was once again secure on the bench. Maybe I should get out and walk, Russ thought. 
 
    The pair were passengers in a caravan skirting around the great forest that divided the elven lands from the human kingdoms. Even given storage skills, some relatively cheap items that took up a significant volume were worth transporting in the more traditional way. In fact, the back of the wagon Russ and Talilia were sitting in was filled with barrels of some kind of nut that was rare in human lands. 
 
    After the fight with the giant worm monster, Talilia insisted that it was time to meet her family instead of going off on some other adventure. Especially since the two would soon have new family of their own. Which was another talk altogether. They haven’t discussed it yet, but Russ was worried about how having a child would impact their lives. They both wanted the child, but at the same time, both wanted to adventure together. The two were almost mutually exclusive. As painful as it is, maybe patience is the right answer here, Russ thought. With a legendary skill, both of us will live for a very long time. The worst part is that we don’t have enough money and leeching off Tali’s family is not ideal.  
 
    One thing they could do would be to let Talilia stay home while pregnant and when taking care of the newborn while Russ traveled. Just thinking about it left a bad taste in Russ’s mouth. He didn’t like the idea and was sure that Talilia wouldn’t either. No use in thinking about it by myself. 
 
    In an attempt to distract himself, Russ turned inward towards his character sheet. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  1.65 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  1.7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defence 
  
      	  1.52 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reflex 
  
      	  1.34 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Mind: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Focus 
  
      	  1.6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed 
  
      	  1.6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  1.6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  1.5 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  1.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control 
  
      	  2.5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Affinity 
  
      	  1.33 
  
     
 
      
      	  Well 
  
      	  --- 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Russ lost all of his stat boosting gear during his encounter with Myria, Talilia’s friend who joined the cultists. His defense stat, which was previously propped up by an item, was now lagging behind. Therefore his first order of business was to raise his defense to match his vitality. Since Russ was going for a more magic focused build, he could let strength also lag behind a little and not bother much with reflex. 
 
    Russ’s mind stats were fairly balanced, and he planned to keep it that way. On the other hand, his magic stats were all over the place. Wanting to be able to cast stronger magic, Russ had focused on his control stat. With the stat points from his fight against the giant worm, he raised the control stat to two and a half, meaning that he could control up to twenty-five mana at a time. Having more experience now, Russ realized that he needed more power stat, as many opponents have been shrugging off his hits. So going forward, the plan was to bump up the affinity stat a bit to raise the casting speed and focus on evening out the power and control stats. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Sling lvl 39 
  Evasion lvl 34 
  Loot lvl 27 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 29 
  Unarmed lvl 8 
  Sword lvl 27 
  Monster slayer lvl 26 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Regeneration lvl 42 
  Blood Magic lvl 25 
  Master of pain lvl 46 
  United in Life and Death lvl 8 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    From the fight, Russ gained a level in regeneration and a whole five levels in master of pain. Then, later after the fight, he and Talilia gained three levels in their legendary skill. Master of pain level up was the only one that provided exciting options. For his level forty-five passive Russ picked one that promised to “reawaken the old pains” of anyone who became hostile to him, whatever that meant. At level forty-six he got a chance to upgrade a novice passive ability and chose to upgrade the effectiveness of the one that granted him additional defense depending on how much pain he was in. 
 
    As Russ looked through his various abilities, a notification practically forced itself into his vision, pushing other windows to the side. Russ read it over twice before shaking Talilia awake. She was about to complain but stopped, her silver eyes spotting a serious look on his face. 
 
    “Falael wants to talk to his champion about a mission. Apparently, I’m going to go unconscious,” Russ explained. 
 
    “But you’re not his champion,” she replied. 
 
    “I want to ask about that too.” Russ was interrupted by a huge yawn from Talilia. She sat herself up and reached to pinch one of Russ’s long ears. 
 
    After a moment of absentminded massaging, she sighed deeply. “Well, nothing we can do about it. Go. I’ll keep watch.” 
 
    Russ parked himself securely on the bench without further discussion and accepted the message. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ was met with the familiar sight of the giant tree. However, this time Falael seemed to have dropped the pretenses of grandeur and simply sat at the usual feast table. Without hesitation, Russ sat across from him and picked out a fruit he’d never seen before. He tried to bite into it but found it too tough. 
 
    “Cut it open and scoop it out with a spoon.” Falael instructed, handing him a knife. “I’m very happy with how your last encounter went.” 
 
    “You said that I’m not your champion, but the message claimed otherwise.” Russ stated as promised. 
 
    “That’s just a standard message. I didn’t bother personalizing it.” Falael waved his concerns away. “I’m not going to grant you champion powers, nor will I burden you with all of the champion’s responsibilities. But you know that you can’t just sit out the conflict. The enemy will keep targeting you, and the world will go to shit. For example, I had nothing to do with you stumbling into your last encounter.” 
 
    “Really? I just happened to find a giant nest of your enemies?” Russ began but immediately stopped as he felt the air around him go cold. 
 
    “Don’t give me your attitude.” Falael said coldly and held Russ’s gaze until he looked away. “This is very serious. Yesterday they managed to kill almost fifty thousand people around the world.” 
 
    Russ felt a chill unrelated to the god’s anger as Falael continued. “Your actions saved probably a few hundred thousand. We didn’t know anything about the planned summoning rituals, and there were close to three hundred of them. Most were much smaller, of course. Two or three sacrifices a piece. You actually stumbled on one of the largest sites. The only other one of similar size was on the other side of the forest near the place you’re heading to now. The forest and existing slaving rings between the human and elf lands made for good cover and allowed them to put in motion a much larger operation than anywhere else.” 
 
    “Near Lerton? Is Talilia’s family safe?” Russ interjected. 
 
    “Yes, they are all unharmed.” Falael reassured him and then continued. “You found the cultists out a few days before they were ready. We immediately mobilized our champions and the forces of our followers. We were able to stop around half the summonings before they even started, and we were ready when the monsters appeared. Most of the casualties actually came from only one city. The cultists had a decently large ritual there, twenty-six sacrifices. They summoned a large swarm of monsters, and the local forces were out of place to contain them.” 
 
    The silence between them lasted a while as Russ proceeded to stuff his face with the fruit he’d just dissected. Noticing the look on Falael’s face, Russ decided to change the subject. “The message mentioned a mission.” 
 
    “Right. What was the one rule for getting to live in this world?” Falael asked. 
 
    “Don’t try to advance technology.” Russ said without hesitation. 
 
    “That’s right. One of my friend’s champions went rogue and tried to make guns. He has been stripped of all of his champion powers, and all he has left is the low adept level skills he earned himself. His highest level skill is fire magic. He has one familiar.” Falael rattled off the information. “The problem is that because of yesterday’s commotion he managed to escape the town he was staying in. He is now taking refuge in a remote village inside the great forest. We want you to take care of him.” 
 
    “What’s the reward?” Russ asked. 
 
    “What? Why are we talking rewards between friends?” Falael replied indignantly. “Fine, you’ll get four monster cores. Anyways, our time is almost up. The village will be marked on your map. You will get all the details about the target via the quest. Oh and you should watch out, the village will not be very welcoming. Any questions?” 
 
    “No, not at the moment.” Russ replied. Falael then nodded and snapped his fingers. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ woke up with a start, a bump in the road almost throwing him off of the bench. Seeing that Talilia was looking at him expectantly, he quickly retold his conversation with the god. 
 
    Talilia sighed with relief. “Good to know my family is safe. Alright, I guess we’re getting off at Linemell. I’ll go let the caravan master know.” 
 
    Russ watched as Talilia opened the flap in the back and jumped down. She held the flap open for a moment, and Rose slipped inside, followed closely by Sophie. Rose was a vampire sprite, Russ’s familiar granted by his blood magic skill. She was a tiny but elegant woman, around seven inches tall. Her clothing was all red-themed, and she had a pair of batlike red wings on her back. 
 
    Sophie was Russ’s first and most powerful familiar, an executioner wasp queen. She was a four-foot-long wasp, mostly yellow with brown-red stripes on her abdomen. Her mind was alien, and Russ found it hard to hold any meaningful conversation with her for long. Considering how much she had improved with each evolution, he was hopeful that soon she would be her own person. 
 
    As if illustrating Russ’s point, Sophie landed next to him and sat there passively, perfectly content to wait however long it took him to get to explaining why he called her. On the other hand, Rose was not known for her passivity and immediately launched into a series of questions. She was much more prim and proper at first, Russ thought.  
 
    As Russ finished retelling the story Talilia jumped back into the wagon. Russ watched her as she sat across from him and then began planning their next course of action. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Russ finished undressing and tucked in next to Talilia. They were settling in for the night in their room in Linemell. The caravan had arrived in town earlier that day, and the pair spent the rest of the afternoon searching for information. Unfortunately, the mission was starting to look like it would be a pain in the ass. 
 
    The village the deposed champion took shelter in was isolated in the great forest by design. Shortly after the gods declared that all conflict between races was to end, a clan of particularly resistant elves took it upon themselves to make a place to live where humans would not be allowed. The elves named it Sanctuary. Their settlement was decently large at the moment, counting around five thousand individuals. Their leader was an old grandmaster whose time living in war greatly outweighed the recent peace. They also had at least twenty masters according to the guesses of the people the pair had spoken to. The residents of Sanctuary usually just stayed to themselves as long as nobody bothered them, though they did react aggressively to humans coming anywhere nearby.  
 
    Talilia was human and would not be allowed inside the walls, that is if they didn’t just kill her. Russ was half-elf and half-human, something the residents of Sanctuary hated even more than pure-blooded humans, and he would definitely just be killed on sight. 
 
    There was no way the pair could take an aggressive approach against such overwhelming odds. Stealth was also not an option. Neither of them had the skills for it, and even if they did, they would fail in the face of a master’s overwhelming stats. The only possible solution they came up with so far was to stake the place out and wait for their target to leave. Still, even this option was perilous as the residents of Sanctuary would probably not appreciate being spied on by their racial enemies. 
 
    So the pair decided to leave that problem for the next morning. However, something else was keeping Russ awake at that moment, and he decided to finally broach the subject. 
 
    “So, Tali, how is this pregnancy going to work?” Russ asked carefully. 
 
    For a second, Talilia stared at him like he was an idiot, but then she facepalmed. “Sorry, I keep forgetting that I have no idea about how things might have been different in your world. So the baby is growing inside me and in about nine months….” 
 
    “You’re misunderstanding me.” Russ interrupted. “I wasn’t clear. How will this affect our ability to do what we want? Adventure, fighting, exploration?” 
 
    “Oh,” Talilia said, “I was going to discuss it after we see what kind of reception we get at home. It’s not going to be a problem for a while yet, but when I start to really show it, we’ll have to settle down for a bit. Besides the obvious problems with mobility, at some point, healing spells will start to consider us as separate entities. Then healing any injury becomes much more complicated.” 
 
    “Wait. So if you get hurt now, what happens?” Russ asked. 
 
    “As far as I know, your regeneration should fix everything even if the fetus is completely destroyed.” Talilia answered. “Anyways, after our baby is born, I want to be around most of the time, at least for the first year or so. It doesn’t have to be every day. We can hire a nanny to breastfeed. But I don’t want to be more than a day or two apart. What do you think?” 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan. What about birth control? I haven’t seen or heard anything about it yet,” Russ said. 
 
    “Birth control? What do you mean by that?” Talilia asked, confused. 
 
    “Um, how do we keep you from being pregnant every nine months?” Russ said.  
 
    “Well, the first time, one doesn’t get a choice, but now I can just set the prompt to auto-reject until we want another kid. Wait, how does it work in your world?” Talilia asked with wide eyes. Then the pair spent the rest of the evening discussing the difficulties she would have faced on earth. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Talilia sent her familiar, Comet, to scout out Sanctuary while the pair brainstormed. After a while, they concluded that they had to find someone else to either do it for them or lure the target out. All they needed was for it to be an elf. 
 
    “Or we could forget the whole thing and keep going,” Russ suggested. 
 
    “Let’s not piss off our patron god, Russ.” Talilia waved him off. 
 
    “Well, we don’t have the money to hire anyone strong enough to go for the kill. So the other option is to lure him out. That’s not a very dependable option. We might as well just have Comet and Rose see if they can spot him as he leaves town, whenever that will be,” Russ said. 
 
    “First, let's visit the dungeons. This place is a fairly large town, and it’s on the border, so it gets more excitement than usual. They should have plenty of available slaves. Maybe we can find someone suitable,” Talilia said. 
 
    The two made their way outside and headed for the dungeons. On the way, Talilia explained how the system worked. If the crime was sufficient, any imprisoned individual could agree to become a slave instead of rotting in the dungeon. The process was incredibly simple. All a prisoner had to do was swear lifelong loyalty to their new owner. This oath had to be made in the name of a major god. If the oath were deemed broken, the oathbreaker would be immediately punished. This punishment was usually catastrophic in scale. 
 
    Not just anyone could get a slave this way. The person in question had to come up with sufficient recommendations from influential enough people. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m comfortable with the idea. Wait a second! Who is going to vouch for us?” Russ interrupted the lecture. 
 
    Talilia stopped in her tracks, thoughtful. “Sorry, I got ahead of myself. We could go with my grandfather for me, or Sheaira for you. Either should be sufficient but would take a few days to verify.” 
 
    “Or we could just have the big man upstairs vouch for me. Let's head for the church.” Russ said, and they both turned to walk in a different direction. “I’m not against using a person for our mission, but I’m uncomfortable keeping a slave for any longer than that.” 
 
    “Huh, is that an Earth thing?” Talilia said much too nonchalantly for Russ’s liking. “We can think of something afterward. There are ways we can make it a one job kind of thing.” 
 
    As they approached the temple, they saw the signs of the growing conflict that was happening in the background. There was a hole blasted through one of the temple walls. Workers swarmed the opening, the damage already half fixed. 
 
    Inside, the temple was busy, full of visitors and priests. Russ didn’t hurry towards the closest priest like he’d done all the previous times but instead stopped and observed the priests around him. Soon Russ spotted one looking at him with the familiar half surprise and half awe. Some priests seemed to be able to see that Russ was in some way directly blessed by Falael, and having found one, Russ quickly approached him. From there, everything went smoothly. The pair were taken to see the high priest and promptly left the temple, a letter of introduction in hand.  
 
    Along with the letter, they received a fair bit of information about the local dealings with the cult. The hole in the church's wall was caused by an attack that was launched in an effort to distract the temple’s forces from the summoning ritual. The churchmen, however, were ready. They repelled the attack and were also able to stop the summoning. Unfortunately, they were too late to save the twenty-three sacrifices, as they were already killed by the enemy’s priest, who happened to be the local mining guild’s leader. They were too late to save the victims but not late enough to destroy the summoning circle. In turn, the feedback of the circle’s destruction killed the cultist priest, and with the only source of information gone, the local church has not been able to uncover any more enemies. 
 
    The pair soon arrived at the local prison, where they were promptly taken to the warden in charge. The elf made some impressed noises at their letter of introduction but quickly disappointed them. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we only have one available prisoner, and I hear he declined a really good offer recently. Not that he is actually allowed to take the oath. His crime wasn’t severe enough, but he pissed off the lord, and we were ordered to put him among the actual candidates for a while, to teach him a lesson. We will let him go in a few days. Still, you have the right to see him, and more people asking about him should help to scare him straight. Please unsummon your familiars before you head down.” The warden then ordered the sergeant that brought Russ and Talilia to him to guide them to the prisoner. 
 
    The pair had no other leads and decided to go along with the process while they thought of what to do next. Plus, they still had questions. As they followed the sergeant, Russ quietly whispered to Talilia. “I thought you said there should be plenty of candidates. The only one remaining sounds like a bust too.” 
 
    “There should be,” Talilia answered immediately. She then caught the sergeant’s attention. “How come there is only one prisoner? With a town of this size, there should be more.” 
 
    “There were more,” the guard answered, happy to gossip, “but a week ago some rich guy came in and took everyone he could. He said that he was opening a new mine deeper in the forest. He took everyone who could fight as guards against the monsters and everyone else as workers. The prisoner you’ll be meeting is the only one who declined. Though I was there to stop him in case he agreed.” 
 
    “Huh, guard duty might not be too bad, but mining sounds like a hard job. How many accepted?” Russ asked. 
 
    “What can I tell you,“ the guard shrugged. “They all accepted and swore in a god’s name. I was there running a detection skill the whole time, so he didn’t coerce them or anything. There were twenty-three prisoners in total.” 
 
    “Oh, which god did they swear to?” Russ asked. I should take the time to at least learn about all the major ones, he thought. 
 
    The guard paused for a moment too long. Russ noticed the sergeant’s gait stiffen for a moment. “Sorry, I don’t remember. It’s been a while.” 
 
    Now Russ noticed Talilia’s gait change for a moment too. “You don’t remember which major god? There are not that many of them. Or did they swear in a minor god’s name? There’s a lot of those,” Talilia asked. 
 
    “Of course they swore in a major god’s name. That’s the law. I’m just getting old. Ha, I hardly remember what I had for breakfast this morning.” The pair laughed with the guard, who quickly changed the subject. Luckily for him, they were already at the cell. 
 
    The sergeant told Russ and Talilia to wait in a nearby room, sitting them at a table. Shortly he brought in the prisoner and sat him across from them. The prisoner was tall, six and a half feet at least, and had a large build for an elf. He was young looking, had brown hair down to his shoulders and brown eyes. 
 
    The sergeant introduced him. “This is Aiwin. A thief. He was caught inside the city lord’s carriage, trying to steal valuables. His highest combat skill is a common rarity polearm skill at level twenty-seven. His highest production skill is uncommon rarity herbalism at level thirty-three.”  
 
    “Stealing from the most important person in the city, huh? How did he survive that? Wouldn’t he be killed as a spy?” Talilia asked. 
 
    “Lucky for him, they had a truth seeker right there.” The guard explained. “Turned out that the poor bastard didn’t even know what he was getting into. The lord decided to be merciful, and instead of being executed, Aiwin was just thrown in here.” 
 
    “We were hoping for a fighter. Aiwin, when did you start training with polearms?” Talilia asked. 
 
    The prisoner was quiet for an uncomfortable moment before answering gruffly. “Three years. Sorry that I’m not talented enough for you.” 
 
    Once again, Russ noticed a subtle reaction from Talilia. She leaned back in her chair and sat, thoughtful, for a while. Then she got up and walked up to the sergeant. “We would like to talk to Aiwin for a bit more, but I’m sure that you have other duties to take care of….” She started. 
 
    The guard started shaking his head in a negative but then noticed the half dozen silver coins in Talilia’s hand. He swiped the money without hesitation and suddenly remembered that he did, in fact, have other duties. 
 
    “I know an honest guard is unlikely, but that was still risky.” Russ said when they were alone with the prisoner. 
 
    “Ha, he was bought once already to forget the name of the god that the last prisoners swore to.” She exclaimed, getting back to the table to sit next to Russ. “While we’re talking about it, Aiwin, can you tell us about what the hell happened a week ago to all the prisoners?” 
 
    Aiwin sat still, looking confused. After a moment, though, he decided that he didn’t mind talking about it. “A rich guy came in and offered everyone guarding and mining jobs. For some reason, everyone accepted. I don’t know more than that.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Do you remember what god they swore their oath to?” Talilia asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it was Abarat.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you accept a guard position?” 
 
    “I wasn’t interested.” Aiwin answered and then, after a moment, added, “plus, I’m too weak to be a guard.” 
 
    “Oh? Why did you risk stealing from the lord’s carriage if you’re too weak to get away?” Talilia asked. 
 
    “I didn’t know it was the lord’s carriage.” Aiwin shrugged again. He then froze, catching sight of the toothy predatory smile on Talilia’s face. 
 
    “So you’re not a spy?” 
 
    This time Aiwin didn’t answer, trying unsuccessfully to hide the worried look on his face. Talilia got up from her seat and tugged Russ’s arm to follow her. They walked to the corner of the room and huddled up. 
 
    “Ok, so first thing first, the guard was lying about not remembering the god’s name.” Talilia whispered. “Then, when this guy here told us he’d been practicing for three years, both my truth seeker and resist magic leveled up. The truth seeker that interrogated him before probably didn’t have resist magic, or my levels are just higher. I think Aiwin is stronger than he lets on, and he definitely knew whose carriage he was in.”  
 
    “Do you think we’re in danger?” Russ asked. 
 
    “Hard to say for sure, but I think if he were that strong, he would have escaped already.” 
 
    “Are you thinking the same thing I’m thinking about what happened to all the other prisoners?” Russ asked. 
 
    “Sacrificed?” She asked back. 
 
    “Yeah,” Russ said. “Isn’t the oath somewhat two-sided? Like you have to feed and clothe your slave, and if you promise a specific job, you’re held to it? If we assume that the cultist priest was here taking oaths, would the god in whose name they were made know that something was wrong?” Russ, seeing Talilia shrug at his question, continued. “I think we need to let Falael know about this immediately.” 
 
    “Plus, Abarat is a minor god. The oath to him should have never happened in the first place,” Talilia nodded. 
 
    The two were quiet for a while, thinking. Finally, Talilia spoke up. “The only immediate way I can think of is to get his attention while the oath is made in his name. So we must get Aiwin to agree, but at the same time, we’re not allowed to take him. We could also try the temple, but it is not a sure thing.” 
 
    The two mulled the dilemma over before Russ offered hesitantly. “Why not just have me give you some random minor oath in his name?” 
 
    Talilia gaped at him for a moment. “Wow. I would have never considered insulting a major god like that. It should work, but we’re risking punishment.” 
 
    “Considering the worst possible implication of what we just learned, he should forgive me.” Russ then glanced at Aiwin. “What do we do with him?” 
 
    “Oh? We can still use him.” Talilia replied. 
 
    Aiwin was fidgeting in his seat nervously as the pair made their way back to him.  
 
    “Do you know what they do to spies?” Talilia said. “You’re a spy, aren’t you? You were targeting the lord’s carriage on purpose.” 
 
    Aiwin remained silent, so Talilia kept pushing. “I’m sure the warden would be interested to hear that you somehow evaded the truthseeker. Hey, maybe the lord will reward us too.” 
 
    Aiwin tensed up, anger and hate apparent on his face. For a second Russ was sure that the man was about to attack. However, Aiwin flinched back as flowing metal encased Talilia. For a long moment, an unnerving featureless head stared down at him, and he stared back somewhat defiantly but with a good bit of resignation. Then the metal on her head flowed back, revealing her face again. 
 
    “Well, you’re not a total coward, I’ll give you that,” She said. “So why did you do it? I assume not just for fun?” 
 
    Seeing that he wasn’t answering, Russ chimed in. “Sounds like it was a risky job. It must have paid a lot. What do you need the money for?” 
 
    “Maybe we can make a deal?” Talilia followed up. 
 
    “Fine!” Aiwin exclaimed, deflating. “I’ll swear loyalty to you if you take care of my sister.” 
 
    “Luckily for you, that will not be necessary. What happened to your sister?” Talilia completely dismissed her metal puppet ability and sat on the table's edge, right next to Aiwin. 
 
    “Nothing yet. At least I hope so,” he said. “My father is a drunk and is in debt. My sister, Ulesse, is seventeen, so she can’t really stand for herself yet. Lately, when he’s really drunk, my father has been making comments about how she should help pay off the debt in… less than legal ways. I think he realizes that when Ulesse becomes an adult and gains the system's full benefits, he will lose most of his influence over her. But worst of all, he must have said something to the gang holding his debt because they started making similar comments too. That’s why I’m here. The job I failed was supposed to bring in enough to settle all the debt.” 
 
    The word torrent ceased, and Talilia shared a look with Russ. 
 
    “Now, I can’t say anything for sure, but I think that it is naive of you to expect that paying off the debt would settle your sister’s situation,” Russ said. “Sounds like your best option is taking your sister with you and skipping town.” 
 
    Aiwin sighed heavily in answer. “The gang’s leader is early master level. He personally came over, like he has nothing better to do, to caution me against doing anything like that. He said it’s the principle of things, and he would get what’s his one way or another.” 
 
    The personal involvement of a fairly powerful individual complicated everything. After a short discussion, Russ and Talilia decided that it would be easier just to pay off the debt. In return, what they needed was for Aiwin to help them with their mission. Luckily it turned out that Aiwin had a fairly high level in herbalism and has actually traded in Sanctuary a few times before. He didn’t have connections there, but he was a known face which made the mission much easier for him. 
 
    Soon they struck a deal. Aiwin would assist with eliminating their target. Russ and Talilia would pay off the debt and help him and his sister leave the city. 
 
    “And we will keep quiet about how you fooled the truthseeker,” Russ concluded pointedly. 
 
    Aiwin raised his hands defensively. “Yes, you got me. But the task you’re giving me can easily turn into a suicide mission, so I think you’re getting your money’s worth.”  
 
    As Aiwin and Talilia talked about the amount of money they would need, Russ realized that his newfound fortune was about to evaporate. Levis, the dark elf grandmaster who fought the giant summoned monster with him, gave Russ a part of the bounty they received from the local city and the church. The pair had already planned on buying a home of their own, close to Talilia’s family. However, the family debt turned out more serious than Aiwin let on at first, and getting him and his sister out of trouble would cost most of what Russ and Talilia had. 
 
    “We will need you to make an oath in a god’s name.” Russ interrupted the conversation. “To make sure you hold up your end of the bargain since we’re paying upfront.”  
 
    Talilia glanced at Russ but didn’t say anything. She definitely liked that idea more than Russ’s previous one.  
 
    Eventually, Russ stepped out to find the sergeant. Russ vaguely explained the situation, claiming to want to hire Aiwin for a job. The warden would let Aiwin go free soon anyway, so couldn’t they make an exception? 
 
    The group, Aiwin included, quickly ended up in front of the warden again. He seemed amiable to the idea, largely due to Russ’s impressive letter of introduction from the church. The warden made sure that nothing was happening under duress and there was no magic involved and then quickly approved the arrangement.  
 
    After the group left the dungeon and walked a few streets away, Russ insisted that it was time for Aiwin to say the oath. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Aiwin protested. “You want me to swear in Falael’s name? He is a major god. Simple oaths like this are supposed to only involve minor gods.” 
 
    Eventually, the ever-useful letter from the church convinced Aiwin to go ahead with the oath, though he was still fearful. As Aiwin said the words, Russ focused on his own thoughts. Falael, we need to talk! Falael, we need to talk! Falael, we need to talk! As the last words of the oath were spoken, Russ saw a familiar message pop up in front of him, summoning the champion to speak with Falael. 
 
    Russ needed to get back to their inn quickly to answer the summons. However, Aiwin’s situation was also urgent, so Talilia offered to go resolve it without him. Russ was worried but had no choice but to accept her assurances that she would be fine. The group then split up, Russ heading for the inn on his own. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Finding himself in the already familiar landscape, Russ hurried to the table to grab something delicious. 
 
    “Falael, I need a better way of getting in touch with you. What I had to do just now is ridiculous, and the only other way I know of is just dropping dead,” Russ said and then picked out an orange.  
 
    “Everything about this is highly unusual,” Falael replied. “Mortals don’t usually get to demand audiences with gods. You better not be trying to complain about the mission. I know it’s problematic.” 
 
    Russ smirked and started retelling about his visit to the temple and the prison. Halfway through his story, Russ was suddenly filled with crippling dread. Presumably, Falael wasn’t reading his mind at the moment and only now understood where the story was heading. Fighting through the feeling, Russ left out any further embellishments and unrelated details he’d been including so far, and quickly laid out the rest, focusing only on the details concerning Abarat. Russ literally had to fight through pain to finish retelling everything, and he was afraid that without his master of pain skill, he wouldn’t have made it so far. The silence hung heavily between them when he finished, and Russ felt himself passing out from the pressure. 
 
    “Is that all?” Falael asked tersely. 
 
    “Yes.” Russ barely got the word out. 
 
    Falael finally seemed to notice Russ’s discomfort, and the pressure suddenly released. “I will look into it. You are dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  1.65 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  1.7 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defence 
  
      	  1.52 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reflex 
  
      	  1.34 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Mind: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Focus 
  
      	  1.6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed 
  
      	  1.6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  1.6 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  1.5 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  1.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control 
  
      	  2.5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Affinity 
  
      	  1.33 
  
     
 
      
      	  Well 
  
      	  --- 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Sling lvl 39 
  Evasion lvl 34 
  Loot lvl 27 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 29 
  Unarmed lvl 8 
  Sword lvl 27 
  Monster slayer lvl 26 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Regeneration lvl 42 
  Blood Magic lvl 25 
  Master of pain lvl 46 
  United in Life and Death lvl 8 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Russ woke up to find Rose sitting on his chest, looking at him with concern. His face felt wet, and when he touched it, his hand came away covered with blood. His whole body hurt, and he felt very weak. And Falael didn’t even say thank you. Russ quickly activated regeneration, but he hardly felt any better after it ran out. A restore stamina helped a little more. 
 
    “Rose, Sophie, it looks like I’ll need some rest. Rose, could you please clean up all this blood.” Russ cast universal regeneration, which took the edge off the pain, and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    Hours later, Talilia entered the room, closely followed by Aiwin and a tall thin girl who must have been Ulesse. Talilia hurried to the bed, quickly examining Russ and demanding an explanation from Rose. Meanwhile, Aiwin and Ulesse stood unmoving, staring at Sophie. 
 
    The commotion woke Russ up. He didn’t feel a hundred percent yet but was already mostly recovered. Talilia introduced Ulesse to Russ. She was almost as tall as her brother and had long hair down to her waist. Like her brother’s, her hair was brown, and her eyes were brown as well. It was clear that the girl hadn’t been living an easy life lately, as her figure was gaunt and her face was a bit too pale. 
 
    Then Talilia excitedly launched into a retelling of what happened with paying off the debt. Approaching Aiwin’s home, they spotted a couple of the gang members loitering around nearby. Presumably, they were ensuring that the girl, who found herself in the role of collateral, didn’t escape anywhere. 
 
    Talilia and Aiwin approached the group of thugs and flashed the money, claiming that Aiwin scored big and had all the money needed to pay off the debt to their boss. Aiwin, of course, said that he would be leaving the money with his father. Since the old man borrowed the money, he should be the one giving it back. 
 
    There was a commotion, and nobody really knew what to do. The thugs did follow Aiwin home, straight into his house, and watched him count off the money when he handed it over to his bewildered father. Now that the money changed hands, Talilia and Aiwin were suddenly not the center of attention, and nobody cared when the two grabbed Ulesse and sneaked off.  
 
    “So the moral of the story is that we should leave town, the sooner, the better. Speaking of which,” Talilia said, “I have good news. Comet made his way to the village and did a few flybys. We spotted our target, and he was still in the village. We’re lucky that the target is so distinct, with the purple hair. I’m having Comet stay out of sight for now.”  
 
    “Great, we still have half the day in front of us. Let's leave town quickly. We can plan on the way,” Russ said. 
 
    “Got it, some quick shopping, and we’ll be on our way. Aiwin, follow me. We need to get you gear, a weapon, and some things for your sister.” Talilia said, and both of them headed for the door. “Oh, and do tell me your real skill levels this time.” 
 
    The door closed, and Russ was left alone with his familiars and Ulesse. The girl seemed content to keep to herself, and he decided to avoid bothering her. Russ wandered on what to do. He remembered his monster compendium, a bonus from his monster slayer skill. In the past, it always came in handy exactly in these kinds of situations, but he lost the book after being forced to empty out his inventory. 
 
    Rose flitted around the room for a bit and then flew up to Ulesse. After a moment, she was sitting on the girl’s shoulder, quietly talking about something. Having nothing to train, Russ decided to meditate and feel for the world’s mana. He’d discovered blood magic accidentally before, so maybe something would happen. 
 
    Russ was startled awake by Rose. I was supposed to meditate, not sleep. Stupid. The little familiar had a smug look on her face, apparently having read him like a book, and Russ swore he heard a quiet giggle from where Ulesse was sitting. 
 
    Steeling himself, Russ chased away the drowsiness and started meditating again, determined not to embarrass himself again. 
 
     
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Colossal currents of energy churned as Falael paced back and forth in his own realm. Elidys, an ancient human goddess, sat at the customary table, savoring a peach and keeping a bubble of calm around her through her own power. 
 
    “Not like you could have done anything differently,” the goddess chimed in. 
 
    “We could have had him!” Falael exclaimed. “But while my slow lazy priests were verifying the information, the traitor caught wind of it and escaped.” 
 
    “Like I said, you couldn’t have done anything differently,” Elidys said again. 
 
    “I could have trusted Russ.” 
 
    Elidys rolled her eyes in an exaggerated display of utter exasperation. “There is absolutely no chance that anyone would have taken your claims seriously if you just took his word for it. If my champion claimed that one of us was a traitor, I would have punished her. We’re lucky you hang out so much with that mortal.” 
 
    “By the way,” she added. “We noticed what you’re about to do with that stupid quest you sent your mortal on. Should I remind you that we have rules for a reason? Don’t mess with the monster core’s random rolls.” 
 
    The currents of energy froze and then dissipated. Falael fell face-first into the soft grass and stayed unmoving for a minute, presumably counting to a thousand while Elidys kept indulging in the fruit. 
 
    Finally, Falael got up and sat across from the goddess. “You have to admit that he and his wife deserve a reward for exposing a traitor,” he said. 
 
    “Sure, but think of something within the rules. What you did before was acceptable, but this is risking dire consequences. The system is already strained by the enemy, and we can’t afford you running your experiments now.” Elidys then winked at him. “Plus, the quest is wrong at its core. It is our responsibility to personally take care of rogue champions in the first place. Did you hear me? Personally. Those are the rules.” 
 
    Falael jumped from his seat in shock. “You didn’t! How dare you.”  
 
    “Too bad!” Elidys exclaimed, laughing. “Now play nice and find some other way to reward him!” She then dissolved into a puff of foul-smelling smoke. 
 
    Falael sighed in frustration. “Of course she would take the most brute force approach. The collateral is a bunch of rebellious elves, after all.” 
 
    There was nothing left to do but try to smooth out the situation. Russ was already annoyed with him for hurting him last time. Not that Falael admitted any fault, mortals were just too fragile. Falael was thinking over what he could do about the rewards when it dawned on him. He never specified what grade the cores were going to be. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ was still meditating. He felt the flowing energy around him though he could not really interact with it. He’d been trying to gently tug at the mana and move it into a shell around himself. He couldn’t feel anything special but persisted, knowing that anything could happen. Not that he had all that much time to interact with the magic as he was interrupted again. 
 
    Just as he was getting into it, a sudden violent thunderstorm started outside, and Russ lost any semblance of concentration as he thought he felt a familiar pressure. One very similar to what he felt the last time he talked to Falael. Then Talilia burst into the room, followed closely by Aiwin. 
 
    They were both soaked to the bone, and while Aiwin was merely looking confused, Talilia had a wild look on her face. Seeing Russ just sitting on the floor, she exploded. 
 
    “Russ! What the fuck! Why do you always ignore your messages?” She shouted. 
 
    “What...” Russ started but was interrupted. 
 
    “Comet saw a giant bolt of lightning strike the village our target is in. Half the village is glassed, the rest is on fire, and our quest is canceled.” Talilia rattled out. “Russ, you need to check your messages right now. Maybe you’ll have more information on what the hell is going on.” 
 
    Now worried, Russ checked on his messages. First, the quest really was canceled. Then there was a message from someone he didn’t know. 
 
    “Um, Tali, who is Elidys?” Russ asked. 
 
    “She is pretty much the most important human god. Why?” Talilia answered. 
 
    “I have a message from her. It says that we shouldn’t have been burdened with eliminating the rogue champion in the first place. We don’t have an obligation to do anything, and Falael will reward us anyways,” Russ said. 
 
    “Aiwin, wipe that look of awe off your face. This isn’t good.” Talilia shouted again before continuing more calmly. “Now we have two gods pulling at our strings, and everything will get that much more complicated. Especially if the two disagree on what we’re supposed to do.” 
 
    “I have more messages,” Russ said. “Let's see. A message from Falael. Apparently, the info I gave him was correct. Falael is giving me an ability that can put me in contact with him, but he’s stressing that I can only use it for emergencies. Then there is a second message saying that I shouldn’t worry about the quest and that I’m getting a reward from him.” 
 
    Talilia sighed in relief. “At least the two gods are not at odds about this quest.” 
 
    Aiwin and Ulesse were both sitting quietly and listening to every word. Russ, seeing that nobody was going to add anything else, warned that he was about to accept the reward from Falael. Russ mentally accepted the prompt and multiple bright lights filled the room. Russ felt his hands move on their own. After a moment, he blinked away the light and found himself holding a core in each hand. Looking around, Talilia also had two. Unexpectedly both Aiwin and Ulesse held one each. 
 
    Looking closer, Russ found that he had one apprentice and one adept grade monster core. Talilia had the same as Russ. Aiwin held an apprentice grade monster core, and Ulesse had an adept grade core. Ulesse was clutching hers to her chest, sinking further into the corner she was sitting in, apparently very afraid that her treasure was about to be taken away. Aiwin was visibly hesitating but then got up and tried to hand his core to Russ. 
 
    “Stop!” Talilia said, authority in her voice. “There will be no shuffling of rewards. Everyone keeps what they got.” 
 
    Aiwin looked to Russ for confirmation, and he nodded. Russ didn’t mind the man keeping his own. Falael gave it to him for a reason, probably trying to tie him closer to Russ. The same went for Ulesse. Which reminded him of the question he had a while back. 
 
    While everyone else was distracted, Russ quietly asked Talilia about the significance of Ulesse being underage and not having the “full benefits of the system.” From previous conversations, Russ knew that children learned skills at a much slower rate, but Talilia told him about other differences, most of which seemed to be for keeping children out of combat.  
 
    There were no hard limitations. One could still fight and kill a child if one were so inclined. However, there was absolutely nothing to be gained from it in terms of loot or levels. Similarly, someone who is underage could not gain anything from participating in combat. 
 
    What was more relevant to the current situation was that Ulesse could not use the core she received until she turned eighteen. Additionally, since she could not loot anything, there was no way for her to have any inventory space, at least through the methods Russ was aware of. 
 
    Russ smiled evilly, realizing that Aiwin would have to take away the girl’s prize. Letting her carry it around in the open would be foolish. Russ was formulating how to bring it up for maximum effect and chaos when he felt light tapping on his shoulder. He turned around to see Sophie tapping him with her antennas. Then Russ was shocked to hear a rare comment from her. You should not encourage conflict within the group. 
 
    “Alright,” Russ rolled his eyes in disgust. Everyone seemed to be reading him like a book lately. “Let’s use the cores now. Aiwin, feel free to make your own choice now if you want.” Then he activated the apprentice core. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Apprentice passive: 
  Your food requirements are reduced. 
    
  Apprentice passive: 
  You gain knowledge about plants. 
    
  Apprentice passive: 
  You and allies close to you are resistant to blinding attacks. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ was not impressed. They were all useful to some degree but none at all impressive. After a moment, he decided to pick the third option, in case they were ever hit with a magical flashbang. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Adept active: 
  Light step 
  Your next step will cover 10 times the distance. Three uses can be accumulated at a time. 
  CD: 60 sec 
    
  Adept passive: 
  You can compare an item’s price to its average price in a 50 kilometer radius. 
    
  Adept active:  
  Aura of misfortune 
  Everyone within a 100 m radius around you will have extremely bad luck for 5 min. 
  CD: 30 min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The adept core did not disappoint. In fact, it amazed him. Aura of misfortune was the least useful ability simply because it hit everyone, including his allies, but it could be useful in certain circumstances. The passive ability was probably from some merchant skill and would fill in a lot of gaps in Russ’s knowledge. However, what caught Russ’s eye was light step. A mobility ability like that seemed very powerful, and Russ picked it immediately. 
 
    Looking around, Russ saw Talilia was still deep in the menu. Ulesse was looking around enviously, and Aiwin had an excited look on his face. 
 
    “Did you get something good, Aiwin?” Russ asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Aiwin replied. “I just got twenty inventory slots for storage of weapons and armor.” 
 
    “Sounds useful.” Russ said and then saw that Talilia was done with hers. “What about you, Tali?” 
 
    “An apprentice ranked lightning resistance and a master ranked passive that gives me a big percentage-based buff to the speed stat. Everything is in slow motion right now. It will take a while to get used to,” she said. 
 
    Russ happily shared the details of his own new skill, and then the pair decided that it was time to get ready to leave. The caravan they traveled with before should not have gotten too far from the town. Russ and Talilia thought they would be able to catch up in a day or two.  
 
    As they were packing up their things, Aiwin approached the pair, wanting to know what they would do now that the quest was canceled. 
 
    “I feel bad about what happened,” Aiwin said. “I got the full benefit from our deal, but in the end, it turned out that I didn’t have to do anything in return. That core I received was a painful reminder that I owe you a big one.” 
 
    Russ and Talilia shared a look. “We don’t have anything specific planned that you can help with,” Talilia said. “We are heading for Lerton, my hometown. So we only have travel planned for the foreseeable future. 
 
    “Oh? So why don’t we tag along then?” Aiwin said. “We need to leave town and settle somewhere else anyway, so why not near you guys? That way, I can settle my debt to you when the occasion shows itself.” 
 
    Russ and Talilia accepted the offer, welcoming the brother and sister to travel together with them. As they were getting ready, Russ finally found out what skills Aiwin really had. He had one rare skill, ability dampening, at level thirty-three. As the name would suggest, this skill focused on reducing the effectiveness of other people’s abilities. This was how he had managed to fool the first truth seekers and why Talilia’s resist magic skill helped her uncover the deception. 
 
    As for Aiwin’s combat skills, he had polearm at level forty and an uncommon halberd skill at level thirty-one. He also had a crossbow skill still in novice grade. His defensive skills were both lagging behind. His evasion was still in novice grade and armor barely in apprentice. 
 
    Aiwin’s highest level skills were both uncommon, herbalism at level forty-seven and plant control at level forty-six. Both skills were mostly production focused, but plant control did have some combat uses as well. Overall, Russ was satisfied that Aiwin could stand up for himself. 
 
    Next, Russ and Talilia discussed their money situation. They could not accept bounties in Linemell since they were not planning to come back any time soon. Eventually, Talilia suggested that while traveling with the caravan they could forage into the forest and fill their inventories with valuable monster parts. 
 
    Now that their further course of action was decided on, the group packed up and hurried out of the town. Russ and Talilia were eager to leave the crowded place where they would inevitably be ambushed. There were still several hours of daylight, and the pair wanted to quickly take cover in the wilderness. Shortly they crossed the town gates and summoned back their familiars. Comet was still far away, but Talilia simply unsummoned him and then summoned him back. 
 
    With Comet flying high above them, the group followed the road. Russ was experimenting with his new ability, light step. The hardest part was calculating exactly how far he would go. He could take a tiny step and travel a short distance, or he could take a large step and blur across a larger distance. Any sort of accuracy would take a lot of practice. 
 
    “Russ, we might have a problem.” Suddenly Talilia interrupted the peaceful walk. “A large group left the town gates a while after us, thirty-four strong. They are catching up to us.” 
 
    “Do they look dangerous?” Russ asked. 
 
    “Shit, so the gang decided not to let us go after all.” Aiwin exclaimed angrily. 
 
    Talilia ignored Aiwin’s outburst. “Their equipment is not great. I would say that most of them are rabble.” Her eyes were unfocused as she looked at their alleged pursuers through Comet’s eyes. “Though four of them look different from the rest.” 
 
    “Let's get off the road and set up an ambush,” Russ said. “If they pass us, then it’s all good. If not, we will fight.” 
 
    “Um, shouldn’t we be trying to get away?” Aiwin said, his anger disappearing instantly. 
 
    “That would be the smart thing to do,” Russ said with a smile. “Don’t worry. You will not be fighting this time. Your job is to keep Ulesse safe.” 
 
    “But you’re not masters,” Aiwin interjected again with a hint of panic in his voice. “You can’t fight that many.” 
 
    “And we’ll never get to be masters if we run from fights,” Talilia said. “And Russ is right. You and Ulesse will have to keep your distance. I’m marking a location on your maps. If we’re forced to retreat, that’s where we will regroup.” Not accepting any further arguments, Russ and Talilia turned off of the road and hurried to get deeper into the forest. Aiwin and his sister were forced to hurry after them. 
 
    They had been walking for about ten minutes when Talilia confirmed that the other group was hostile after all. Their pursuers turned off into the forest in the same spot as they did. 
 
    “So they are tracking our passage somehow,” Russ concluded. “Let’s double back a bit and set up the welcoming party.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Tarron led his gang through the forest. It was a gang that was completely unrelated to the four travelers they were pursuing. Annoyingly, their prey didn’t stay on the road, making everything more difficult and making Tarron feel uneasy. He and his underlings were used to working on the streets, not in between trees. Fortunately, his tracking skill still worked, and they were gaining on them. 
 
    “How long before we catch up?” Asked one of the strangers in the group. The four strangers found him that afternoon and asked him to gather up his gang. He listened, of course. Then the whole group was told that they were to kill a certain man that just left the town. 
 
    “At this pace, we should catch up in about twenty minutes,” Tarron replied. The strangers unnerved him, but he had no choice but to follow orders. For a moment, Tarron wondered why exactly he was following orders. He wasn’t even being paid. Then his head started to hurt again, and he stopped that line of thought. Strangely none of his minions were complaining either. 
 
    The only upside was that the job was easy. Including him, he had thirty elves. They weren’t exactly fighters, their skills geared towards stealing, but they were up against only four people. On top of that, Tarron was sure that the four strangers in his group were all adepts in fighting skills. Their equipment was good, and the way they moved had hints of high stats. Not master rank high, that was for sure, but definitely better than his own. 
 
    Tarron was completely caught off guard as all hell broke loose. A transparent ball of something flew past his face towards where the four strangers were walking together. Incredibly, all but one of them somehow managed to get clear of the shimmer that filled the air where the ball struck. The one that didn’t dodge quite far enough had his foot caught in the shimmering sphere, and terrifyingly, the foot caught on fire. 
 
    Tarron watched, entranced, as the fire quickly spread up the stranger’s leg. Then the legs of two other strangers caught fire, and the forest was filled with screams as everyone near the strangers suddenly acted as if they were on fire too. The screams of his men forced Tarron out of his stupor. He activated his stealth skill and quickly dashed behind the nearest tree, trying to put cover between himself and the direction the transparent ball came from. 
 
    Meanwhile, the action was developing lightning quick. A terrifying swarm of giant wasps descended from the canopy. What stood out to Tarron were the three bulky armored wasps, almost as large as men. The swarm, Tarron noticed, single-mindedly sped towards the only unharmed stranger. The elf threw out his hands, and a dozen of what had to be wind blades shot towards the swarm. Half the smaller wasps were cut down, as they stood no chance against the magic. One of the armored hulks spiraled down to the ground, half of its wings clipped. The rest of the swarm, however, was undeterred. The remaining two giant armored wasps, both covered in deep oozing gashes, crashed into the stranger, bringing him to the ground. The smaller wasps swarmed after their bigger brethren, and for a moment, Tarron swore that he could hear the scream of that particular elf over all the others. 
 
    Suddenly Tarron felt the compulsion forcing him to obey the strangers lift. He caught himself slowly sneaking in the direction the first attack came from, apparently aiming to fight whoever it was. Tarron immediately stopped. This was definitely not a fight he was willing to die in. Carefully, he hid in the exposed roots of one of the trees and settled in to watch the fight, relying on his stealth skill, cover, and lack of movement to keep him safe. 
 
    Three of the strangers were completely enveloped in fire, thrashing weakly. The fourth was buried under a writhing mass of wasps. Most of Tarron’s minions had scattered towards the nearest cover and were now waiting around uselessly, having nobody to fight. The people who were near the strangers that caught fire were now recovering from what was affecting them before. 
 
    Tarron noticed half a dozen of his men break cover and rush in the direction the attack came from. One of them stumbled almost immediately, clutching at his chest. The others, to their credit, didn’t slow down and were sending arrows and throwing knives downrange while on the move. Their bravery, however, changed nothing as they were ambushed by three large silvery wolves, who jumped out of the undergrowth. 
 
    Back where the main fight was, Tarron noticed a figure of shiny liquid metal impale one of his men on a spear. The figure deftly dodged a couple of arrows, knocked aside a spear thrust with its own spear, and then beheaded two more of his men with a series of sweeping strikes. Meanwhile, the wasp swarm dispersed from the corpse they had been tormenting and were now chasing around after what remained of Tarron’s gang. 
 
    “This is a slaughter,” Tarron whispered to himself. He turned away from the fight and worked on getting himself deeper under the roots where he was hiding. I’m invisible. There is nothing here, he repeated to himself as if reciting a mantra. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ ripped the arrow from his thigh and activated regeneration, followed by lesser regeneration. The pain quickly disappeared.  
 
    There is one large heartbeat left, Russ thought to himself. He activated blood sense and confirmed a humanoid figure hiding in a burrow under the tree roots. Russ gestured to Talilia, and they made their way to the tree.  
 
    “He’s in a burrow under that tree.Should we let Aiwin have that one? Get him bloodied in a fight?” Russ said quietly. 
 
    “And make him think that we’re completely evil?” Talilia answered, amused. 
 
    Talilia quickly summoned a metal snake and sent it under the tree. There was a commotion followed by a scream. She then activated her puppet explosion skill. With a dull thud, dust billowed from under the tree. 
 
    “That’s the last of them,” Russ said. “I’m calling the others back.” He then sent mental instructions to Rose, who was with Aiwin and Ulesse a safe distance away from the fight. The saying was that no plan survived contact with the enemy. This plan worked out flawlessly, not counting the one arrow in Russ’s leg, of course. 
 
    Russ and Talilia had been the most worried about getting caught out by cultists with mind control. They both still had the rings that protected against that particular ability, but they were running very low on energy. In hindsight, they should have asked the priests in Linemell to recharge the rings. Since the rings were of little help, it was imperative that they take out any likely cultists from a distance. 
 
    The four elves that stood out from the rest were obvious targets. Unseen, Russ marked three of them with burning pain and then shot a painball straight at him. When one of the elves failed to dodge, Russ activated radiating pain on him, simultaneously setting off the burning pain in the two others and incapacitating the people around him. 
 
    Then Sophie sent in her swarm. Back when Russ just crossed into adept in his master of pain skill, she was capable of summoning two warrior wasps and ten ordinary wasps. Now that the skill level was higher, she could summon an extra warrior and three additional ordinary wasps. The swarm attacked, and despite being under the effect of radiating pain, the enemy managed to retaliate, indicating that in a straight-up fight Russ and Talilia might have had a hard time dealing with him. Still, the elf’s counterattack was futile against sheer numbers of the swarm. 
 
    With the first step of the fight over, it was time for the second phase. Talilia engaged the enemy in close range while Russ continued slinging spells from afar. The remaining enemy seemed low-level, disorganized, and confused. With Talilia’s new boost to the speed stat, the opposition proved trivial as nobody even managed to touch her. Russ was doing similarly well until that one arrow. 
 
    “Why did you get hit?” Talilia, of course, noticed the blood on his leg. 
 
    “Armor ready was up, so I decided to take that shot. The damn thing was fired with some kind of piercing skill to punch through the equivalent of my breastplate,” Russ answered. 
 
    “That was dumb. What if it was some sort of disintegrating ability instead? Or a poison? You need to work on your defense,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Russ answered. “I have some ideas. I’m trying to develop some sort of barrier magic. Anyways, let's see the level-ups.” 
 
    Russ checked his messages and found that only his master of pain skill leveled up. At least I get stat points, Russ thought. He assigned the points and looked at Talilia. She noticed his look and quickly summarized. She got a level in evasion, one in spear skill, and one in piercing spear technique. This earned her some stat points, a skill, and an upgrade to a novice passive, respectively. 
 
    Then the two walked around, counting corpses and looting them for shards while they were at it. All four alleged cultists dropped higher quality shards, and about half of the others dropped common rarity shards. As usual, Russ and Talilia divided them down the middle. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Novice monster core shard 3x 
  Novice level core shard 1x 
  Uncommon novice level core shard 1x 
  Novice upgrade core shard 2x 
  Apprentice upgrade core shard 1x 
  Uncommon skill shard 1x 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Rose flitted from among the trees, shouting behind her for the others to hurry up. Aiwin came into view next and stopped in his tracks, taking in the carnage. Ulesse stepped past him to look around, and Aiwinr tried to hold her back and cover her eyes. After a moment of struggle and an argument that ended in shouting, Ulesse turned away from her brother and hurried towards Talilia. 
 
    Ulesse jumped over a corpse to land in front of Talilia. “Can I become as strong as you?” 
 
    “Of course.” Talilia replied without hesitation. “Now, are you just going to stand there admiring me, or will you help me loot. I think that your brother’s newfound inventory slots are about to be filled.” 
 
    Russ watched the two start frisking the corpses, Ulesse moving with newfound enthusiasm. Well, I guess it’s good for her to have something to look up to. Kind of grim that it’s murder related, but she’s almost an adult anyways, whatever. Her brother, on the other hand, seems overprotective and skittish. I thought he would be a serious fighter. Russ watched as Aiwin moved forward, keeping his distance from the corpses. Before, Russ judged him as brave. Now he knew that the bravery only extended to self-sacrifice for his sister, which was not necessarily a bad thing. 
 
    Though Aiwin was reluctant and slow, they quickly searched the bodies for money and other items of worth. They also picked up all the weapons and armor that were worth anything. They had the space, and they could always throw away the cheaper stuff if they needed to make room. 
 
    It would be dark soon, so the group hurried back to the road and then spent half an hour traveling along it before turning off into the forest to make camp. They quickly pitched two tents and turned in for the night. Rose and Comet patrolled outside, guarding their sleep. 
 
    The next day, following his morning routine, Russ activated the ability that searched for special ammunition and got a ping. He checked his map, and on the very edge of the search radius, he found two new markers clustered together. He hasn’t been using his sling much at all lately, but special ammunition could provide game-changing levels of power when used. Russ remembered the giant spider that guarded the last stash and smiled. They would definitely have to take a detour. 
 
    As they were packing up, Talilia sent Comet to scout out whatever monster was guarding the stash. To Russ’s disappointment, it was just a troll burrow. The group approached the big smelly hole in a small cliffside, only around fifteen feet tall. Now close enough, Russ activated locate monster followed by blood sense. 
 
    “There are three trolls in there. One for me, one for Tali, and one for Aiwin. Easy.” Russ concluded, both of his detection abilities having confirmed the information. 
 
    “What? I can’t take on a troll,” Aiwin complained immediately. 
 
    Growing more disappointed, Russ turned to Ulesse. “Maybe you want to fight one?” 
 
    “What? How?” The girl was completely bewildered by the proposition but, Russ noticed, she took a small step forward. She obviously wanted to fight, if only she could. 
 
    Aiwin tried to interject, but Russ interrupted him. “We’re not going to make her fight. Sorry Ulesse, at this point, you can’t gain anything from fighting.” Seeing the disappointed look, Russ hurried to reassure her. “Don’t worry. I can promise that I can get you plenty of opportunities when you’re ready.” 
 
    “I’m starting to think that the two of us are a special kind of crazy,” Russ whispered to Talilia as they stepped to the side. Aiwin was again arguing with his sister. “I think Ulesse has plenty of potential, at least attitude-wise. Aiwin, on the other hand, lacks initiative.” 
 
    “Ha, I think I know what you mean,” Talilia answered. “I actually remember the exact moment when you inspired me into taking more risks. It was when you were telling that story in the inn. The one about you fighting a giant spider with a bunch of rocks. You had gathered a whole crowd by the time you finished retelling it.” 
 
    Russ looked over to Talilia and smiled. “I could always just set the trolls on fire, or you could have your summons take them apart. But that would be too easy and wouldn’t earn us any level-ups. So how about I don’t use master of pain, and you don’t use your summons? Are you up for it?” 
 
    Talilia’s laugh echoed through the forest. “Now that sounds more like a challenge!” In answer, several loud growls could be heard from the burrow. 
 
    “Aiwin, we’re counting on you to keep the third troll busy. Feel free to kill it if you want.” Russ told Aiwin, who looked visibly distressed. Russ then mentally ordered Rose and Sophie to get Ulesse to safety and keep close to help anyone who got into too much danger. 
 
    Meanwhile, a curious troll head poked out of the darkness of the burrow’s opening and got an arrow in its face from Talilia. She waved her bow at it and dashed to the side, the troll following her with a roar. Another troll ran out and stopped to get its bearings. Russ quickly loaded a mass enhanced stone into his sling and put a power shot right into the troll's face. Russ wasn’t using his big staff sling anymore, but the stone still struck with a satisfying crunch of breaking bone. Not that this kind of injury lasts long on a troll, but it certainly did get its attention. Russ ran in the opposite direction that Talilia had taken before, and the troll followed. This left one last troll and nothing in front of it except Aiwin. Ulesse, quick on the uptake, already took cover in the forest and was making her way over to watch Talilia’s fight. 
 
    Talilia’s fight was going well. A while back, when Russ first pushed her to fight a troll alone, she was scared and unsure of herself. Now she was stronger, more experienced. She already knew exactly how she would end the fight, so she decided to put all of her other abilities to the test first. Plus, she wanted to show off for Ulesse’s benefit, having spotted her as soon as the girl sneaked close. 
 
    The troll was powerful and fast, but it was also dumb and predictable. With Talilia’s recent buff to speed stat, she had plenty of time to adequately react and advantageously position herself. So far, she used abilities sparingly and had over half of her evasion abilities ready to go at any time.  
 
    Again, the monster picked up speed and charged at her with its arms spread wide. Talilia waited a moment before running straight at the troll. At the last moment, she veered to the side, ducking below a sweeping arm and dragging her spearpoint across the monster’s foot in passing. Talilia’s spear had a wide leaf-shaped spearpoint suitable for cutting, and the unnaturally sharp metal cut off several toes. 
 
    Now behind the troll, Talilia pivoted and thrust her spear toward its back. She was outside her range already, but she activated a novice piercing spear technique ability, and her strike projected forward, a translucent spear extending from her weapon. The projection struck the troll’s back and severed its spine. The troll crashed to the ground, and Talilia casually walked towards the prone figure. Nearby a summoned warrior wasp and several smaller wasps hovered in the air, ready to attack at a moment's notice.  
 
    Even a severed spine wasn’t much of an injury for a troll, as it was already struggling to get up when Talilia reached it. With a grin, Talilia started cycling through the abilities in her common rarity spear skill, relentlessly attacking the creature’s back. 
 
    Nearby, Aiwin ran for his life as the monster gained on him. A dark red spike shot in from the side and buried itself in the troll’s knee, causing the creature’s leg to buckle.  
 
    “Fight it!” Rose shouted from amongst the trees. 
 
    Glancing back, Aiwin saw that the troll was on one knee, grabbing at the red spike that was stuck in its leg. Steeling himself, Aiwin turned around and ran at the creature. He activated a power strike and, with a wide overhead swing that almost got stuck in the branches above, buried the spike side of his halberd into the top of the monster’s skull. Aiwin almost lost the grip on his weapon as the creature jerked and was forced to use an evasion ability to barely escape a return swipe of the troll’s hand. Seeing that the troll was getting up despite the hole in its tiny brain, Aiwin turned around and ran for it again.  
 
    A short distance away, Russ was fighting his own battle. He dodged a hammering fist, slashing at the wrist on his way by and following that up by scoring a deep cut along the troll’s side. The creature swung around, and Russ activated a light step to dodge a vicious backhand. 
 
    Now at a safe distance, Russ cast bleeding curse on the troll. After a moment, the creature was blinded by blood seeping from its eyes, and Russ walked closer, waiting for the right moment. Seeing an opening, Russ attacked with a wind blade slash, leaving a deep cut in the Trolls neck. He instantly followed it up with an extended attack, aiming for the same spot. The sword cut deep into the troll’s neck but stopped with a clang when it hit the spine. 
 
    For a moment, Russ was stuck. The troll swung its arms around, and Russ was forced to let go of the sword. The moment of hesitation cost him, however. Russ managed to activate guarded evade and armor ready as well as evasion buff before a glancing blow caught him. Even the random windmilling of the troll held so much power behind it that Russ found himself tumbling through the air, past the giant warrior wasp that flew in close, before landing a dozen feet away. His arm was broken, and his breastplate was dented. Russ was sure that most of his ribs on that side were broken. Fortunately, his emergency regeneration was already healing him, and Russ activated universal regeneration on top of it. For a moment, Russ almost passed out from the pain before the dent in his armor straightened out, repaired by universal regeneration and pushed on by his healing flesh. 
 
    Russ watched as the troll held its head, already halfway healed. Fortunately, Russ himself was mostly healed as well, his arm already mobile again. His biggest problem, however, was not healing or mobility. It was firepower. His sword was just not capable of severing the troll’s head in a timely enough fashion. Guess I’ll have to improvise. 
 
    Talilia, satisfied with how she was doing, decided to try blocking one of the troll’s attacks. Not straight on, of course. Talilia picked out the right time, watching the giant fist coming at her, and sidestepped partially at the last moment. She interposed the spear shaft between the punch and herself at an angle, aiming to deflect the attack, and activated all the evasion and armor abilities that could help. 
 
    The punch barreled through, not deflected by any discernible amount. Talilia found herself flung to the side, Russ’s emergency regeneration activating to fix something. Must be internal, Talilia decided. She was already on her feet, and nothing seemed to be broken, though her left shoulder hurt a lot. 
 
    While taking on the attack, Talilia did not miss the loud gasp from Ulesse’s direction. Deciding that she needed to make an impression right then, Talilia jogged towards the troll. Predictably, the troll charged at her. As they neared each other, Talilia activated a novice piercing spear technique ability, piercing thrust, and thrust her spear straight into the troll’s kneecap. Powered by the ability, the spear blew a wide hole straight through the troll’s knee, completely destroying the joint. 
 
    Talilia jumped to the side as the monster tumbled past her. She then quickly ran up to the downed troll and activated another ability from the piercing spear technique skill, internal explosion. She thrust her spear, and it easily penetrated a good way into the troll’s head. Then the head exploded, the damage too catastrophic for even a troll to survive. 
 
    Done with the fight, Talilia happily walked over to where Ulesse was hiding. Before she could say anything, Ulesse met her with a question. “Why did you let it hit you?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to feel what a seventeen average in body stats feels like. Well, the troll’s insanely high vitality brings the average up, but it still has a ton of strength.” Talilia answered with a laugh. “Turns out I’m not nearly strong enough to go toe to toe with a troll, yet.” 
 
    Seeing the star-struck expression on Ulesse’s face, Talilia gave the girl a quick hug and ordered the giant warrior wasp that was hovering nearby to lead them towards Aiwin. The two walked briskly, chatting along the way until they could hear crashing and the sound of splintering wood ahead of them. 
 
    Aiwin ran through the forest, dodging between trees. The troll was steadily gaining on him but was too clumsy to get around the trees without crashing into every other one. Again a red bolt shot in from the side, catching the troll in a leg. With the object stuck in it, the troll couldn’t regenerate properly and was forced to stop and try to pull it out. Aiwin wanted to keep running, but he gave in to the insistent shouting from Rose again and turned around for another try at killing the monster. 
 
    Aiwin ran up to the troll and started cycling his best attack skills, aiming for the head. He actually managed to split the troll’s head in two but then was forced to retreat to avoid a return swipe of an arm. The troll was healing again, windmilling its arms around and not letting Aiwin close enough for another blow. Aiwin, still completely out of breath, turned around and ran as fast as he could. 
 
    “Do you think you can kill it?” Talilia shouted after him. A loud “no” was the only answer she got. 
 
    Rose flew up to Talilia. “He can’t kill it. Simply can’t do enough damage. He tried multiple times,” she said. 
 
    Trusting the familiar, Talilia sprinted forward to intercept the troll. She used the same moveset as she did against her own target to quickly finish off the unsuspecting monster. Aiwin, seeing that the danger was gone, dropped to the ground, breathing heavily. 
 
    “No time to rest! Let's go check on Russ!” Talilia shouted and walked off into the forest, Ulesse following her closely. Aiwin couldn’t say anything contrary on account of having no breath. 
 
    They found Russ running in a circle around a particularly thick tree, the troll following him closely. With a burst of speed, Russ lapped the Troll and jumped onto its back, stabbing his sword into the back of its neck. He then jumped off immediately as the troll swatted at its back.  
 
    “Russ, you’re not done yet!?” Talilia shouted mockingly. 
 
    “I'm a mage!” Russ threw back with indignation. 
 
    “I believe in you!” Talilia continued. 
 
    “Ok, I’m going for it. If it doesn’t work, save me!” Russ yelled and started putting his plan into motion. 
 
    Russ loaded his sling and waited for the troll to round the tree. As soon as he could see it, Russ shot it in the face with an acid shot. The goop completely covered the creature’s face, blinding it. Then Russ started channeling a blood arrow. The ability allowed him to pour more mana and blood into it to make it more powerful. Putting in the maximum amount he could control, governed by his control stat, Russ quickly used two light steps to get right behind the troll and shot it in the base of the neck with the beefed-up blood arrow. 
 
    Russ then pulled out his sword and started hacking at the neck, which could not heal properly with the blood arrow stuck where its spine used to be. It couldn’t fight back effectively since its body lost its connection to the brain, and Russ quickly outplaced the insane regenerative powers of the troll and managed to hack its head off. 
 
    Looking around, Russ quickly reapplied emergency regeneration to Talilia. Aiwin was still catching his breath. Sophie and Rose hovered nearby, and Uselle looked excited. 
 
    Russ looted the troll, getting an uncommon skill shard, and then deposited the body into his temporary storage. Trolls were the best ingredients for healing potions, and therefore all parts of them were expensive. So before doing anything else, the group went to loot and store the other bodies. There were two shards in Aiwin’s troll, and Talilia insisted that he keep one. 
 
    As they were looting the last corpse, Aiwin walked up to Russ, holding a confused looking Ulesse by the hand.  
 
    “Russ, I know that I owe you a big one, but I’m begging you to please not make me and my sister fight anymore.” Aiwin said nervously. “I promise that we can be useful in many other ways and….” 
 
    “Stop. Let me ask you a few questions.” Russ interrupted. “How much did you level up after today's fight?” 
 
    “More than I have in the whole last year, and I unlocked a new skill. An uncommon rarity endurance skill.” Aiwin answered reluctantly. 
 
    “And you don’t think it was worth it?” 
 
    “No. This fight was an insane risk. Nobody risks their life like that just for a few levels.” Aiwin answered immediately. 
 
    “Tali, do you think it was worth it?” Russ asked Talilia, who was standing nearby. 
 
    She thought for a moment and then answered. “Definitely, but I don’t think it’s fair to compare us with him. For one, it wasn’t actually much of a risk for us, ultimately speaking. Secondly, we are aware of certain dangers and that we have to get strong very fast.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Russ laughed at that. “Falael does keep saying that we’ll be seeing crazy shit soon.” 
 
    “So to answer your unspoken question,” Talilia continued. “I don’t think Aiwin is suitable for the kind of action we always find ourselves in.” 
 
    “Ok, then.” Russ concluded. “Aiwin, I apologize for today and promise that I will do my best not to involve you or Ulesse in fights anymore, at least not this directly.” 
 
    Ulesse started saying that she actually wanted to fight, but Russ talked right over her. “Ulesse, do you think your brother is doing everything he can for your good?” That shut the girl up, and she looked down in embarrassment. “For now, this is nothing but a dangerous spectacle for you. When you’re eighteen, you can choose your own path and maybe apprentice with Talilia if she takes you, but for now, you should stay safe and listen to your brother.” 
 
    Russ saw disapproval on Aiwin’s face. Apparently, he didn’t like where the conversation went. It was obvious what Ulesse was going to choose. “Your best skills are plant-related, right?” Russ decided to change the subject. 
 
    “Yes.” Aiwin answered. “Herbalism is my passion, and plant control is a big help.” 
 
    “My mother is a herbalist,” Talilia chimed in. “I can introduce you two, and maybe she can get you some work while you’re getting settled in.” 
 
    Discussing his employment prospects with Talilia completely distracted Aiwin. Ulesse listened to the two with interest. Good, Russ thought, we need to maintain friendly relations. Having friends and contacts is useful, plus the girl shows a lot of promise, at least attitude wise. Having another loyal fighter in the group would be invaluable, much better than trying to invite a stranger unconnected to us. Plus, supervising her training would be a good distraction for Talilia later on during the pregnancy. After a minute, Russ suggested that they look at their level-ups.  
 
    Talilia leveled up a lot. She received two levels in evasion, putting her at level forty-five and earning her a passive. She got one level in armor, bringing her up to level forty-two. Three levels in monster slayer, up to level twenty-six and earning her a passive. She earned a whole six levels in spear skill, bringing her to level forty-one. This earned her a rank-up, two active abilities, and a big stat boost. Her piercing spear technique leveled up a whole five times, putting her at level thirty-three and earning her another active ability.  
 
    Finished with the list, Talilia immediately asked if Ulesse wanted to help choose abilities and ability upgrades. The girl excitedly agreed and twisted out of Aiwin’s grip. Russ got a distinct impression that they would soon have another dependable spear wielder on their side. 
 
    Fighting on the razor's edge really did seem to give great gains. Though, Russ reflected, he and Talilia were still in apprentice and early adept ranks. Once they start approaching master rank, the progress will slow to a crawl, and the only way to make that final leap into master territory will be to put their lives on the line in a big way. There would be no more steady progress from ordinary fights or training. This was the reason that the world was not overflowing with master rank fighters. One had to have a certain disregard for one’s safety and most people, like Aiwin, were just not capable of that. 
 
    It was about time Russ looked at his own level-ups, but first, he ordered Rose to go check out the troll burrow for special ammunition and any other loot. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Sling skill reached level 40. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Apprentice 
    
  Silent shot 
  Your shooting and your shot’s flight are completely silent. 
    
  Knockback shot 
  Your shot has a knockback effect. 
  CD: 50 sec 
    
  Light shot 
  Your shot emits intense light after impact. 
  CD: 120 sec 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    His sling skill ranked up, Russ happily noted. He already passed up on silent shot before and planned to do so again. Knockback was great, but sling was not his main weapon anymore, so Russ decided to go with light shot for its utility. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Adept 
    
  Magic shot 
  Channel your magic into your shot, increasing its power. Power increases with the amount of magic applied. 
  CD: 80 sec 
    
  Lightning shot 
  Your shot is charged with lightning, zapping anyone nearby and discharging on impact. 
  Mana cost: 10 
  CD: 100 sec 
    
  Enchant Ammunition 
  Enchant your ammunition with one of the following enchantments. 
  ●      Greater speed 
  ●      Greater mass 
  ●      Greater burst 
  ●      Area increase 
  ●      Double enchant 
  CD: 2 hours 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ was impressed with the choices. He wanted all of them. Enchant ammunition improved on the effects of enchantments he already had and provided two new ones. Area increase would increase any area of effect that the projectile had, such as from abilities or special ammunition. Double enchant allowed to place two other enchantments at half strength. 
 
    After some thought, Russ decided to pass up on enchanting. Choosing the ability would make his already existing enchanting ability obsolete. Of course, it would be a net positive change, but the loss offset it quite a bit in his mind. 
 
    The remaining two choices represented long-term and short-term gain. Lightning shot was powerful now. Magic shot would get more powerful with his growth. On the other hand, Russ thought, would I even want to waste my magic on something as simple as a magic shot when I'm at a higher level? Decision made, Russ selected lightning shot. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Evasion skill reached level 41. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 35 Passive Apprentice 
    
  1. You receive a reflex bonus to evasion in nighttime. 
    
  2. Gain a speed and reflex bonus against sneak attacks. 
    
  3. Gain a strength, speed, and reflex bonus to evading attacks. You gain no bonus while wearing heavy armor. Bonus increases as you wear less armor.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ’s evasion gained a whole seven levels, ranking up. Looking at the options for a passive, Russ immediately threw out the first one. Three was good, but Russ had no intention of underarmoring himself, though it seemed as if it could be a valid strategy in this world. Therefore Russ picked option two, the only reasonable one left. 
 
    Next, Russ had a chance to upgrade an active novice ability. He already upgraded deliberate dodge with a core, so Russ chose guarded evade this time.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Upgrade selection: 
    
  1. Larger bonus to defense. 
    
  2. Bonus does not activate unless you’re hit. 
    
  3. Keep the bonus for the first three attacks.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The biggest advantage of guarded evade was that it could be activated ahead of time. The biggest disadvantage was that if Russ managed to dodge, then the ability would be wasted. That’s why Russ tended to only activate it if he knew he would be hit, which was not always possible. So while option three was very tempting, Russ chose option two. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Apprentice 
    
  Mirrored evade 
  When evading an attack, you create an illusion that mirrors your movement. The illusion lasts three seconds. 
  CD: 70 sec 
    
  Hasty retreat 
  You move backwards almost instantly. Distance traveled is 1 m. 
  CD: 30 sec 
    
  Melee evasion stance 
  Toggled stance ability. Gain a speed and reflex stat boost when you are attacked in melee. Only one evasion stance can be active at one time. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Mirrored evade keeps showing up, Russ thought. I’m afraid that I’ll never get to take a stance at this rate, but that’s a pass too. Hasty retreat is somewhat limited because I can only go backwards, but it’s still useful. Option two it is, though I bet I will end up always using light step instead. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Adept 
    
  Evade AOE 
  Automatically evade the next AOE attack to target you. 
  CD: 30 min 
    
  Evade immobilization 
  Automatically evade the next ability that would immobilize you. 
  CD:30 min 
    
  Strong evade 
  Gain a strength boost for the purpose of evading an attack. 
  CD: 15 sec 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    I think I saw a strong evade before. I guess that being adept ranked it would have a stronger effect. Russ discarded strong evade immediately, mainly because the other two interested him much more. After some thought, he decided to pick evade immobilization, believing that losing mobility was the greater danger. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Loot skill reached level 28. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ received just one level in loot skill and was given a chance to upgrade a novice passive ability. The choices were the passive that gave him money storage and one that gave him five inventory slots. After a moment of consideration, Russ guessed that upgrades to money storage would make it harder to steal from it. This was good, but he judged that inventory upgrades would be more valuable. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Upgrade selection: 
    
  1. Gain five additional slots. 
    
  2. Increase the size and weight limit. 
    
  3. Increase resistance to outside access. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ decided to forgo a security increase, hoping that he could get a dedicated ability for it in the future. He already had temporary storage for large items, such as the troll bodies that filled it now. Not that a single upgrade would allow this novice ability to store whole trolls. So Russ decided to pick option one, opting for five more slots.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Armor skill reached level 32. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 30 Active Apprentice 
    
  Magical armor 
  Channel magic into your armor to increase its durability. More magic can be added for increased effect. 
  Mana cost: 15 channeled 
    
  Anti magic armor 
  Your armor becomes more resistant to magical attacks for 30 sec. 
  CD: 200 sec 
    
  Sacrifice armor 
  For the next attack to hit you, your armor will take all of the damage leaving you completely unaffected. 
  CD: 1 week 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Armor gained a whole three levels. Leveling it required getting hit, so unfortunately, it was lagging behind. Russ read the ability descriptions and then gaped at the last one. Sure it has a week long cooldown, but I could literally tell Sheaira to give me her best shot and survive. Though maybe there’s a point where even this ability won’t help. Better not test fate too much. Without hesitation, Russ picked sacrifice armor. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Monster Slayer skill reached level 29. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Monster slayer gained three levels, giving him an upgrade. He could upgrade the ability that gave him storage slots or one that gave a chance of additional loot. Following his previous philosophy, Russ opted for more loot.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Upgrade selection: 
    
  1. Higher chance for drops. 
    
  2. Rarer drops. 
    
  3. It is possible to find equipment.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The possibility of finding equipment items was too much to pass up, and Russ accepted it without hesitation. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Regeneration skill reached level 44. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Sword skill reached level 36. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The sword skill jumped a whole nine levels. The first thing Russ got was an upgrade. He had a passive that resisted disarming moves and one that increased his sword’s durability. After a moment, Russ decided to pick the latter.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Upgrade selection: 
    
  1. Increase the durability gain.  
    
  2. The sword automatically sharpens over time.  
    
  3. Decrease the durability of any weapon you strike with your sword. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The choices were not very interesting, so Russ settled on the first option, a further increase in durability. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 30 Active Apprentice 
    
  Fire Sword 
  Your sword will deal additional fire damage for 30 sec. 
  Mana cost: 5 channeled 
  CD: 600 sec 
    
  Weapon breaker 
  Attempt to destroy your opponent’s weapon with your next strike. 
  CD: 60 sec 
    
  Sword throw 
  Throw your sword with increased accuracy and power. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Again the choices were disappointing. Russ had plenty of ranged attacks and a limited amount of swords, so sword throw was out. He didn’t plan on fencing with others, so weapon break would be of limited usefulness. Finally, Russ chose fire sword simply because it might be useful someday. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 35 Passive Apprentice 
    
  1. Wounds caused by your sword cause increased bleeding. 
    
  2. Gain a strength and dexterity boost while wielding a sword. 
    
  3. Wounds caused by your sword resist healing abilities. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    After a moment, Russ picked the first choice. He had blood magic and was hoping for future synergy. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your United in Life and Death skill reached level 9. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Good, Tali didn’t mention this skill leveling up. I’m sure she understands the need to keep it hidden even better than I do. Hidden for now, at least. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your Blood Magic skill reached level 30. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Again, Russ earned an upgrade to a passive ability. His choices were the ability to hear heartbeats and the ability that boosted his vitality when he was covered in blood. Russ chose the former since it had proven very useful before.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Upgrade selection: 
    
  1. You can hear heartbeats even more clearly. 
    
  2. You can distinguish emotions via heartbeat.  
    
  3. You can distinguish lies via heartbeat.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    As usual, the abilities given by higher ranked skills were much more interesting. He had Talilia for lie detecting, so Russ almost dismissed the upgrade out of hand. However, after some consideration, he decided to pick lie detecting. It was the most directly useful utility, and he would not always have Talilia with him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 30 Active Apprentice 
    
  Blood armor 
  You can form armor with blood or reinforce your existing armor. 
  Mana cost: 15 channeled  
    
  Blood flowers 
  Cause blood flowers to bloom on any exposed blood in a 25 m radius around you. Radius can be increased with more mana. 
  ●      Blood roses: will taunt nearby enemies. 
  ●      Blood poppies: will cause nearby enemies to hallucinate. 
  ●      Blood tulips: will use nearby blood to fire blood arrows at nearby enemies. 
  Mana cost: 20 channeled 
  CD: 120 
    
  Bloody glue 
  Cause any blood that touches the target, other than its own, to become very sticky and to quickly harden. Maximum of two targets at a time.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Again the choices were great, but Russ’s eyes were instantly drawn to the blood flowers ability. Sure the other two were both very useful, especially blood armor, but they were basic and boring compared to blood flowers. 
 
    Russ imagined for a moment what kind of devastation it could cause in a large fight or a battle. There was one problem, though. While Russ’s control stat would let him handle enough mana at one time to cast this ability, his affinity stat fell short. Russ had 1.5 affinity at the moment, which would let him channel fifteen mana at a time. Russ checked his stat sheet but found that while he had a ton of points to allocate, he only had 0.13 that he could put towards a magic stat. 
 
    Stubbornly Russ allocated the points to affinity and accepted the blood flowers ability. It was too cool to pass up, and all Russ had to do was level up some more. Affinity was always useful anyways as it would shorten his casting time for abilities that had a fixed cost. For example, pain bullets only cost five mana, and therefore he could now cast three of them in under a second. 
 
    Russ allocated the rest of his stat points. He felt a rush of power and completely missed Rose flying up to him. Then the smell hit him, and he almost threw up then and there. 
 
    “Ugh, Rose, you’re disgusting,” Russ said. 
 
    “Master, you are being very hurtful right now,” Rose replied calmly, her good mood suddenly destroyed. “I dig through that filth, and this is the thanks I get? Here are the special ammunitions. I couldn’t find anything else.” She handed over the two large marbles. They were both perfectly clean and obviously had been washed. 
 
    “I’m very sorry, Rose. Please forgive me. I spoke without thinking.” Russ apologized immediately.  “And, of course, thank you for your service.” 
 
    “Hmm, you’re forgiven. We might not be able to catch up with the caravan if we tarry around for much longer. Please hurry up.” Rose then turned around and flew off, hopefully, to wash up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Russ Hanson 
  
     
 
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  (+0.35) 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  (+0.3) 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defence 
  
      	  (+0.48) 2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reflex 
  
      	  (+0.13) 1.47 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Mind: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Focus 
  
      	  (+0.15) 1.75 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed 
  
      	  (+0.3) 1.9 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  (+0.2) 1.8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  (+0.08) 1.58 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  (+0.08) 1.18 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control 
  
      	  2.5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Affinity 
  
      	  (+0.3) 1.63 
  
     
 
      
      	  Well 
  
      	  --- 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Sling lvl 40 
  Evasion lvl 41 
  Loot lvl 28 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 32 
  Unarmed lvl 8 
  Sword lvl 36 
  Monster slayer lvl 29 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Regeneration lvl 44 
  Blood Magic lvl 30 
  Master of pain lvl 47 
  United in Life and Death lvl 9 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Late in the next morning, the group was about to catch up with the caravan. Russ was feeling great, still high from the sudden stat increases. Talilia felt even better since she could finally properly draw back the bow she received as a bonus for her monster slayer skill. The bow was large and completely made of some kind of metal. It also granted bonuses against monsters. 
 
    Soon they spotted the caravan ahead of them, and Russ hurried forward alone. The guards recognized him, and so did the caravan master. Russ and his group were invited back into the group and, for a small payment, even got to ride in the same wagon they had before. 
 
    The fee was nominal as everyone was happy with Russ being there. Or, to be more precise, they were happy to have a swarm of giant wasp summons lurking in the forest and driving off anything that would have bothered the caravan. 
 
    Shortly after joining the caravan, Russ took Talilia to the side for a one-on-one conversation. 
 
    “Everyone lies so much about the weirdest things. How do you do it, and why isn’t your skill grandmaster rank yet?” Russ asked. 
 
    Talilia had no choice but to laugh at that, though Russ could see that it wasn’t genuine. “Little benign lies don’t give any experience. Also, my skill is specialized for it, so I get way more information than you do. I can usually tell exactly what they are lying about, and their intent too. But it still sucks. It makes me want to smack someone all the time.” 
 
    “Oh, that makes sense,” Russ said. “For me, it’s just a yes there is a lie or no there isn’t. No other information. I can’t even always be sure which statement it’s about. I guess I’ll have to get used to not judging people about most of it.” 
 
    Talilia looked away. “Yeah, that’s not easy.” 
 
    The pair also decided not to do their usual sparring with so many people around. Having not much to do, Russ decided to continue spending most of his time meditating and trying to interact with the world’s magic. Not that meditation was easy considering the bumpy ride. During the next couple of days, Russ felt the ocean of undisturbed mana around him, and failed to do anything about it. 
 
    The ride was peaceful. Talilia spent most of the time chatting with Ulesse. The girl seemed to have completely opened up to Talilia and was now much more cheerful and outspoken. Aiwin mostly kept to himself, but Russ thought that he was mostly happy for his sister. The only thing that seemed to really bother him was that his sister would inevitably take a combat role. By now, everyone understood that, and he seemed to have stopped fighting it. Aiwin and Ulesse had one shouting match about it but seemed to have made up since. 
 
    Interrupting his meditation, Russ summoned from his inventory the two special ammunitions that were found in the troll’s lair. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Troll seed 
  Adept rank special sling ammunition. 
  After impact, the seed will grow into a forest troll.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Troll seed 
  Master rank special sling ammunition. 
  After impact, the seed will grow into a greater forest troll. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Nowhere in the description did it say that the troll would be friendly. He would have to be very careful in how he used it. Russ was confident that he could easily kill a troll with burning pain, but at the same time, a greater troll was an unknown, and Russ was worried by the master rank and what it represented. 
 
    Russ got back into the meditation state and immediately noticed that something was wrong. While the ocean of energy was as beautiful as ever, there were several blobs of something else in the distance. Russ stared at them for a long while, trying to understand what he saw, before noticing that they were getting closer. 
 
    Quickly orienting himself in space, Russ mentally contacted Sophie and ordered her to send wasps in that direction. At the same time, he told Rose to get Talilia to him. When Talilia got into the wagon, Russ had already received a feeling of confusion from Sophie. She could tell that something was wrong, but the primitive wasp summon she controlled could not describe any of the details. All she knew was that it was unusual. 
 
    Working together with Sophie, Russ had a summoned wasp guide Comet to where the blobs of weird magic were. Now that they had eyes on the target, Russ expected a quick resolution, but Talilia had a hard time understanding what she saw as well. 
 
    “Um, there are some skeletons and half decomposing corpses of monsters moving around. Weird. Can’t think of a skill that would do that,” she said. 
 
    “Undead.” Russ said immediately and was met with a look of confusion. “Undead... “ Russ started to repeat himself when he realized that he was saying an English word. He thought about necromancy and found the same problem. 
 
    So far, Russ’s ability to speak the human and elven languages worked perfectly. Which led him to one conclusion. There was no such thing as undead in the world. There were no words for ghosts or wraiths or zombies either, now that he thought about it.  
 
    Despite the vast variety of possibilities provided by the skills, somehow necromancy wasn’t one of them. This could only be deliberate, which meant that the things Talilia saw could only be the work of cultists backed by the invading gods. 
 
    This would make it the third type of cult Russ had met so far. The very first cult he ran into was the cult of the Dark Serpent which appeared not to have any special abilities but was the most numerous. Then there was the cult of Leviathan, whose members had various degrees of mind control powers. Now there was a third one that used necromancy. 
 
    “They are heading straight for us.” Talilia interrupted Russ’s thoughts. 
 
    “Well, let's inform the caravan about it. I doubt that Sophie can do much to them.” Russ doubted his master of pain could do anything to them either, leaving him without his greatest weapon. While Talilia left to inform the caravan guards, Russ ordered Sophie to spread out her wasps and search for any living people hiding nearby. If there was a necromancer, they needed to find him fast. 
 
    The resolution was swift and anticlimactic. The undead were barely stronger than a normal skill-less human. They might have posed a serious danger for unequipped villagers, but the caravan guards, though somewhat freaked out, quickly chopped up the walking skeletons to the point where they stopped moving. The remains of the defeated skeletons quickly disappeared, indicating that they were summons, but the decomposing bodies of monsters stayed where they were. Having scouted the nearby area, Sophie did not find anything else, leaving Russ to conclude that this was just a lone roaming band. 
 
    The caravan members were eager to quickly leave the scene of the fight, and Russ was of the same opinion. Lerton, Russ’s and Talilia’s final destination, was only a week away, and they couldn’t wait to have the stability of a home base. Without any preamble, the caravan moved on.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ikaria almost barged into Falael’s realm but decided against it at the last moment. She couldn’t afford to piss him off too much. She’d been doing her thing outside his notice, and she didn’t need him on her case. Confronting him was not beneficial for her either, but he knew that she knew, and therefore not confronting him would bring way more suspicion. 
 
    Having composed herself, Ikaria requested access from Falael and promptly received it. She materialized in front of the customary table filled with various delicious fruit and treats but refrained from taking anything even though she really wanted to. She was supposed to be angry after all.  
 
    “Falael, did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you think you could hide it from me? How dare you reincarnate my champion’s killer,” Ikaria went off. “You thought I wouldn’t notice after that rogue champion debacle?” 
 
    She laid into him as best as she could, demanding Russ’s death, compensation, and everything else she could think of. At first, Falael was amused, as usual. Then he started to get annoyed, at which point Ikaria decided that she had pushed her luck far enough. 
 
    With a few more parting words and promising to complain to Elydis about him, Ikaria disappeared from Falael’s realm in a puff of smoke. Back in her own place, she sat down to plot. 
 
    As much as she hated it, Russ had proven himself extremely valuable for the cause, especially with how he caught on to the traitorous Abarat. She couldn’t do anything to Russ directly, with the vast majority of the gods being firmly on his side. Not that she particularly wanted to do much anyways. She was, however, tempted to have her champion meet Russ to prove which one of them was better. 
 
    Sadly she still had to keep Howard hidden. Which meant definitely no contact with Russ. He had too many eyes on him. In fact, she herself had been watching him a lot lately. She especially enjoyed the fight with the trolls and how he made that other cowardly elf fight one. 
 
    Ikaria shifted her gaze to Howard. He’d certainly improved a lot and was taking on a pair of giant scorpions at the moment. She watched as he methodically defeated the monsters. He was flawless in his technique and tactics, never in any real danger, and always making steady progress. She wondered if she should force Howard’s hand and make him fight something more dangerous.  
 
    Bored, Ikaria cast her gaze to the other side of the continent, searching for Russ and his group. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The caravan left the forested area a while ago, and when they topped another one of the many hills, Russ finally caught a glimpse of Lerton’s walls in the distance. Their destination in sight, Russ gathered his group and said their goodbyes to the caravan members. Then they quickly outpaced the wagons, heading straight for the city. 
 
    As they neared the city, Russ could clearly see the damage that must have been done by the other large summoning ritual that Falael had mentioned. A section of the wall was flattened along with a long strip of buildings on the inside. However, it was difficult to make out much, as construction was well underway, and its goal was to rebuild the wall quickly. 
 
    The group had no trouble entering the city, and as the first order of business, they headed straight for the closest temple. They didn’t plan to spend the night in the city, and it was important to have the anti-mind control rings recharged. Talilia talked Aiwin to follow them to her grandfather’s guild’s headquarters. Additionally, Russ offered to pull some strings and try to get Aiwin and Ulesse rings of their own, and they enthusiastically agreed. 
 
    Lerton was a relatively big city. Not nearly as populous as the cities on earth, but certainly bigger than anything Russ had seen in his new world. So far, the buildings he was seeing were all at least two stories tall, and mostly constructed out of bricks, though Russ could see a few wooden buildings here or there.  
 
    On the way, Russ and Talilia mingled with various crowds and street merchants, gathering news about the going ons of the city. Immediately two pieces of news jumped out at them. First, there were many reports of walking corpses and skeletons in the forest, and most people did not take these reports seriously. Secondly, the duke, who was in control of the city, was heavily injured during his fight with a giant monster and was apparently still recuperating. Something about the monster made normal means of healing ineffective, otherwise the duke would have been as good as new by now. 
 
    Additionally, while ineffective, potions still worked somewhat, and most injuries were not caused directly by the monster. This greatly drove up the potion demand, and the potion ingredients were all mostly sold out, which bode well for Russ, who had three trolls in his storage. 
 
    The temple was huge and also the first one Russ had seen so far without any signs of battle damage. The group quickly got an audience with the head priest and asked about recharging the rings. Fortunately, the head priest did one better for them and offered a new kind of ring to replace theirs, which they happily accepted. Ulesse and Aiwin also received a pair. The new model provided somewhat less protection but could be recharged by anyone who had any abilities using mana. 
 
    Additionally, they talked about the local news, the walking corpses, and the market. Finding out that Russ had troll bodies for sale, the temple bought one outright for a hefty price and recommended where he could sell the other two. Happy with that turn of events, the group left the temple and headed for the merchant the head priest recommended. The merchant turned out to be desperate for ingredients, though he tried to hide it. In the end Talilia managed to sell the troll bodies for even more than the temple had paid, and the group was wealthy again. It was enough to live comfortably for a while, but the next goal was to save enough to buy some land of their own and construct a base. Russ also insisted that half the money for one of the trolls go to Aiwin, which the elf happily accepted.  
 
    Done with the city for the moment, the group headed for the gates. However, along the way, Russ noticed a phenomenon with which he was now eerily familiar. The street was suddenly way emptier than it should have been.  
 
    Then the group ground to a halt as a masked figure in a cape blocked their path. The remaining bystanders quickly disappeared. Talilia moved to stand beside Russ, and Ulesse hid behind Aiwin. 
 
    “Shit. My gut is saying that that’s a master. And there are more people on the nearby roofs,” Russ whispered at Talilia. 
 
    “Same,” she replied and then leaned in right to his ear. “It’s a shame to lose Ulesse and Aiwin, but if burning pain doesn’t work on him, we have to split up and do our best to escape. One of us has to survive.” 
 
    “Maybe Sophie can get him with a swarm? Or how about I unleash the greater troll for maximum chaos? We’ll be in so much trouble with the city if we do that,” Russ offered. 
 
    Meanwhile, the masked figure slowly approached them. Then the figure suddenly stopped, and Russ felt its heartbeat go through some turmoil. Right then Russ wished he had picked the ability that would have allowed him to read emotions.  
 
    The figure suddenly took off its mask, revealing a handsome, clean-shaven man with short black hair. “Talilia, so good to see you again!” He exclaimed as if nothing untoward was just about to happen, the mask disappearing into his inventory. 
 
    “Dave? Is that you?” Talilia said, confused, her spearpoint lowering a little. 
 
    “Aww, I thought you would remember your biggest ‘rival’ with a sword. Though I see that you switched to a spear.” The man laughed, but then his smile fell away. “Anyways, what is your relation to the knife-eared fellow to your right? The shorter one.” 
 
    “He is my husband.” Talilia replied, annoyance in her voice. 
 
    “Congratulations! Russ, my friend, you are a lucky fellow. Take care of her.” David then motioned to one of the people on the rooftop nearby. A woman holding a crossbow deftly jumped to the street and ran up to him. 
 
    “Go straight to the big boss and let him know that those snake worshiping bastards tried to fuck us,” he ordered. Seeing the hesitation and confusion on her face, David pointed at Talilia. “Talilia’s grandfather is the Duke of Storms.” 
 
    Russ was surprised to see the terror followed by red-faced anger on the female assassin’s face. Wordlessly she sprinted off down the street at inhuman speed. Russ felt the other people on the rooftops around them disperse as well. 
 
    “Talilia, Russ, I hope you can forgive us for this little misunderstanding. I see that I caused you some distress, so I’ll be taking my leave for now. I hope we can meet soon under more comfortable circumstances.” The assassin then disappeared from view in a cloud of grey smoke. 
 
    “Suddenly I’m way more nervous about meeting your family. Who was that?” Russ said. 
 
    “Dave. He’s two years older than me. We were in the same fencing class,” Talilia explained. “I beat up all the kids my age too easily, and so I kept challenging him. As I remember, he was generally annoyed by me but put up with it anyway.” 
 
    Death averted for the moment the group hurried to leave the city. They were quickly accosted by a group of guards, but since nobody saw anything and nothing actually happened, they were let go. They made it out of the gates without any further trouble but were sure that they were being watched. The cultists somehow knew when they entered the city, and the most obvious way was someone watching the gates. 
 
    This time the cultists moved way faster and more boldly than Russ had planned, but conflict with them was expected. They are starting to throw unmanageable amounts of firepower my way. If it weren’t for Talilia’s connections, we would be toast, Russ thought. We need to get stronger fast. That or gain a lot of allies. Speaking of which, I need to tell Aiwin about how the cultists tried to kill Talilia when they failed with me. I need to make him understand that it’s too late for him or his sister to get away, and he has no choice but to stick with us for protection. It might even be true. Two allies secured. 
 
    As they left the city, Talilia took the lead, her destination the castle visible on the horizon. The castle was a large walled stone complex on the edge of the great forest and served as the base for Three Suns. Talilia’s grandfather, Phillip the Duke of Storms, was one of the “three suns,” one of the guild's founders. 
 
    As the two approached the gates of the outer walls, Russ at first thought that they were unguarded. Then Russ heard a single heartbeat from the top of the wall. Then he heard another but from a completely different spot on top of the wall. Russ activated blood sense and then stopped in awe. As far as his ability allowed him to see, there was one giant snake on top of the wall. The weird stone structure running on top of the whole length of the wall was actually a camouflaged snake. 
 
    “What’s with the snake?” Russ asked Talilia. 
 
    “What? Oh. It's Anastasia's familiar. She’s a co-founder of the guild alongside my grandfather.” Talilia answered while Aiwin and Ulesse looked around wildly, trying to find the snake.  
 
    “It’s up at the top of the wall, guarding the place.” Talilia clarified for their benefit. “Anastasia is pretty amazing. She hasn’t leveled her epic skill as high as my grandfather did. She’s stuck in the high eighties. However, she also has a legendary skill, and it’s in high master rank. I don’t know all the details. People usually keep information like that close to the chest.”  
 
    There were fewer people than Russ expected in the courtyard, but he had a distinct feeling that he was suddenly the weakest person in the area. Several people gave Talilia friendly waves, but nobody stopped them as the group headed towards the central structure. Aiwin held Ulesse back and excused himself from going inside, instead opting on just looking around a bit. 
 
    Inside, Talilia led the group to a large audience chamber, at the back of which there were three prominently placed thrones. The chamber was almost empty, a few people loitering about. Two of the thrones were currently occupied, one by a woman and one by a man. Judging from the situation, Russ assumed that they were Anastasia and Talilia’s grandfather, Phillip. 
 
    Anastasia was tall and didn’t look any older than Talilia. She had a head of waist-long curly golden hair and a figure of a goddess, though Russ would have to ask Falael to confirm that thought.  
 
    Phillip was a large man that looked approaching forty. Same as Talilia, he had short blond hair and piercing silver eyes. Next to them stood a young man, tall and dark-haired. The man seemed to be talking to them. Or more like at them, as Russ could see that they were not paying much attention to him. Instead, Talilia’s grandfather and the woman sitting next to him were both eyeing Talilia and her group. 
 
    As they drew close, the dark-haired young man noticed that the two leaders were looking at something else and glanced back. He beamed, exclaimed “Talilia!” and then briskly walked towards her. When he got close, he tried to grab Talilia’s hand, but she rudely slapped his hands away and pushed him, sending him teetering back. 
 
    “Hi, grandpa! What’s he doing here?” Talilia yelled out, blowing past the man and coming close to the thrones. Russ went along with her, keeping pace beside her. 
 
    “Good to see you back, Talilia.” Her grandfather replied. “Jack here has been telling us about how great a match you are for him, him being the city lord’s son and all. He has been asking where you were for weeks now. Why don’t you give him a chance?” 
 
    “Excuse me!” Talilia exclaimed angrily. Russ just kept standing by her side, ignored by all so far. All except Anastasia, whose eyes were fixated on him, though slightly unfocused. She wore a slight frown on her face. 
 
    “He’s not that bad, is he?” Phillip replied, taken aback by her reaction. 
 
    “How dare you!” Talilia practically hissed at him. Then her face suddenly froze, and she continued in a much calmer tone. “Did uncle Shadow report back to you?” 
 
    “Yes, he did. He said everything was normal. Did something happen?” He replied. Russ noticed Talilia’s grandfather looking at him as if seeing him for the first time. 
 
    Talilia burst out laughing, and Russ quickly understood what had happened. The shadowy figure that the grandfather assigned to follow Talilia never reported on her marriage with Russ. And apparently, there were no other spies. 
 
    Phillip’s eyes flicked to behind Russ. Jack barreled past Russ and tried to grab Talilia’s hand again. She deftly dodged the attempt and continued to laugh, not at all about to volunteer any information that would clear up the situation.  
 
    Russ, meanwhile, was growing annoyed. Jack was making an idiot of himself but stubbornly kept pestering Talilia about how great a date with him would be and how she should just give him a chance to prove himself. 
 
    Talilia, still in fits of laughter, finally managed to squeeze out an answer of sorts. She pointed at Russ and said, “Sorry Jack, he already has all the dates with me booked in advance.” 
 
    The young man glanced at Russ briefly, and his face showed disgust. “Talilia, now you’re just insulting me,” he said. “I know you. You’re not some kind of a whore that would….” 
 
    Russ’s whole world narrowed to just the insufferable evil little man. At that moment, he decided that Jack would suffer, and it didn’t matter who his daddy was. Russ tensed up, forcing himself not to act on the dozen plans that instantly formed in his mind. Even if there were grandmasters around he was sorely tempted to just activate burning pain and then… “Stop.” 
 
    Russ’s tunnel vision dissipated as he heard Talilia’s voice right by his ear. She had an excellent poker face as she hissed at him, Russ noted. Then Russ noticed that Jack was lying on the ground, twitching sporadically and bleeding from every orifice on his face. 
 
    Catching movement to his side, Russ turned to face the man running at him, but a bolt of lightning streaked past to strike right in front of the running man. The man stopped, looking past Russ accusingly. 
 
    “Did your young master just call my granddaughter a whore right in front of me?” Talilia’s grandfather said in the tone of someone who knew that he was the top dog in the area. 
 
    The man’s expression instantly changed to fear. Apparently, he didn’t hear what went down earlier. He instantly dropped to one knee. “I apologize on behalf of the city lord. I’m sure that this must have been some sort of a misunderstanding. The young master is very fond of your granddaughter.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m fairly sure I heard it. I’m sure you understand why one might be upset if they were to hear something like that?” Phillip said. “But if it is just a misunderstanding, then I will not pursue it further. Please take Jack and look for a healer.” 
 
    Jack, still twitching, bloody and unconscious, was quickly carried off. Phillip then suggested that they better take their conversation somewhere a little more private. He took off, walking briskly, into one of the side passages, and the pair followed.  
 
    Russ, meanwhile, got distracted by the level-up message. “Dear, I leveled up both master of pain and blood magic. Do you have any idea what happened? I checked my cooldowns immediately in case I somehow used something like bleeding curse, but nothing was down.” 
 
    “I’m not all that sure myself,” Talilia answered. “I do think that grandpa can control lightning seemingly without using abilities, though you never know. Maybe it’s something like that.” 
 
    The master of pain level up let Russ upgrade one of his passive apprentice ranked abilities. His choice was between the one that restored his stamina or the one that increased defense. Russ quickly picked the defense one and browsed the three options. Seeing that Phillip was coming up to a door, Russ quickly selected an upgrade that would allow his ability to also raise his strength stat. 
 
    Russ and Talilia followed Phillip into a spacious office. There was a shelf full of books on one wall and a door on the other. By a large window stood a large desk with several neat stacks of papers on it. Talilia’s grandfather pulled two chairs up to the desk and then went around to the other side to sit on his own chair. 
 
    “So I remember you saying that you two were together?” He prompted the pair. 
 
    “Grandpa, let me introduce him.” Talilia started. “This is Russ Hanson, my husband and the father of my child.” 
 
    Talilia’s grandfather definitely lost his composure at that moment, but he refrained from saying anything immediately. He scrutinized Russ for a long moment and then sighed. 
 
    “You’ve not even been gone for half a year and …” Phillip didn’t finish the sentence and just sighed deeply. “I thought that I would eventually have to arrange something, but I didn’t expect you to move so fast. After Jack pestered you so much that you ran away from home, I thought you’d want to be single forever.” He then turned to Russ. “She screamed that she would never marry anyone and then hid in her room.” 
 
    “Stop it!” Talilia interjected indignantly. “Just because you’re my grandpa doesn’t mean you can embarrass me like that.”  
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 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “You really stepped in it. You know they might just use you up and spit you out?” Phillip said. 
 
    “Not like we have a choice. One doesn’t just say no to a god,” Talilia replied. 
 
    “But you did have a choice. You could have just rejected the marriage proposal.” Phillip insisted. 
 
    “You know it doesn’t work like that.” Talilia crossed her arms defensively but continued to stare straight into her grandfather’s eyes. 
 
    He sighed, defeated. “Talilia, do you know your mother is here? She’s with the alchemist. With her being stuck in the lab, I’m sure she hadn’t heard about you coming back yet. Can you go get her?” 
 
    “Of course!” Talilia excitedly left her chair, winked at Russ, and ran for the door. “Russ, you’ll love her. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “You know, I would blame you for getting Talilia mixed up with the gods if I didn’t believe that you’re a victim too.” Phillip said after he was sure that Talilia was out of earshot. “Welcome to the family. If you betray my girl’s trust, I will kill you.” 
 
    Russ rolled his eyes at the threat. He and Talilia had spilled most of their secrets to Phillip. Though not in too much detail, mostly because they didn’t have the time yet. Considering how forthright Talilia had been so far, Russ was sure that she trusted her grandfather completely. The one secret they were going to keep was that they had a legendary skill. “Grandfather, can I call you grandfather? You have nothing to worry about. I’m a one woman kind of man, and I already picked mine.” 
 
    Phillip shook his head in exaggerated sadness. “I’ve spent so much time thinking on how I would peel off whatever leech that attaches itself to my Talilia. And now? The first man she brings home, and I already can’t use any of my plans. Not like I can find her anything much better than a groom with an epic skill. Not to mention that she already got herself pregnant. Speaking of plans, what are yours?” 
 
    “We will take some jobs or go hunting for monsters. We want to save up to get a place of our own nearby. Somewhere to raise the child,” Russ answered. “We also need to expand our circle of allies or maybe even think about starting a little organization of our own. A wall of minions between us and the future assassination attempts would be great. Besides that, just the standard stuff, like getting stronger and leveling up our skills.” 
 
    Phillip nodded approvingly. “You managed to get Talilia a rather nice rare skill. I am impressed. I’ve heard tales of the grandmaster that uses it,” Phillip said. “Not bad, but your goal should be getting her something better. And I’m not even talking about her lagging behind in power as you level up. If she doesn’t have an epic skill, then she will age way faster than you will. If you are serious about your relationship, then you can not allow that to happen.” 
 
    “Huh, I haven’t thought about aging differently,” Russ said. “But getting her an epic skill is the goal anyway, and we pretty much have it solved. Though I do not know if it is a good enough solution. How long do you think it would take her to level up an uncommon skill to master rank and then level up a rare skill to master rank? She can get an epic skill after that.” 
 
    Phillip raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me that you have skill books? And for an epic skill at that? What kind of a skill is it?” 
 
    “It’s a spear skill,” Russ answered. 
 
    “So that’s why she switched to using a spear,” Phillip said, thoughtful. “I hope that you’re not letting everyone know just how much wealth you are apparently carrying with you. Skill books are expensive, even common rank ones, provided that it is a good skill.” 
 
    “Yes sir, we are keeping quiet about it,” Russ said. 
 
    “To answer your question,” the grandmaster continued. “If we make a serious effort and don’t spare resources, then she could have that epic skill within a year, easy. Getting to master rank is not that much of a challenge for someone with her talent, given proper support. In fact, there is a grandmaster who could train her. I’ll look into it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Russ said. “I hope that she accepts the help. One thing I’ve learned is that she hates taking handouts.” 
 
    Phillip laughed at that. “I’m impressed that you got her to accept anything. I guess being her husband does have its advantages.” 
 
    They were interrupted when Talilia burst into the room, dragging a middle-aged woman after her. Russ had no doubts that it was Talilia’s mother since she was basically an older version of Talilia. It was startling to see that Talilia’s grandfather looked pretty much as old as her mother, and considering what Russ knew, he would look the same when she died of old age. 
 
    Talilia introduced her mother as Ceris, and Russ, for once, received a warm enthusiastic welcome. They spent the next couple of hours recounting their adventures, and Russ got a feeling that he was actually part of the family now. 
 
    At the same time, Russ felt a sort of distance between Ceris and Talilia. While her mother certainly acted interested, Russ had a distinct impression that she thought she had something better to do and couldn’t wait until the meeting was over.  
 
    Eventually, Ceris excused herself, claiming that she had been gone from the lab for too long already. Remembering Aiwin, Talilia promised to come by the lab again soon. Russ, having been watching them intently, concluded that Talilia had no idea that her grandfather was way more interested in hearing from her than her mother was. In fact, Russ had a distinct feeling that Ceris had a skill that fooled Talilia’s truth seeker. Having been reliant on the skill most of her life, his wife did not notice a thing.  
 
    Thinking back to the few anecdotes about her childhood that Talilia shared with him so far, Russ realized that Phillip featured very prominently in them, while Ceris was almost completely absent.  
 
    After Ceris left, there was a short lull of silence in the room before Phillip cleared his throat loudly. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking, Talilia, and I’ve come up with a mission for you,” the grandmaster said. 
 
    “Oh? I just show up home, and you already want to get rid of me?” Talilia said suspiciously. 
 
    “I own a property nearby that I’m not doing anything with,” her grandfather said, ignoring her barb. “In fact, something lives there now. I don’t know what, I haven’t bothered checking it and the last time I’ve been there was two years ago. I want you to check it out and, if you can, take it back. Kick out whatever is in there if you need to. Then, you can take possession of the outpost. The place needs some repairs too, but we can think about that later.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re just offloading a troublesome asset. How do you know something is there?” Russ asked. 
 
    “As you said, you need a place of your own. The city is not safe for you two, and I don’t think Talilia wants to stay home and live with grandpa.” Phillip shrugged as Talilia threw him a dirty look. “Anyways, a group of three adept rank adventurers were planning to loot the place. They tried to get in and then woke up without any of their equipment further in the woods. They made it back to the city and complained to their guild. The only worthwhile detail they reported was being caught in large spiderwebs.” 
 
    “It’s a shame the place is inside the woods, but sure, we will look into it,” Talilia said. “The monsters at the edge of the forest are no big deal, and the walls should keep most of them out.” 
 
    Phillip looked silently at Talilia for a moment, her being deep in thought. She quickly noticed the questioning look. “What?” 
 
    “It’s just that I expected more resistance,” Phillip said. 
 
    Talilia rolled her eyes. “Grandpa, people change. I decided that I don’t need to prove anything to anyone. So if you want to practically gift the place to us, go ahead.” Her hand unconsciously moved to touch her stomach. “It’s not all about just me anymore.”  
 
    Phillip smiled. “I’ve always liked your stubborn pride, but this is good too. I finally get to spoil my granddaughter. Forget about the outpost. I have this other place that’s much better suited….” 
 
    Talilia interrupted him in annoyance. “No, no, no! Let’s not go overboard! We’ll deal with the outpost.” 
 
    “Ok, ok.” Phillip raised his hands in surrender, throwing a quick glance at Russ, who just shrugged, not about to get involved.  
 
    “Anyways, grandpa, I need to go see mom and the alchemist. I’ll come to talk to you later in the evening.” She said and turned towards the door, dragging Russ with her. He quickly excused himself and followed.  
 
    Outside, they quickly spotted Aiwin and Ulesse loitering around. Talilia asked them to follow her to talk with the local alchemist, saying that Aiwin might have a job opportunity there. They made their way over to a building next to a large greenhouse. Talilia, after a quick knock, barged inside, yelling, “Aunt Helen!” She then immediately flew out to land on her back some ten feet away. 
 
    “Stupid girl!” A dark-haired, middle-aged woman walked out of the building and closed the door behind her. “The place is filled with poisonous gas. How many times have I told you not to barge in here?” The door cracked open, and Talilia’s mother quickly slipped outside to join them. 
 
    “Then put up a sign or something,” Talilia said, ignoring the fact that there actually was a sign on the door. She then proceeded to introduce everyone. Helen turned out to be a grandmaster alchemist as well as a master healer. 
 
    Helen then impatiently demanded the reason for why her work was being interrupted. 
 
    “Remember how you always complain that you’re shorthanded?” Talilia started her pitch. “You even roped my mother into helping you with your experiments.” 
 
    Talilia then grabbed Aiwin by the shoulder and pushed him in front of her. “Well, I have just the helper you need right here. He’s a herbalist and has a plant control magic too.” Aiwin froze in place nervously, suddenly under the scrutiny of a grandmaster. 
 
    The woman pinched her chin in thought as she looked Aiwin over, but Russ saw how her eyes lit up. “A magic to control plants would actually be very useful right now,” Helen said. 
 
    “Go on,” Talilia pushed Aiwin forward, where the alchemist immediately started questioning him on his capabilities. Ceris gave Talilia a quick thumbs-up before joining the alchemist in the interrogation. 
 
    “So what now?” Russ asked as the pair walked away from the greenhouse. 
 
    “Let’s spend the night here. My mother said that my room is still unchanged. Plus, I still have to talk with my grandfather, alone.” She then leaned in close to whisper in his ear. “We will also need to test out if my bed is sturdy enough for the both of us.”  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Yakkis was repairing her traps when she noticed one of the little ones carefully making way through the webs. Leaving her work for the moment, Yakkis stalked quietly towards the child. Her sister, Riva, could have sprinted the distance while leaving the quarry none the wiser. Yakkis, however, was a trapper, and her talents lay elsewhere. Still, the little one was not very observant, and Yakkis went completely unnoticed until she pounced.  
 
    The child screamed as Yakkis scooped it up. “How many times did I tell you not to go outside the walls, little one?” Yakkis chided the child. “How many times did Retho, the matriarch, forbid the children to go out unsupervised?” 
 
    The child apologized and promised to always listen from now on, but Yakkis knew from experience that this obedience would last half an hour at most. She deposited the child safely behind the walls and headed back to the outer perimeter. Just the other day, a small group of those walking corpses tore a path through her webbing. The webbing, of course, did its job. It alerted her and her sisters to the enemy attack. It slowed them down and even incapacitated a few. So now Yakkis did her duty and painstakingly shored up the hole. 
 
    As she worked, Yakkis suddenly felt several of her strands snap. She whirled around to look at the nearby treetop. There, looking straight at her, sat a strange bird. It was silver-colored, and its feathers were metallic-looking. Judging by the way that the thick branch it was sitting on was sagging, Yakkis concluded that the bird was very heavy. 
 
    Unnatural. Must be a human’s familiar, Yakkis thought. We will have guests again. Maybe we should have killed the last batch after all. Oh well, it is the matriarch’s decision to make, not mine. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “It’s spiderfolk.” Talilia was sitting on top of Russ in full armor as he struggled to do push-ups. “Give me fifty more.” 
 
    “Tali, this impromptu punishment is ridiculous.” Russ grunted from under her. 
 
    “That’s what you get for breaking my bed!” She huffed. 
 
    “I just sat on it. We weren’t even doing anything yet!” Russ exclaimed in exasperation. 
 
    “Like anyone would believe that!” Talilia exclaimed. “You should have seen the looks people gave me when I asked for a replacement. I want to leave and never come back! Grandpa was snickering at me. Snickering!” 
 
    “Right.” Russ twisted and threw Talilia off. “Did you say spiderfolk?” 
 
    Talilia sat down on her bed, a brand new one, and started her lecture. Spiderfolk were classified as demihumans, much like the lizardmen whom Talilia planned to visit before meeting Russ. The big distinction was that they could not learn skills and instead earned classes. 
 
    While spiderfolk differed in appearance depending on their class, their defining characteristic was the torso of a spider and a human female upper body. Spiderfolk were usually considered neutral in their relationship with other races. Like the lizardmen, they often engaged in trade but usually preferred to keep to themselves. 
 
    “So it’s weird that they settled so close to humans,” Talilia concluded. 
 
    “Let’s approach them peacefully,” Russ said. “They didn’t kill the last batch of adventurers to stumble into them. When are we leaving?” 
 
    Apparently, the answer was “right now”. The pair checked up on Aiwin and Ulesse one last time and left them in the care of the alchemist. The outpost was only an hour away, so the pair did not have to make any preparations for the journey and headed out without any further delay. 
 
    As they walked deeper into the forest, Sophie provided security, and Talilia monitored the outpost through Comet’s eyes. Her familiar sat on a tall tree looking over the walls into the courtyard between the several structures inside. 
 
    Talilia now had a clearer picture of her outpost’s occupants. There were very few adults. She counted three distinct individuals so far. There were also a lot of children. Quite a few more than there should be for a group this size, Talilia thought. 
 
    The spiderfolk seemed to be in a bit of an uproar at the moment. A group of three skeletons just burger through the webbing one of the spiderfolk had spread out around the outpost. What must have been a warrior class spiderfolk sallied out, wielding a hefty club in each of her four human arms. The skeletons had no chance as her armored bulk crashed into them, her clubs smashing bones into splinters. 
 
    The attack was not the end of the commotion, however. When the skeletons attacked, everyone, including Talilia, missed one of the children leaving the perimeter. The spiderfolk quickly found that one of them was missing and redoubled their efforts to secure and search the outpost. All while throwing suspicious glances towards Comet. 
 
    Nobody seemed to make any effort to track where the child had gone. Talilia couldn’t track through Comet, even if she somehow had understood what needed to be done, and the spiderfolk seemed too battered and exhausted. 
 
    “Tali, we have trouble.” Russ’s voice interrupted Talilia’s surveillance. “Sophie reports that one of her summons just died. She says she can’t handle it on her own.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Riva followed the tracks as fast as she could while keeping up her stealth. Being a shadow hunter, her pace was quite fast, and she was nearly undetectable. She wasn’t as big as Qithi the warrior or even Yakkis the trapper, but she more than made up for it with speed and other abilities. Not to mention that her class was rare, so her small body was much stronger than it looked. 
 
    Riva froze in place as she heard sounds of battle. Then she realized that the tracks were leading straight towards the fight. She quickly climbed up the nearby tree and stealthily hurried towards the sound. 
 
    Riva settled in almost directly over the fight and scanned the area. She spotted the little spiderling almost immediately. The child was hiding in the undergrowth near a massive tree trunk and was watching the fight. For a moment Riva considered swooping in and grabbing the child but decided against it when she noticed a tiny winged woman hovering close to it. The little spiderling, of course, was blissfully unaware.  
 
    Riva decided to do nothing for the moment. A sudden move might earn her an attack from the humans or their familiars. The strange monster they were fighting kept them occupied, but Riva was certain that the male was keeping watch on his surroundings. In fact, one of her abilities helpfully informed her that she was detected by something. She would have to wait and hope for a peaceful resolution. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    The monster was proving tough. Far tougher than what is usual for so close to the forest's edge. 
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    Its strength was nowhere near that of a troll, but it more than made up for it with incredibly quick reflexes and a good bit of intelligence. It was also very fast. Encased in her puppet armor, Talilia already used several spear abilities on it, but the monster easily dodged all of them. Fortunately, while the monster had stats far higher than either Russ or Talilia, it did not seem to have any abilities. Or at least it did not use any yet. The main advantage people had over monsters were abilities, and it was quite possible to take on monsters despite their overwhelming stat advantage. If Russ and Talilia were to fight a human with stats like that, they would have stood no chance. 
 
    The monster had a long featureless oval torso, about seven feet long. The front of the body had a large toothy circular opening that served as a mouth. From its midsection grew three pairs of incredibly long appendages. They were about ten feet long and looked disturbingly like human hands but with big claws and only four fingers. The whole thing was covered in short brown fur. 
 
    The monster grabbed onto trees with its long arms and achieved complete three-dimensional motion. At that very moment, the monster jumped onto the shield puppet, deftly outmaneuvering the summon’s shield bash and latching onto it from the side. However, before it could do any real damage, it was forced to jump straight up to avoid another spear ability from Talilia. 
 
    Lightning-quick, the monster scuttled right over the shield puppet and Talilia and then jumped, aiming for Talilia’s back. Anticipating the move, Talilia sprinted forward, ducking around her shield puppet. The puppet managed to half turn by then, and the monster collided mostly with the shield. 
 
    “Step back!” Russ yelled to Talilia and fired a painball at the monster. Talilia jumped backward, getting out of range, and the puppet was impervious to the spell to begin with. Even in that position, the monster almost managed to get out of the way. So far, it has completely ignored Russ’s pain bullets and even dodged his pain lance. The partial hit finally reassured Russ that his magic actually worked. The monster gave out a short squeal and bounced off of the tree trunk it was jumping to and fell to the ground in a heap. 
 
    Talilia ran at it, ready to capitalize on the opening, but the monster jumped straight up and was again out of reach. For the moment, it did not counterattack, still shaking off the effects of Russ’s spell. Russ charged up a big blood arrow and shot it at the unmoving monster, but it simply bobbed to the side. Annoyed, Russ watched as blood bubbled from the creature’s maw. His bleeding curse was surely doing some damage but seemed to have no noticeable effect on the monster’s fighting capacity. 
 
    Talilia stood calmly by her shield puppet, waiting for the monster to attack again. She didn’t bother taking out her bow. The monster easily dodged all of her arrows the last time she tried to shoot it. Sophie hovered nearby, accompanied by two of her giant wasp warriors. The rest of her swarm was torn to shreds. Meanwhile, Russ turned his attention to the additional heartbeat moving far up in the trees above him. He activated blood sense and quickly glanced around. 
 
    “We have another spiderfolk watching us now. This one is bigger,” Russ said. 
 
    “Well, we better not die in front of them. That would be an embarrassment.” Talilia answered, throwing him a quick smile that was completely lost behind the featureless helmet of her puppet armor. 
 
    At that moment, the monster scuttled over to be above Russ and propelled itself downward. Having guessed what it was about to do, Russ cast painful ground. With his affinity stat as high as it was, the spell took less than a second, and Russ activated it right under his own feet. Then with a large light step, he disappeared from under the descending claws of the monster to reappear right by Talilia’s side. Russ grit his teeth from the effects of being caught in his own area of effect spell but had the presence of mind to warn Talilia about it, stopping her from charging into the area. 
 
    The spell proved effective. The monster was trashing on the ground, but it could roll out of the area of effect at any moment. Not wanting to waste the opportunity, Talilia activated her metal swarm ability. With her current magic stats, she could summon sixteen insects. The stinging metal insects appeared in the air around her and then immediately swarmed at the monster. 
 
    The summons descended and began stinging, injecting the monster with their acid. In seconds most of them were crushed by the trashing body, but this only further spread the acid all over the monster. 
 
    “Burning pain will finish it pretty much instantly now,” Russ commented while watching the havoc Talilia’s summons were wrecking on the monster. 
 
    “Nah, keep it a secret for now.“Talilia said, jogging up to the monster and stabbing it through the torso with her spear. 
 
    “You better store this thing in your inventory! I’ve never heard of a monster like this!” Talilia yelled as the monster stopped moving. Russ walked up to the monster and tried to loot it, but this time he received nothing.  
 
    Suddenly, their attention was drawn to the rustling of bushes nearby. A small spider girl crawled from under the undergrowth. She was not even three feet tall and wore a dress with flower patterns. 
 
    The girl eagerly ran up to Russ and Talilia and started talking fast in a high-pitched voice. Russ and Talilia, of course, did not understand a thing. After a bit of fruitless back and forth, the child grew obviously annoyed and a little scared. 
 
    More movement drew everyone's attention as the other spiderfolk, having descended to the ground well to the side of the group, noisily made her way through the forest towards them. As soon as she came into view, the child quit trying to talk to the humans and ran towards the bigger spiderfolk. 
 
    Everyone stared at each other awkwardly for a moment. Then the bigger spiderfolk spoke in an accented human tongue. “Greetings adventurers, I am Riva. This little one belongs to my tribe. Thank you for keeping her safe.” 
 
    “Hi. I am Talilia, and this is my husband, Russ.” Talilia introduced them. “We are actually on our way to meet your tribe. Can we accompany you on the way there?” 
 
    Riva seemed uncomfortable with the idea but refusing would not have changed anything. As they walked towards the outpost, Talilia tried to ask Riva about their circumstances, but the spiderfolk insisted that they needed to talk with the matriarch instead. 
 
    “It’s not that hard to guess what happened to them.” Talilia quietly said to Russ. “Too many children, too close to human settlements, everyone overworked. I’ve seen a couple of injuries that should preclude them from working, but they keep working anyways. It looks like they were forced out of their previous home and lost a lot of people there or along the way.” 
 
    “I guess we should try to resolve this peacefully,” Russ said. 
 
    “Well, the outpost is too big for just us to maintain, so having them live there might not be a bad thing.“ 
 
    “Alright. You take the lead.” Russ decided to leave the negotiating to Talilia. 
 
    As they walked, Russ quickly checked his notifications for level-ups. Both evasion and blood magic gained one level. Monster slayer gained two, which brought it past level 30, granting Russ an active ability. The choices were not impressive but useful nevertheless. Russ immediately picked one of them.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 30 Active Apprentice 
    
  Monster lore 
  Allows you to see information about one of the monster’s abilities. 
  CD: 1 hour 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    As they walked to the outpost, the little spiderling attempted to chase after a colorful insect. Annoyed, Riva finally just picked up the child, determined to carry her all the way back. The girl spent the rest of the journey staring at Russ and Talilia over Riva’s shoulder. That and throwing fearful glances at Sophie whenever the giant wasp flew close. 
 
    As they neared their destination, Russ ordered Sophie to stay outside the camp and keep watch. It might just be his earthly bias, but he always thought of wasps and spiders as natural enemies. On the other hand, Rose perched on Russ’s shoulder, getting comfortable on the folds of his cloak’s hood.  
 
    Riva guided the pair through the traps near the outpost and led them through the gate. There, just inside, a pair of arachne waited for them. Riva handed the child she was carrying over to one of them and told Russ and Talilia to keep following her. The remaining arachne, a big warrior with an extra set of arms, followed behind them. Russ finally tried to inspect the arachne, but unlike with the goblins, there was no result.  
 
    There was a lot of open space inside the walls. Not much construction happened in the outpost before the place was semi-abandoned. There were only a couple of complete buildings and plenty of space to build some more. All of the buildings were made of wood. There were several areas where construction seemed to have been just started before it was abandoned. 
 
    The outer wall was not in great shape either. It was a classic log wall, which was not all that reassuring. As far as Russ could see, the wall was complete, and the gate was still holding together. However, Russ could spot several broken sections from where he was standing, all big enough for someone to freely walk in from the surrounding forest. Not to mention that the whole wall was overgrown with climbing plants, making scaling the wall trivial for anyone not too heavy. 
 
    Another thing that Russ noted had to be changed was the fact that the surrounding forest encroached right up to the walls. This made defense much more difficult and allowed more chances for a stealthy approach. 
 
    Russ activated blood sense and looked around. It seemed that all of the children were gathered in one place, in what Russ assumed were the barracks. Riva led him and Talilia in the opposite direction to a small building with only one individual inside. 
 
    Riva guided the pair through a short corridor into a small room. It was bare besides a rather low table set in the middle. The thick table cloth hung all the way to the ground, and there was a steaming hot ceramic kettle sitting on a wooden plate. There were also three large cups, empty at the moment. 
 
    On the other side of the table sat an arachne. Russ couldn’t see how she was doing it on the account of the table blocking the view, but he imagined that sitting was way different for someone with a lower body of a spider than it was for humanoids. A conventional chair was impossible, so he thought that she was simply lying on the floor. A fluffy rug the table was set on collaborated that idea. The whole setup reminded Russ of Japan, though he’d never had the pleasure of visiting it. 
 
    The presumed leader of the arachne looked young and thin. She was close in size to the scout that brought them here, though it was hard to judge because of the sitting position. Despite her size, as he had many times before, Russ had a gut feeling that the young arachne was many times stronger than him. She had a pleasant round face and long straight brown hair. She had smiled when the pair entered, and Russ spotted a set of impressively large fangs. 
 
    “Greetings,” the arachne said in a perfect human tongue. “I am Retho, matriarch of the Vela clan. I apologize for the poor accommodations. Please have a seat.”  
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, matriarch Retho. I am Talilia, a representative of the owner of this outpost, and this is my husband, Russ.” Talilia then sat down at the table, pushing her knees under it, Russ following her example closely. 
 
    Retho’s face did not betray anything, but Russ felt the mood in the room take a turn for the worse, mainly because of the large warrior behind him. The arachne did not like being reminded that they might not be welcome at the outpost. 
 
    “Please, no need for titles. Just call me Retho.” The matriarch then gestured behind them. “Riva, would you please serve us?” 
 
    As a drink with a strong sweet smell was being poured for them, Retho continued. “Can one really claim ownership of a place so obviously abandoned as this one? Before we arrived, this could hardly be called anything more than ruins.”  
 
    “I very much agree that your claim to this place is fair,” Talilia answered immediately. “But you have to understand that in the eyes of the local human rulers, this outpost belongs to my grandfather. The responsibility for any conflict that might arise here would be placed squarely on his shoulders. For example, I have heard that your people already had a run-in with a group of local adventurers.” 
 
    Retho frowned. “That was hardly conflict. We have always maintained a friendly relationship and trade with humans.” 
 
    “Of course,” Talilia responded. “But your people have also always lived in deep in the great forest. The journey to your settlements has always been dangerous, and therefore you have only ever met competent groups set specifically on visiting and trading with you. Now, however, the more, um, riff-raff sort of adventurers will constantly stumble on your clan members. In my opinion, eventual bloodshed is inevitable.” 
 
    Talilia took a careful sip from her cup. The mood in the room worsened further. Riva, having sat down at Retho’s side, looked grim. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Russ noticed Talilia grow pale. She sat the cup down far away from her and looked around in a panic. “Excuse me, I... “ Talilia got the words out before getting up and quickly walking to the open window. Russ was a step behind, and as she leaned out the window, he saw her dry heaving. “Ugh, I can still smell it,” she muttered quietly. 
 
    The room was quiet for a moment, then Retho got up from behind the table. “Sorry about that. The smell can be quite overpowering. We should take this conversation outside.” Russ saw that Retho’s spider half was gray, unlike the black of all the other arachne he’d seen so far. 
 
    “Let’s do that!” Talilia said without turning around and then gracelessly wormed her way through the small window. Russ thought about heading for the door but quickly decided against it. Rose, meanwhile, took off and flew through the window.  
 
    “We’ll be waiting for you just outside, matriarch Retho,” Russ said before going through the window as well. 
 
    On the other side, Russ saw Talilia leaning against the outer wall, still looking a little pale. Rose was now sitting on her shoulder. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah, feeling much better now,” Talilia said. 
 
    Her attention was then drawn to the side, where Retho, accompanied by Riva, rounded the corner of the building. 
 
    “I apologize if I caused any offense, I….” Talilia started apologizing, but Retho waved her off. 
 
    “No offense taken,” Retho said. “Besides being the big decision-maker, my two main duties in the clan are taking care of expecting mothers as well as education of children. Strong smells causing nausea in expecting mothers is not at all uncommon and is not your fault. I apologize that I did not realize sooner. Anyways, let’s just get to the point of our meeting. What does this outpost’s legal owner, your grandfather, want from my clan?” 
 
    “Nothing in particular, actually,” Talilia smiled. “He gave me the full authority to decide on how to deal with the outpost. In fact, he is transferring said ownership to me. And let me assure you that I have no intention of trying to evict you or your people.” 
 
    Riva’s face, very expressive, betrayed relief. Then it showed worry again as Talilia continued. “However, we can’t just completely leave you alone. This is a complicated situation. Can you tell us what happened to your clan and what brought you here?” Retho shrugged sadly and launched into the story.  
 
    Until recently, the Vela clan had a rather large settlement of tens of thousands of individuals, ruling a large swath of land deep in the great forest. They were neighbors with several similarly sized demihuman city-states. 
 
    Trouble started about a year ago with the first reports of the walking skeletons. While it was certainly a weird and interesting discovery, nobody was worried at first. The arachne were used to seeing new types of monsters popping up once in a while and individual skeletons were laughably weak compared to the local monsters. 
 
    Half a year ago, things took a turn for the worse. The walking dead suddenly became much more numerous and, worst of all, organized. Humans were spotted mingling with the skeletons, and the dead became much more powerful in their presence. All at once, going outside the settlement became very dangerous, and contact with the neighboring demihumans ceased. 
 
    The first real attack came about three months ago. Close to a hundred skeletons ran out of the forest and attempted to scale the settlement’s walls. The clan’s warriors made short work of them. Two days later, there was another attack. The next day there was yet another one. Soon the settlement was under actual siege. 
 
    Attacks came day and night, the enemy hordes seemingly infinite, but with the help of thick town walls and the unshakable determination to protect their families, the arachne held on. Then one day, a delegation of pale, hairless, skeletally thin humanoids approached the walls. Their leader challenged the clan’s matriarch to single combat. 
 
    The fight was long and destructive. Vast areas of forest were leveled to the ground, along with a long stretch of the settlement’s wall. Eventually, the creature gained the upper hand and, Retho witnessed this personally, killed the matriarch. The creature, wounded, limped off into the forest. Then a horde of skeletons, larger than anything the arachne have seen so far, poured out of the treeline towards the ruined walls. 
 
    Retho, now the new matriarch, gathered what fighters and children she could and led a desperate attack to break through the encirclement. She knew that there were other efforts similar to hers, but she could not know how successful they were. The sorry tired bunch that was now in the outpost were the only survivors she knew of. 
 
    “I would much rather get my people away from the forest altogether, but I’m afraid that we would not be welcomed out in the open,” Retho concluded her story. 
 
    To say that Russ was shaken would be an understatement. Using his new ability to contact Falael, he sent a quick message asking if the gods were aware of what was happening deep in the forest. All he received back was a “yes.” 
 
    “You are right to be wary of humans,” Talilia said. “Our laws regarding the slavery of demihumans are much too lax.” Russ saw the grimace on Talilia’s face and drew his own conclusions. Considering that his wife wasn’t actually against enslaving actual humans, her comment spelled a horrible fate for the weakened clan of arachne. 
 
    “I have to discuss this development with my husband, alone,” Talilia continued. “We will step out outside the walls for a moment. Hopefully, we will come back with a plan that will satisfy everyone.” 
 
    “The path leading away from the gate is free from traps,” was the only thing Retho said. 
 
    Talilia motioned for Russ to follow her and started walking towards the gates. Russ threw a worried glance at Retho, but she made no indication that she wanted to stop them. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Retho watched as the pair of humans walked through the gates. 
 
    “Riva, can you get close enough to listen to them?” The matriarch asked. 
 
    “No,” the other arachne replied. “The male seems to have some sort of a detection ability. Do you think we can trust them?” 
 
    “We don’t have a choice,” Retho said, her voice grim. “Watch them from afar and let me know immediately if they try to leave.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ followed Talilia for a good couple hundred feet from the wall. She was carefully following the faint path Retho had just mentioned. Finally, Talilia stopped and turned to look at Russ. 
 
    “What do you think we should do?” She asked. 
 
    “We should settle down further away from the forest,” Russ said without hesitation and earned himself an angry look.  
 
    “I will not leave my home to be overrun by some skeletons. Not without a fight.” Talilia stared Russ straight in the eyes, daring him to disagree. 
 
    “That’s right. I would not have expected anything less from my mistress,” Rose added, still perched on Talilia’s shoulder. 
 
    “Tali, I will fight them right by your side. No need to get angry with me,” Russ reassured her. “It was just a suggestion. As you know, besides yourself, I have no connection with this place.”  
 
    Talilia shook her head sadly. “Well, It’s out of the question for me. Besides, other places would have other dangers. Any other suggestions?” Russ shrugged, deep in thought.  
 
    “It’s our outpost,” Talilia said. “Do you want to kick them out? Or maybe make them swear fealty to us? When I saw grandpa, he mentioned that we might want to found a guild of our own eventually. The arachne, while unusual, would make a good foundation for that.” 
 
    Russ grimaced at the thought. “Do you really want that? A guild? Isn’t it a bit too soon?” 
 
    “I asked you first.” Talilia scowled at him. 
 
    Russ thought for another moment. “I don’t know. I don’t know what is possible,” seeing that she wasn’t satisfied, Russ continued. “Ok, generally speaking, I think we should help them out. At the same time, I don’t particularly want any leadership position if we do make a guild. It’s a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Talilia smirked. “I guess we’re on the same page. But we can’t do this without taking some responsibility. Here’s my plan.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Riva escorted Russ and Talilia inside again. The place was aired out, and there was nothing on the table this time. Riva took her place next to the matriarch again while the pair of humans sat opposite of them. 
 
    “I have a plan,” Talilia said, “But first, let’s go through some of the options we can’t take, just so we all understand the situation.” 
 
    At a nod of agreement from Retho, Talilia continued. “Firstly, we can’t just leave things as they are. We’ve already talked about the reasons. Similarly, we can’t just gift you the outpost or sell it. This would leave you in pretty much the same position as you are in now. You would have to rely on your own strength to repel anyone who means you harm, and no matter the cause or the outcome, you will be branded as the bad guys afterward. I’m sorry to say, but the law will not treat you fairly even if you win.” 
 
    “So you’re trying to convince me that we can’t do it alone, is that right? You’re saying that one way or another, I have to be subordinate to humans.” Retho smirked at Talilia, though her eyes remained sad. 
 
    “And I’m right,” Talilia answered. “There is an option of having my grandfather, or maybe even the guild, declare that you’re under their protection, but it would only serve to punish people after they harmed you. I’m afraid many will not take it seriously, plus it would draw a lot of attention to you, which would be counterproductive.” 
 
    “What if we were to join the guild the owner of this place is part of?” Retho asked. 
 
    “Any one of you joining would solve most of your problems, but I’m afraid that none of you are qualified,” Talilia said. 
 
    Before she could continue, Riva butted in. “Because we are not human?” 
 
    “Believe it or not,” Talilia was staring straight at Riva, “there actually is an arachne in our guild. Her name is Ozirnix.” 
 
    Retho frowned. “I think I’ve heard that name before.” She was quiet for a moment before shrugging. “So why are we not qualified?” 
 
    Talilia launched into an explanation of how the membership of the Three Suns guild worked. 
 
    There were two kinds of members. The first kind were full members, powerful individuals who were invited by the founding members of the guild. The minimum requirement was to be a grandmaster in any skill or to have a legendary skill.  
 
    All of the full members had a plus two, a right to invite any two individuals into the guild. This was usually reserved for disciples or promising family members. 
 
    “I’m a member of the guild through my grandfather,” Talilia finished her explanation. “Maybe you can try to contact Ozirnix? Her current location is unknown, but I could try to ask around if anyone has a way of contacting her.” 
 
    Retho shook her head. “We don’t have that much time. So what is your actual proposal?” 
 
    “We need to work within the system and turn it to our advantage,” Talilia said. “I propose that we found an official guild, register it with the country, and have all of your people join it. This outpost will be the official headquarters, which will give us quite a bit of authority with its defense and management.” 
 
    Retho frowned. “So, in the end, the answer is to serve you.” 
 
    “Did I say that?” Talilia replied. “I want you to be the co-founder with me.” 
 
    Now the arachne matriarch actually seemed interested, so Talilia continued. “I don’t particularly want a leadership position, and neither does my husband. We are free spirits. What we want is a place where I can safely raise my child. Other than that and some of the rules and regulations, you can run the place however you see fit. We will only accept people into the guild that can fit in with us.” 
 
    “So you want to dump all the responsibility on me?” Retho, now in a good mood, actually laughed. 
 
    “That’s right,” Talilia said. “It’s my price for the help. I can have the Three Suns officially give this outpost to our guild, acting as our sponsor. Ordinarily, we don’t have nearly enough influence to found our own guild, but with the Three Suns sponsoring us, nobody will say no.” 
 
    “We can work with this.” Retho reigned in her enthusiasm and continued. “I, of course, will need all the details on what responsibilities and privileges being a guild entails.” 
 
    Talilia was lost in thought for a moment. “I think there is a collection of documents we can take a look at in the guild management office. You’ll have to come with me to the city to get this done, and you can learn all the details I don’t know there.” Talilia then added sheepishly, “Oh, and I guess it’s only fair if we told you about our cultist problems.” 
 
    They were interrupted by a commotion in the hallway. A familiar arachne slammed the door open. “Another group of humans almost sneaked up on us but got caught in one of my last traps,” she said in a panic. “They are right on the other side of the south wall.” 
 
    Shit, Russ thought as everyone scrambled up from the table. “Rose, go and try to stall them. We don’t need bloodshed right now.” 
 
    Rose rocketed out the window as everyone ran for the door. Outside, Russ saw that they were being led right to the section of the wall near the barracks, where all the arachne children were currently located. He saw the familiar large warrior arachne and another, smaller one with a green lower half outside the barracks. 
 
    “Let us handle this!” Talilia yelled out as she overtook the group with a burst of speed. Nearing the wall, she jumped, making it more than halfway up in one go. Her hands were covered in the metal of her puppet armor, and she deftly scrambled up and over the wall. 
 
    Russ ran up to the wall, took a big step, and activated light step. Russ found that he overshot the top of the wall by quite a bit. Not panicking, he twisted in the air and slammed his foot against the wall as he started to fall, activating the ability again. This time he judged conservatively and found himself about five feet off the ground. He landed lightly on his feet, right next to Talilia. Fortunately, he didn’t mess up his entrance, as everyone was now looking at him.  
 
    There were seven humans, five men, and two women in the adventurer party Russ was now facing. One of the men had a leg still tangled in a thick ball of web, and two of his comrades were working on freeing him.  
 
    A tall blond man, heavily armored and armed with a mace and a shield, walked forward, stopping halfway between his own group and where Russ and Talilia were standing. Rose was hovering near the blond man, but she hurried over to Russ when he moved. Sophie was quiet, high in the trees. 
 
    “Hi there,” The blond man said. “I’m Dumas, the leader of our small band. The little familiar has been telling me that this place is the property of the Duke of Storms. Is that true?” 
 
    “I’m Talilia, and this is Russ. You’re right about who currently owns this place. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Dumas frowned. “We’ve been sent here by our guild to look into a report of our people being attacked by giant spiders. We would like to take a look inside.” 
 
    “Oh, so it was your guild’s people who tried to break in here?” Talilia said with a smile. “Sir Dumas, you’re part of the Stone Legacy guild, am I right?” 
 
    The blond man actually looked worried for a moment. “We were told that they were exploring abandoned ruins.” He then pointedly looked at the overgrown log wall that was visibly damaged in places. “Looks like abandoned ruins to me. Plus, there are webs everywhere. I’m sure that you understand that we can’t just take you on your word. I don’t know who you really are. Please move aside.” 
 
    Talilia raised her hand, and a large holographic image lit up above her palm. Russ recognized the stylized crest depicting three suns. He’d seen it a couple of times in the guild house. “Will you take me at my word now?” Talilia said. 
 
    The man raised his hands in surrender. “Yes, yes…” 
 
    “We don’t mean to blow you off like this,” Talilia interrupted him. “It’s just that this is a sensitive matter. Are you the son of the countess Arslan? Am I right? I think I remember seeing you before.” 
 
    Dumas answered affirmatively, and Talilia continued. “Will you be attending the ball that the Leicester’s city lord is throwing? How about we meet there to exchange information?” 
 
    Dumas smirked. “I did receive the invitation. If you are inviting me as well, then maybe I will attend after all.”  
 
    “That’s great,” Talilia said, interlocking her arm with Russ’s. “My husband and I will be happy to talk to you there. The story here is interesting and quite alarming. That is if you are willing to believe us.” 
 
    Russ thought that he saw the disappointment in the man’s eyes, but Dumas hid it well and remained courteous. Dumas promised to meet them at the ball and then excused himself. By this time, the trapped adventurer was freed, and the group quickly turned around to leave. 
 
    Russ stood there, with his arm still interlocked with Talilia’s, when she finally spoke. “Well, now you definitely have to come to the ball.”  
 
    “What ball?” Russ said, confused. 
 
    Talilia turned to look at him and then slapped her forehead with her free hand. “I’m sorry. With all that’s going on, I completely forgot to tell you. There will be a ball in Leicester. It’s a neighboring city. My grandfather requested that I attend. I want you to come with me.” 
 
    “Of course,” Russ said. “Though I’m afraid I wouldn’t know what to wear. Nor do I know what you dance around here.” 
 
    Talilia laughed. “Don’t worry. We can take care of the outpost problem here and still have plenty of time to prepare.” 
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    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Russ found himself on a rocky beach. Considering that he went to sleep in the arachne outpost, this was quite alarming. Hearing something behind him, Russ quickly turned around and saw a tall elf standing behind him. 
 
    Russ backed up a step. “Hi. Do I know you?” 
 
    The elf smiled. “Only in a most indirect way. I’m Abarat.” 
 
    Shit. I’m dead, Russ panicked on the inside. Abarat, meanwhile, kept talking. “I wanted to see the one who finally exposed me, and I’m not at all disappointed. Helping the arachne is admirable.” 
 
    He’s either bullshitting me, or he can’t read my thoughts as Falael does, Russ thought. Otherwise, he would know it’s mostly Talilia and not me. “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    Abarat shook his head. “No, not at all. Not that I can either. Falael watches you too closely, so don’t worry. Meeting you like this is pretty much the limit of what can be done without him noticing. Besides, you and I want pretty much the same thing. I hope that we can see eye to eye, at least on some level.”  
 
    Russ crossed his arms. “The forces allied to you slaughtered the arachne. I’m trying to safeguard some. To me, it looks like we’re diametrically opposed.” 
 
    “That is what it looks like,” Abarat looked sad. “But the big picture is different. We all want our people to survive.” 
 
    “Our people to survive?” Russ said incredulously. “Is that why you sided with the evil invaders? The ones who are trying to slaughter our people?” 
 
    Abarat actually clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Really? Did you just unironically say evil? Come on. Do you really think that the pantheon that came to our world is just randomly evil for no reason?” 
 
    “Can any reason excuse what they are doing?” Russ said. “I’ve killed people. Some might have deserved it. Some were innocent any way you look at it. I have no trouble admitting that what I did was morally wrong. Evil.” 
 
    “This is different!” Abarat exclaimed, growing agitated. He started pacing back and forth in front of Russ. “Do you want to know how this whole thing started?! These ‘invaders’ came to us as refugees. Sure, they made mistakes. Their system failed. Their world became uninhabitable. But do they really deserve to all die because of that? So they gathered what they could save of their people and went to the nearest place where they could survive. Here! They came to us peacefully, asking for help. And what did we do? We didn’t want to share, so we attacked them. No, we didn’t manage to kill a single god in our attack. But we did manage to kill almost half of the people they brought along. Uncountable millions of defenseless mortals were snuffed out as if they didn’t matter. Do you think that justified what they are doing now?” 
 
    Abarat stopped his crazed rant to stare at Russ. The god stood unmoving, all except for his big manic eyes. Russ tried to remain calm. “I can certainly understand their point of view. Sympathize even. But in the end, the people they are killing now are innocent. It’s not an excuse. All your story did was paint the other side as evil.” 
 
    The god erupted in laughter. Russ stood there, for what seemed like minutes, as the being laughed hysterically. Then, in an instant, Abarat was perfectly calm. “You know, I sought you out out of interest. Maybe to try to flip you to our side. But now I’m standing here as if in a confessional, being judged by a small powerless thing that will grow up, live a whole life, and then die. All in a blink of an eye and mattering not much at all.” 
 
    After a pause, he continued. “Gods should not need your approval. But here I am, struggling to save you.” Abarat started pacing again, growing more manic by the second. “I gave up all I have to try and save you and the people of our world. Just a smidge of appreciation would be great right now!” 
 
    Holy shit! This guy is actually unhinged. What the hell happened to him. “So why did you join the other side then?” 
 
    Abarat stopped and looked at him. “So it really is a confessional. Sure. Why not? Maybe it will convince you to join the winning side.” 
 
    Abarat snapped his fingers, and a classic earth therapist set up materialized next to him. He lay down on a reclined bed and patted the stool next to it invitingly. Russ sighed and played along. 
 
    “Russ, I believe that I’m saving all the mortal races that live in our world by joining the invader’s side. The invaders are going to win eventually, and when they do, I will be in a position to preserve what remains of my people.” Abarat then looked at Russ expectantly. 
 
    “Um… Why do you feel that this is the way to move forward? Why is our defeat inevitable?” Russ said. 
 
    “Ah, an excellent question. I will not tell you any of the reasons except for one history lesson. Russ, what if I told you that there is no such thing as elves?” 
 
    Russ pointed at himself, and Abarat laughed. “Sure, the system tells you that you’re a half-elf, but the system tells you what the gods set it up to tell you. What if it’s a lie?”  
 
    “I don’t see what the point of a lie like this would be,” Russ said. 
 
    “Oh, there is no point!” Abarat exclaimed. “It’s just a remnant from the ancient time. I’m old as far as gods go. I’m actually a bit older than Falael. It’s just that I’ve always been weak. And because of this, I had to be sneakier than everyone else.” 
 
    Abarat continued after a pause. “You see, we gods are terrible at keeping records. But I have been able to piece together some of the events that happened long before my time. Long before the time of anyone that I’ve ever known. You see, at one point, there was only one race of mortals in this world. Elves. As far as I can tell, they were a beautiful people. Then a pantheon of gods invaded this world. They brought with them humans, orcs, dwarves, and all of the other races that can now use the skill system. As far as I can tell, the invasion lasted close to a millennium before the invading gods gained a decisive upper hand.” 
 
    Abarat continued grimly. “The original pantheon made races more suitable for fighting than elves. Arachne and goblins are ones you might know about. The class system they still use is a remnant of how the world worked before our skill system. Anyways, nothing worked, and the invading pantheon took control over most of the reality and started remaking it into how it works today. However, they could not destroy the original gods completely. Not as long as a single living elf remained. And so we killed them all. Then we killed all the half-bloods. It’s funny. As far as I can tell from what I found, the mortals really didn’t want to kill the elves. They wanted something quite the opposite, judging by the amount of interbreeding that happened. But the gods were relentless, and soon all of the original pantheon was destroyed forever.” 
 
    Abarat then made a funny face. “I lie, actually. There are a couple of mentions of the original gods going forward. The last one was always referred to as the Scourge. It is believed that this god was responsible for the creation of goblins. That god was finally destroyed well before my time, but the race he unleashed is a scourge on the world still. Poetic. When the new pantheon takes over, his creations will continue to annoy them as they annoyed us.” 
 
    “Anyways,” Abarat said. “When all of the elves and half elves were destroyed, and the original pantheon was not quite dead just yet, some of us decided that we needed to be more thorough. This was met with disapproval as the elf blood was in almost a quarter of the population to some extent. This is when the pantheon split into the two factions you see today. They did not allow the elf blood to spread any further, and over time, the only thing that remained to remind us of that ancient race was the pointy ears on some humans. That’s it. The only difference.” 
 
    Russ scratched his head. “I thought that elves lived a bit longer.” 
 
    Abarat, in turn, looked at him incredulously. “How would you mortals even judge that when skill extend lifespans. All at a different rate. And then the rate changes depending on the exact combination of skills. Just trust me when I say that no mortal has ever even gotten close to figuring out our math.” 
 
    “Ok,” Russ said, “so you think that history will repeat itself. The best way to kill the current gods is to genocide all of the current races, and you want to try and talk them out of doing it.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Abarat then smiled slyly. “It would also help if everyone started having sex with the races they brought in.” 
 
    Russ shook his head. “This is all crazy.” 
 
    Abarat got up from the recliner. “The best-case scenario is if about a quarter of the current gods defect and join the invaders. They can’t forgive all of us for what we have done, but as you can see, they can forgive some of us. If such a large number of us were on their side, then genocide would be out of the question.” 
 
    “Or,” Russ said, “they would destroy the opposition and then kill all the traitors.” 
 
    “NOOOOO!” The force of Abarat’s scream overturned Russ together with the stool he was sitting on. Russ jumped to his feet, facing the crazed god. Abarat was standing in place, clutching at his head and shaking. “No! I can trust them. They are trustworthy. It’s everyone else who is lying. I can trust them,” the god repeated the same thing over and over like a mantra. Then he disappeared. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ woke up with a start. Fortunately, this time he was where he was supposed to be. Talilia shifted by his side groggily. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Russ?” She said with a yawn. 
 
    They were sleeping in the outpost. Their bedding spread out on the wooden floor in an empty room of one of the buildings. 
 
    Without hesitation, Russ launched into retelling, word for word, what had just happened. Talilia listened to him with worry on her face. 
 
    “Do you think it’s all true?” Russ said, finally finished with the story. 
 
    “Russ... “ Talilia said, her voice shaking. “Doesn’t his behavior sound exactly like mine when Myria brainwashed me? It’s exactly like you described it. I behaved normally, but I got violently irritable if you mentioned the specifics that she’d brainwashed me about. And I was constantly repeating how what she wanted me to think made sense and that I had to trust it.” 
 
    “No way…” Russ said. Everything suddenly made more sense. 
 
    “We have to let Falael know right away,” Talilia insisted. 
 
    “Right,” Russ agreed. 
 
    He then wrote out a message to Falael, briefly describing the situation. Russ finished it with an invitation for Falael to just get the details straight from his mind since Falael reads his mind whenever he wants anyways. 
 
    Russ sent the message. Immediately an answer intruded into his field of vision. “DO NOT TELL ANYONE ELSE.” Wow, Russ thought, he wrote it in all caps. I’m really starting to stress him out. 
 
    After a moment of hesitation, Russ sent another message, asking if everything Abarat had told him was true. This time there was a much longer pause. Talilia was quietly muttering something beside him, and Russ had already decided to ask her about it when the reply finally appeared in front of him.  
 
    Russ quickly told Talilia about the first message, about his follow-up question, and then read out Falael’s answer. “I do not know as much about the history as Abarat does, but what I do know collaborates his theory.” 
 
    “Huh,” Russ said. “He didn’t deny that our gods started the hostilities.” 
 
    Talilia quickly got up and started getting dressed. “I need to get some fresh air,” she said, putting her pants on. “Alone,” she added as Russ made to get up too. 
 
    “Dear, please at least take Rose with you.” Talilia glanced at him and nodded. She put her blouse on, grabbed her cloak, and stomped out of the room. Russ quickly relayed orders to Rose, who was patrolling outside. 
 
    Talilia seems not to be taking this well, Russ thought. I need to remember to talk to her about it before she leaves tomorrow.  
 
    Russ couldn’t sleep. After about three hours, a sweaty Talilia stumbled back into the room. Seeing that Russ was still awake, she dropped on the floor beside him and tiredly demanded that he clean her. Russ hugged her and activated his cleaning spell, rendering them both spotless. 
 
    The next morning Russ woke up to a kiss. That and Talilia’s hand was going places. “Morning, Tali, how are you feeling now? You ok?” 
 
    Talilia stopped and sighed. “Sorry, I guess I’m not taking this all that well. It’s just that I never had any direct dealings with gods before. And now that I do, they seem so… human. I would expect all this shit from us. We suck, but gods are supposed to be better.” 
 
    “Well, now you know,” Russ said. 
 
    “Ugh, you ruined the mood,” Talilia said, getting up. “Let’s just get on with the plan. The sooner we get everything done, the sooner we get to adventure and level up in peace like before. I’m sure we can get in one or two more good adventures before the pregnancy starts to really weigh me down.” 
 
    The plan they had come up with the previous evening was simple enough. Talilia and Retho needed to travel to the Tree Suns headquarters and secure sponsorship from Phillip. Then they would go to the city and fill out all the paperwork. Hopefully, Retho would go through with it, and then they would have a guild of their own. Russ, meanwhile, would stay at the outpost. Retho’s absence would put a significant strain on the already lacking manpower that the arachne had available. Besides Retho, there were only four other adults. There were a few older children that could look after the little ones, but they had zero fighting power since they did not have a class yet. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Russ said. “We need to somehow find more people for the guild. Or at least hire some to help out.” 
 
    “I actually have an idea about that. And it can double up as an adventure,” Talilia said excitedly. 
 
    “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    “Ok, so judging from the story Retho told us, her people were pretty much the first ones to be attacked,” Talilia started. “If we assume that our enemy doesn’t have the strength to wipe out all the forest’s denizens at once, then there must still be plenty of hold-outs. I say we try to go on a rescue mission.” 
 
    Russ shook his head. “Whatever creature killed the previous arachne matriarch was really powerful. We can’t afford to get close to that.” 
 
    “Duh, that’s why I’m going to pitch this idea to my grandfather and see what he can do,” Talilia answered. “If a serious expedition ends up being put together, then we can tag along. We can try to recruit more refugees into our guild and level up at the same time.” 
 
    “Speaking of refugees,” Russ said. “We need to keep an eye for any other groups making their way to the edge of the forest. The arachne can not be the only ones. Plus, there could be other surviving arachne.”  
 
    Rose flew in through the window, letting the pair know that Retho was already waiting. Talilia hurried along, and Russ got up too, wanting to walk her at least to the gates. Soon Russ was at the gates, looking as Talilia and Retho made their way into the forest. Rose, of course, was flying above Talilia. 
 
    Russ found it odd, but his familiar seemed to greatly prefer Talilia’s company over his own. She was the one that suggested that she should go with Talilia. It was all logical, of course. It would allow for a degree of communication between the two groups. Still, Russ felt a bit jealous. At least I have you, Sophie. Yes, master, he immediately heard her response in his mind. Sophie, Russ directed his thoughts to his familiar again, sometimes I wish that you would actually initiate a conversation for once. There was a long pause. I have nothing new to talk about. 
 
    Russ refrained from continuing. Talking to Sophie wasn’t very fulfilling, and he knew that she didn’t particularly care either way. His familiar was happy that she could talk and convey information efficiently, but that was pretty much the full extent of it. 
 
    All the other adult arachne were gathered at the gate as well. Ready to start the day productively, Russ asked what his duties for the day would be. This was answered by a friendly barrage of questions, as everyone wanted to know what else he could do. Russ spent the previous evening healing everyone who needed it, and the arachne already treated him as one of their own. Apparently, it was much harder to get healing in a society that depended on classes instead of skills. 
 
    There were seventeen children total in the camp. Seven of them were what Russ would consider as teenagers. They didn’t have classes or even names yet. They would be given the latter when they received the former. The teenagers were capable of doing pretty much everything around camp that didn’t require high stats or class abilities. The rest of the children were various degrees younger and needed constant supervision. 
 
    The four adults left in the camp were all combat classes. Russ already knew Riva, who introduced herself as a shadow hunter. Her class focused on stealth and hit-and-run tactics. It also had some degree of shadow related magic. Out of the adults, her build tied for the smallest. The top of her head was on the level of Russ’s chin. Like most of her kin, she had a black lower spider half, though her color was matte instead of shiny black the others had. Her upper body was that of a slim human female, though Russ couldn’t tell much since she, like all the other adults, constantly wore armor. Like most of the others, her armor was a leather breastplate complemented by other pieces made of something chitinous. 
 
    Then there was the large four-armed warrior named Qithi. She towered over everyone, Russ’s head being on the level where her human half’s belly button would be. Unlike the others, her armor was mostly metal. It was unusually thick too, as far as Russ could tell from a distance. Qithi introduced her class as that of a warrior, which was fairly self-explanatory. She was built to be able to take a hit and then dish out several in return. Each of her arms was as thick as Russ’s leg. 
 
    The third arachne was Yakkis. She was a trapper, the least direct combat role out of the four. She specialized in setting up various web traps but could also make mechanical ones. Due to there not being anyone else, she also doubled up as the best builder in the outpost. Yakkis stood slightly taller than Russ, and unlike the others who all wore it short, she had shoulder-length dark hair. 
 
    Last was Shika, a poisonous hunter. Unlike Riva’s rare shadow hunter, poisonous hunter was an uncommon class. Still, both were fairly similar in how they were employed, focusing mainly on hit and run tactics. Shika was actually very similar in her build to Riva. Both were about the same size, but Shika’s spider half was dark green. The previous day Shika was the most injured from the lot. Among other things, two of her legs on one side were broken, and she was starting to develop a serious infection in one of her cuts. Fortunately, this was something Russ could easily handle, and now the arachne was overflowing with cheerful energy. 
 
    After a short discussion, it turned out that Russ wasn’t actually all that useful at the jobs that needed to be done. Realizing that everyone else had much better “do it yourself” skills than he did, Russ quickly volunteered for the one job he knew he could do. The outpost needed food, and he was confident that he could hunt. 
 
    Russ told Sophie to leave a couple of wasps to keep watch over the outpost and walked into the forest. He wasn’t planning to go far or leave for long. He planned to explore the immediate surroundings, hunting whatever smaller monsters or animals he could find while Sophie’s swarm would disperse and try to find something big. 
 
    Half an hour later, the hunt was still going slowly. Russ killed one monster so far, a boar-like creature with longer than usual legs. It was, however, not nearly large enough to feed all the residents of the outpost. 
 
    Master. We found something, Russ heard Sophie’s voice in his head. 
 
    “Great. What can you tell me about it?” Russ said aloud. 
 
    A big snake. Stronger than a troll. 
 
    “A snake should be edible. Lead me to it.” 
 
    Russ followed his familiar for a while before she stopped him, claiming that they were close now and they would be spotted if they kept going. Having been running locate monster at maximum this whole time, Russ was confused. His ability was not detecting anything. Russ considered his other abilities and activated blood sense.  
 
    Suddenly he could see it, at the very edge of his ability. The snake was enormous. A worm compared to the snake which encircled the Three Suns headquarter, but way bigger than Russ was comfortable with. In fact, only part of the snake was visible to him now, and Russ took a dozen steps forward to get the whole thing into his vision. All of this was well within the range of his locate monster ability, showing shat the snake had a way of fooling it. 
 
    The snake was unmoving right then. The thing was about seventy feet long and thicker than a barrel. Russ wondered for a moment if it was venomous but quickly dismissed the thought. If it managed to bite him, it probably wouldn’t matter. 
 
    The snake represented a ton of meat, but at the same time, Russ had no idea how he would fight it. Russ hoped it wouldn’t be too fast but was sure that it would have no trouble navigating between the trees. Getting up in a tree was not an option either. If anything, it would put the snake at an advantage. 
 
    Burning pain was an answer to most of Russ’s fights, but he was reluctant to use it at this time. The ability would probably ruin a large portion of the meat. With no plan jumping out at him, Russ started to methodically go through his abilities. 
 
    Except for the burning pain, his epic skill was useless. If the snake proved to have little resistance to his spells, it would be game over, but Russ felt that it would not be so easy. As for blood magic, Russ hoped that a beefed-up blood arow would be able to do a good amount of damage. 
 
    Russ’s sword abilities would be too dangerous to use and probably too weak to do much. His sling abilities held some promise but would only be effective against the snake’s head. Russ did have lightning shot, but he couldn’t know exactly how effective it would be until he tried it. 
 
    In conclusion, I don’t have a knockout punch, Russ thought. And I can’t think of any way to use the terrain to my advantage. So the only hope is that I can keep the distance open and wear it down over time. 
 
    Let’s do this. Sophie, do not risk yourself unless absolutely necessary. I can’t have you gone for a whole day.              Russ started circling the snake, trying to get an angle where he could shoot at its head. The snake, meanwhile, started moving again, though it was staying in roughly the same spot.  
 
    The forest was not cooperating, and Russ was only thirty feet away from the snake when he finally got an uninterrupted line of sight on its head. In position, Russ stopped moving, but so did the snake. With blood sense still active, Russ took a good look at the snake. It was difficult to see the details because the ability was messing with his depth perception, and he had no way to tell edges from one another. Now that he was closer, he realized what the snake had done. It coiled up. 
 
    For a long moment, Russ remained frozen, waiting for the snake to pounce. After a while, though, Russ decided that the reptile had way more patience than even he did and was probably waiting for him to act first. Which was not a bad thing.  
 
    First thing first, Russ inspected the snake. 
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    A lot of strength. If it grabs me, I’m finished. Ok, what about my other ability? Russ then used monster lore, his latest monster slayer ability. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Strong constriction 
  Gain a 1.5 multiplier to strength and defense stats. Only usable while constricting a foe. Stat boost lasts up to 3 min. 
  CD: 1 hour 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Yeah, can’t let it catch me.  
 
    Remaining unmoving, Russ concentrated and started casting a blood arrow behind himself. He kept casting the same arrow, adding more and more blood to it. He had a lot of it stored away. As he kept casting, there was suddenly a sound of splintering wood behind him. Russ was ready for the snake to attack right then, but the monster didn’t move. Happy to maintain the status quo for the moment, Russ cast two more blood arrows the same way he did the first. 
 
    Done with his preparations, Russ turned off his blood sense. The snake was colored in a brown and dark green pattern and was difficult to see despite its size. Russ had a mass enchanted lead bullet in his sling and slowly readied to shoot. The sling he used now would be less powerful than his staff sling, but Russ doubted that the bullets themselves would do much damage, no matter the sling. His hope was in his abilities. 
 
    Russ activated acid shot and launched the bullet. In answer, the snake’s head bobbed to the side, letting the projectile fly past it. The bullet hit the snake’s body at a sharp angle, splashing it with acid and skipping off the scales. 
 
    The next moment the snake launched itself forward with its powerful coiled body, its open mouth flying straight at Russ. For a moment, Russ was fascinated as the snake’s lower jaw split apart down the middle, like some sort of an alien. That and it had way more teeth than appropriate. At the last moment, Russ activated light step. He had planned out his retreat route in advance and didn’t even have to look where he was going. 
 
    Russ disappeared from the spot, revealing three spears of hardened blood that he had driven into the tree that was behind him. The snake hit the trap with a crash, the three spears impaling it and actually coming out through the back of its head. They must not have hit anything too important, though, as the snake whipped its head to the side, breaking off the spears. 
 
    While the monster shook its head around, trying to dislodge the blood spears stuck in it, Russ reloaded his sling and shot again. This time he used lightning shot. The projectile struck the snake in the side of the head with a bright flash of light and a thunderclap. Scales exploded from the spot, and after a moment, Russ saw a plate-sized burned wound with a large spiderweb of burns radiating from it. The snake started to whip its head around even harder. 
 
    Not nearly enough, Russ thought. He activated bleeding curse and followed it up with a pain lance. The snake was still disoriented, so Russ prepared and shot a large blood arrow. He scored another hit to the head, the projectile sinking deep. However, this snapped the snake out of its pain-induced tantrum, and it turned to face Russ. 
 
    The snake was no longer positioned to strike out as it had earlier and instead opted for aggressively slithering towards Russ. Fortunately, it was not nearly as fast as Russ had feared. Backing up, Russ launched a power shot, but the snake bobbed its head to the side again, and the bullet skipped off its body. 
 
    Instead of retreating, Russ activated frighten monster, an ability given by his monster slayer skill. Immediately the snake made a sharp turn to the side, trying to get away. Then, after ten seconds, it stopped, confused. 
 
    Russ decided to play the long game. He used only blood arrows and lightning shots and kept his distance with light steps and frighten monster, as well as some good old running away when he was between cooldowns. After a long tiring six minute fight, the snake turned around and tried to slither away. Russ then immediately used enrage monster, forcing the snake to chase after him again. 
 
    Soon the creature slowed down and became sluggish, having lost a lot of blood. With no further resistance, Russ finished it off with a couple of well places blood arrows. Sophie hovered nearby, her swarm spread out and sweeping the area.  
 
    Certain that he had earned at least some level-ups this time, Russ waited at a distance until he finally received the notifications. He then eagerly ran up to the body and looted it. This time luck was not on his side as he only received one novice monster core shard. 
 
    Russ quickly stored the body in his temporary storage slot and turned to the level-ups. He earned a level in sling, loot, and monster slayer. Blood magic, which did most of the work during this fight, gained two levels. None of the level-ups granted him any abilities, but he did gain a few stat points to spend. Blood magic gave him some magic stat points, and Russ was now another step closer to being able to use his blood flowers ability. 
 
    Satisfied that he had hunted enough, Russ headed back to the outpost. Halfway there, Rose contacted him through their link, letting him know that they safely made it to the Three Suns guild. Relieved, Russ quickly made it to the outpost and was met at the gates by Qithi, the imposing warrior. Hearing that Russ had a successful hunt, she directed him to find Shika, the poisonous hunter. 
 
    The green-bodied arachne was impressed when she found out how big Russ’s catch was. Russ took the snake’s body out of his inventory outside the building, by the outer wall. Shika got to work butchering the snake, and the place was immediately swarmed by all the children. 
 
    The snake actually occupied everyone, including Russ, for quite a while. All the children, especially the teenagers, wanted to look over the snake. They all wanted to touch it too. Shika actually handed out a bunch of scales as souvenirs. But soon, the snake was all seen and touched, and the children were ready to move on to something new. This is how Russ was inadvertently roped into recounting his fight with the snake to a half-circle of small to medium-sized arachne crowded in front of him in the barrack. Some of the smaller children didn’t understand human language yet, but everyone was enthusiastic regardless. 
 
    The idyllic scene was interrupted when Russ heard a shout from outside. Russ ordered everyone to stay inside and ran out. What he saw was disturbing. Right in the middle of the outpost stood a large, impossibly thin rectangle. Its surface looked like a dozen paints of different colors swirled together without rhyme or reason.  The ground around the rectangle was also painted in the same pattern, forming a perfect circle. 
 
    All the adult arachne were already gathered not far from the mysterious rectangle. Russ made to go join them, but then the rectangle’s color pattern shifted, and the previously perfectly flat surface bulged out. Quickly two shapes of paint stepped out. The colors swirled and mixed, resolving into paintings of a man and a woman. The figures became more detailed by the moment, and then suddenly they were real. Meanwhile, the rectangle and the circle under it disappeared. 
 
    Everyone stood unmoving, looking at the two invaders. Both of them were tall and dressed in all white. None of it was armor. The man wore something akin to a suit, and the woman wore a long dress. Both were blond. The man’s hair was short, and the woman’s long and wavy. Despite everything else, their most distinguishing feature was their eyes. They looked exactly like the rectangle did, just random swirls of color. The sight was unnerving. 
 
    The man glanced around. “I am grandmaster Oswyn, a member of the Three Suns guild, and this is my disciple,” the man said loudly and then produced the same kind of hologram that Talilia had the previous day. “Retho, your matriarch, negotiated a deal with the Three Suns. I have here a letter from her that should explain everything.” The man held up a sealed envelope. 
 
    Everyone pretty much relaxed by this point. Riva walked up to Oswyn and took the envelope from him. She unsealed it and read it over quickly. Then she nodded. “I see. I volunteer to go first.” 
 
    The man looked her over with his disturbing eyes and then spoke loudly to everyone again. “Let me explain for everyone’s benefit. I have the ability to go into people’s memories and to copy them, allowing others to view them later. This process is harmless but somewhat time-consuming. The guild wants to know all the details about your conflict with the skeletons and the unknown race. In return, we agreed to provide a degree of material support. We will start with the process immediately. I will need to access everyone’s memories, children included. This will take about half a day per adult and much less for children since they wouldn’t have much relevant information.”  
 
    Oswyn then gestured for Riva to follow him and walked off towards one of the buildings, apparently having decided that he would do whatever he was about to do there, moving as if he owned the place. 
 
    The woman that was with him moved straight towards Russ and extended her hand in a greeting. “I’m Loura,” she said as Russ shook her hand. “It’s nice to finally meet little Talilia’s husband.” She then pointedly looked him up and down, which was doubly uncomfortable for Russ because of her inhuman eyes. 
 
    “It’s great to meet someone who knew Talilia from way before. Do you happen to have any embarrassing stories to share?” Russ said with a wink. 
 
    Loura laughed. “I wish. Sorry to disappoint you, but we are not really friends. More like passing acquaintances. I wasn’t around for most of her teenage years, though I used to play with her when she was a baby. Anyways, I’m here to let you know that Talilia wants to meet up with you this evening at our guild hall. If everything goes smoothly, she should be there again by the end of the day. And don’t worry about the outpost. I will be taking care of security while my master does his thing.” 
 
    “Huh, she has a way of reaching me. Why didn’t she?” Russ said. 
 
    Loura shrugged. “She’s probably still in a meeting. My master is not one to put things off. We traveled here as soon as the arachne matriarch finished writing that letter.” 
 
    Loura then became completely distracted when she spotted one of the arachne children peeking through the window in the barracks. She immediately insisted that Russ introduce them. Not really wanting to take such a responsibility, Russ quickly spotted Shika and introduced her to Loura as the one responsible for the kids. This was technically true. 
 
    Having extracted himself from the awkward situation, Russ asked around about what else he could help with and ended up dragging freshly prepared logs to the damaged sections of the wall. As he was dragging the first log, Rose finally contacted him through their link, letting him know everything he already knew. At least he had confirmation now. 
 
    Having worked for hours, Russ did not have all that much daylight left. He said his goodbyes to the arachne and set off towards the Three Suns guildhall. The journey was uneventful until, halfway there, Sophie told him of a lone wandering skeleton nearby. Russ sneaked up on the thing and watched it for a while. 
 
    The skeleton looked like that of a human from afar, but once Russ had a closer look, he realized that it was far from it. The thing had extra bones in some places and was missing others. Plus, the skull was different.  
 
    The skeleton looked completely undamaged. The bones were shiny white without a scratch on them. There was no way they actually came from a corpse. Russ continued watching it for a while, but the skeleton did not show any signs of intelligence and just wandered around randomly. Having wasted enough time, Russ drew his sword and shot a painball at the skeleton. Predictably, the thing didn’t even notice. With nothing else to do, Russ ran up to the skeleton and smashed its skull with his sword before it could even turn to face him. The thing turned into a useless pile of bones and then disappeared.  
 
    Russ didn’t encounter anything else the rest of the way and safely arrived at the castle that served as the three Sun’s guild’s hall. Through his link, Russ felt that Rose was still some ways away through his link, though she had already left the city and was on her way. With nothing else to do, Russ decided to visit Aiwin and Ulesse. 
 
    Russ found the two in the greenhouse, and they came out to talk with him. Aiwin was ecstatic. Working with a grandmaster was more than he ever hoped for, and he was sure that he would learn a lot. Ulesse, on the other hand, was bored out of her mind. The girl had absolutely no interest in herbalism or alchemy, but a story about the adventures around the outpost did cheer her up.  
 
    Rose, meanwhile, was almost at the gate. Russ tried to excuse himself, but Ulesse insisted on tagging along with him in hopes of seeing an actual arachne. She was soon deathly disappointed as Talilia and Rose walked through the gate without Retho. 
 
    “Tali, how did everything go? No trouble? Where is Retho?” Russ shouted. 
 
    Talilia waved her hand and hurried over to where he and Ulesse were standing. Talilia gave Russ a quick kiss and then messed up Ulesse’s hair, the girl not quite quick enough to swat her hand away. 
 
    “Russ. Hi Ulesse. Retho and I split up on the way here. She wanted to go straight to the outpost,” Talilia said. 
 
    She then continued. “I have some good news and some very good news. The good news is that we have our own guild. Retho looked over everything and agreed to go through with it. Though she did insist that we take the name her clan had, so now we are the Vela guild.” Talilia raised her palm, and their stylized guild name lit up above it. 
 
    Russ shrugged. “That’s fine. Is it a problem that you’re in two guilds now?” 
 
    “Most guilds prohibit it,” Talilia said. “Three Suns, however, do not. In fact, it’s encouraged. Pretty much all the members have their own thing going on. Here, let me throw you an invitation.” 
 
    Russ received a prompt asking him to join and quickly accepted. Immediately he felt a new aspect of the interface open to him. Then he felt that his status in the guild was changed. 
 
    “There, I made you as high ranked as it goes. Though I’m still your boss,” Talilia wagged a finger at him. Russ raised his hand, and their new guild sigh appeared above it. 
 
    Talilia felt a tug on her sleeve and turned to see the biggest saddest eyes she’s ever seen. “Can I join too?” Ulesse begged her. 
 
    Talilia laughed and leaned in conspiratorially. “Ok, but we’ll have to keep it secret from your brother.” Ulesse nodded eagerly, and Talilia continued. “But you will have to work hard. For example, do you know how to read?” 
 
    Ulesse looked down in embarrassment. “My father didn’t let me go to school, and my brother didn’t have the time.”  
 
    “Well, this is your first assignment,” Talilia said. “Show me you’re working hard and making progress, and I will invite you to the guild. Now go and ask your brother if he can teach you.” 
 
    Russ and Talilia watched as the girl ran off. “Didn’t have time to teach her, huh?” Talilia said, annoyed.  
 
    “Dear, we know they had difficult circumstances. Don’t judge Aiwin just for that,” Russ said. “By the way, how does she use the system if she can’t read?” 
 
    Talilia shot Russ an amused look. “Everyone just understands the system, even if they can’t read otherwise.” 
 
    That’s not much of an explanation, Russ thought but decided to change the subject. “Didn’t you mention that you had more good news?” 
 
    “A ton of dead bodies have been turning up in the city,” Talilia said excitedly. “You see, David showed up again and told me that the assassin guild was very much not happy with being set up to kill me.” 
 
    “So they are killing all the cultists they can get their hands on,” Russ concluded. “Good for us, but it’s a bit much. Seems like an overreaction. I bet we don’t know something.” 
 
    The two were quiet for a while before Talilia broke the silence. “Anyways. I ordered some clothing to be made for us. We can pick it up on the way to the ball. Can you dance?” 
 
    Russ shrugged. “I could on earth. Here? I don’t know.” 
 
    Talilia didn’t like that answer. “Well, I can’t have you embarrassing us. You will learn!”  
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    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    As far as Russ was concerned, the previous two days were the best days of his life that he could remember. Of course, there were the boring parts, such as the etiquette lessons. There were the alright parts, such as the two dinners he spent with Talilia’s family. Then there was the thing that made everything worth it and then some more. Learning the dances with Talilia. He’d never been a big fan of dancing, but as it turns out, you just need the right partner.  
 
    The time they spent together was fruitful. Russ was quickly learning the dances he was expected to know at the ball. While he didn’t have much interest in asking other women besides Talilia for a dance, they might approach him instead. He would be able to make excuses sometimes, but there were many possible situations where it would be insulting to decline. Therefore it was imperative that he knew all of the dances that a noble was expected to know. There was no freestyling it here, definitely not in a ballroom setting. 
 
    Then there was another benefit to the dance practice. The pair gained two levels in their legendary skill, finally earning their first active ability. Talilia picked a taunt ability. Not very impressive on the surface, but the description stated that she could taunt any enemy that attacked her partner. This was amazing because it theoretically applied to people and not just monsters like Russ's taunt abilities did. 
 
    Russ chose an ability that nicely complemented Talilia’s taunt. It was called shared defense and allowed him to add his own defense stat to Talilia’s for a whole minute. The ability had a twenty-minute cooldown, so it was a once-in-a-fight thing, but it would make Talilia very resilient for that one minute. 
 
    Russ was also beginning to understand one thing about the legendary skill. He could be wrong, of course. His sample size was still very small, but it looked like this skill would not provide him with any direct attack abilities. Also, aside from the stat points, he would have to be near Talilia to benefit from the skill. 
 
    Besides the dancing, Russ also worked with Talilia on her spearmanship. They found a quiet spot by the outer wall and practiced there. It was now the second day of Talilia trying to impale him with her spear, and the two were taking a short break. 
 
    “Ok, now we take two steps away from each other,” Talilia commentated as they reviewed. “Yeah, just like that. Now we link back up and…, Russ, your hand is supposed to be higher, on my waist.” 
 
    Russ didn’t answer as he saw two figures enter through the gate out of the corner of his eye. Russ did a double-take and pointed them out to Talilia. 
 
    The newcomers spotted the pair, and the man waved his hand. The two changed direction and moved towards Russ and Talilia. Unbelievable, Russ thought, that’s definitely a large slavic man coming towards me. 
 
    The two strangers looked intimidating, both obviously very powerful. The man was tall, about six and a half feet, with a head full of brown hair. His arms looked too thick for his body, and he was wearing a pair of large intricate gauntlets. The woman next to him was just as tall and wore a giant greatsword on her back. She was a redhead and had a pair of large fox ears and a fluffy red-furred fox tail. Most of Russ’s attention would have been on her, but the distinctly slavic features of the man’s face really confused him. The people Russ had seen so far didn’t look like that, which pushed Russ towards an interesting conclusion. 
 
    “Hey there!” The man said loudly when he got close. “You must be a new champion. I’m Elec, a champion of Elidys. And this is my wife, Ruki.” The man then took off one of his gauntlets and thrust a meaty hand at Talilia, but then he hesitated. “Though your energy feels weird.” 
 
    Talilia threw a quick glance at Russ and then shook the hand. “I’m Talilia, and this is my husband, Russ. As far as we know, neither of us are champions.” 
 
    “Where are you from?” Russ interjected. “I’m from England, though I lived mostly in the US.” 
 
    “Poland,” Elec answered, turning to Russ. “Sorry for the confusion. I thought that with the ears you can’t be…, you must be from one of the elven gods. I hear they add the ears so that our people fit in better.”  
 
    “I didn’t get to take my body with me. I’m with Falael, but he said that I’m not actually a champion,” Russ said. 
 
    While the two men talked excitedly, the fox woman gestured for Talilia to step to the side. “So, how are you doing?” Ruki asked when they were out of earshot. “You and that otherworlder getting along fine? He’s not, um, taking advantage of you?” 
 
    “No, everything has been pretty mutual so far. What’s with the questions?” Talilia said, annoyed. 
 
    “Don’t take it personally, kid,” the fox woman said. “I’m just checking up on you. Not everyone gets to have a decent relationship.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. Is it that bad for you?” Talilia said, losing her attitude right away. 
 
    Ruki, however, waved her concerns away. “You misunderstand. I actually have it decent enough. But I have seen cases that were far from good.” 
 
    After a pause, Talilia suddenly asked the question that’s been bothering her from the very beginning. “Why us specifically? Did you also get roped into the marriage?” 
 
    Ruki shrugged. “Who knows for sure. Personally, I think that it is a pure coincidence. I’ve met a lot of champions over the years and have my own theories if you want to hear them.” 
 
    Talilia agreed eagerly, and Ruki continued. “It is all very logical in some sense. The gods send someone here who knows nothing about the world and has no ties to it. So the gods quickly get their champion someone to spend time with, and I think they choose that someone purely for convenience. I think that who you are as a person has nothing to do with the choice. I very much doubt that gods care about the feelings of mortals. You were just the nearest fitting candidate with enough connections.” 
 
    Talilia raised her eyebrow at that. “So you’re saying that I’m just here to teach Russ about our world and help him fit in?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Ruki said. “All the champions I’ve met so far were in some kind of permanent relationship within weeks of arriving into our world, and I bet you two are not the exception. It’s not always marriage, though. Sometimes the champion is roped into a master-student relationship. Sometimes they just buy a slave. It’s all the same thing in the end.” 
 
    “You said you’re fine, but I’m hearing a lot of resentment,” Talilia said. 
 
    Ruki smiled bitterly. Then she was suddenly very close, one of her hands lifting up Talilia’s chin. “You see, I’m actually into women, not men. But what do gods care? My father was one of Elidys’s priests, and when she called on him, he gladly gave me away. I’m not faulting Elec either. What I’m trying to convey is that the gods are not on your side. They are on their own side, and we’re just the tools they use, you and your Russ both. So learn to watch out for yourself.” 
 
    At that moment, Elec shouted to Ruki that they were running late. “One last thing,” Riki said quickly. “There are two other champions in the area. One is a woman. She’s alright. Another one is a man, and he is a real piece of shit. Do not be alone with him. He will rape you if he gets the smallest chance.” She then hurried over to join Elec, who was heading towards the guildhall. 
 
    “You look troubled,” Russ said as he walked over. 
 
    “Girl stuff,” Talilia answered. “She said that I should watch out for one of the champions that’s in the area. Apparently, he’s an asshole.” 
 
    “Elec warned about the same thing. He says that that champion is power tripping hard and simply likes to hurt others for little to no reason. Elec said that the guy was probably a nobody back home but now has the power to do whatever he wants. He is also really strong and therefore useful, so the gods are not doing anything about it. In fact, his sponsor god is actively shielding him from any consequence. By the way, did she tell you why they are here today?” Russ said. 
 
    “She didn’t. Do you know?” 
 
    “Two days ago,” Russ started, “the gods mobilized their nearby champions to the edge of the great forest. Armies are being gathered too. It looks like our guys will be making a counterattack into the forest.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what we wanted,” Talilia said, excited. “We need to join them. Wait, I thought Falael knew about what was happening in the forest before we told him about it. So why did they only start acting now? Exactly after we became involved?” 
 
    “You’re right,” Russ said but then shrugged. “I don’t know why.” 
 
    “It’s weird. Anyways, let’s get back to practice,” Talilia said, taking a training spear out of her inventory and leveling it at Russ.  
 
    The next day, Russ and Talilia left the Three Suns guild and headed towards Lerton. They made it into the city without a problem, with no cultist in sight. There they picked up the clothing Talilia had ordered previously. Russ got what looked pretty much like a suit. Talilia got herself a long silver gown. Fortunately, the pair could store their new clothing in their inventories and did not have to worry about ruining them. 
 
    Though Russ and Talilia were on guard the entire time, nobody bothered them as they left the city. Nobody followed them out either. It seemed that the assassin guild’s displeasure had forced the cultists to lay low. That, or they had bigger things to worry about now that an army was gathering nearby. 
 
    As the pair half walked, half jogged towards Leicester, they noticed more signs of the mobilization Elec had told them about. They were stopped and questioned by three separate mounted patrols as they traveled. Then, later in the afternoon, two of what must have been master-level fighters appeared out of nowhere, practically on top of Russ and Talilia, and instructed the pair to take a detour. As the pair crested one of the nearby hills, they realized that their previous route would have taken them straight through a large military camp. 
 
    As they were skirting the military camp, another group of riders approached them, this one clearly not military as the previous ones, though they did come from the direction of the camp. Russ and Talilia quickly ordered their familiars to keep out of sight. 
 
    Leading the group was a nondescript man. Average height, dark hair, and a plain clean-shaven face. The thing that stood out the most about him was his equipment. Russ had not seen anything remotely as fancy even on a grandmaster. So far, everyone seemed to mostly favor a utilitarian approach. In contrast, the approaching man wore a set of full plate armor inlaid with gold and red patterns. He didn’t wear a helmet or gauntlets at the moment, and Russ could see a ring on every one of his fingers. 
 
    The rest of the party were all women. Their equipment was themed around the idea that less was more. Russ hadn’t imagined that sexy armor like this actually existed. On the other hand, their bikini armor had the same gold and red pattern as the man’s armor. Russ was sure that with whatever magic was at play, the women’s armor was more functional than it looked. Not that any of them picked how it looked since most of the seven women were clearly marked as slaves. 
 
    The man looked over Russ and Talilia and then scoffed. “Which one of you is the champion?” 
 
    Russ took a small step forward. The man, still on his horse, cringed. “Damn, you look pretty weak. You’re going to be useless in the upcoming battle.” 
 
    Russ shrugged. “I haven’t been here that long.” The mounted man, however, was no longer paying attention to Russ. Instead, he was scrutinizing Talilia in a way that Russ did not like at all.  
 
    “I just don’t understand you people,” the man suddenly said. “This is a world where anything is possible. You can have anything you want here, and you settle for just one mediocre.” 
 
    Now Talilia took a step forward. “Excuse me!?” 
 
    The man smirked. “An attitude? I like that. How about you join my party? I bet I can treat you better than the loser you’re following around.” 
 
    “I thought I was mediocre,” Talilia hissed out the words. 
 
    “That’s alright,” the man laughed. “We can always put a bag over your head.” Then, the man laughed even harder, kicked his horse, and steered it around. “This was a total waste of time! Come on, girls!” 
 
    As the group rode away, Russ held tight control over himself. This must have been the other champion that Elec had mentioned, and Russ couldn’t allow himself to attack him. Not yet. Talilia was shaking in rage next to him, and Russ put a hand on her shoulder, trying to calm her down. 
 
    Russ wondered if the man was actually just an asshole or if there was more to him. There had to be more. On the other hand, Russ remembered a sex trafficker he’d had to deal with once. The trafficker had a fraction of the power over others that the champion had but was much worse of a person. The two men were actually eerily similar, and after a moment, Russ was convinced that they were the same person. 
 
    Shit, Russ thought. He does sort of look like that guy. I should have asked Elec what his name was and where he was from. What are the chances that they are the same person? As far as I know, James was still alive when I died. I need to investigate this as soon as possible. 
 
    The pair continued on their way, stopped only a couple more times by patrols. Fortunately, all of them were rather civil and did not stop Russ and Talilia from arriving at the Leicester gates before dark. There they dismissed their familiars and were allowed into the city. They were cutting it fairly close and normally would have had to arrive much earlier to clean up. Russ’s cleaning ability, however, was endlessly useful in day-to-day life, and after a quick hug, it was as if they hadn’t just traveled for a full day. 
 
    The event would take place in the castle that was located in the center of the city. It was the city lord's residence. He was the most high-ranking noble in the city, placed in charge of governing it. 
 
    The pair made their way towards the inner gates, where Talilia showed her invitation, and they were escorted inside to the castle’s inner courtyard, where the ball was going to occur. Fortunately, the guards were understanding and provided Russ and Talilia with a room for them to get changed in beforehand.  
 
    Russ had expected the whole affair to occur inside, picturing a large ballroom. That, however, was not the case. It was already getting dark outside, but the large courtyard they were led to was brightly lit, definitely through magical means, though Russ could not tell exactly how. 
 
    The part of the courtyard that Russ entered was well paved and already packed with small groups of people mingling with each other. The castle walls directly touched the paved area on one side, and a small stage was set up against the wall. The stage was mostly empty for the moment except for one woman playing some kind of a stringed instrument. The music was slow and calm, providing a nice ambiance. 
 
    On the other side, opposite of the stage, the castle walls extended outwards, and the paved area neighbored a large garden, several paved paths leading into its depths. Russ could see people filtering in and out of the garden. 
 
    Flanking the courtyard were sets of tables ladened with all kinds of food. Immediately attracted to the thought of having a bite of something, the pair made their way over to the tables. While they sampled food from the different platters, a man approached them and drew their attention. Russ immediately recognized him as the leader of the adventuring party that tried to investigate the arachne outpost. 
 
    “Hi, Russ, nice to meet you again. Talilia, that dress looks absolutely stunning on you.” 
 
    “Hi, Dumas,” Russ said, shaking the man’s hand. “Are you here for that story?” 
 
    Dumas smiled at them. “As much as I love your excellent company, I do hope that you will keep your word and entertain me with something interesting tonight.”  
 
    “We will, but you probably already know a lot of it, what with the army mobilizing,” Russ said. 
 
    Apparently, Dumas didn’t know quite as much as they thought since his eyebrows shot way up. “That’s related? We know that the gods called mobilization and that the target is the great forest. The priests are as tightlipped as always. Everything else is just rumors, nothing solid.” 
 
    Russ and Talilia shared a look. The lack of information was weird, but they didn’t see the harm in sharing. They told the story of what happened to the Vela clan. As they recounted everything, Dumas did not seem alarmed despite what they expected. 
 
    “Huh,” Dumas said after they finished, “now the mobilization seems like an overreaction. Maybe the gods have some other goal in mind.” 
 
    Talilia shook her head. “I wouldn’t underestimate the cultists if I were you.” 
 
    Dumas, however, waved her off. “It’s just fringe groups. They have no hope of facing us directly, so they attack from the shadows. Our army will crush them. We won’t even have to involve the guilds. The biggest mystery here is why the gods don’t just crush them directly.” 
 
    “I hope that’s the case,” Russ said. “We are actually planning to join whatever force tries to go into the great forest.” 
 
    Dumas smiled at that. “Well, I’ll see you there then. My party is joining in too.” Then he glanced to the side, and his smile disappeared. “I’m sorry that I have to excuse myself so early, but I’m being summoned.” 
 
    As Dumas walked away, the pair were relatively alone again. “It looked like he wasn’t taking the threat seriously at all,” Russ said. 
 
    Talilia shrugged. “Destruction of one small arachne town is not really a threat for a large kingdom. Personally, we are only taking it seriously because we’re aware of the bigger forces at play. Anyways, I think it’s time that we took that walk in the garden.” 
 
    The main reason Talilia’s grandfather had asked her to attend the ball was to have her act as a discrete currier. He wanted to involve as few third parties as possible, so he decided to use family to hand off a package. 
 
    Russ and Talilia left the paved area and walked deep into the garden, taking one of the narrow paths. They passed pairs and small groups that were heading out, exchanging greetings along the way. Soon Talilia led Russ to a far corner of the garden and found a nook between some tall bushes and the castle wall. With a giggle, she dragged Russ inside and pushed him up against the wall. She then winked at him, loosened his collar, and caught him in a long kiss. 
 
    The pair had been making out for a few minutes when Russ heard movement to his side. Breaking the kiss, he looked and saw that they were being watched. At the entrance of the nook stood a short, but nevertheless regal, old man. He looked to be a spry seventy but, in reality, must have been truly ancient. 
 
    Talilia quickly curtsied. “My lord,” she said and then subtly shoved Russ. Remembering himself, Russ bowed. 
 
    “No need for formality. I’m the one bothering you kids,” The old man said, coming closer and extending his hand to Talilia. She quickly put her hand in his, and he kissed the back of her hand. Somewhat annoyed, Russ almost missed the tiny box that was in Talilia’s hand disappear. Russ had no idea where it went or how. Nor did he know what was in it. Talilia didn’t volunteer the information, and he didn’t ask. 
 
    “Henry!” A female voice called out. A young woman in a beautiful red dress stepped into the nook and looked over the scene. She took in the two disheveled figures and drew the expected conclusions. 
 
    “Henry! You old pervert. Stop bothering the young couple.” The woman exclaimed, grabbing the old man by his collar and dragging him away. 
 
    Russ and Talilia stood in place for a moment. “So who was that?” Russ asked quietly. 
 
    “That was the duke and dutches of this region,” Talilia said. “And don’t ask me about the other thing.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it. Professional courtesy and all that. So what’s with the age difference?” Russ asked and immediately earned an elbow in the ribs. 
 
    “Shut up. That’s a sore subject,” Talilia said but then continued anyway. “They are about the same age, actually. The duke, however, has a legendary skill that supposedly comes with significant side effects. Anyways, we were interrupted, weren’t we?” 
 
    They spent a good while in the garden until the music changed, signaling the beginning of the event. The pair hurried out, same as all the other guests in the garden. Shortly after most of the guests had gathered, the city lord entered the courtyard, followed closely by a young man and a young woman. 
 
    “Isn’t that Jack?” Russ said. “That guy that had the hots for you?” 
 
    “That’s him,” Talilia confirmed. 
 
    After a short speech, the city lord introduced the young woman, who happened to be his daughter. Then he introduced Jack as her fiance. 
 
    “That happened fast. I guess he moved on,” Talilia commented. “Let’s try to keep our distance. We don’t need to make a scene.” 
 
    The music picked up, signaling the first dance. The crowd quickly dispersed, opening up a large area in the middle. The area was already half-filled with pairs, and Jack led his new fiancee there for the first dance. 
 
    Talilia sighed. “Guess we need to sit this one out.” 
 
    Russ, however, puled her along to the edge of the open area. “Common, we can keep to the side. I don’t want to miss out just because of that guy.” 
 
    Talilia was reluctant at first but soon got into it. The pair danced for the next three songs before taking a break and heading back to the tables. Fortunately, they were a pair of nobodies at this event filled with nobles, and nobody tried to start a conversation with them. In fact, their spot by the tables was fairly secluded. 
 
    That was until they spotted the newly engaged couple making their way to them. Russ braced for trouble. Jack looked good in his suit, none the worse for wear despite what Russ did to him. He wore a wide, friendly smile. His fiancee had large blue eyes, long blond hair, and was wearing a white dress. She also looked annoyed. 
 
    “Russ, Talilia, it is a surprise to find you here,” Jack said, stopping a few steps away. 
 
    Talilia curtsied, and Russ, following suit, bowed. “My lord,” they both said in unison. 
 
    Jack visibly cringed. “Please, let’s dispense with the formalities. I’m actually here to talk about our…, situation.” 
 
    Talilia immediately forgot her manners and smirked. “Is your lordship here to apologize?” 
 
    Jack’s fiancee, still not introduced and whose name Russ missed earlier, grew visibly angry while quietly standing next to Jack. Her anger, however, was instantly replaced with nosy interest when she heard what Talilia said. 
 
    Jack’s eyes narrowed. “No, but I am here to make peace.” He then looked directly at Russ as he kept talking. “We both crossed the line, and I want to put it behind us, no grudges held.”  
 
    Russ was stunned, his opinion of the young lord taking a turn. After a moment, he nodded. Talilia, on the other hand, just huffed, either not paying attention or not in a forgiving mood. 
 
    “I, of course, did not come empty-handed,” Jack continued smoothly. “My beautiful fiancee recently purchased some slaves, and seeing them, I immediately thought of you, Talilia. I have, after all, been head over heels for you for so long. So I convinced her to sell them to me, and now I want to gift them to you.” Jack’s fiancee actually went pale as Jack kept talking. She looked like she wanted to kill the young lord on the spot, but then her expression locked into a poker face, and her eyes grew distant. 
 
    Talilia, on the other hand, was just confused. “What? Why? I don’t need slaves. Or is this some kind of subtle insult?” 
 
    Now Jack smirked. “Not interested? Are you sure? It is a fine little group of arachne. They claim to be from some kind of a Vela clan. I don’t quite remember. It reminded me of your new guild name.” 
 
    Hearing that, Talilia quickly backpedaled and graciously accepted Jack’s offer of peace. The young lord’s grin was even wider as he and Talilia came to an agreement on where she could pick up the slaves. His smile then grew completely smug as he quickly glanced at Russ and winked. “It has been a pleasure to see you again, Talilia. Unfortunately, I do have to go mingle with the other guests. Oh, and remember. If you ever grow tired of your elf, you can always come to be my concubine.” 
 
    Jack then took his fiance’s hand and led her away. Russ could swear that she was at a breaking point, but the only outward sign was the white-knuckled grip she had on Jack’s hand. Talilia, next to Russ, was also fuming. 
 
    “Wow. He is a real asshole,” Russ said quietly. 
 
    “And he was doing so well,” Talilia said. “I actually thought that we could be friends again.” 
 
    Russ gave Talilia a sidelong glance, debating internally if he should say something. After a moment, he decided to do it. “Tali, you do know that he wasn’t being an asshole to you? I mean, he was, but he wasn’t.” 
 
    Getting a confused look in return, Russ continued. “I think your preconception of him is blinding you. What about the poor girl next to him that he didn’t even bother to introduce? He kept insulting her through the whole conversation and then basically told her that he would not be faithful to her.” 
 
    Talilia’s eyes widened. “That asshole totally used me.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Russ said. “He is playing some kind of an angle. Maybe he really doesn’t want the marriage to go through. So, are we in danger? Is the local city lord’s daughter going to retaliate against us?” 
 
    Talilia shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t know her at all. Can’t say. But we should probably leave. As soon as it’s not rude to.” 
 
    Russ sighed sadly. “That’s the most upsetting thing. He cut our night short.” 
 
    The pair kept to themselves for the rest of the evening, mostly just dancing and trying everything on the table. In fact, the only exception was when they spotted Dumas again. Striking up a conversation again, they asked him about what he knew about the upcoming campaign into the great forest. 
 
    As it turned out, the army was gathering into three distinct groups that would act separately. The military camp that Russ and Talilia had passed by was the central force. A day’s travel to the north, another force was gathering, and the same was happening to the south. Dumas also shared that each force would be accompanied by a champion. The name of the central force’s champion was Todd. 
 
    By process of elimination, Todd had to be the man that the pair had met on the way to the ball. It was good information to know since Russ and Talilia could now pick one of the other two forces to join. Probably the one that Elec was part of. 
 
    It also alleviated some of the worries Russ had about the champion being the trafficker from earth. It was, of course, possible that he was using a different name, so Russ was still determined to try to get more information. 
 
    As the night progressed, Talilia noticed that some guests were leaving. Seeing their chance, the pair headed for the exit as well. The servants provided them with a room to get changed in, and within minutes they were out in the city, hurrying towards the gates. Fortunately, due to the big event going on, the gates were open even at this time of night.  
 
    As Russ and Talilia walked through the dark streets, a small boy left a nearby alley and ran up to them. He clutched a rolled-up piece of paper and immediately tried to hand it off to Russ. “Sir, I was told to give you this.” 
 
    Russ didn’t see the point of questioning what looked like an orphan and just accepted the message. Not putting it off, Russ unrolled the rough paper and quickly read it over. Then, with a smirk, he handed it to Talilia. 
 
    “Ha, they should have tried this before all the attempts to kill us,” Talilia said after she finished reading. 
 
    “Notice how generic the text is,” Russ said. “It is also very polite and respectful. I think the cultists are just giving it to people who attended the event. Probably making the kids jump in front of carriages to stop the nobles.” 
 
    “That seems very obvious,” Talilia said. 
 
    “Do you see how they claim that many powerful and influential nobles have already joined the cause?” Russ pointed at the letter. “This propaganda might be aiming to cause division and doubt. That or it’s true.” 
 
    Talilia shrugged and tossed the paper to the side. “Let’s just hurry up before they decide to try and kill us.” 
 
    They hurried on and, with no further obstacles turning up, soon left the city. Outside, they quickly summoned Comet and Rose, bolstering their combat capability. Their next order of business was to get a good distance away and find a spot to spend the rest of the night. Traveling in the dark was not a good idea after all. The starry sky provided enough light to barely see by, but it was far from ideal. That and Sophie was not very useful during the night because of her poor vision. 
 
    Traveling at night was strangely peaceful, or it was until the sound of nearby explosions made both Russ and Talilia throw themselves to the ground. They, however, were not the target of whatever attack was going on. Shouting and screams of dying horses replaced the sounds of explosions. The pair quickly oriented themselves and sprinted towards the battle, Russ activating all of his detection abilities along the way. Going over the hilltop revealed the scene of the fight, with Russ and Talilia now positioned at the flank of the two groups.  
 
    Several burning craters lighted up the whole place. Between the craters were scattered horse corpses. The poor creatures did not benefit from any skills or classes and did not last at all during a fight. The group that was ambushed was probably a military patrol, as evidenced by their uniforms. Only one of the eight men was actually killed during the opening attack, people being way tougher than the animals. 
 
    Russ couldn’t really make out the details about the attackers. There were at least eleven that he could spot, and they were taking cover in a small forested area. On the other hand, the patrol was caught completely in the open. Despite this, the situation was not hopeless. In the middle of their group, one of the soldiers stood unmoving on one knee, his fist planted into the ground. A large bubble of shimmering light, centered on the kneeling man, surrounded the soldiers. Most of the incoming attacks seemed to harmlessly wash over the bubble and dissipate. Not all, though, as Russ could see that plain arrows went through with no issue. This was evidenced by the arrow sticking out of the kneeling man’s chest. 
 
    Keeping their discipline under fire, the soldiers had dragged several horse corpses into a pile right in front of the kneeling man, providing him with cover from the arrows. Right behind him was another man, tending to a heavily injured woman. Personally, Russ would have made sure that the kneeling man was fine first, given that he was the only thing keeping the group alive, but the soldiers, apparently, had faith that one measly arrow to the chest was not a threat for him. 
 
    At the moment, the two sides were in a stalemate. The soldiers were firing their abilities into the treeline, various flashes of elemental magic, exploding arrows, and other effects descended on their enemy. Their attackers, however, were in good cover, and none of them had died yet. On the other hand, all of the attacker’s abilities seemed to be useless against the shimmering bubble, and only ordinary weapon fire was getting through. Neither side seemed eager to rush into melee so far. 
 
    “We should help them,” Talilia said, “All I’m seeing so far looks like adept rank, though that guy that is providing defense could be a master.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Russ said. “If he were, it would be more advantageous for him to go on the offensive. That or there is a master on the opposing side that we haven’t spotted yet.” 
 
    “I say we hit them from range. We don’t have a great angle because of the treeline, but it will put them in a crossfire,” Talilia suggested. 
 
    Russ nudged Talilia and pointed to the side. It seemed that the attackers were making their move. Three figures left the patch of trees and were taking a wide loop around the patrol’s position, seeking to flank them. Doing so meant that they were inadvertently heading straight for Russ and Talilia. All three were holding bows. 
 
    The pair hid deeper into the tall grass. “Well, I didn’t see anyone circling the other way, you?” Russ said. He was still tracking part of the enemy force with his blood sense. 
 
    “No,” Talilia said, watching the battlefield through Comet’s eyes. “One of the soldiers must have had some kind of a familiar. There is something amongst the trees that is harassing the attackers.” 
 
    “Good idea. Rose, make your way to the trees and hit them from behind. We will take out the three coming towards us and then attack from range,” Russ ordered. Roze zipped to the side without a word, disappearing in the darkness. Be careful, Russ added mentally and felt agreement back through the link. 
 
    “I can take two,” Talilia said. 
 
    “Ok, the leftmost one is mine,” Russ said. 
 
    Russ and Talilia were located in an ideal location to shoot at the ambushed soldiers. They were higher up and flanking them. What cover the soldiers had was useless when fired on from two sides. The three archers were thinking along the same lines. They spread out a little, but all three took up positions barely a dozen feet away from where Russ and Talilia were hidden. Apparently, none of them had a detection ability that could have saved them. 
 
    The archers had their backs to the pair, and Russ saw Talilia stand up with her bow in her hands. He quickly moved forward a bit until he was also in range. At that moment, one of the enemy archers was telling the others how they should all fire at the same time, following his lead. Russ glanced at Talilia and nodded. 
 
    With a whistle of air, Comet dropped from the sky. The familiar crashed into the rightmost archer with a thud and screech of bending metal. At the same time, Talilia released her arrow. She didn’t use any ability, but the arrow penetrating the base of the archer’s head was plenty enough. Russ, meanwhile, used light step and appeared directly behind his archer. The man was already turning around, but a swing of Russ’s sabre caught him anyways, decapitating the man. 
 
    All three archers were dead. Talilia checked on the one that Comet attacked, but the woman did not survive the massive trauma. Unfortunately, the fight had not gone unnoticed. There was a shout from the soldier’s position, and Russ threw himself to the ground as a swarm of finger-sized needles swept the top of the hill he was standing on. 
 
    “Don’t shoot! We are friendly!” Talilia shouted at the top of her lungs. Then, covered in her puppet armor, she stood up and shot an explosive arrow into the treeline. Her show of support wasn’t quite effective. An arrow, coming from the soldier’s position, ricocheted off of her shoulder, and she ducked down again. 
 
    “That hurt, you dumbass!” Talilia screamed again. “I said I’m friendly.” There was more shouting from the soldier’s position, and Talilia stood up again, waving her bow at them. Russ, much more vulnerable, decided to just stay down and watch her clumsy attempts at communication from safety. 
 
    Suddenly, Talilia’s head whipped to the side and she screamed again. “Run down the hill!” Russ realized she was talking to him and, seeing that she was following her own advice, decided to trust her judgment. He couldn’t see much from where he was lying down after all. 
 
    Russ jumped up and, without bothering to look around, used the two remaining charges of light step and then just kept running. The night behind him lit up as a huge fireball hit the crest of the hill, right where they just were. Russ was knocked down as a wave of burning soil hit him in the back. He quickly rolled and jumped back up, thankfully not on fire. Shit, that definitely has to be a master rank ability, Russ thought. 
 
    Russ spotted Talilia waving at him and followed her up the hill again. He got to the top just in time to witness another fireball leave the treeline and streak towards the protective bubble the soldiers were hiding in. The fireball hit the bubble and immediately fizzled out uselessly. Hmm, that fireball moves slowly, Russ thought. We should be able to evade it no problem. 
 
    To his side, Talilia stood tall and started summoning her minions. She summoned the wolves, the snakes, and the insects and then sent them all towards the treeline. Seeing that she was not taking any fire from the soldiers, Russ stood up, wanting to participate too. 
 
    The distance was a little too long for pain bullets, especially given the tree cover the attackers had. However, this was a perfect situation for a painball. Russ cast it, sent it downrange, and then pulled out his sling. He then cycled through all of the useful abilities he had, first using bouncing shot and acid shot. He followed it up with a light shot and, after seeing some movement, used lightning shot too. 
 
    Lightning shot was especially visible as it traveled and completely gave away their position. Another fireball immediately flew out of the treeline, aiming straight at them. “How does he keep doing that!? Where is his cooldown!?” Russ yelled out as he and Talilia scattered. 
 
    They are retreating! Russ heard in his mind, and it took him a moment to realize that it came through his familiar link.  
 
    “Rose says that they are retreating!” Russ and Talilia ran up again, but there was not much to see anymore. The attack on the soldier’s stopped, but they were not in a position to pursue their attackers. Another one of their numbers was killed during the fight, and one was seriously injured. The protective bubble was still in place, and the injured soldiers were laid out behind the kneeling man. The arrow in the man’s chest was also already removed. 
 
    “I only have one wolf left,” Talilia said. She then mentally commanded her summon to attack full force, waited a few seconds, and then detonated it. 
 
    From Russ’s perspective, the tree cover stretched to the left, all the way to the horizon. Not that the horizon was far, considering the hilly terrain. The attackers were probably moving in that direction, and Russ considered if it was worth it to try to chase them. The presumed presence of a master-ranked opponent made the idea unattractive. Russ considered recalling Rose but decided just to let her do whatever she wanted for the moment. 
 
    As Russ and Talilia were deciding on what to do, there was a new development. Another battle broke out about a mile and a half from them, exactly in the direction where the attackers would have been retreating. 
 
    It was impossible to see anything in the dark except for the flashes of elemental abilities. What must have been a small fireball flew one way, followed by several other explosions. Predictably, the now-familiar giant fireball flew back at whatever force was engaging the attackers. 
 
    Russ winced. ‘Shit, Rose just died. Must have tried to attack them again during the new fight.” 
 
    Before doing anything else, the pair decided to quickly check their level-ups. Talilia earned a level in archery, taking her up to level thirty-eight and giving her an active ability upgrade. Her metal puppets must have also done some damage since that skill also leveled up, now at level forty-eight and earning her a passive ability upgrade. 
 
    Russ must have scored some hits because his sling ability gained one level. Sadly level forty-two didn’t provide him with any extra rewards. More interestingly, though, his blood magic leveled up once, putting him at level thirty-five and giving him a passive ability. Rose must have fought hard. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 35 Passive Apprentice 
    
  1. Your blood becomes poisonous. 
    
  2. When used for an attack, your blood becomes corrosive. 
    
  3. Your blood magic attacks cause increased bleeding. The wounds inflicted by your blood magic attacks are slightly resistant to healing. 
    
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ had passed on the first option once already and would do so again. He didn’t know if it came with a built-in immunity, and it required someone to bite him. 
 
    The second ability was more promising, but Russ didn’t like how it worked only on his own blood. After a moment, Russ decided on the third ability since it would have a broader effect, and he hoped that it would improve his bleeding curse ability. 
 
    Done with level-ups, Talilia tried to talk to the soldiers. “Hey! We just helped you guys! Can we come over!?” The pair decided that they had to join up with the soldiers for the time being. The military was bound to be looking for more attackers, which made being alone in the dark suddenly much more dangerous. 
 
    Hearing an affirmative shout, the pair crested the hill and walked towards the scene of the battle. Two of the soldiers intercepted them right before they reached the group. One of them moved forward and extended a hand in greeting. “Thank you for the help. Could you please identify yourselves?” 
 
    Russ and Talilia introduced themselves, and Talilia showed the Three Suns guild sign. The soldiers immediately relaxed and became more friendly, though they did insist that Russ and Talilia needed to accompany them back to their camp. 
 
    As they talked, two figures appeared next to the group. The soldiers were not alarmed, and Russ quickly recognized them as the two presumed masters who warned him and Talilia away from the military encampment earlier that day.  
 
    The two newcomers quickly questioned the soldiers while also sharing some information. Apparently, the attackers actually managed to get away. The second fight Russ and Talilia saw was a second patrol that was rushing to aid their comrades coming into contact with the attackers. Unfortunately, they did not have a countermeasure for the fireballs. After getting hit and losing one man, they had to retreat. Even more annoyingly, the attackers managed not to leave behind a single body. 
 
    After hearing that last bit, Russ interjected and told them about the three archers they had killed. The two masters eagerly dashed into the darkness, towards the still smoldering craters where Russ and Talilia had been positioned. 
 
    Shortly after, another group of soldiers arrived, leading spare horses. Everyone mounted up, including Talilia. Russ, on the other hand, refused. He wasn’t exactly comfortable getting on top of the animal. Plus, because of the darkness, everyone had to go slow, and he could keep up with them on foot anyways. 
 
    The military camp was not fortified, but there were plenty of sentries keeping watch. Russ and Talilia were led deeper inside to a large tent. Inside, the two were interrogated by an officer who didn’t bother introducing himself. Halfway through the story, another officer joined in. As the pair were retelling their story for what had to be the third time, another figure entered the tent. This time it was a barely clothed woman. The pair immediately recognized her as one of the slaves of the champion that accompanied this army group. 
 
    “My master extends his invitation for the guests to spend the night in his tent,” she said immediately and then looked directly at Russ, her face emotionless. “Master said that the man doesn’t need to bother to come.” 
 
    “Let your master know that we respectfully decline his invitation. We hope that we will have time to enjoy his company some other time.” Talilia practically hissed at the woman, but she remained as emotionless as before. Without saying anything else, she turned around and left. 
 
    “Are we free to go?” Talilia angrily demanded from the two officers who were questioning them. 
 
    Russ cringed internally. That was awfully rude of the champion’s minion, and the military people did not say a thing. That guy has way too much influence here. 
 
    Despite what Russ feared, the two officers didn’t seem to like the champion either. “Yes, actually,” one of them said. “We have no more questions. I suggest that you leave the camp as soon as possible. Sorry for sending you out into the night.” 
 
    The other officer jumped out of his chair and hurried out, telling everyone to wait. After a minute, he returned, a wooden block with a set of symbols carved into it in his hand. He tossed it to Russ, instructing him to show it if a patrol stopped them. The pair were then quickly escorted to the edge of the camp and let loose. With any thought of sleep gone, Russ and Talilia decided just to travel all the way to Lerton at night. The champion showed a disturbing amount of interest in Talilia, and the pair wanted to be outside of his reach as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    “Howard, so where are you from?” Asked the woman sitting next to him at the campfire. 
 
    “Halelith,” Howard named the only other kingdom that he was familiar with. It seemed that Ikaria was not happy that Howard didn’t really hold a grudge against his killer. On the other hand, by her own words, she did not want him to go and try to find and kill Russ. Instead, she had been pestering Howard with constant upgrades about everything that the guy was doing, which was why Howard could pretend to be from the region Russ was in. 
 
    “Really? That’s far. What is it like there?” The woman asked, scooting over a bit closer. She had introduced herself earlier, but Howard forgot her name. What he did remember was that she was the daughter of one of Ikaria’s priests and that she started flirting with him immediately when she first saw him. The attempt at manipulation was very obvious. He even received a pendant as one of his rank-up bonuses. The whole situation confused and annoyed Howard to no end. Did the goddess want him to make the same mistake that Russ did? But then why did she tell him all about it in great detail? Or did she expect everything to happen as if by the script she’d given him? 
 
    Even now, he was part of an expedition, traveling towards a goblin infestation. The whole thing didn’t sit well with Howard. He heard all about the expedition Russ took part in and did not have high hopes for his own. The biggest problem was that the whole force was made out of only adventurers. They did not have a core of disciplined troops to hold the center. The flipside, however, was that five of these adventurers were master ranked. 
 
    Howard didn’t want to take part in the expedition to begin with, but Ikaria insisted. So now he was stuck telling stories to a woman he wasn’t interested in at all. At least he would get a good fight at the end. 
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    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Russ and Talilia arrived in Lerton a few hours after dawn. The streets were already busy, but they had no trouble getting to the central castle. The guards directed Russ and Talilia to a back entrance used by the castle’s staff. There, after hours of waiting, they got to talk with the castle’s steward, who was surprisingly highly informed on the situation. Within ten minutes, the arachne slaves were in front of Russ and Talilia. 
 
    To their surprise, all three arachne were teenagers of about the same age, one or two years from getting a class. Russ and Talilia quickly reassured the arachne, telling them about the outpost. The kids actually recognized the matriarch’s name and became far more cooperative. 
 
    Just as they suspected, it turned out that the three arachne were part of a larger group. About twenty individuals made it out of the forest and were immediately captured when they came upon a large human caravan. It was a trade caravan, but given the easy opportunity, the caravan master decided to make some extra profit. The arachne were later split up, and the three teenagers changed hands a couple of times in quick succession before they ended up here. Fortunately, nobody had done anything to them yet. Russ wasn’t even sure how arachne anatomy worked, but he knew that someone would have found a way. 
 
    “Russ, we need to try to find the rest of them,” Talilia said. 
 
    “Sure, but how?” Russ answered. “Well, you’re the one with connections here. Maybe someone can help us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Talilia said thoughtfully. “I’ll have to think about it.” 
 
    Russ and Talilia left the castle and led the three arachne into the city streets. The arachne were understandably wary of their surroundings, but also incredibly interested in everything around them. Fortunately, the weariness kept them well behaved, and the locals didn’t do anything more than give the group weird looks. The pair quickly shopped for a few essentials for the arachne and left the city. 
 
    Outside the city, Russ and Talilia decided to go straight to their guild’s outpost, which would take much of the rest of the day. Russ was starting to become annoyed with the constant back and forth travel, but this was the reality of the world. All he could do was enviously remember how the grandmaster with the weird paint eyes teleported around. 
 
    As they marched, it turned out that the arachne teenagers could not keep up at all, forcing the group to slow down to a crawl. Russ didn’t blame them, the kids were working hard, and they didn’t have an easy life lately. The whole situation was made difficult, however, because Russ was fairly certain that they were being watched. 
 
    “Tali, honey, there is this bird behind us that’s been following us for a while,” Russ said. “Could be a familiar.” 
 
    Talilia looked back and spotted what appeared to be a large raptor lazily gliding very high up and directly behind them. “Well, we can be sure after we kill it,” Talilia said and directed Comet towards the raptor.  
 
    Talilia’s familiar was scouting the terrain well ahead of the group but now was heading back and rapidly gaining altitude. The raptor that was following them was much larger than Comet, its wingspan close to ten feet. While bigger, it was also slower, and when it finally noticed Comet, it was too late to run away. The raptor twisted around, extending its claws towards the smaller bird that dived at it from above. Comet, meanwhile, just flew ahead at full speed. 
 
    From the ground, all Russ saw was an explosion of feathers, with some larger chunks falling down. Russ watched as the bird’s remains slowly fell without any sign of dematerializing. 
 
    “Huh, I guess I’m just paranoid,” Russ said. “Looks like it wasn’t….” 
 
    Russ was interrupted by a loud scream that quickly transitioned into a howl. Fortunately, it sounded far away and well to the side of their planned route. 
 
    “Don’t let Comet fly directly towards us!” Russ exclaimed. “I think we just made someone angry.” 
 
    “I’ll dismiss him and….” Talilia started, but Russ interrupted her. 
 
    “No, let him fly north for a while. Maybe he can lead them away. Then you can dismiss him,” Russ said, and Talilia nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Sophie, summon all of your wasps and make sure that nothing can sneak up on us,” Russ ordered. 
 
    They had limited the number of wasp summons because one of the arachne teenagers almost had a panic attack when she saw the giant wasps. They couldn’t get her to calm down and decided to do without them. Now, however, was not the time to pamper the kids. Plus, to her credit, now that they were faced with an obvious danger, the teenager was handling herself much better, though she was still throwing wary glances at the wasps when they flew anywhere close to the group.  
 
    An hour later, the group still pushed on, but there was no further sign of pursuit. Talilia had already dismissed Comet and resummoned him, though she refrained from having him fly high above the group. With the danger not showing up, the arachne started slowing the pace again, though they didn’t dare to complain aloud yet. 
 
    Soon they reached the edge of the great forest. The familiar territory and the abundance of cover greatly picked up everyone’s spirits. The walk through the forest was peaceful. One time Sophie’s wasps spotted a small group of skeletons wandering nearby, but it was easy to simply go around them. 
 
    As the group approached the outpost, still a few miles from it, they were intercepted by an excited Riva. The older arachne greeted Russ and Talilia briefly and then started talking to the three arachne they had brought with them. 
 
    Russ gave the arachne a few minutes before interrupting and asking about how things were going at the base. It turned out that grandmaster Oswyn had stopped his memory gathering for a bit and teleported out, promising to be back the next day. His disciple, Loura, was staying behind and guarding the outpost. Though there were some doubts that she was actually guarding anything since she spent most of her time entertaining the children. On the other hand, she was almost a grandmaster of what was apparently a high rarity skill. Loura was not to be underestimated. 
 
    Hearing that everything was fine and they were not urgently needed, Russ and Talilia decided to not continue towards their guild outpost but to head towards the Three Suns guild instead. They entrusted the rescued arachne to Riva and hurried towards their new destination, hoping to make it before dark. By now, the pair was fairly tired, not having gotten any sleep last night. 
 
    Shortly after, they stumbled on that same group of skeletons again. There were eleven in total, and this time Russ and Talilia decided not to go around. The skeletons were slow and weak, presumably needing active influence from their creators to pose a credible threat. 
 
    Russ tried his pain magic again, but he didn’t get any reaction. Feeling useless, Russ backed off and left the skeletons for Talilia to practice on. Her abilities proved much more effective, and she even let one skeleton try to gnaw on her puppet armor to no effect before smashing it to bits with her fist. 
 
    Russ watched Talilia smash the skeletons while thinking about their future actions. He arrived at a logical conclusion that he didn’t particularly like. Still, it was probably for the best, and he needed to at least propose the idea. 
 
    “Tali, I’ve been thinking,” Russ said as they walked away from the scene of the skeleton massacre. “We don’t want to join the central army group on account of that asshole champion. We need to join one of the other ones.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Talilia agreed. 
 
    “Yes. We also have the ability to resurrect each other in case one of us dies,” Russ continued. “Our main priority is making sure that we don’t get killed at the same time.” 
 
    Talilia stopped in her tracks and started rubbing her temples. “I see where you are going with this, and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “I’m not insisting that we do it,” Russ said. “Just needed to throw the idea out there. So you disagree.” 
 
    Talilia sighed. “So, on the one hand, if we split up, we lose some abilities, and I also just don’t like it. On the other hand, if we split up and join separate army groups, we eliminate most of the risk.” 
 
    “Well, we need to both agree if we were to do it,” Russ said. “I don’t like it either, but I think it is a good idea.” 
 
    Talilia paced back and forth for a bit, thinking. “Nope, can’t think of a good reason not to,” she finally said. “Ok, let’s split up and join different army groups.” 
 
    Having agreed, the pair started walking again. They didn’t make it far, however, as Talilia stumbled and grabbed at her head. Russ, similarly, experienced a sudden debilitating headache. The pain passed quickly, and Russ activated his detection abilities, trying to figure out what had just attacked them. 
 
    Suddenly Talilia exploded in a stream of curses. Russ turned around only to get his face peppered by flying splinters as Talilia was engulfed by her puppet armor and smashed her fist into a nearby tree with all of her strength. Then he noticed the message demanding his attention. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Warning: Due to behavior contrary to its nature, your skill’s level has been reduced. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ hurriedly checked his skills and found that his legendary skill, United in Life and Death, was now level seven instead of level twelve. 
 
    “Oh shit. Tali, I’m so sorry.” Russ started apologizing, but Talilia turned around angrily, waving an extended finger at him. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she said, heat in her voice. “I thought it was a good idea too.” She then took a deep breath and then continued calmly. “Let’s just figure out why this happened. We split up before, like when you fought that giant worm. Nothing happened then. We also split up while settling everything with Aiwin in Linemell.” Talilia paced in front of him for a bit before angrily exclaiming. “And what about that time Myria attacked us and I abandoned you!?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Russ said. “The only difference I’m seeing is that we were reacting to circumstances before, and now we are planning for the future.” 
 
    Talilia suddenly laughed. “That’s where logic got us,” she said after calming down a little. “We were leveling up a legendary skill fairly quickly, you know? This means that we had the right attitude before. So from now on, we trust our feelings and do what feels right instead of forcing ourselves to do something we don’t want to.” 
 
    “Alright,” Russ said, catching Talilia in a hug. “I hope that it is that easy. We need to find out which army Elec is with and join that one together.” 
 
    “See?” Talilia said. “An easy decision I can happily agree with. By the way, did you lose your level ten ability? I still have mine.” 
 
    Russ checked quickly and found that he still had it. “Same, I still have it.” 
 
    Continuing on their way, the pair arrived at the Three Suns guild house in the dark. As the pair entered the big central hall, they found that the place was far busier than usual. On the other side of the hall, they saw Phillip talking to Oswyn. Phillip noticed the two immediately and waved at them to come over. Oswyn, apparently done with the conversation, hurriedly walked away. 
 
    As soon as Talilia was in range, her grandfather caught her in a quick hug. “So? How are you? Did everything go well?” 
 
    Talilia eagerly launched into a quick recap of what happened during the ball and on their way back. Curiously, Russ noticed, she didn’t say anything about the champion and his behavior. 
 
    “I have some news too,” Phillip said after Talilia finished. “That champion you met earlier, Elec, came by again and officially requested that the Three Suns guild provide help in assaulting the great forest. I’ll be going along with a few others. Do you kids want to come?” 
 
    “Yes!” Talilia said immediately. “You’re actually coming? That’s awesome.” 
 
    Phillip smiled at the enthusiasm. “It’s decided then. Get ready. The army should enter the forest the day after tomorrow. We will be joining the central force.” 
 
    Phillip didn’t miss how his words made Talilia wince. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Talilia answered. “It’s a small personal matter.”  
 
    “Sure…” Phillip said, drawing the word out to the extreme. 
 
    The awkward silence dragged on, and Talilia started fidgeting in place, caught in her grandfather’s gaze.  
 
    Russ, deciding that he liked to live dangerously, interjected. “So we now have an outpost full of arachne, and it will be right in the path of the army. I’m afraid there might be accidents.” 
 
    Phillip’s gaze was now fixed on Russ. Russ held it for a bit before Phillip shrugged. “It shouldn’t be a problem. Oswyn is coming with us, but for some reason he is leaving Laura in your outpost. Just tell your arachne to stay inside the walls for the time being. They will be fine with her there.” 
 
    Then Phillip’s mouth stretched in the same grin that Talilia got when she planned some mischief. “So, since you two are coming with me, I would like to see how good you are. Let’s go outside and find some open space.” 
 
    Great, Russ thought. I’m about to catch a beating. At least Tali looks excited. 
 
    To Russ’s surprise, by “going outside,” Phillip referred to going all the way inside of the great forest. Russ was tempted but didn’t dare to point out that it wasn’t exactly “open space.” Though this did ensure that they had some degree of privacy. Phillip cast some kind of a spell that caused a glowing ball to hover above him and then led them some way into the forest until they arrived at a large clearing. 
 
    The grandmaster cast more of the glowing balls until they ringed the perimeter of the clearing, lighting up the whole area. The place was covered with craters. The ground was burned and overturned in places. It seemed that the clearing was often used, and Russ was glad that he didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Alright, summon all of your familiars,” Phillip ordered. Russ checked his cooldowns and found that he could finally summon Rose again. He quickly summoned Rose and Sophie, while Talilia summoned Comet. 
 
    As soon as Rose appeared, she tried to apologize for dying but stopped when she noticed that Phillip was looking at her. Everyone was quiet as the grandmaster slowly walked around them. 
 
    “Talilia, you’ve told me about how much you have improved, but now why don’t you prove it. You’re first.” Phillip then walked to the center of the clearing, a plain wooden quarterstaff materializing in his hand. 
 
    Talilia enveloped herself in puppet armor, took out a training spear, and started summoning her minions. Comet, meanwhile, took off and started slowly circling the improvised arena, having received orders to stay out of the way. 
 
    Talilia, not in the least worried that she might actually hurt her grandfather, ordered her swarm of summoned insects to converge on him. Phillip smirked and was covered by a shimmering protective bubble. As the insects touched it, they were instantly ripped apart, spraying their acidic contents and shards of metal everywhere except at Phillip.  
 
    Talilia, meanwhile, activated spear rush, a spear ability that allowed her to cover ground quickly in a straight line and was already within a spear’s length of Phillip. She activated piercing thrust and aimed right for his chest. 
 
    Phillip, not at all distracted by the previous attack, swung his quarterstaff, striking the shaft of her spear and knocking it to the side. With a smooth and continuous movement, he then struck Talilia in the side of her knee with the back end of the quarterstaff, the wood splintering on impact against her armored leg. Then, before she could do anything about it, the top end of the quarterstaff slammed right into her armored face. 
 
    Phillip took a step back and tossed away his now broken in two places quarterstaff and materialized another one from his inventory. Talilia, meanwhile, picked herself off of the ground, more pissed off rather than hurt. 
 
    Phillip spun his quarterstaff, bringing it down on the head of one of the metal wolves that tried to attack him from behind. This quarterstaff was made of different colored wood and did not break as it left a large dent in the wolf’s head and threw the summon to the side. 
 
    “Is that all you got!?” Phillip taunted as Talilia slowly circled around him. Another wolf tried to attack the grandmaster and earned itself a metal crumbling blow to the side. At the same time, the previously damaged wolf made another attempt at grabbing at the back of Phillip’s leg, but the grandmaster was far too quick, and the point of the quarterstaff smashed into the wolf, actually punching a hole through it. 
 
    This was, apparently, exactly what Talilia was waiting for. She activated puppet explosion on the defeated metal wolf, her timing perfect. The quarterstaff that Phillip wielded was blown to bits. She then activated triple thrust, an apprentice spear ability, and attacked while her grandfather was still reeling from the explosion. 
 
    Talilia’s spear never reached the shimmering barrier that surrounded Phillip as a powerful gust of wind threw her careening through the air to smash into a tree on the edge of the clearing. This time Russ knew that she was hurt since emergency regeneration activated. Russ quickly ran up to Talilia and reapplied the ability. 
 
    “Thanks,” Talilia said before pushing past Russ and charging at her grandfather. Phillip, in turn, threw away the mangled stub of what used to be a quarterstaff and materialized another one. He then squared up, meeting Talilia’s charge head-on. 
 
    The fight continued for another five minutes or so, with Russ healing Talilia three more times. Her previous attack involving the puppet explosion turned out to have been the most effective one she had managed through the whole sparring session. Phillip was simply not falling for any of the other moves she tried to pull off. 
 
    Finally, Phillip called for a stop. Talilia, having just earned another couple of hits with the quarterstaff, hobbled over to Russ for another round of healing, her puppet armor coming off as she moved.  
 
    Phillip waited until Talilia was healed before continuing. “Russ, you’re next.” 
 
    Same as Talilia, Russ decided to have his familiars stay on the sidelines. Russ thought hard about how he could fight while walking towards the center of the clearing. Russ was about to pull out his sabre when he noticed that Phillip was probing his own leg, a bloodstain visible on the side of his thigh, and a cloud of the dark mist, the way Russ saw pain, covering the area. 
 
    “Did you already do something?” Phillip asked absentmindedly and ripped off his pants leg. The outer side of his thigh, just above the knee, was covered in a series of brown-red splotches that were oozing blood and yellowish pus. “It usually doesn’t get this bad,” Phillip concluded. 
 
    “The one from the Master of Rot?” Talilia said as she ran up to them. 
 
    “Yeah,” Phillip said. “I feel an external force aggravating it.” 
 
    Then Russ finally remembered about his newest passive ability. “Anyone that becomes hostile to you has their old pains reawakened,” Russ read out the ability. “Let me see if I can turn it off.” Turning off the ability turned out to be easy, and Phillip’s wounds immediately visibly shrank and stopped leaking.  
 
    Russ suggested that he could try to heal the wound but was met with a laugh. “Sure,” Phillip said. “Why not. But you should know that I had grandmaster rank healers look at it, and they all failed. I tried chopping off my leg and growing a new one too, and it didn’t work.” 
 
    Russ, of course, immediately lost all hope of succeeding. He tried anyway, but predictably his abilities didn’t do anything.  
 
    “We’ve wasted enough time,” the grandmaster said. He then shooed Talilia away, intent on continuing the spar. 
 
    “Alright, Russ. Since you’re a mage, go ahead and hit me with your spells first,” Phillip ordered. 
 
    First thing first, Russ activated bleeding curse, followed by firing all five pain bullets at once. There was no reaction. Russ then activated painful ground under the grandmaster and followed it up with a pain lance and a painball. 
 
    “These are kind of weak,” Phillip shook his head in disappointment. 
 
    “Yeah,” Russ shrugged, channeling a big blood arrow. “I’ve been running into that problem constantly.” He then launched the blood arrow straight at Phillip, who knocked it out of the air with the quarterstaff. 
 
    “So you don’t have anything you can do against anyone who is a bit stronger than you,” Phillip criticized. “Alright, let’s see what you’re made of up close.” 
 
    Russ hurriedly unsheathed his sword as Phillip closed the distance between them. Only Russ’s defensive abilities saved him from getting hit immediately, but they quickly ran out, and he was now forced to heal himself. No matter how Russ attacked with his sword, it was all easily blocked. No matter how well Russ defended himself, the grandmaster was just a bit too fast and a bit too strong every single time. And the most humiliating part was that Phillip was moving way slower and striking much more lightly than when he fought Talilia. 
 
    Russ was holding back his light step this whole time and decided that now was the time to use it. Russ ducked under a swing and took a small light step, ending up directly behind Phillip and already stabbing his sword at the space the grandmaster was supposed to be. His sword didn’t hit anything because Phillip was somehow still in front of him. 
 
    “I see where Talilia got her new tricky fighting style,” Phillip said while smacking Russ over the head with his quarterstaff. 
 
    Russ was pissed. That or it was the repeated concussions. Or the lack of sleep. Either way, without giving it much thought, Russ activated burning pain on Phillip. Then Russ’s vision flashed blue, and there was nothing. 
 
    Russ woke up slowly, the taste of something burning filling his mouth. He hurt all over and couldn’t breathe. He felt weak and couldn’t move a muscle. Russ did his utmost not to panic. Thankfully the cacophony of sounds around him quieted down and resolved into voices. 
 
    “...and hurry up.” 
 
    “I can’t. I don’t know what to do!”  
 
    “Just give him the damn potion!” 
 
    “You zapped him right in the face! His mouth is fused, and just pouring it on the outside isn’t doing much!” 
 
    “Tali, if you hadn’t punched me in the face, it wouldn’t be on fire right now, and I would be able to help. Stop panicking and do something!” 
 
    “I don’t know what to do!” 
 
    “Well, this hurts a lot and will kill me eventually. I’m going to kill Russ before that happens, so you better hurry up. Hopefully, this ability turns off once he’s dead.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    Russ was very uncomfortable but still not quite suffocating yet because of his increased vitality. He tried to activate a healing ability, but they were all on cooldown. The only thing he had available was restore stamina, and he activated it anyway. Thankfully the ability somehow alleviated his immediate need for oxygen. 
 
    Though still in immense pain, Russ’s thoughts were now clearer. Sophie was dead, and Rose was still alive, though she was radiating concern. Phillip was apparently on fire, meaning that burning pain proved to be effective even against him. Russ realized what he needed to do. He concentrated and dismissed the burning pain ability. The voices quieted for a moment. 
 
    “I guess he can hear us. Let me look at him!” 
 
    After a moment, Russ felt a line of fire across his mouth as his fused lips were cut apart with a knife. Then Russ gagged on the liquid that was poured in as he struggled to breathe again. 
 
    The potion was potent, and soon Russ was recovered enough to talk. “What happened? 
 
    “Well, your ability is bullshit, and my reflexes kind of took over,” Phillip said. 
 
    “He forgot to go easy,” Talilia added, catching Russ in a protective hug. “The sparring is over. Let’s go home and get some sleep.” 
 
    “Actually,” Phillip said, “I was thinking about training you two the whole night and through the day tomorrow since we have the time.” 
 
    “We can talk about that tomorrow,” Talilia said, picking Russ up in a princess carry. “We’re done for today.”  
 
    Russ was certainly not going to argue, and the group set off back to the Three Suns guild house. They were mostly quiet along the way, and despite the bumpy ride, Russ felt himself falling asleep as they left the forest. He didn’t have any strength to resist and quickly surrendered to unconsciousness where pain couldn’t reach him.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Howard deflected the awkward thrust with his mace and crushed the goblin's head in the same smooth motion. Finally getting a moment of rest, Howard looked around and tried to judge the flow of the battle. 
 
    To put it shortly, things were not going well. Earlier in the afternoon, the expedition had dug in at the top of a small hill and triggered the attack. There wasn’t much forest around, so they could not build fortifications out of wood, but what they could do was dig. By the time the goblins arrived, the human force had a wide six-foot-deep trench going all around their position. Additionally, the earth they dug up formed a four-foot rampart on their side of the trench. 
 
    The defenses should have been a great obstacle for the goblins. And they were for the first couple of hundred of them. But there were a lot of goblins, and they were tenacious and fearless creatures. Soon they were just walking right over several fleshy bridges right up to the rampart. 
 
    Beautiful creatures, Howard thought and then immediately shook his head. What? Why? That wasn’t like me. 
 
    Howard raised his shield, and an arrow embedded itself in it. It looked like the main goblin force was finally joining the fight. While the goblin archers peppered his position with arrows, the goblin soldiers marched forward. Most of the adventurers were still busy dealing with the smaller classless goblins, and the goblin soldiers advanced mostly unopposed. Only a few spells and abilities flew at them. 
 
    The goblin soldiers, or them managing to kill him, were not Howard’s biggest concern, however. Before the mission, Ikaria mentioned that she would bring him back if he died. What worried and angered him the most was the continuing absence of the four remaining master rank adventurers that were supposed to be doing the bulk of the fighting.  
 
    The five master-ranked adventurers were all part of one party. There were three melee fighters, a mage that used a wind magic skill, and a dedicated healer. As the expedition traveled, Howard got to see them a lot, and if he had to describe them in one word, then it would be arrogant. However, the second word would be family. He had never seen a group of people so happy about being in each other’s presence.  
 
    Earlier, when the first wave of goblins came into sight, the five master-rank adventurers were still with the group and inspired confidence in the mission's success. While the melee fighters and the healer did not have many ranged options, the mage by himself managed to wipe out hundreds of goblins before they even came into anyone else’s range.  
 
    Then disaster struck. Five small figures, wrapped in rags and practically invisible, sneaked right past the sentries in the back while everyone was distracted. The wind-magic user noticed the threat just in time and managed to defend herself. The healer was too slow, however, and was decapitated by the goblin’s shortsword. One of the goblins grabbed the severed head, and then they scattered, killing two sentries on their way out. The three melee master ranked fighters immediately ran in pursuit without as much as saying a word to anyone else. The wind magic user hesitated, maybe smarter than the others or maybe just bewildered by the close call she just experienced. But one of her friends called out for her, and she took off as well. This was the last time anyone had seen them. Good, Howard thought with glee, imagining the fate that awaited those adventurers.  
 
    Howard smashed his gauntleted fist against the side of his helmet. The strange foreign thoughts have been getting more frequent but now was not the time to worry about it. Howard blocked another arrow completely automatically. He then swiped his mace in front of his shield, breaking off the arrow shafts. The soldier goblins were close now, and he needed to be ready. It promised to be a long night. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Russ Hanson 
  
     
 
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defence 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reflex 
  
      	  1.5 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Mind: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Focus 
  
      	  1.75 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed 
  
      	  1.95 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  1.8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  1.58 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  1.18 
  
     
 
      
   
 
   
  
 



 
      	  Control 
  
      	  2.5 
  
     
 
      
      	  Affinity 
  
      	  1.67 
  
     
 
      
      	  Well 
  
      	  --- 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Sling lvl 42 
  Evasion lvl 42 
  Loot lvl 29 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 32 
  Unarmed lvl 8 
  Sword lvl 36 
  Monster slayer lvl 32 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Regeneration lvl 44 
  Blood Magic lvl 35 
  Master of pain lvl 48 
  United in Life and Death lvl 7 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Getting zapped by a grandmaster really pays off. Getting a hit on one pays off even more. Russ checked his messages when he woke up the next morning and was impressed. 
 
    His armor jumped three levels, up to level thirty-five. My armor probably needs a lot of fixing, Russ thought. The level-up gave Russ a choice of a passive ability. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 35 Passive Apprentice 
    
  1. Your armor is lighter. 
    
  2. Your armor is more resistant to arrows.  
    
  3. Wounds covered by your armor will slowly stop bleeding. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Unimpressed, Russ picked option number two. It, at least, would always be useful. He didn’t wear armor heavy enough to need number one and had other better options for healing himself. 
 
    Russ’s regeneration went up one level to forty-five, giving him a passive ability. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 45 Passive Adept 
    
  1. You regenerate at all times.  
    
  2. Your blood gains healing properties. 
    
  3. You are resistant to effects that inhibit healing. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The first thing Russ thought about was the healing-resistant wound Talilia’s grandfather had, but he quickly dismissed the idea. There was no way that an adept rank passive could do anything. 
 
    Number one would be the safe choice, but Russ was tempted to take number two just because it sounded cooler, and he already had a bunch of instances of number one. But after a bit of thought, Russ decided against giving his blood healing properties. He mostly used his own blood as ammunition for his blood arrows and had no intention to heal his enemies. 
 
    Moving on to the rest of the notifications, Russ saw that his Evasion leveled up twice and blood magic once. Most amazingly, his legendary skill leveled up twice for some reason, putting him on track to catch up with the recent loss. 
 
    Russ’s sword skill leveled up twice, putting him at level thirty-eight, and letting him upgrade an active ability. Russ picked the reflex buff and quickly chose the option that doubled the buff’s duration from thirty seconds to a minute. 
 
    Then, last but not least, Russ looked at his Master of Pain skill. Apparently, getting a damaging hit on a grandmaster was worth a lot. The key was that Phillip did not actually want to get hit. Even if Russ somehow talked him into just standing there and taking it again, Russ would not earn any levels. 
 
    Russ earned three levels, bringing him up to level fifty-one. This, finally, granted him another active ability, and Russ hoped that it would be a damaging one, like burning pain. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 50 Active Adept 
    
  Painful Stare 
  Toggled stance ability. Enemies that you look at will experience intense pain. At most 10 targets can be affected at the same time. Only one Master of Pain stance can be active at one time. 
    
  Specter of Pain 
  Summon an incorporeal specter that deals painful freezing wounds with its claws. Your specter is immune to physical damage. 
  Power can be increased if cast with more mana. Only one specter can exist at one time. 
  Mana cost: 30 
    
  Painful Larva 
  Your next successful attack implants a larva into your opponent. The larva will grow as it eats your opponent. If it is not removed within one hour, and if your opponent is still alive, the larva will mature. The matured creature will burst out of its host and will be subservient to you. The type of servant creature depends on the type of the host used. 
  CD: 1 hour 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ reread the last option a few times. Then he firmly decided against picking it. It was far too “evil” for his tastes, and Russ was afraid that it could lead to a dark path. After all, he was already deathly curious about what kind of a creature a grandmaster host could produce. 
 
     This made the remaining choice easy. Russ’s attention was drawn to the “freezing wounds” part of the Specter of Pain description. This gave him hope that the specter would be able to do actual damage, something that Russ sorely lacked. With that in mind, Russ chose the second option.  
 
    Unfortunately, this would derail his plan to raise his affinity high enough to be able to cast Blood Flowers. He needed three control to cast Specter of Pain, and he only had two and a half. Blood Flowers, while cool, were of secondary importance. Thankfully he just received a quarter of a point that he could spend on magic stats, and Russ quickly dumped them into control. 
 
    Turning to look at Talilia, Russ found that she was staring at him. 
 
    “Good morning,” Talilia said. “You checking out your level-ups?” 
 
    “Good morning,” Russ answered. “Yes, I am. Now I have another cool ability that I can’t use yet.” 
 
    “So you had a traumatic near-death experience, and the first thing you do when you wake up is check your level-ups,” Talilia said and then grinned. “You’re finally one of us.”  
 
    When Russ asked, it turned out that Talilia had already taken care of her level-ups a while back before going to sleep. She got one level in evasion, one in armor, and one in metal puppet. She also gained one in spear, two in piercing spear technique, and lastly, one in resist magic. Overall the evening was very fruitful. 
 
    “So, do you want to train today? While grandfather is offering?” Talilia said, surprising Russ. 
 
    “Of course,” Russ agreed immediately. “I thought I would have to talk you into it.” 
 
    “We’re about to hit the point when no amount of training raises our levels anymore,” Talilia said with a serious tone. “I’d rather get there through training so that the next serious fight we get into takes us into the master levels.” 
 
    “Sounds logical, but I don’t think that one day of training will get us there.” Russ got out of bed and stretched. His passive regeneration had been working on him all night, and he felt as good as new. 
 
    “Ha, it may not seem like it so far, but everything below master level is child’s play,” Talilia said, getting up too. “Believe it or not, there actually have been competitions, and some noble managed to get his kid to level fifty-nine in one week after he became an adult. Though it was only in one skill at the expense of everything else. I hear the guy had a very hard time breaking into master rank. The system considered him dangerous because of the level fifty-nine skill, so he had to fight comparable opponents, but at the same time, he was really underpowered because he didn’t have any other skills to speak of.” 
 
    “So why didn’t you get the training,” Russ asked, watching her dress herself. 
 
    “Quit gawking. I didn’t because I wanted to have something of my own, and I’m quite happy with my current prospects. Switching to a spear was the right choice. Thank you very much.” 
 
    “Anyways,” Talilia continued. “The army is not going to be moving very fast. We could join the patrols and get into some fights in the forest, but they will all be minor, and I would be surprised if we managed to gain anything. So I suggest that we stay with grandfather and convince him to train us in whatever free time he has. Then, if we’re lucky, we can use whatever big battle we get into to push ourselves into master rank.” 
 
    “That will be tough,” Russ said. “Also, while you can level up your metal puppet, I probably can’t level up my master of pain. I don’t see how I’ll get any levels if Phillip just lets me hit him.” 
 
    “We’ll just have to ask him,” Talilia answered. 
 
    Before looking for Phillip, the pair had breakfast and then decided to check up on Aiwin and Ulesse. Unfortunately, the elf didn’t have time to talk, as Helen, the alchemist, was in the middle of an experiment, and his help was essential. Ulesse, on the other hand, was excited to see Talilia. The girl had a couple of books she’d borrowed from the guild and insisted on showing Talilia her progress. 
 
    After a very brief reading session, the pair excused themselves and set off to find Phillip. The grandmaster was in his office, drawing something. When asked, Phillip eagerly abandoned his project in favor of training. 
 
    As they walked towards the clearing they used the previous evening, Russ and Talilia told Phillip about what they discussed that morning. 
 
    “Sure thing, I’ll help you train,” Phillip agreed easily. “Though you’re right, Russ. I don’t have a good way of training your Master of Pain skill. I’m too resistant, so your abilities can’t do anything and will not earn you any levels. As for burning pain, if I just allow you to hit me with it, we will hardly make any progress. Fortunately, I have a plan. Oswyn, the other grandmaster who will be coming with us, can help you out. His main talent is summoning. He can summon monsters that you can affect and let them fight you.” 
 
    Having decided that someone else would train Russ, Phillip spent most of his attention on training Talilia. Russ mostly only stepped in when she needed to rest for a bit. That and he got to do a lot of healing. The blatant favoritism was a bit grating, especially since Talilia seemed completely oblivious to it in her excitement. On the other hand, the man was her grandfather, and Russ couldn’t fault him. 
 
    “We’ve been at this for half the day now,” Russ said. “Yet we’ve made less progress than yesterday.” Despite all of their efforts, the progress was slow. 
 
    “That’s how it works,” Talilia said, struggling to catch her breath as he healed her. “A new strong opponent gives the most gains.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Phillip added, “and you will be happy to find that Oswyn is the perfect teacher. In fact, he used to be the best trainer in the world before the gods limited him.” 
 
    “The gods personally weakened him?” Russ asked incredulously, not quite sure that he understood him correctly. 
 
    “It’s rare, but it happens,” Phillip said. “Because of the random nature of the skills, some combinations become very powerful. When people use summoning skills, they have a degree of control over what they summoned. So fighting the summons counts the same as fighting the summoner. Oswyn, on the other hand, has absolutely no control over the monsters he summons. Therefore each different summon counts as a brand new monster, leveling-wise.” 
 
    “But if the gods fixed that, then training with him will also be slow for Russ,” Talilia interjected. 
 
    “Wrong!” Phillip exclaimed. “They didn’t change that. What they changed is the ability of people to level up while fighting his summons even while they are past master rank. Now it counts as training and therefore does not bring benefits past the master rank.” 
 
    “Oh!” Talilia said in wonder. 
 
    “Ok, I get it,” Russ said after a moment. “He would be able to power level people while keeping them in a controlled environment. Normally it takes effort to find strong monsters, and there is a limited amount of them, but he can summon them endlessly.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Phillip agreed. “Once this was discovered, Oswyn became the most popular person amongst the nobles. For a few months. Then the gods noticed and punished everyone involved. The nobles found themselves deleveled and had their skills erased. Oswyn… well, I don’t actually know the details. He refuses to talk about it. Anyways, back to work. Talilia, you keep resting. Russ, come here.” 
 
    “That hardly seems fair,” Russ said. “Not their fault that they found a good way to level up.” 
 
    As they were heading back in the evening, Russ and Talilia tallied up their results. First and foremost, Talilia finally reached level fifty in metal puppet, earning an active ability. All three of her choices were interesting. There were metal archers, a great choice for any kind of battle. Then there was a metal knight, which promised to be a powerful single combatant. Talilia rejected all of these excellent options in favor of armored wings. 
 
    For the first time, Russ was actually jealous of Talilia. The wings functioned much like her puppet armor. She could equip them, and they would stay until dismissed. The wings were large and voluminous, looking very fluffy and soft at first glance. In reality, the fine feathers that covered the wings were made of metal and were razor sharp. When folded, the wings looked like a large cloak, but Talilia could also wrap herself entirely with them, dramatically increasing her protection. 
 
    The wings were lighter than they looked but, nevertheless, were still very heavy. Talilia had to feed a considerable portion of her mana into her puppet armor to be able to move around comfortably with the wings on. Even then, she lost a considerable amount of mobility. The most disappointing thing was that she couldn’t fly at all. She was simply too heavy and all that flapping her wings did was pick up a breeze. 
 
    Besides that, she earned a level in armor, evasion, spear, piercing spear, and resist magic. On the other hand, Russ only earned a level in regeneration, armor, and sword. 
 
    “Russ, you’re already making extremely quick progress. Not everyone has a grandmaster to train with,” Talilia said, reading him like a book. The group was already heading back to the guild since it was getting dark. 
 
    “I guess I am being greedy, but I’m worried about this campaign we’re about to go on,” Russ answered. “We have champions and grandmasters in our force, so I assume the other side will have some too. When the fight starts, we could just end up being collateral damage at any moment, and the one killing us wouldn’t even notice.” 
 
    Talilia shrugged. “I think our forces will have a large advantage. Why would the gods push for this if it wasn’t to strike a decisive blow before the enemy gathers strength?” 
 
    “You have more faith in them than I do,” Russ said. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Howard ducked what was almost a whole log that the goblin general was using as a club and tried to close the distance. However, the giant goblin was quick and not at all stupid. It didn’t follow through with its first swing, and Howard was forced to desperately scramble away from the second swing. 
 
    The flow of battle was finally reversing. Tired and battered, the expedition managed to exterminate most of the goblin warriors. Now the adventurers sallied out, attacking the vulnerable archers in melee combat. 
 
    The adventurers were all exhausted after the long nonstop siege they had been subjected to. Maybe this is why nobody moved to engage the leader of the remaining goblin forces, a large goblin wielding a giant improvised club. On the other hand, Howard felt more alive than ever before and eagerly charged the big goblin. 
 
    The goblin general swung at Howard again, but the human changed tactics. Howard activated a shield bash ability, meeting the club with a strike of his own. The weapon collided with the shield, and both bounced off. Howard’s arm was numb from the impact, but he recovered first. He activated an ability and smashed his mace against the goblin general’s knee. The impact felt like he had struck a steel beam and Howard had to waste an evasion ability to avoid the goblin’s counterattack. 
 
    For a moment, Howard was at a loss on what to do, but then he understood that the impenetrable defense he had just experienced had to have been an ability and, therefore, must have a limit. Emboldened, Howard attacked again. 
 
    It was just by a little bit, but the goblin general was outmatched. Howard scored a hit on the goblin’s wrist, and without any ability to protect it, the mace smashed wrist bones into splinters. In pain, the goblin dropped its weapon, and the fight was practically over. The creature tried to defend itself, but Howard finished it with a blow to the head. 
 
    You fought well despite being so weak, Howard thought about the goblin with respect. Damn it, that wasn’t my thought. Why would I respect this creature? And it was definitely not weak. 
 
    “Wow. Way to go killing that thing,” Howard was distracted from his thoughts as the woman that had been tagging along with him earlier joined him, wiping down her sword. Looking around, Howard saw that the battle was over. It seemed that in his concentration, he didn’t notice that the adventurers were watching his fight like it was a spectacle instead of helping him. Howard shrugged. It didn’t matter.  
 
    “It was a tough warrior,” Howard finally answered. Looking at the woman, he was actually impressed by her. She fought well. He’d made sure to watch her earlier. 
 
    Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to let her tag along with me, Howard thought. Then he retched and had to fight the overwhelming feeling of disgust at the thought of being with the woman. That’s weird. I never had that problem before. After a moment of deep self-reflection, Howard realized that he wasn’t disgusted at the thought of being with a woman. He was disgusted at the thought of being with a human. Ok, this is getting very worrying. I need to speak to Ikaria as soon as possible. 
 
    Thankfully this expedition was mostly over. The adventurers had paid a heavy price. More than half of them were gone if you counted the deserters with the casualties. But they were now in a position to attack and destroy the goblin nest. The final victory was all but assured. The only uncertainty was the fate of the master rank fighters and the goblins they had pursued. 
 
    The victory would have to wait for the next day, however. Everyone was exhausted. Everyone except Howard. The amount of energy he still had worried him. It was clearly unnatural. He hoped that Ikaria would reach out to him soon and shed some light on his recent changes. Meanwhile, he had a lot of level-ups to go through. 
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      	  Russ Hanson 
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      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
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      	  (+0.05) 2.05 
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      	  (+0.1) 2.1 
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      	  Dexterity 
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      	  Power 
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      	  Control 
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      	  1.67 
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      	  --- 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Sling lvl 42 
  Evasion lvl 44 
  Loot lvl 29 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 36 
  Unarmed lvl 8 
  Sword lvl 39 
  Monster slayer lvl 32 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Regeneration lvl 46 
  Blood Magic lvl 36 
  Master of pain lvl 51 
  United in Life and Death lvl 9 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    As planned, Russ and Talilia joined the central force as it entered the great forest. The army’s goal was to investigate and, if possible, eliminate the enemy that destroyed the arachne town. Russ didn’t know exactly how big the force was, but it was definitely more than ten thousand men. Although “men” wasn’t a very good descriptor, as a good third of the force were women. In addition, a tenth of the force was not human. There were a good number of elves, but the majority of the nonhuman fighters were various forms of beastmen. 
 
    The vast majority of the troops were at low adept rank, though there was a sizable number of master class fighters as well as a couple of grandmasters that belonged to the military. The commander of the army was a grandmaster as well.  
 
    A large portion of the army did not directly belong to the military. There were fighters that belonged to the nobility, as well as a rather large number of nobles. The exact ranks of each noble were not known as they usually kept it to themselves, but they tended to be very powerful. 
 
    The other major element of the army was the beastman warriors. They were not directly beholden to the military, but their leaders were also called upon by the gods and were acting as allies. In addition to the beastmen, there were quite a few groups of adventurer volunteers. 
 
    To Russ’s surprise, the army was actually a wholly volunteer force. The soldiers also did not serve a period of time as the ones on Earth would have. Everything here was based on levels and skills. Anyone who managed to get to an apprentice rank in a combat skill could join the military. As recruits, they would be trained up to the adept rank before becoming regulars. Then they would serve in active duty until they approached master rank. 
 
    In the army, Russ finally distinctly saw the difference in inborn talent that people in this world had. Pretty much all of the people he had interacted with so far were exceptional individuals talented enough to become adventurers and make it on their own. Russ had personally breezed through the ranks, and so had Talilia. Yet most of the soldiers now around him have been at it for a significantly longer amount of time and were still lower level than he was. 
 
    There were, of course, those that decided to make the military their career. They stayed in the army and, with its help, broke through to master rank. Russ had seen quite a few of these officers around, and there was one common thread between most of them. They all looked older than the master ranks he had seen in the church or the guilds, having taken much longer to get to where they were. 
 
    As Russ talked to Talilia about the army, he understood that it served a different role than what he was used to. The military was not actually the kingdom’s fighting force. Instead, the guilds and the nobility, with their masters and grandmasters, represented the bulk of the kingdom’s combat power. The usual tactics included small groups of master and grandmaster fighters. Massing up into armies was actually suicidal when faced with the firepower of a grandmaster. 
 
    What the military actually was was a glorified training program. The kingdom benefited greatly from a higher average level of its citizens. Most labor became much easier and more efficient with higher stats and helpful abilities. Therefore, anyone with even a shred of talent was encouraged to join up and get stronger. 
 
    They are not taking it seriously, Russ thought. Even though the gods ordered this attack. The guild presence is minimal, and there are not that many nobles either. Besides the champion, I don’t see anyone from the church. Sure, from the information they have, the military would think that this is enough, but the gods know the bigger picture, and I do not understand why they did not insist on doing it right. 
 
    Russ was, in fact, so concerned that he wrote out his worries and sent them in a message to Falael. He received an answer almost instantly, but it did nothing to diminish his worries. “Don’t worry. You have enough forces for the plan,” Falael’s message said. As usual, no details. I sure hope that they know what they are doing. There is no need to wonder if they are on my side. They are not. They are on their own side. They have to be playing this for their own benefit, and I don’t see how getting this force slaughtered could possibly benefit them. 
 
    “Russ, the champion is coming this way,” Talilia hissed into Russ’s ear, breaking him away from his thoughts.  
 
    At the moment, everyone was marching through the forest in a long and somewhat disorganized procession. There were no roads they could follow, and the terrain made it hard to maintain any kind of order. 
 
    Russ was walking with Talilia somewhat apart from the other groups. Phillip was currently absent, having gone to talk to the command staff. The closest distinct group was a party of nobles, around a dozen of them plus two dozen of their personal soldiers and attendants. The nobles have been talking animatedly about something for the past half an hour, and it would be a lie to say that Russ wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. He hadn’t managed to pick up much, but they were talking about getting skill shards from somewhere.  
 
    Thankfully Todd, the champion, was heading for the group of nobles and not towards Russ and Talilia. It would have probably been smarter to take the opportunity to distance themselves, but Russ and Talilia were too curious. 
 
    Todd, as usual, was accompanied by his group of slaves. He was wearing his shiny armor and had a longsword on his hip. The champion and his group stopped directly in the path of the group of nobles, forcing them to stop. Before anyone could say anything, Tod spoke in a bored but booming voice, obviously intending whatever was about to happen to be a public spectacle.  
 
    “Marquess Tassian, marquess Cogwyn, you have forcefully stolen shards from others multiple times,” Todd declared. “Shards are given by the system and by the gods for the recipient to do with as they wish. Stealing shards is akin to stealing from the gods themselves. Your punishment is death, and I will carry it out immediately.” The champion then unhurriedly unsheathed his longsword.  
 
    Contrary to what Russ expected, not a single noble spoke up in protest. In fact, the group quickly dispersed, all the nobles trying to get away from the two that were singled out. For a long moment, the two accused stood there, confused as to what they could do. Todd, meanwhile, waited for them, sneering. 
 
    A stone wall shot out of the ground right between the champion and his prey, and the two nobles turned tail and ran for it. What happened next was too fast for Russ to follow. The wall exploded, and the champion was already behind one of the runaways with his sword in the man’s back. Any thought of him surviving instantly disappeared as the noble disintegrated, and his empty clothing and armor fell to the ground in a lifeless pile. The other runaway was already out of sight amongst the trees, and the champion blurred as he took off after him.  
 
    Nobody moved. The champion’s posse still stood where he left them, so he would definitely be back. Russ was about to suggest that they move on when Todd came back, carrying a severed head in his hand. 
 
    “Let this be a reminder to everyone that the Gods are watching,” the champion’s voice thundered over the crowd that had gathered. Todd then threw the head next to the body of the first noble and looked around, his eyes locking on Russ and Talilia. 
 
    As if nothing of note just happened, Todd strutted up to Russ and Talilia. “Hey there, I see you managed to still survive despite hanging on to the least of all the champions,” Todd said, ignoring Russ completely.  
 
    Talilia didn’t say anything in return, and Todd smirked. “Well, it would be a shame if a woman like you were to die just because she’s following the wrong man.” The champion flicked his hand, and a ring flew towards Talilia. She instinctively reached to catch it, but Russ stepped forward and intercepted. 
 
    Todd actually looked pissed off for a moment but immediately assumed a neutral face. “That’s not for you,” The champion said calmly. “If I see you wearing it, you’re dead.” Then, without any further words, he turned around and walked back towards his slaves. 
 
    “Weird asshole,” Talilia whispered when the champion was probably out of earshot.  
 
    Russ, meanwhile, was trying to understand what the ring did and, most importantly, why.  
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Leeching ring of a strong body 
    
  This ring grants +5 to strength stat and +5 to defense stat. This ring will drain the lifeforce of any hostile entity that comes in contact with the wearer and will use this energy to further boost the strength and defense stats. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The item was actually amazing. Russ couldn’t believe what he was seeing at first and read it over a few times. After recovering from the shock, Russ turned his attention to the message that popped up as he caught the ring.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Warning: 
  The targeting descriptor “hostile” has been changed to “neutral” 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ assumed that this was the work of his treasure hunter passive. The one that is supposed to warn him about cursed items. But the changed effect didn’t seem bad. Russ seriously doubted that the lifeforce drain would be damaging over any reasonable timeframe. Any casual contact by passersby would not be dangerous, and if you want prolonged contact, you probably already consider them as friendly. The item was amazing, but there had to be a catch. Plus, it was always possible that his ability did not detect everything. 
 
    “So, what does it do?” Talilia’s voice startled Russ, and she looked worried at his reaction. 
 
    “Before that, can you tell me everything you know about targeting things as friendly, neutral, and hostile?” Russ asked. 
 
    The two resumed the march, and Talilia talked as they walked. Everything started out as neutral and then changed mostly depending on the subconscious thoughts. There were very few instances when one had to manually change anything. The status was important for many abilities and effects. Even Russ had some, like his master of pain passive that targeted hostiles.  
 
    Still not seeing a problem, Russ read out the item's description to Talilia, including the warning provided by his ability. Talilia’s mouth opened to say something and stayed that way as she froze in shock. Then, Russ watched as her face turned almost purple with rage. 
 
    “What’s going on? What does the ring do?” Russ asked, worried by her expression. 
 
    Talilia slowly explained how underaged children are always neutral, and their status can’t be changed. Everyone was neutral from the very beginning of their existence to the point when they received the system's full benefits. This neutrality started a short time before they were born. 
 
    Russ finally understood what the goal of the change was. At the same time, he couldn’t believe it. And he wasn’t as much angry as shocked, at least for the time being.  
 
    Russ had difficulty understanding why someone would be so casually evil for seemingly no reason. It was the same way back on earth. Due to the circles he’d associated with, Russ personally knew quite a few people in similar work lines as him. The majority of them fell into two groups. Those who truly enjoyed what they did and those who tolerated the work because it benefited them. Russ belonged to the latter group, in it mostly for the money. Todd, it seemed, belonged to the first group. At least that’s the only explanation that came to mind. 
 
    At this point, Russ decided that he didn’t care who Todd actually was. There was no longer any point in investigating him. He would pay, one way or another. 
 
    “Let’s not do anything rash,” Russ said, putting his hand on Talilia’s shoulder. “We are severely outmatched.” While Russ was talking to Talilia, he was largely just trying to convince himself. 
 
    “Swear that he will die by our hands,” Talilia said quietly.  
 
    “I swear that if I see a chance, I will take it,” Russ promised. “Not like I didn’t already plan to do so even before this.” 
 
    Talilia stared into his eyes for a moment. “Good enough,” she said, finally, before resuming the march. The pair spent the rest of the day in silence. 
 
    That evening, as the army made a giant camp amongst the trees, Russ and Talilia walked to the edge of the camp, accompanied by Oswyn. They found a relatively clear spot and set up to begin the training. Unfortunately, the group gathered a few spectators, but that was inevitable, considering how crowded the area was at the moment. 
 
    “Alright, Russ, you’re first,” Oswyn said, swinging his hand. A blob of multicolored paint stretched out from the ground nearby, quickly growing into a familiar towering form. The paint swirled and mixed until it became the rough and grey skin of a troll. It looked a bit different than the trolls he’d seen so far, this one reminding him of a giant boulder. 
 
    The troll looked around, disoriented. Russ was right in front of it and was the first thing the creature focused on. With a roar, it charged. Thankfully the creature was way slower than the forest trolls, and Russ easily got out of the way, noting that the creature changed direction with difficulty. 
 
    Having overshot his mark, the troll promptly forgot all about Russ as the sight of some spectator pissed it off. Seeing that it wasn’t going after him anymore, Russ quickly used his taunt ability, followed by a barrage of pain bullets and a pain lance. 
 
    The result was unexpected. Instead of turning around and charging him again, the creature started to desperately claw at the spot Russ hit with a pain lance, roaring with pain. Russ activated painful ground under the troll, and the creature collapsed, practically incapacitated. 
 
    Confused but ready to take advantage of the situation, Russ carefully approached the creature with his sword drawn. Russ activated fire sword, and suddenly his saber looked a lot like a torch. Careful so as to not get clipped by the flailing creature, Russ got into position and brought his sword down on the troll’s neck. The blade sank maybe half its width into the thick neck, and the fire went out where it came into contact with the troll. Apparently, this one was resistant to fire.  
 
    Russ almost had the sword jerked out of his hand as the troll kept moving. Russ jumped back to a safe distance and observed the creature, all the while pelting it with his master of pain abilities. The cut on the troll’s neck slowly sealed. It seemed that the troll had massively improved defense but way less regenerative power. Once again, Russ lacked raw damage-dealing ability. He could always just activate burning pain, but he didn’t want to show it off too much. Russ tried blood arrow, but it barely penetrated the troll’s tough flesh. 
 
    With a sigh, Russ took out his sling and fired an acid shot at the troll’s head, followed by a lightning shot. The acid seemed effective, and the lightning shot actually covered the surrounding grass in chunks of gore. Over the next few minutes, Russ slowly finished the troll off while keeping it down with his pain bullets. Once dead, the troll dissolved back into a puddle of multicolored paint and quickly evaporated into nothing. 
 
    The spectators were mostly quiet, as the fight was boring. Oswyn was thoughtfully looking at where the troll just was. 
 
    “Sir Oswyn, my magic seemed more effective than usual. Is it because it’s a summon or just this particular monster?” Russ asked. 
 
    “Rock trolls are weak to most types of magic,” Oswyn answered immediately. “I know how to train you now. We need creatures that are weak to your magic and with lower defense. Alright, Talilia, you’re next.” 
 
    Talilia walked forward, her puppet armor already on and Comet sitting on her shoulder. Russ suddenly heard a loud gasp from behind him, followed by an angry growl. More driven by instinct than anything else, Russ swung his arm. The head of the massive two-handed axe flying towards Talilia’s smashed into his arm, fortunately with the blunt side. Unfortunately, the axe was lunched with an ability. The axe plowed straight through his arm, breaking it in the process, and kept going, its trajectory unchanged. Talilia, however, was forewarned by the sound and spun around, swinging her spear and knocking the axe off course. Now the weapon was flying right at Oswyn, but he calmly snatched it out of the air.  
 
    Russ cast a regeneration ability and turned around, a full set of pain bullets ready. To his surprise, he was confronted with a furry pile-up. A group of beastmen, foxes, judging by the prevalently orange fur color, all jumped on what Russ guessed was the attacker. 
 
    Talilia ran up to stand with Russ as the fox beastmen leader took control of the situation. It was an older-looking individual, about half again as large as any of the others, standing around four feet taller than Russ. His fur was also several shades darker than anyone else’s. The pile-up scattered as the leader snarled an order. If Russ weren’t mad about the axe he would have found the whole thing fascinating, especially the large bushy tails. 
 
    As the foxes moved away, Russ finally spotted the attacker, a violently struggling female fox beastman. The leader snarled something at the female, and she snarled something back. Suddenly Russ felt very nervous as every fox beastman in the area turned to look in his direction with clear hostility. Or, more precisely, they were looking at Talilia. Sophie and Rose, who were both sitting up in the trees and overlooking the fight, both flew closer to the pair. 
 
    The leader beastman approached Russ and Talilia as the screaming beast woman was dragged away. The large foxman wore a toothy scowl on his face, and his stature radiated aggression. Then, all at once, his body language shifted to weariness. Russ glanced behind himself and saw that Oswyn was now standing right behind him. 
 
    “My warrior’s class is tamer,” the beastman started without any introduction, speaking the human language perfectly. “Her tamed eagle was recently killed by a smaller silver bird.” He was looking straight at Comet. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    Russ and Talilia shared a quick look before Talilia spoke up. “We were expecting to be followed or attacked as we traveled. We have already been in one fight that night. Then we spotted the eagle following us, and I killed it. That’s pretty much all there is to it.” 
 
    “I believe you,” The large foxman said after a moment, showing a lot of teeth. “She’d always let her beasts run free in unfamiliar territory despite being told not to. We are well aware that you do not value the lives of beasts as we do.” He then turned around to leave but, after two steps, half-turned and continued. “Our clan will not seek any retribution, but I cannot promise that warriors will not act on their own.” 
 
    “What about the one who attacked my wife?” Russ cut in as the beastman moved to leave again.  
 
    “She will be punished for breaking clan rules,” the beastman said. He barely spared Russ a glance before purposefully striding away.  
 
    “And now we have even more enemies,” Talilia sighed. Before she could continue, they were interrupted by a loud throat clearing from behind them. 
 
    “Kids, we don’t have all day. Talilia, you’re next.” The pair had no choice but to run after Oswyn since he was already halfway back to their impromptu arena. The already familiar rock troll was materializing there, and Talilia charged to meet it head-on.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Choking down the strange feeling of dread mixed with pride, Howard led the vanguard deeper into the goblin nest. The way forward was lit by an early greenish glow of luminescent moss covering the tunnel's walls. The moss was obviously artificial. It grew in a neat, straight line on both of the walls, at about chest height. The tunnel was actually much roomier than Howard had initially expected, considering the goblin’s short stature. Well, there was that Goblin champion, Howard thought. It was taller than me. 
 
    The tunnel walls had a stonelike quality. The surrounding ground was somehow hardened and smoothed out. The whole construction seemed oddly advanced for the primitive savage creatures, but Howard admitted that with magic around, anything was possible.  
 
    Howard carefully approached an opening in the side of the tunnel, ready for anything. A small unarmed goblin jumped out of the opening and charged Howard, squealing crazily. Not fooled, Howard stepped forward and bashed the goblin with his shield, throwing the creature to the side. Bringing his shield back in position, Howard blocked a spear thrust from a goblin that followed the small one out of the room. Using his overwhelming weight and strength, Howard pushed forward, knocking the spear to the side and smashing the goblin’s head with his mace. Nataly, Howard finally figured out her name, ran through the first goblin, and the short fight was over. 
 
    Finding no one else in the small room, the group of eleven fighters, Howard included, moved on. They soon ran into a fork in the tunnel. As per the usual procedure, they were to split up and investigate both paths. As they argued about who would go where Howard heard noise from behind them. Forewarned, the group braced themselves for an attack from behind. Instead of goblins, a group of human fighters rounded the bend. Howard recognized them as the ones that split off to investigate another passage. 
 
    “Hey! Ours was a dead end.” The incoming group’s leader greeted them. 
 
    “Great,” Howard replied. “How about you guys take the left passage, and we’ll take the right.” 
 
    Everyone easily agreed to this. It saved the trouble of dividing the group up again. The two groups parted ways, and Howard continued leading the way through the left passage. The Tunnel was gently sloping down and actually widened considerably, allowing three people to walk comfortably side by side. 
 
    They were attacked several more times as goblins tried to ambush them. A difficult thing to do when you can only attack from the front, and your target is ready for you. Between all of the attacks, there was only one goblin with a class. The nest was truly running out of fighting power. 
 
    Eventually, the tunnel ended, leading into a large hall that several tunnels converged on. Right by the entrance that Howard was coming out of stood a line of seven small goblins. They were not even grown enough to be considered as ordinary classless goblins. They wore nothing, were armed with wooden clubs, and stood no chance as they were slaughtered. 
 
    Stepping over the small broken bodies, Howard finally spotted the goal of the whole expedition. The goblin queens. They are beautiful. Perfect. This time Howard felt so overwhelmed that he couldn’t muster the focus to fight against the thoughts. 
 
    Each of the seven goblin queens had a separate alcove in the right wall, fitted with a nest made of straw and salvaged cloth. Each one looked more like a slug than a humanoid. Their nature was betrayed only by the small useless arms and legs sticking out from their bloated torsos. Howard took several slow, unwilling steps toward the one nearest to him, drawn closer by an invisible force. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to do this,” Nataly said as she stepped past Howard. “Damn goblins.” She then plunged her sword into the torso of a defenseless goblin queen, eliciting an ear-piercing squeal of pain. 
 
    Howard felt something break in his head. Enraged, he swung his mace as hard as he could, smashing it against the back of Nataly’s helmet. The metal held up, but the force of the blow broke her neck, killing the woman. 
 
    The group scattered away from Howard. Everyone was shocked and confused by the sudden violence. Howard, meanwhile, clutched at his head and screamed at the top of his lungs. He wasn’t in pain. Instead, he got to experience the indescribable feeling of his mind shattering as some immense force pushed on it from within. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with him!” The adventurers were shouting at one another. 
 
    “We need to subdue him!” 
 
    “He killed her! Let’s just attack all together!” 
 
    “Shut up! He’s obviously under control of something!” 
 
    “A mind control goblin!” 
 
    “Everyone spread out and find whatever goblin is doing this! And kill the rest of the queens while you’re at it!” Someone finally mustered enough authority in their voice to spur the adventurers to action. 
 
    Howard, meanwhile, experienced true terror as the pressure on his mind increased. Something immense was unfolding inside him. Then, with a final push, what made Howard who he was, shattered. 
 
    The entity that took Howard’s place wasn’t in much of a better shape than Howard was in now. It couldn’t remember much. It didn’t know much. At the moment, it ran mostly on instincts. What it did know was that its enemies made it suffer for who knows how long. There was no way to tell time while immersed in the vast river of soul energy. Even as powerful as it was, it was still slowly being eroded, its ego and memories stripped away layer by layer. And the worst part was that it couldn’t get out. 
 
    As it was slowly dying, the being had protected what was most important to it, hiding it deep inside itself. There were two main things, its love for its creations and the hatred for its enemies. Amongst its creations were elves and then later goblins. Its enemies were…. 
 
    Howard’s body howled with unimaginable terror, forcing everyone present in the chamber to fall to the ground, desperately clawing at their ears. The being realized that it did not manage to protect even that most important piece of information. It desperately searched its mind for the knowledge. It felt a strong disgust towards humans, but that wasn’t it. Who were its enemies? Who killed it!? 
 
    At that fateful moment the being grabbed a fragment of what was once Howard’s mind. In its confusion and insanity, it failed to distinguish the fragment from its own broken mind and therefore took it as its own. 
 
    Howard’s body stilled as he remembered who killed him. His killer’s name was Russ. The endless suffering that Howards had experienced in the river of souls weighed heavily on him, but it was nothing in front of how his enemy had destroyed his favorite creations, elves. That act was unforgivable, and Howard vowed to stop at nothing to achieve his revenge. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ikaria was trying to relax, watching Russ kill yet another monster summoned by the grandmaster with the funny eyes. Relaxing was difficult. She was still boiling over with anger at what the Varant’s champion tried to do. 
 
    Ikaria had actually tried to smite the champion on the spot but was blocked by Varant. The god barged into her realm to scream at her, and she couldn’t even get a word in edgewise, which only served to further fuel her anger. She’d get back at him somehow. 
 
    Distracting herself, Ikaria tried to think what the beast woman whose eagle was killed might do. The goddess could, of course, snoop around and see if she was planning something, but where was the fun in that? Russ and his woman kept proving themselves an endless source of entertainment, unlike her own boring champion.  
 
    Ikaria almost didn’t notice as her link to her champion gently dried up. She tried to grab onto it, but there was nothing to hold on to. In a panic, Ikaria turned her gaze to the area where her champion was supposed to be. 
 
    It was difficult to see anything since the goblins had an annoying ability to block god’s ability to observe the world around them. All of the goblins were dead, though, and as Ikaria strained her senses, she saw that all of the adventurers were dead as well. Worst of all, her champion was nowhere to be found. He couldn’t be dead since his soul would have returned to her, but no matter how much she tried, Ikaria couldn’t find him. 
 
    Ikaria checked on the priestess she assigned to follow Howard, but she was dead as well, and her soul was long gone. None of the other adventurers were recoverable either. The whole situation was extremely strange. 
 
    Ikaria felt a cold shiver as her mind landed on the only possible explanation. The only ones who could hide Howard from her gaze were the invading gods. Their minions were invisible to her gaze whenever it suited them, and if Howard were to join them, he would be hidden from her as well. 
 
    Damn it all! Falael was right. He was easily bought while I wasn’t looking. I can’t let anyone find out about this, or I might actually be punished this time. Maybe I should just leave this whole thing alone and forget about it? As long as none of Falael’s champions fight Howard, then nobody will recognize him, and all of his champions are on the other side of the continent anyway. Howard has been a failure anyway, his growth way slower than she’d expected. Good, that traitor will eventually die anyway without her needing to do anything. After all, what can a single measly human do? 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Russ Hanson 
  
     
 
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	   2.05 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  2.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defence 
  
      	  2.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reflex 
  
      	   1.52 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Mind: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Focus 
  
      	  1.8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed 
  
      	  2.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  1.9 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  1.66 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  1.18 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control 
  
      	   2.75 
  
     
 
      
      	  Affinity 
  
      	  1.67 
  
     
 
      
      	  Well 
  
      	  --- 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Sling lvl 42 
  Evasion lvl 44 
  Loot lvl 29 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 36 
  Unarmed lvl 8 
  Sword lvl 39 
  Monster slayer lvl 32 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Regeneration lvl 46 
  Blood Magic lvl 36 
  Master of pain lvl 51 
  United in Life and Death lvl 9 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The army was now about two-thirds of the way to its destination. So far, they have faced absolutely no organized resistance. There were the ever more frequent small groups of wandering skeletons, but they were easily destroyed by the scouts, keeping the army's main body undisturbed. Alarmingly, the people who were not taking the situation very seriously beforehand were now relaxing even more. 
 
    Russ and Talilia had no active duties to speak of and took advantage of their free time to the maximum. At the moment, with the army stopped for the evening, Russ was fighting his fifth summoned monster in the row. Talilia, having already reached level fifty-nine, was cheering him on from the sidelines. 
 
    When Talilia hit level fifty-nine in one of her skills, Russ finally found out one small detail that everyone had failed to mention so far. When level fifty-nine is reached for the first time, all progress in all skills is frozen until that skill reaches level sixty, the master rank. 
 
    Over the last week of their slow march, Talilia had exhibited a monstrous growth rate, reaching level fifty-eight in metal puppet and then discontinuing its use entirely to focus only on her spear skills. Oswyn masterfully matched her up with monsters that pushed her to the limits in the ways that mattered, and Talilia’s spear skill quickly shot up. Unfortunately, there was no way to train the uncommon piercing spear technique without also leveling up the common spear skill. Talilia needed to reach master rank in piercing spear to finally learn the rare spear skill they’d found in the old tomb, but she only managed to get it up to level fifty-five before her progress was locked. 
 
    In addition, Talilia significantly leveled up her resist magic, armor, and evasion skills, as well as the monster slayer skill. Unfortunately, none of her skills gave her any new rank-up bonuses, but she was flooded with new abilities and stat points. And, last but not least, the pair somehow leveled up their legendary skill to level thirteen, past the point of where it was before being deleveled. Apparently, the system liked it when they trained together. 
 
    Most of the crowd watching them fight had dispersed when Talilia finished her training. Her fights were flashy and interesting, not to mention the men liked to cheer on a girl. Russ’s fights were boring since his magic was either hard to see or invisible for most people. Most of his fights followed the same formula. Interrupt the creature with his spells and hit with his actually damaging attacks. Russ hadn’t used burning pain even once the whole time. 
 
    Compared to Talilia, Russ’s progress was painfully slow and not nearly as broad. Oswyn labored without complaint, used to much worse students, but Russ could tell that the grandmaster had a hard time picking out monsters for him. Russ’s skillset made short work of anything comparable in power and struggled against anything strong enough to resist his magic. Because of this, Russ had to constantly fight monsters that were risky for him, even in the controlled environment he was in. As a result, Oswyn had forbidden him from touching any of his level-ups. If Russ’s master of pain skill rose in strength, then the power balance Oswyn was working with would become even more unmanageable. Not to mention that he was already very limited because of the spectators and small arena size. 
 
    Currently, Russ was fighting a large flightless bird. It was half again as tall as him, had a massive beak, and a set of scary claws on its long legs. It had a mix of brown and green feathers with a fluffy crown of bright blue feathers sticking up on top of its head. The bird looked ridiculous, but it was just resistant enough to Russ’s magic that he couldn’t stun lock it. It was also incredibly fast and managed to dodge most of his magic. This was actually a big reason why Russ didn’t have many spectators. When his pain bullets missed, they kept going, and people didn’t like being randomly pelted with them. 
 
    The damn thing thinks it’s a dinosaur, Russ cursed the bird as he backpedaled out of the way of the monster’s powerful beak. He answered with a barrage of pain bullets, but the bird deftly jumped to the side. Russ’s eyes widened as he finally saw an opportunity, and he activated light step. Appearing right at the bird’s side, Russ swung his sword, cutting deep into its leg. He then rolled clumsily away after receiving a bone-jarring slap from the creature’s stubby wing. Before he could recover his balance, Russ was forced to activate all of his evasion abilities as he barely avoided a basketball-sized blob of acid that the bird suddenly spat at him.  
 
    The fight was finished. Russ watched as the monster wearily circled him with a limp. It couldn’t avoid Russ’s next painball, and while it was reeling from pain, Russ jumped in and, with another strike of his sword, severed the injured leg. He then battered the bird into submission with his spells before finishing it off. 
 
    “Are you there yet?” Oswyn asked before Russ could collect himself. Tired, Russ activated restore stamina and then checked his levels. 
 
    “Yes!” Russ yelled out excitedly and was almost knocked off of his feet as Talilia ran in with a hug. 
 
    “Good, then there is nothing more I can help you with,” Oswyn said. “I made an arrangement to go train a couple of nobles, so I’ll be going now. Pick your abilities and distribute your stat points. The real challenge is breaking through that last level.” Oswyn said the last thing while walking away.  
 
    Not about to argue, Russ locked arms with Talilia, and they headed for their tent. There Russ quickly cleaned up with his spell before sitting down with Talilia and going through his level-ups.  
 
    Going in the order of his list, first was his sling skill which leveled up from forty-two to forty-seven. This gave Russ two stat increases which totaled to half a point, most going to the body category and ten percent going to the mind category. 
 
    Level forty-five gave him a passive ability choice. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 45 Passive Adept 
    
  1. Decrease the effect of gravity and wind on your ammunition for the first three seconds of flight. 
    
  2. Increase the power of all shots. 
    
  3. Increase the effect of enchantments on your ammunition. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    For a moment, Russ thought that the first option was amazing, but then he thought about how often it would come into play and decided against it. The other two options were boring but useful. Going by the logic that a more focused effect would be stronger, Russ picked option three. All of his ammunition was enchanted anyways. 
 
    Next up was an ability upgrade. He had a choice of a novice passive ability. Russ picked the one that let him find special ammunition. He had upgraded it before, giving it a daily active ability to scan 500 meter area for special ammunition. This time Russ picked the option that extended the radius of the area by 250 meters. This also reminded him to use the ability again, but it didn’t find anything this time. 
 
    Next, Russ moved on to his evasion skill. It leveled up from level forty-four to fifty-six, showing just how much desperate dodging he had to do over the last week. He gained three stat-ups, netting him a total of three-quarters of a point. Half of the points went to the mind category and a half to the body. 
 
    There was a ton of ability choices and ability upgrades available. For the level forty-five passive, Russ picked the ability that cut his remaining evasion cooldowns by half whenever he took a hit. The ability was awesome, though a bit limited in scope. There was another similar one in the selection, and Russ hoped that it would appear again. 
 
    Next up, Russ had to upgrade a novice passive ability. Russ upgraded the one he’d upgraded before. It already gave him a bonus to reflex and strength stats for the purpose of evading, and now it also increased his speed stat. 
 
    Then there was another upgrade, this time of an apprentice passive. So far, Russ found that he chose one ability and kept upgrading it, so this choice was important. This time, there was no obviously correct choice, and Russ decided to consult with Talilia. 
 
    “So you have one that gives you a stacking strength bonus when you evade, and one that gives you stat boosts against sneak attacks. Personally, I would go for the first one without hesitation. You’re, however, a mage. Upgrade the bonus against sneak attacks. Assassin types are the biggest danger to you,” Talilia recommended. 
 
    Russ took the advice and chose the ability Talilia recommended. He then picked one of the options immediately and almost jumped in excitement. The upgraded ability would inform him about the direction the sneak attack was coming from. This effect was probably incredibly valuable, but Russ needed to test first. 
 
    Next was the level fifty active ability. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 50 Active Adept 
    
  Strong evade 
  Gain a strength boost for the purpose of evading an attack. 
  CD: 15 sec 
    
  Evade unseen 
  Allows you to see invisible attacks. The effect lasts 10 min. 
  CD: 30 min 
    
  Crowd defense 
  Gain a speed stat bonus while being attacked by more than two opponents. The more opponents are engaged at once, the higher the stat bonus. The effect lasts 20 sec. 
  CD: 5 min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    All three choices were useful. Strong evade would allow Russ to get out of the way faster, and it had a very short cooldown. Evade unseen would let him dodge certain magics, much like people were dodging his master of pain abilities. Crowd defense was fairly self-explanatory. After a moment of thought, Russ decided to go with Talilia’s previous line of reasoning. Evade unseen was more useful for a mage than the other two choices. 
 
    Next up was another passive ability, and Russ was happy to see that the choice he wanted showed up again. The other two didn’t catch his eye, and Russ quickly picked the repeat choice. This ability reduced a single random cooldown by a quarter of its base cooldown whenever Russ successfully avoided an attack. 
 
    Next up was an upgrade of a novice active ability. Russ picked deliberate dodge, which gave him a speed stat buff for evading an attack, and chose to upgrade it to give a larger stat buff.  
 
    Done with the evasion skill, Russ moved on to the armor skill. He hadn’t used it as much during his training, but it came into play often enough that it also saw significant gains. The skill leveled up from level thirty-six to level forty-six. He earned two stat increases before the rank-up, which netted him a tenth of a stat point. Then there was a bonus from reaching adept rank, which was half a point. Additionally, there was another stat up of a quarter of a point. Russ was starting to realize just how much stronger he was about to become, though he still didn’t gain any points in magic which was the stat that he wanted the most. 
 
    First up was an upgrade of an active novice rank ability. Repair armor was fairly useless for Russ since he had universal regeneration, so he picked the remaining ability, anti-projectile armor. The upgrade choices were not very impressive, and Russ picked the one that increased the ability's duration from five seconds to ten. 
 
    Next, there were the two active abilities for level forty. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Apprentice 
    
  Magical armor 
  Channel magic into your armor to increase its durability. More magic can be added for an increased effect. 
  Mana cost: 15 channeled 
    
  Battering ram 
  Charge forward for 10 meters, impacting anything in your way with five times of your mass. 
  CD: 5 min 
    
  Insulating armor 
  Your armor will not conduct heat, electricity, or sound. The effect lasts 15 sec. 
  CD: 3 min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Magical armor was a repeat choice, but Russ still didn’t want it. Channeling fifteen mana would tie up too much of his fighting capability. Insulating armor sounded interesting, but it wouldn’t protect the areas of his body that were not covered by armor, so heat, electricity, and sound would kill him anyway. Russ chose battering ram. It was not particularly useful for the mage build he was going for, but at least he saw potential in it. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Adept 
    
  Thorn armor 
  Project spikes of hardened magical energy from the surfaces of your armor. The spikes will not hinder your movement. The effect will last 20 sec. 
  CD: 5 min 
  Mana cost: 8 
    
  Armored barrier 
  Create a barrier in front of you that is made of the same material as a random piece of your armor. The effect lasts 1 min. The barrier inherits any effects that your armor is under. 
  CD: 10 min 
    
  Armor storage 
  Gain a storage space for three full sets of armor. Armor can be instantly equipped from the storage space. Storing armor does not have a cooldown but equipping it does. 
  CD: 30 min 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Now the choices were interesting. Armor storage called to Russ’s laziness, but he rejected it since the two other choices were both good. Thorn armor was a cheap one-time cost and lasted fairly long. It wasn’t great for a mage but was a good choice either way. Russ hoped that it would show up again. 
 
    Though he’d already made the decision, Russ decided to let Talilia try to talk him out of it. Unsurprisingly she also wanted him to pick armored barrier. Russ had been complaining about his lack of defensive magic fairly often now. Hopefully, armored barrier would be able to, at least temporarily, fill the gap. 
 
    Trying to finish up with the armor skill quickly, Russ looked at the level forty-five passive ability choices. After a quick look, Russ picked a passive that increased the defensive ability of his armor. 
 
    Taking a break from the leveling, Russ led Talilia outside their tent to try out his new ability. Hoping that his ability couldn’t pick the padded shirt that he wore under his metal armor, Russ activated it. 
 
    A chest-high semicircle of featureless metal appeared in front of Russ. The pair circled the construct with interest. It was about an inch thick and somewhat curved in shape, wrapping around the point where he was standing when he summoned it. 
 
    Suddenly Russ heard a quiet laugh from Talilia, and she kicked the barrier, causing it to wobble. With disappointment, Russ realized that the barrier was in no way fixed to the ground. It was curved enough to stand on its own and very heavy, but a strong blow would knock it over regardless. 
 
    “Well, this is a disappointment,” Russ sighed. 
 
    “Could be better,” Talilia agreed. “But it is still useful against projectiles. If they are not too big.” 
 
    Soon the barrier disappeared, and the pair went back inside. Next up on the list was Russ’s unarmed skill. It unexpectedly leveled up from eight to nine. I did punch that monster one time, Russ thought, amused. The level-up didn’t give Russ anything but a tiny amount of stat points. 
 
    Russ moved on to his monster slayer skill. He had killed many tough monsters over the last week, and the skill made quite a bit of progress, though less than Russ had expected. It leveled up from level thirty-two to forty-seven. The levels gave him a whole 1.15 skill points, divided evenly between every category, including the magic category that Russ especially coveted. In fact, this was already enough for Russ to be able to cast specter of pain, but he refrained from trying it out immediately as he did with the barrier.  
 
    For the level thirty-five passive, Russ picked the one that increased his spell’s effectiveness against monsters. The passive was a perfect fit for him. Next, he had to choose an upgrade for a novice active ability. Russ chose the enrage monster ability since it has proven itself very useful lately. He then picked the upgrade that halved the ability’s cooldown from two minutes to one. 
 
    Next, Russ picked the three abilities. Two actives and one passive. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Apprentice 
  Slow monster 
  Apply a slowing effect to a monster. The effect lasts for 15 sec. 
  CD: 60 sec 
    
  Lvl 40 Active Adept 
  Magic net 
  Cast a magical net at a monster. The net will not affect any opponent that is not a monster. The net will last for thirty seconds. More mana can be used to increase the strength of the net. 
  CD: 3 min 
  Mana cost: 10 
    
  Lvl 45 Passive Adept 
  Monsters can drop higher rarity shards. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ quickly went through his choices, and all of them were fairly obvious, with no alternatives that jumped out at him. The first active ability would be very useful against quick opponents, provided that they were not resistant. The second active ability, the magic net, was promising against any sort of monster, though Russ wondered if the target’s size would be the limiting factor for the net’s usefulness. Most importantly, the ability scaled with his magic capabilities, meaning that it would remain useful for much longer as he leveled. Lastly, Russ picked the passive that increased the rarity of his loot, just as his greed demanded. 
 
    The only thing remaining was a novice passive ability upgrade. Russ picked the passive that provided a chance for additional loot from monsters. He had already upgraded this ability before, giving it a chance for monsters to drop equipment. The ability hadn’t paid for itself yet, so Russ doubled down and picked the upgrade that increased the chance of him finding equipment. 
 
    The next skill on the list was regeneration, one of Russ’s most important skills. It leveled up from forty-six to fifty-six, giving him 0.93 points to spend in the body category.  
 
    The first two selections were upgrades for passive abilities, one novice, and one apprentice. For the novice ability, he picked the one that healed him at all times and boosted the healing speed. The apprentice ability Russ selected to be upgraded increased the benefits gained from healing abilities, a very useful pick since it benefited all other regeneration abilities. Russ picked the upgrade that increased the benefit he gained. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 50 Active Adept 
    
  Healing blood 
  Your blood will take on regenerative properties for 10 min. 
  CD: 1 hour 
    
  Healing flower 
  A flower is grown using mana. Each of the flower’s petals will be imbued with one of your regeneration abilities. Eating the petal will activate the stored ability.  
  CD: 1 hour 
  Mana cost: 25 
    
  Burst of regeneration 
  Rapidly regenerate for 10 sec. 
  CD: 100 sec 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ looked over his ability choices, seeing two good ones. He immediately rejected the first option since it was a repeat he rejected before. Burst of regeneration was a solid choice, but Russ already had several similar abilities. Therefore Russ decided to try healing flower instead. 
 
    Lastly, Russ had to upgrade a novice active ability. Russ picked lesser regeneration. The three choices were improved effectiveness, longer duration, or shorter cooldown. After looking closer, Russ did a double-take, seeing that the shorter cooldown option was the most significant upgrade he’d seen so far. The upgrade cut the cooldown time from thirty minutes to three minutes. Russ had no real choice but to pick it. It seemed that even the upgrade options were random and probably had hidden rarities. 
 
    “Tali, I have another interesting ability,” Russ said, activating healing flower right on the ground inside the tent. Nothing happened.  
 
    Damn, that’s what I was afraid of. It takes time to grow, Russ thought. 
 
    “You’re full of surprises today,” Talilia said, looking at the empty patch of ground Russ was pointing to. “I guess I won the cool ability lottery this time.” 
 
    “You’ll see,” Russ murmured and returned back to his level-ups.  
 
    Next on the list was his main skill, master of pain. It leveled up from fifty-one to fifty-nine. This earned Russ three stat point increases, giving him three-quarters of a point to both mind and magic categories. Russ’s mood immediately soared since he finally had enough stat points to use the two abilities he couldn’t before. 
 
    Next, Russ looked at the passive ability selection and instantly picked one of the choices. The passive made him immune to the debilitating effects of pain. This was useful for a number of reasons, not the least of which was that some of his abilities worked better if he was hurt. Russ was already somewhat resistant, but complete immunity was another thing altogether.  
 
    Looking at his prompts, Russ still had two upgrades waiting for novice and apprentice active abilities. He selected pain bullets first and, just like the first time he upgraded it, picked the option that doubled his spell’s power. Russ picked painball for the second upgrade and increased its radius from one meter to one and a half. 
 
    The next skill on the list was Russ’s sword skill. It leveled up from thirty-nine to fifty-one. Honestly, Russ was a bit annoyed that he was forced to use it so often. Still, he couldn’t complain about the whole pile of stat points the skill gave him. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Apprentice 
  Penetrating thrust 
  Thrust with increased penetrating power. 
  CD: 1 min 
    
  Lvl 40 Active Adept 
  Water splitting swing 
  Your sword swing is enhanced with a blade of water. 
  Mana cost: 5 
    
  Lvl 45 Passive Adept 
  While blocking an attack with your sword, your strength stat is temporarily increased. 
    
  Upgrade selection: Passive selected: Increase your sword’s durability. 
  Upgrade selected: Further increase your sword’s durability. 
    
  Upgrade selection: Passive selected: When impacting a target, your sword behaves as if it weighs more than it actually does. 
  Upgrade selected: Increase the amount of mass gained. 
    
  Lvl 50 Active Adept 
  Throw and retrieve 
  Throw your sword with increased power and accuracy. Once thrown, you can use mana to immediately retrieve your sword. You can increase the amount of mana used to increase the force with which your sword will be retrieved. 
  Mana cost: 15 (Used only to retrieve your sword) 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ quickly went through all of his choices. First, he picked two active abilities that would increase his attack power. Water splitting swing especially was a great choice because it did not have a cooldown. After picking a passive and two upgrades, Russ moved on to the last ability choice and saw an interesting one, throw and retrieve. 
 
    There were a number of things Russ thought would be interesting to test with the ability, and he turned to Talilia to discuss it with her. Russ swallowed his words, however, when he saw that his wife had fallen asleep next to him. Russ carefully covered Talilia with a blanket, picked his ability, and moved on to the last skill that was calling for his attention, blood magic.  
 
    Russ’s blood magic skill leveled up from thirty-six to forty-four. Besides giving him a bunch of stat points, the rank-up also earned him a bonus. Russ was intrigued to see a scroll materialize in his hand. He immediately tried to open it, but it refused to open unless he had a master rank in blood magic. Disappointed, he placed the scroll in his inventory and moved on to the upgrades. 
 
    Russ picked blood sense to be upgraded and was rewarded with a good option. It increased the radius of his ability by twenty-five meters and made its penetration of concealment skills higher.  
 
    Next up were the two active abilities. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Apprentice 
    
  Bloody glue 
  Cause any blood that touches the target, other than its own, to become very sticky and to quickly harden. Maximum of two targets at a time. 
    
  Blood poison 
  Activate to poison your weapon. The next time your weapon draws blood, your opponent will be poisoned. The poison will slowly break down your opponent’s blood.  
  CD: 5 min 
    
  Blood sense 
  Activating this ability will lead you to the nearest fresh source of spilled blood. The amount of blood spilled has to be at least 100 ml.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    For the first choice, Russ decided to pick blood poison. He didn’t see much practical use for bloody glue. Blood sense would be useful while exploring, but Russ was more focused on battle capability right now.  
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 40 Active Adept 
    
  Armored with blood 
  Toggled stance ability. The spilled blood of your foes is gathered to you, forming a suit of armor around you. Only blood that is spilled by you can be used by this ability. You can not use your own blood. The first area to be armored are your hands, followed by your feet, arms, legs, torso, and finally, your head. All of your current armor will be temporarily incorporated into your blood armor, strengthening it according to the strength of the armor piece. Once you are fully armored, any additional blood absorbed will strengthen your armor.  
  Only one Blood Magic stance can be active at one time. 
    
  Blood connection 
  Burn a small quantity of blood, establishing a connection between the fire and the blood’s original owner. This ability is easily blocked by other skills or high defense or vitality stats. 
    
  Blood imps 
  Sacrifice a recently killed body to summon a number of blood imps. 5 to 10 imps can be summoned at one time. Blood imps are completely loyal to their summoner. Blood imps will disappear 30 min after the summoning, 
  CD: 10 min 
  Mana cost: 30 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The first option jumped out at Russ, but he forced himself to at least consider the other two first. Blood connection was basically voodoo without the straw doll. Russ dismissed it as a bad choice since it would only work on those weaker than him and was complicated to use. Blood imps was actually a good choice, besides the fact that the cult of Leviathan used sacrifices to summon things too, and Russ would look exactly like them. Better safe than sorry, not to mention that he had a much more attractive option available. 
 
    From the description, armored with blood sounded way weaker than Talilia’s puppet armor, but it was a defensive option that Russ desperately needed. It had a number of drawbacks Russ saw right away. It was slow to take full effect, armored him in the wrong order, and Russ had a strong suspicion that he would lose all of his progress if he toggled off the ability. He’d have to see how it looked in practice, but he probably couldn’t keep the ability on during day-to-day life. 
 
    Despite all of the negatives, Russ was excited. He picked the ability without any further hesitation. Finally done with the level-ups, Russ moved on to distribute the mountain of stat points he’d accumulated. While the piles of stat points in other categories were more modest, Russ’s body category had a whole 4.7 stat points waiting. This was more than all of the points he’d gained in this category since he was reborn. 
 
    Rethinking his strategy so far, Russ decided to take a page out of a troll’s playbook and invest heavily into vitality. Regeneration was one of the cornerstones of his strategy, after all. Russ dumped one point into every stat and put the remainder into vitality. 
 
    For the mind category, Russ invested most into the speed stat. As for magic, he finally brought up his control and affinity to the level he needed to cast all of his spells and decided to finally invest heavily into the power stat. 
 
    As Russ confirmed the changes, to say that he became high with power would be an understatement. Russ could smell, hear, and feel more than ever before. The world was in slow motion, and he wanted nothing more than to run.  
 
    Realizing that there was no way he could sleep, Russ decided to go walk through the camp. As he got up, Russ almost stepped on a small plant growing right at the spot where he used his healing flower ability. Oh, good. So it doesn’t even take that long to grow. I bet it will be blooming by the morning, Russ thought as he renewed emergency regeneration on Talilia and left the tent. Rose, Sophie, guard Talilia. I’m going for a walk, Russ directed his familiars and received an affirmative in return. Talilia’s own familiar, Comet, was currently perched on a nearby tree.  
 
    Russ judged that it was about midnight. He had stared at his menus for much longer than he thought. The inside of the army camp was sparsely lit by numerous campfires. The undergrowth inside the camp was completely removed, but the trees were left alone, creating a myriad of dancing shadows everywhere Russ looked. 
 
    Russ greeted several sentries, refraining from breaking into a jog to avoid alarming everyone, even though he really wanted to. That and he had an insistent desire to jump over the tents he was walking by. In this manner, trying to stay calm, Russ spent about an hour walking around the camp. 
 
    Not counting the trees that were everywhere, the camp was actually very spaciously set up. There was plenty of space between individual tents, and they tended to be in small groups with some space between them. The whole encampment took up quite a large area. Russ enjoyed the space and generally kept away from the people milling around. 
 
    All of Russ’s energy suddenly focused into a sharp point, ready to explode, as he realized that two sentries were missing. I walked by this spot like five minutes ago, Russ thought, scanning his surroundings. Nothing was out of the ordinary, and the camp was quiet. Rose, Sophie, be alert. Something might be wrong in the camp, Russ ordered his familiars. He thought about having Rose wake up Talilia but decided against it. It was possible that the sentries were just breaking military protocol, and both stepped away from their post, but it was unlikely. 
 
    Russ quickly looked over the immediate area but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. That is until he spotted a man stealthily moving through the tents. Russ, of course, quietly followed. 
 
    They were right on the edge of a small separate camp within the larger military camp where the fox beast people claimed an area for themselves. The visibility was terrible because of the trees and tents everywhere. Russ saw two sentries from where he was standing, but only one of them was close by. From his spot, Russ saw the man he was following observe the closest sentry for a moment before disappearing in a shimmer.  
 
    Russ immediately activated blood sense and was startled to see that there was a large cat figure standing right next to the now invisible man, its shoulder reaching up to the man’s chest. The cat must have been in stealth this whole time. The two invisible figures quickly crossed the small open area between them and the beastman camp, crossing right in the line of sight of the sentry, and walked in amongst the tents. 
 
    Russ’s ability allowed him to watch the two as they made a circuit of the tents, the man periodically placing something on the ground. The two finished their circuit and were coming up to the closest sentry again. 
 
    I guess they will sneak out now, Russ though. Do I want to confront him, or do I just investigate whatever items he’s been dropping around the camp? Before Russ could decide, the stealthed man made the decision for him. It was hard to tell with the vision that the ability provided him, but Russ distinctly recognized the motion the man was now going through as him loading a crossbow. 
 
    Russ moved forward but then immediately froze in place. For the first time, he really saw the beastman sentry and immediately recognized her as the beast woman who had attacked Talilia a week ago. Russ quietly stepped back, returning to his hiding place. He could wait. 
 
    The stealthed man and his cat were very close to the sentry, with a direct line of fire to her, but they simply sat there doing nothing. Waiting. Rose, Sophie, there might be an attack on the camp. Probably cultist traitors. Wake up Talilia, Russ ordered his familiars. 
 
    As Russ finished speaking the order, a huge explosion shook the camp. He was not distracted as he watched the fox woman jump up in alarm and then claw at the crossbow bolt that suddenly sprung from her chest. The big cat uncloaked mid-jump, revealing what looked exactly like a tiger, and the fox woman’s entire head disappeared inside its mouth. 
 
    That problem is gone. It turns out that this attack is way bigger than I expected. I better go join up with Talilia. Another large explosion sounded from the middle of the camp, highlighting the scale of the assault. 
 
    In Russ’s mind, an arrow appeared, pointing straight behind him. For a precious moment, Russ was confused, having never seen it before. Then, at the exact moment a blade ripped into his back straight through the backplate of his armor, Russ light stepped to the side. The sudden movement caused the blade to draw a line of fire across his back, accompanied by the sound of ripping metal. The pain, however, was distant, and Russ turned to face his attacker with a clear mind and a painball already halfway cast. 
 
    Russ still had his blood sense active, but there was only empty space in the spot he’d just vacated. That and a lonely dagger that was tumbling through the air. Russ launched his painball anyway. His spell actually impacted something invisible, and a woman stumbled out of thin air, lightly armored and holding a dagger in her left hand. Russ immediately cast painful ground right under her and drew his sword. 
 
    The assassin fell to one knee as her leg gave out, but she wasn’t out of the fight yet. She swung her free hand in Russ’s direction, and he found a cloud of darts heading straight for him. Russ activated armored barrier and ducked down. 
 
    As soon as the darts clanged off of the metal shell, Russ jumped to the side of the barrier, firing a blood arrow as soon as he cleared it. His attack hit dirt, however, as the woman was nowhere to be found. Russ looked around wildly and spotted a faint cloud of greyish mist to his side, barely seven feet from him. He immediately pelted the spot with pain bullets, knocking the assassin out of stealth again. 
 
    Russ followed up his success with a pain lance to the assassin’s leg, forcing her to one knee again. Then he took a step forward and decapitated her with an extended attack ability of his sword. 
 
    That didn’t feel right…. An already familiar arrow flared in Russ’s mind, pointing straight behind him again. Russ instantly light stepped forward, already casting another spell. This time Russ decided to try out the big guns, casting specter of pain at maximum power. The spell took about one and a half seconds to cast, but he’d bought enough distance to do it undisturbed. 
 
    As Russ finished the spell, his specter appeared next to him. It looked like a tattered floating cloak, with featureless darkness pooling inside it. The cloak was pure white, and dark smoke leaked through every one of its tears. What drew the most of Russ’s attention was the pair of long wicked crystalline claws peaking from under the cloak’s sleeves. They looked like they were made of some kind of ice. 
 
    A new connection formed in Russ’s mind, similar to his familiar links. There was emptiness on the other side. Russ shook his head to get rid of the weird feeling and looked around. Once again, the assassin was nowhere to be found. The body he’d supposedly decapitated was missing as well. Maybe she got bored and left, Russ thought, directing the specter to attack the assassin and getting no response in return.  
 
    Or maybe she’d just thinking of a way to finally get me. Russ targeted himself with radiating pain and then plunged his sabre into his own foot, right through the leather boot. With a yelp, the woman fell out of stealth once again. 
 
    The specter, obeying Russ’s previous order, moved immediately. It flew faster than Russ could run, reaching the woman in under a second. She was ready, though, exploding into a flurry of dagger strikes that were supposed to shred her attacker. To her surprise, the specter ignored her efforts, flew through the attack, and then caught her with a quick swipe of its claws right across her face. The only noise Russ heard from her was a quiet gurgle as the flesh the claws passed through froze solid. 
 
    Russ watched as the specter struck again and then floated back towards its summoner. Satisfied that he finally killed her, Russ quickly checked his messages and found nothing. Seriously? That was a tough fight, and it wasn’t enough? Still, he had no time to dwell on it now. He needed to join up with Talilia as soon as possible before he caught someone else’s attention. Both of his familiars were still alive, so Russ hoped that his wife was doing fine. 
 
    A strange low hum suddenly filled the sky, and Russ threw himself to the ground as numerous bowling-ball-sized flaming rocks crashed through the treetops to rain all around him. Damn, it’s a wide area spell, Russ quickly realized that he wasn’t targeted specifically. They are trying to do as much damage as possible, but there is no way they can take out all the grandmasters with just this. That’s it, enough cowering, I need to find Talilia. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
    Rose was watching two men slowly walk amongst the tents when she received the order to wake up Talilia. Before she could do anything, a huge nearby explosion shook the camp, the shockwave throwing her off of the top of the tent. 
 
    When Rose regained her bearing, she saw one of the men she’d been watching step into a nearby tent while the other one exclaimed something and sprinted forward, right towards the tent she was guarding. He brandished an axe in each hand, and his intentions were quite clear. Rose, still stunned, couldn’t concentrate enough to cast her spells, and the attacker made it inside without opposition.  
 
    Sophie received the same order as Rose. Unlike the other familiar, she did not waste any time on useless thought or was distracted by the explosion shockwave that almost collapsed the tent. Therefore, when the attacker barged into the tent, he was instantly tackled to the ground as a swarm of giant wasps crashed into him.  
 
    Talilia, awakened by the explosion, was already up and enveloped by puppet armor. Inexperienced, she was at a loss on what to do and simply stood there, activating her abilities and getting ready for a fight. 
 
    Outside, the man that entered another tent earlier walked out of it, blue fire enveloping both of his arms up to his elbows. The screams of his partner immediately drew his attention, but the man simply smirked and raised his hands, casting a spell. A burning circle appeared in the air in front of him, facing the offending tent. The circle hung there for a second, and then a column of fire erupted out of it. 
 
    The fire crashed into the tent, blowing it away. Sophie’s swarm and the screaming attacker were incinerated instantly. Sophie herself was sitting upside down at the highest point of the tent. As the tent was swept away by the attack, she was wrapped up in the thick tent cloth and tossed aside by the force of the blast. 
 
    Talilia’s whole world turned to fire. She was almost blown off of her feet but was too heavy in her armor to be thrown around. Reacting quickly, Talilia stored away her spear and crouched down. She then wrapped her wings around herself like a cocoon. At the same time she activated her new resist magic ability, which weakened enemy magic in an area around her and whatever she was holding. 
 
    Talilia’s puppet armor insulated her from the initial blast, giving her time to act, but it was now rapidly heating up and starting to burn her. Then Russ’s emergency regeneration activated. Empowered by her pendant, the ability healed her faster than the scalding hot armor could cook her. Talilia had no choice but to grit her teeth and wait. Five seconds passed. The worst spot was her back, where her wings connected to her puppet armor. Ten seconds passed. Talilia felt the skin on her back boil and instantly heal back up in an endless cycle. All she could do was soundlessly scream. Then suddenly Comet died, and Talilia screamed even harder. 
 
    All at once, the pressure pushing her back ceased. Talilia, her wings glowing dull red, stood up and demanded her armor to get off of her. The metal, obeying her will, shot away from her, disappearing before it even hit the ground. The emergency regeneration quickly healed the rest of the damage and then stopped as if satisfied that it was done with its job. 
 
    The space around Talilia was black with smoke and dust, not allowing her to even see her hands in front of her and forcing her to shut her eyes. That wasn’t the biggest problem, though. Talilia was immediately overcome with a fit of painful cough as the hot air and smoke burned her lungs. She took a healing potion out of her inventory and blindly downed it, but the inexpensive concoction could not keep up with the damage. Scared and panicking, Talilia willed her armor back on. The metal listened to her faster than ever before, and she immediately breathed in relief. The air, somehow filtered through her armor, was now clear and only painfully hot. 
 
    Talilia’s fear turned into rage. She couldn’t see where her attacker was, but she did know which direction the fire came from. Without hesitation, she summoned her spear and charged through the smoke. 
 
    When Talilia cleared the smoke, she saw her attacker trying to kill Rose. The tiny woman was currently darting around in the air, desperately evading a barrage of firebolts that seemed to twist in the air, trying to follow her. She bravely threw blood arrows in return as fast as she could, but they were immediately shot down by the firebolts. 
 
    Running up to the fire mage from behind, Talilia activated triple thrust and struck out at him. Victory didn’t come so easily, though. A transparent orange bubble sprung up around the mage, and her attack bounced off of it in a spray of sparks. The mage spun around, waving his hand at her, and Talilia found herself lifted into the air and flung away. As she flew, she saw a fireball growing between the mage’s hands. Rose, meanwhile, was shooting blood arrows, but they splashed uselessly against the bubble. 
 
    Knowing that she couldn’t dodge it, Talilia summoned her shield puppet between herself and her attacker just a moment before she crashed into the ground. The puppet caught the fireball on its heavy shield, and then Talilia flew through the explosion, using her spear rush ability. The attack harmlessly bounced off of the protective bubble, but Talilia followed it up with a pivot, smashing one of her armored wings against it. The bubble actually moved a little, and the mage stumbled. 
 
    Seeing her opportunity, Talilia activated an adept piercing spear ability, earth piercing thrust. Her spear went right through the mage’s defense and buried itself in his stomach. Talilia then planted her feet and dragged the spearpoint up, ripping open the man’s chest cavity. 
 
    With her attacker quite dead, Talilia caught her breath and finally took in her surroundings. She could see people running in between the tents all around her. It was impossible to tell who was friend or foe. The forest around her was on fire in places. The air was filled with sounds of fighting and wailing of the wounded. It was pure chaos. 
 
    Seeing how much trouble the camp was in, Talilia quickly checked her messages. Being master rank would be quite useful right that moment. To her disappointment, there was nothing waiting for her. So it wasn’t enough. 
 
    Another huge explosion buffeted Talilia with a shockwave. That was from the center of the camp. Oh no! Grandpa! 
 
    A strange low hum filled the sky, and Talilia raised her wings protectively above herself just to be immediately driven to her knees as a flaming stone smashed into her from above. Talilia braced herself for another impact but quickly realized that she wasn’t the target of the meteor shower. The stones were falling all over the camp. 
 
    It was time to do something, but Talilia didn’t know what. She desperately wanted to go help her grandfather, but at the same time, she needed to find Russ. Shit, it’s one or the other, Talilia cursed. Oh well, I’m making a choice.  
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    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Russ slowly made his way towards the area where his tent was located. The rocks had stopped falling from the sky a while ago. There were small fire’s everywhere, but the forest floor was wet, and since the undergrowth was cleared, the fire wasn’t spreading fast. Or maybe the plants here are just resistant, Russ thought. Either way, he saw people with water abilities putting out fires everywhere he went.  
 
    There were pockets of fighting everywhere around him, and people were running everywhere. Russ avoided the fighting and especially avoided the occasional organized groups of soldiers. It was hard to tell friends from foe, and he was afraid they would attack him and ask questions later. The specter followed closely behind Russ, making him more visible but being a reassuring presence nevertheless. 
 
    This was the adventurer area of the camp, and Russ hoped that the military part was better organized. The attackers have successfully sowed chaos, but there couldn’t have been many of them, and hopefully the chain of command was not destroyed. 
 
    Rose was still alive but was not responding to Russ’s attempts to talk to her. Sophie responded, but she was apparently separated from the group during the initial attack. The spot where their tent had been was empty, and both Talilia and Rose were nowhere to be found. Unable to find them, Sophie was now using their link to head straight for Russ.  
 
    Master? Russ suddenly heard through his link. 
 
    Rose? Is Talilia ok? Why haven’t you been responding? Russ demanded. 
 
    I’m sorry, master. I was knocked out by one of those falling rocks and just came to. Talilia is ok. We were attacked, but she won. She is currently heading towards the center of the camp, planning to check on her grandfather. She is asking you to head there. 
 
    Good, Russ responded. Stay with her. Let me know if anything changes. 
 
    Russ abandoned his attempts at stealth and broke into a jog. He belonged here, so he would act like it. Just as before, nobody bothered him. However, he didn’t make it far. Russ came upon a section of the forest that caught on fire in a major way. There was a cordon of soldiers around it, keeping everyone away while those with water-based abilities were trying to put out the fire. The forest fire was right between Russ and the center of the camp where he was heading, and he was forced to circle around it, now heading in the direction of the edge of the camp. 
 
    As Russ jogged, he almost ran into a man and a woman running in the opposite direction. To Russ’s alarm, instead of avoiding him or just passing by like all the others, they stopped in front of him, blocking his path. 
 
    “I am lieutenant Blake, Firehawk division, identify yourself,” the woman practically screamed at him. 
 
    Russ’s instincts screamed that the man was dangerous. He was tall, dark-haired, and looked middle-aged though maybe his beard made him look older. The woman, Russ thought, was close to his own level. She was also tall, a whole head taller than Russ, and looked around Russ’s age, or maybe a bit older. She was a redhead with stunning green eyes. She was also getting angrier by the moment because Russ didn’t answer instantly. 
 
    “Russ, adventurer. Separated from my group,” Russ said, saluting. 
 
    “Are you one of the attackers?” The man that was with the lieutenant suddenly demanded. “Are you with the cultists? Are you our enemy?” 
 
    He must have the same skill as Tali does, Russ understood immediately. “I am not one of the attackers. I am not a cultist, nor do I work with them. I am not your enemy.” Russ made sure to answer the questions as directly as possible. “Sir, the cultists are my enemy.” 
 
    “Good,” The answer seemed to completely satisfy the man. “Lieutenant, he can be trusted. Take him with you and carry out your orders.” 
 
    Russ watched as the woman’s eyes widened as she understood something Russ didn’t. “Sir! But…” She tried to say something, but the man interrupted her. 
 
    “Blake, you’re slowing me down,” he said harshly. “Carry out your orders.” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Pyke,” she said, saluting. 
 
    The man then blurred and disappeared between the trees so fast that Russ’s eyes could barely follow him. For an uncomfortably long moment, Blake just stood there, looking to where the captain just disappeared to. 
 
    Meanwhile, Russ cursed internally. I don’t have time for this. I need a good excuse to get away from her. If I just leave, that captain is going to kill me later. 
 
    Russ’s thoughts were interrupted as rain started filtering down from above. Thunder sounded far above them, and the rain turned into a downpour. 
 
    “Looks like the Duke of Storm’s handiwork. Good, this will help with the fires.” Blake said next to Russ. 
 
    Good, this means that Phillip survived the initial attack. I doubt anything can touch him now that it’s not a surprise, Russ thought. 
 
    “Alright, soldier,” the lieutenant continued. “Follow me.” 
 
    She took off jogging around the forest fire that still raged nearby, and Russ had no choice but to follow her closely. 
 
    “What’s that thing next to you? A familiar?” Blake asked. 
 
    “No, mam, it is a summon. My familiars were with my wife. One of them is actually coming this way,” Russ answered. 
 
    Blake looked back, and Russ thought he saw annoyance in her glance. “Just resummon it.” 
 
    Damn, she’s already disappointed in me, Russ thought, annoyed since he didn’t think of the obvious himself. Sophie, I am going to resummon you, Russ sent through his link, and after he heard the agreement from the other side, he dismissed and resummoned her. 
 
    Master, now that the fires are dying down, I can’t see anything, Sophie sent while she flew after him. Glancing back, Russ saw her crash through a thin branch she didn’t manage to avoid in time. 
 
    Sorry, Sophie, I’ll unsummon you for now. Russ then dismisses Sophie again. I sure hope the lieutenant isn’t going to ask me about my familiar again, he thought.  
 
    Thankfully she didn’t mention it. Russ followed the lieutenant for another half a minute before she ran up to a group of soldiers and started talking to their commander. While standing to the side, Russ was finally contacted again by Rose. 
 
    Master?  
 
    Rose? Did something happen? 
 
    We found Phillip and are with him for the moment. We are about to head for the camp’s edge in a moment, though I don’t know why, Rose said. 
 
    Good. Let Talilia know that I was drafted by a military officer and can’t get away right now, Russ instructed. 
 
    After a moment, he heard the answer. Master, Phillip says that you should stay safe and follow orders. 
 
    Right, Russ chuckled to himself, let me know if anything changes. 
 
    Russ sighed with relief. Talilia being next to Phillip was probably the safest place in the camp for her. Joining up was suddenly not quite as important. 
 
    “Russ, move it,” Blake demanded as she took off again. 
 
    “So what exactly are we doing?” Russ asked as he caught up. 
 
    “We’re in the adventurer portion of the camp now,” Blake said. “Our orders are to gather a fighting force and take it to reinforce the frontline.” 
 
    “Frontline?” Russ asked. 
 
    “The initial attack was done by the cultists of the Dark Serpent. There weren’t that many of them, and I’m sure that most of them are dead by now,” she said. “But it is all just a diversion meant to disrupt us. There are thousands of those walking skeletons pouring out of the forest right now. They are assaulting the outer perimeter of the camp. They are the most energetic skeletons I’ve seen so far. Their masters can’t be that far away. Somehow our scouts didn’t see this coming. The perimeter guards are holding the walls for now, but it's just overnight construction, so we need to gather our scattered forces as quickly as possible and reinforce them.” 
 
    The lieutenant suddenly stopped running. They were now in a tiny clearing where a group of tents stood not so long ago. They were all flattened now and halfway scorched. Russ saw several bodies scattered around one of them. 
 
    “This is the area I was assigned to,” Blake said. “The meeting spot will be right here. You’re my assistant for now and temporarily my second in command. Go grab everyone you see and drag them here if you have to. We will take stock of what we have in five minutes. Can you do it?” 
 
    “Yes, mam,” Russ said. 
 
    Without any further words, Blake took off towards the sound of nearby fighting. Russ ran in the opposite direction, grabbing a pair of men that were running by and yelling at them to go stand in the clearing and wait for him if they didn’t want to be branded as deserters. With the specter hovering behind him, Russ was quite persuasive. 
 
    Next, he moved towards a nearby commotion, spotting two groups of people facing off against each other. There was a small group of six of what had to be bear beastmen facing off against around thirteen humans. 
 
    There was also a group of seven standing to the side. Russ immediately recognized them as Dumas and his party. He’d not seen the man this whole time and thought that he didn’t join the campaign after all. 
 
    “Dumas! What’s going on here?” Russ yelled as he ran up to them. Meanwhile, the small mob was loudly working itself up to attack the beastmen. 
 
    “Russ! Good to see you,” Dumas exclaimed, waving Russ closer. “It’s pure chaos here.” 
 
    “What’s up with the lynch mob?” Russ asked. 
 
    “They are saying that the beastmen betrayed the army and attacked the humans at night,” Dumas explained. “Which is weird because we caught a human setting fire to our tents when this whole thing started.” 
 
    “Alright, follow me. We need to stop this,” Russ said, approaching the mob. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here!” Russ shouted at the mob. 
 
    The ringleader, the one Russ notices as the most enthusiastic of them all by far, turned around to face him. 
 
    “Ah, reinforcements! Warriors, we can finally punish these filthy animals for their betrayal!” The man yelled. He was about to continue, but Russ yelled over him.  
 
    “Hey, who saw that the beastmen started this attack? Is it just this guy and no one else?” Russ saw that the rest of the mob was way more subdued, and most of them were looking right at the ringleader, probably waiting to see how he would respond.  
 
    He didn’t disappoint. “Everyone knows what they are like! Just look at the long history of them attacking and murdering innocent humans!” The man yelled.  
 
    Meanwhile, Russ looked over to the bear beastmen. They were standing side by side, calm and ready to defend themselves but were not making any aggressive moves. 
 
    Making his decision, Russ shot the instigator in the face with a pain lance. Still yelling at the top of his voice, but now only with pain, the man dropped to the ground while clutching his face. 
 
    “By the authority of the Firehawk division, you are all ordered to form up and follow me!” Russ yelled at the mob before anyone could do something stupid. “The Dark Serpent cultists carried out this attack! Its purpose is to throw us into disarray! It is all just a distraction! As we speak, a horde of walking skeletons is assaulting the camp’s perimeter!”  
 
    Russ saw that he had everyone’s attention and continued. “Your orders are first to follow me and group up with lieutenant Blake who is also gathering fighters. Then, under her leadership, we will march towards the camp’s perimeter, reinforce the defenders and push the skeleton scum back to where they came from!” 
 
    Seeing that everyone was agreeable, even the beastmen, Russ turned to Dumas. “Can you and your people hold onto this guy,” Russ pointed to the instigator, who was now just sobbing on the ground. “He’s probably one of the cultists, though he seems low level.” 
 
    The adventurer party grabbed the prisoner, and Russ led everyone back to the clearing. There were already nine people there, including the two Russ sent earlier. As Russ’s group entered the clearing, lieutenant Blake showed up on the other side, followed by about twenty others. 
 
    Russ noticed with interest that most of Blake’s followers were throwing fearful glances at her. And was that blood in her hair? And a big bloodstain right on her nose? 
 
    Meeting Blake in the middle, Russ tapped his nose. “You got something.” Blake’s eyes crossed, and a long tongue shot out of her mouth to touch the end of her nose. She then smudged the blood everywhere with her hand. Then she summoned a towel from her inventory and actually got herself clean. 
 
    Pretending not to be laughing on the inside, Russ spoke up first. “Lieutenant, I have something to report.” 
 
    “What is it?” Blake asked. 
 
    “We captured a probable cultist,” Russ said. “He was egging on a crowd to lynch the beastmen I brought here with me. He was claiming that the beastmen are behind the attack.” 
 
    Blake’s eyes glowed even greener as she looked over the prisoner. “Good, we will hand him over to be interrogated.” She then looked around at everyone present. “This will have to do. We will grab everyone we can on the way to further bolster our numbers.” 
 
    The lieutenant quickly organized everyone, and the group followed her towards the camp’s perimeter. They found more leaderless fighters to add to their force along the way, and when they approached the outer wall, there were around eighty people in the group.  
 
    Lieutenant Blake handed over the prisoner and was immediately ordered towards a section of the wall. The wall itself was about eight feet high, wide enough for a couple of people to stand on top, and had an actual battlement constructed. Looking left and right, Russ saw that the wall section of this particular type was not all that long, and there were walls of different construction further out. The walls were constructed quickly with the help of different abilities, and making them all the same way was impossible. 
 
    The downpour was still not letting up, and there were no fires to see by. However, there were obviously plenty enough of people with light-based skills, given that the wall was lit up brighter than day. Blake’s group took up the defense of a section of the wall, letting the tired soldiers that were manning it rest for a while. 
 
    The sight from the top of the wall was chilling. Skeletons were pouring from amongst the trees everywhere Russ could see. They were also the most energetic skeletons Russ had seen so far. They were still weaker than any of the individual adept ranked soldiers, but they now posed a credible threat, judging by the constant stream of wounded leaving the wall to be healed. Unfortunately, some dead were being carried down as well. 
 
    Russ threw an emergency regeneration on lieutenant Blake and moved to the front. His magic was fairly useless against this enemy, so he took up the most forward position, hacking away at the skeletons that tried to get over the wall. 
 
    The defenders had several advantages. The wall proved a very good obstacle that practically negated the skeleton’s main advantage, their ability to blindly rush forward with no care for their own death. Secondly, the attackers have not deployed any ranged attacks yet, allowing the living to safely slaughter most of the skeletons from a distance. Lastly, the skeletons did not leave any remains. Otherwise, they would have been able to simply walk up to the top of the wall by now. There were a few reanimated monster corpses that did not disappear amongst the attackers, but they were too few to pose a problem. 
 
    While chopping down skeletons, Russ heard a series of thunderstrikes in the distance to his left. That means that Phillip and Talilia are on the wall, Russ thought. Maybe Phillip can reach out and attack whoever is summoning these things. We’ve been killing the skeletons for a while now, but they are seemingly endless. Hmm, maybe I can see them with blood sense. 
 
    Russ took a step back, letting someone else take his place at the front, and activated his ability. The skeletons were invisible to his magical sight, but now Russ clearly saw a line of humanoid creatures in front of him. They were close, but there was no way to actually shoot them because of the trees. At least with anything that Russ had available. 
 
    Lieutenant Blake was standing on the wall nearby, and Russ made his way over to her. He quickly told her about what he was seeing, but it turned out that she was already well aware of the enemy. 
 
    “By the way, we are going to sally out and try to push through the skeletons to get to the summoners,” Blake informed him. “So don’t go anywhere. You’re coming with me.” 
 
    Figures, Russ thought. There were more thunderstrikes in the distance, and then Russ heard a series of explosions to his right. That’s grandmasters for you. They are just blasting everything from a distance. Oswyn is probably dropping monsters into the middle of the horde or maybe even amongst the necromancers. Wait, maybe I can do something. 
 
    Russ had one summon that was currently hovering uselessly above him. The specter proved absolutely unable to do anything to the skeletons, though they could not do anything to it either. Now, however, Russ could see the necromancers, and they were flesh and blood. 
 
    Russ willed the specter to attack, and it sped away into the night. There was a commotion amongst the previously orderly line of necromancers. One of them fell down to the ground. Then two more in quick succession. Then another one right before Russ felt his link to the specter break. 
 
    One of them must have had something that could kill it, Russ thought. But that’s ok. I can do this all night. Russ immediately summoned another specter and sent it hunting in a different spot in the enemy line. This time it got two kills before being destroyed. The next specter got lucky and racked up a whole eleven kills. 
 
    Russ summoned another specter but was distracted as some kind of an officer approached lieutenant Blake. She stiffened up immediately and saluted him. Russ sent the specter to hunt and concentrated on eavesdropping. 
 
    “Lieutenant, are you finally going to attack or what?” the man said. Apparently, he outranked her by a lot. “Though I guess it’s expected for cowards to drag their feet.” 
 
    “Sir, me and my men are preparing to breach the enemy lines,” Blake said. She was standing still and staring into the distance right over the shorter man’s head. 
 
    “Huh, waiting for your overgrown lizard, I guess,” the man then stepped closer, getting into Blake’s face. “Don’t bother retreating, or I’ll finally get to hang you for desertion. Pyke isn’t here to protect you anymore.” 
 
    This finally got a bit of a reaction from Blake. Russ saw her slump and heard her utter a quiet “what?” The man took a step back, covering his mouth with mock worry. 
 
    “Oh no… Did you just find out?” The man then didn’t even bother to hide his smirk. “It turns out that besides the first explosions, the cultists planned a second attack specifically targeting the grandmasters. Pyke ran straight into it, dying like a hero. Such a shame. He has been stuck on level seventy-nine for over twenty years now, right? No talent whatsoever. I bet that’s why he did it. He was trying to finally break through that final level and finally become a grandmaster.” 
 
    Ouch, what an asshole, Russ thought. I bet he ran here to tell her. And just before a fight too. He probably wants to throw her off her game. 
 
    The officer, meanwhile, had enough of taunting Blake and left. As she stood there, motionless, Russ reconsidered his situation. That scary captain is dead. This means I don’t have to worry about this girl surviving anymore. Hmm, he’s obviously very important to her, and I’m the last person he told her to trust. I haven’t seen her fight yet, but maybe it would be worthwhile to try to recruit her into my guild. Choices, choices. 
 
    “Russ,” the lieutenant suddenly said. “You have such long pretty ears. Do they hear a lot? It would be a shame if someone were to shorten them for you.” There was a hint of anger in her voice. 
 
    Ops. “I apologize for intruding,” Russ said, backing off a little.  
 
    A commotion drew Russ’s attention. A dragon came crashing through the skeletons from amongst the trees on the left. It was a european style dragon with four limbs and a pair of wings. It was green, as tall as a big horse but much wider, and it was prancing through the skeletons like they weren’t even there. The dragon was too big and strong for them to pull it down and also apparently invulnerable to their attacks. 
 
    Blake walked up to the edge of the wall, and the dragon ran up right under her. It turned into a whirlwind of movement, crushing and throwing back the skeletons in a wide area and freeing up space under the wall. 
 
    A group of just over a hundred fresh soldiers and adventurers have been forming up near the wall for the past few minutes. They were going to be the tip of the spear, and now that the dragon was here, Blake signaled them to follow her. Before the soldiers even made it up the wall, Blake jumped down next to the dragon, and Russ followed her closely. After a moment, the rest of the sortieing fighters were jumping down to join them. 
 
    So that’s the lizard that guy mentioned. It must be a familiar, Russ thought. She must have an impressive skill to get something like this. That decides it. I need to keep her alive and pitch her the idea of joining us. 
 
    The dragon moved forward a little, making space for the fighters joining them. It easily cleared out all of the skeletons in front of them while the fighters pushed out to the sides and blasted back the skeletons that tried to attack them.  
 
    Russ caught an expectant look from lieutenant Blake and realized that he was just standing next to her and not doing anything. 
 
    “Well, you haven’t been useful so far. Fighting wise. Why are you holding back?” Blake said. 
 
    Russ cringed. “Sorry, lieutenant Blake, my skills are not very useful against opponents that are not living.” His expression then changed to a smug smirk as he summoned another specter. “But I did manage to kill over twenty of the summoners already. I think it’s you who has some catching up to do, mam.” 
 
    Blake raised an eyebrow at his words. “What about all the skeletons my familiar smashed so far? It must be over a thousand by now. How many summoners do you think that’s worth?” She asked. 
 
    “Considering how fast they’ve been pumping out the skeletons, I’m willing to give you five, mam,” Russ replied. 
 
    “I guess I better hurry then. Is everyone ready?!” Blake addressed the fighters around her. Getting affirmative shouts in return, she commanded the advance. The green dragon charged forward, crashing the skeletons in front of it. The humans followed it closely, destroying the remaining skeletons with weapons and magic. Russ hoped that this was a coordinated effort by the army since their one group was unlikely to accomplish much.  
 
    The sortie party pushed forward amongst the trees, quickly approaching the living enemy. Russ could already see them without the use of his blood sense ability. The creatures were tall, hairless, and very thin. They had long ears, like elves, and overly large eyes that were mostly giant dark pupils. They matched the description of the creature that killed the previous arachne matriarch. Hopefully, none of them are that strong, Russ thought. As far as he could see, all of them were armed with staves.  
 
    Just before reaching the enemy line, the dragon stopped. It turned and spat several large globs of dirty green liquid to the side. Russ saw the last glob hit a giant skeleton monster as it ran into view. The giant skeleton was gorilla-like in stature, though it had way too many bones to be an actual gorilla. Each of its limbs was composed of four or five structural bones, giving it much more durability than the single or double bones that living creatures had.  
 
    The skeleton was comparable in height to the dragon, or maybe a little taller. The acid the dragon spat was melting through the giant skeleton’s bones, but the thing did not stop for a moment and continued to charge at the dragon. The dragon roared, and the two collided. They then rolled off to the side, a mass of flailing limbs that squashed any ordinary skeleton that got in their way. 
 
    “Keep pushing forward!” Lieutenant Blake yelled over the sound of battle. Russ watched her closely this whole time and saw the transformation in its full glory. Blake suddenly bulked up and got taller by another foot. All of her exposed skin grew green scales, and her hands were now equipped with long claws. Transformation completed, the lieutenant charged forward, smashing the skeletons with her bare hands. Russ followed her closely, and the rest of the fighters surged forward behind them. 
 
    Then, suddenly, there were no more skeletons in front of them. The enemy summoners stopped producing skeletons and were forming up to defend themselves. Not that the skeletons ceased to be a problem. There were plenty of them coming up behind the sortie, and they attacked the humans desperately. 
 
    Lieutenant Blake sped up and crashed into the enemy line like a train into a bunch of toddlers. They tried to stop her with their staves, but it did nothing to her. Russ followed behind her, firing his spells left and right and cutting down anyone he could reach with his sabre. The soldiers behind them spread out, sweeping away the thin creatures to their sides. 
 
    The enemy obviously did not send their best, and a slaughter quickly became a rout. The summoners wore little to no armor and were physically as strong as novices or apprentices. Their staves might have been effective in smashing up unruly skeletons but were laughably ineffective against real armor. Then Blake’s dragon appeared again, having defeated the large skeleton, and the enemy was truly outclassed.  
 
    The only instance of real danger that Russ encountered was when one of the creatures fired a bolt of light out of its hand, and Russ’s specter died again. The creature then fired the same attack at Russ. 
 
    Since the fight with the summoner’s started, Russ had been building up his blood armor. The enemy's blood was weird, clear to somewhat grey in color. It was still blood, though. Russ’s arms and legs were already completely armored, and the breastplate had just started to form. 
 
    Mindful of the friendly fighters behind him, Russ elected to block the attack with his arm. The bolt struck his armor, burning a hole through it and giving the flesh underneath light burns, nothing serious enough to waste his active healing abilities on. Russ blocked a staff strike from another enemy with his other hand and then cut down the opportunistic creature that tried to take advantage of the situation. The grey blood immediately flowed to him, repairing the breach in his armor. Blake, meanwhile, lunged for the creature that shot the light bolts, actually biting it in the neck and then ripping its head off. 
 
    The enemy ran. The fighters and the dragon killed everyone they could catch, but lieutenant Blake stopped them from chasing the enemy too far. By her orders, the group turned around and focused on destroying the rest of the skeletons. The battle was over. 
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  Master of pain lvl 59 
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    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “And that’s how that went,” Talilia said in between spoonfuls of thick delicious soup. 
 
    “You almost died,” Russ said, eating as well. 
 
    “Yeah,” she agreed. “But the only reason you had it easy is because of that one ability that told you the direction of the attack.” 
 
    “True. So you’re saying you didn’t level up even after that?” Russ asked again. 
 
    “I had high hopes, but it’s not that easy,” Talilia said. “Some people are stuck at this threshold for a long time. And don’t get me started on the grandmaster threshold.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, that captain I told you about was at level seventy-nine for over twenty years,” he said. “So, what happened afterward?” 
 
    “I met up with grandpa, and we went to the wall,” she retold the events. “I didn’t even get to do much. The number of skeletons was scary at first glance, but grandpa called down lightning and blasted the summoners that were hiding behind the trees. It was really easy after that. By the way, I saw that green dragon running along the wall at one point. An impressive familiar.”  
 
    “Yeah, so what do you think about getting her to join us?” Russ asked. 
 
    Talilia frowned and shook her spoon at him. “I know you well enough. You’re going to use her recent loss to manipulate her.”  
 
    Russ cringed. Since when have I become so transparent. Or maybe she actually does know me that well by now. This is not like my previous world, where I would see someone I was working with for a few hours every other day. We spend pretty much all of our time together. 
 
    “Russ, as your guild leader and your wife, I’m putting my foot down,” Talilia continued. 
 
    “I hear and obey, my dear wisened leader,” Russ said.  
 
    Talilia shook her spoon at him again and then suddenly stole a spoonful from his bowl. 
 
    “I’m not against you inviting her,” Talilia said. “But if you’re going to do it, you are going to do it straight. No bullshit, no manipulation. From the sound of it, she has an epic skill. Gods know what she’s doing in the army. I don’t need what would eventually be the leadership of our guild to realize someday that you used her in her moment of weakness. That’s how backs get stabbed. Just make her an honest offer and let her make up her mind.” 
 
    “Ok, ok. Though this does change some things,” Russ said. “I planned to take it slow, but now I need to extend the invitation before she receives other ones. Though I’m sure that she gets them all the time anyway.” 
 
    “You talked to Phillip about the meeting,” Russ said after a moment. “What does the army’s leadership think about this night’s events? What about the future battle?” 
 
    “Bah,” Talilia sounded annoyed. “The casualties were pretty low, so they are suddenly even more carefree and smugly confident. Not counting all of the traitors, we lost just over five percent of our adept ranked fighters. We lost some master ranks and no grandmasters. Considering that most of the fighting power is concentrated in the master ranks and above, the army’s fighting power hardly fell at all.” 
 
    Talilia handed her bowl to Russ, and he filled it up for her again from the kettle. With their increased vitality, Russ found that their appetites skyrocketed, especially his own. Talilia explained that with higher vitality they could eat more at a time. They stored more energy and nutrients, which allowed them to go longer without food if they needed to. Somehow their bodies did it quickly and without getting fat. 
 
    “So because the traitors inflicted most of the casualties and we crushed the actual enemies easily, the command thinks that the actual battle will be a relaxing affair,” Talilia continued. “We are all fucked.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Russ agreed. “Either the enemy didn’t want to risk their actually good forces on this scouting attack, or those forces were not available. We know they have at least one grandmaster level fighter, but they probably have way more than that. And they should also have champions of their own, considering who exactly we’re fighting.” After a moment, Russ continued. “Now that I’ve seen what the enemy can do and understood more about how this army works, I think this campaign is not going to end well.” 
 
    “That’s what I think,” Talilia agreed. “That’s why I’m going to talk to grandpa about arranging for ways to get out of this alive when the army gets smashed. I’m sure he already has something planned, so I’ll try to worm it out of him.” 
 
    “Is there any way we can convince the army commander to change strategies? We need to consolidate the three forces at the minimum. Or better yet, request high-powered reinforcements,” Russ said. “I find it weird that the gods ordered this campaign, but no church troops are coming with us.” 
 
    Talilia shook her head. “The army commander is not friends with grandpa. He is, however, very close with the nobility, being one himself. That’s where most of the arrogance is coming from.” 
 
    The pair sat in silence for a while, shoveling food into their mouths. When they were done, Talilia left to find Phillip, while Russ went to find lieutenant Blake. 
 
    Before finding the lieutenant, Russ stumbled onto Dumas. Both he and his team survived the night just fine, though they did not participate in the sortie. From Dumas, Russ found out a rather interesting fact. Russ hadn’t thought about it since no notification popped up for him, but he didn’t get any loot from the battle. 
 
    “That’s right,” Dumas said, leaning in conspiratorily. “There were not many shards to go around since the skeletons don’t drop any. Maybe a tenth of the army got one. But listen to this. As far as I know, nobody who followed that lieutenant with the dragon familiar even got the loot distribution message.”  
 
    Damn, she has more enemies than I thought, Russ thought. He thanked Dumas for the information and tried to warn him to be careful in the upcoming battle. Dumas, however, still held the same attitude as he did during the ball. 
 
    After they went their separate ways, Russ contacted Talilia through Rose, verifying the information. It turned out that Talilia did get a message but didn’t get any shards. 
 
    Master, Talilia is asking if she should start a complaint going, Rose said. 
 
    Don’t. I personally don’t care, so let’s not raise a stink on behalf of someone we hardly know, Russ answered. 
 
    After looking and asking around for a while, Russ finally managed to track down lieutenant Blake. She was in a somewhat secluded part of the camp near the latrines. Apparently, she’d been ordered to go dig some, even though the army was about to march. 
 
    Coming around the tree, Russ spotted Blake crouched down in a fetal position, leaning against a tree and sobbing. A shovel was on the ground next to a half dug trench. Russ immediately backpedaled, taking cover out of sight. This is obviously not a good time. I’ll find her when we’re marching. 
 
    “Who’s there!?” Russ heard Blake say before he could sneak away.  
 
    “It’s Russ. We fought together earlier,” Russ said, coming out. “Sorry for intruding.” 
 
    “I remember you,” Blake said. She was behaving as if nothing had just happened, but she couldn’t hide the red eyes. “Why are you skulking around?” 
 
    Russ shrugged. “I was looking for you since I wanted to talk about something, but it seems that this is a bad time. So if you would excuse me.” 
 
    “There isn’t going to be a better time,” Blake said harshly. 
 
    Now Russ was actually worried that she wasn’t going to make it. He walked around her, stomping on the shovel and making the handle shoot up. Trying to pick out his words. 
 
    “I’m not going to pretend to understand the extent of your loss and pain, but time does tend to heal wounds,” Russ finally said. “And I did check the rules. You can resign after this campaign fails.”  
 
    “Funny choice of words,” Blake commented. 
 
    “I’ve heard what they say around the camp,” Russ said. “Are you just going to allow yourself to be killed?”  
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “May I ask why this is happening?” Russ said. 
 
    “You may not,” She answered immediately. “It is my personal business.”  
 
    “Huh, I’m very much hoping that you have some kind of a plan on how to survive, but you seem resigned to whatever fate you see for yourself,” Russ said. “I think that anger is better than resignation. By the way, do you know that everyone who was under your command this night did not even get a message about the loot distribution? I certainly didn’t.” 
 
    Lieutenant Blake exploded into a long tirade filled with expletives and harsh criticism of her superiors. When she was done, she rounded angrily at Russ. “Whatever it is you’re doing, stop. What do you want from me?”  
 
    “I actually did promise not to do that,” Russ said, scratching his head. “I like you, and I came here to offer you an option that I believe is better for both you and me.” 
 
    “I thought you’re married,” Blake said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Russ rolled his eyes. “See, now you’re willfully misunderstanding. By the way, what is your opinion on the spider folk?” 
 
    “Um, like the ones whose’s captured town we’re heading to?” Blake said, puzzled by his question. “No opinion in particular. I’ve never met one, just seen some from afar. I guess they are interesting looking, and I hear that they are all female.” 
 
    “It’s just that I have a lot of arachne in my guild,” Russ clarified. “So resign from the army and join my guild.”  
 
    Blake actually smirked. “So you do want me for my body.” 
 
    “I want your body in my guild, yes,” Russ said. 
 
    “Russ, you’re naive if you think that my problems will just go away if I leave the military.” Blake was suddenly serious. “So you better reconsider, or I might actually take you up on your offer, and then you’ll be sorry.” 
 
    “Tell me about it, and I’ll consider my decision again. Otherwise, no,” Russ said. “Besides, I bet you get invitations all the time. Why can’t I give mine?”  
 
    Blake smirked again. “I am popular like that. Why, even the champion wants me on his team.”  
 
    “You’re not with him, are you?” Russ frowned. 
 
    “No, he changed his mind,” Blake said. “And we all know what he actually wanted. He arranged for me to spar with one of his slaves and then instantly lost interest when I transformed for the fight.”  
 
    “Good. His attention wouldn’t lead to anything good.” Russ said. 
 
    “Oh, I sense some history,” Blake said, but Russ shook his head.  
 
    “As you say, it’s personal business,” Russ said. “Anyways, here is an official invitation. You should be able to see some information about the guild.”  
 
    Russ waited as Blake spent a few minutes looking through her menus, her face unreadable. Then she looked at Russ incredulously. 
 
    “This is one of the newest and smallest guilds ever to invite me,” Blake said. “So when I join, do I get to be the leader since I’m the strongest?” 
 
    Russ laughed. “I bet my wife could beat you up!” 
 
    That drew a small laugh from Blake. “I’ll consider it.” 
 
    “Good,” Russ said. “So here’s a piece of friendly advice, since I want you actually to live so you can join us. I’m giving this campaign a seventy percent chance of us all being slaughtered. The rest is that we somehow retreat mostly intact. Don’t look at me like that. We haven’t seen anything yet. The enemy will have grandmaster level fighters. They will also have champions to counter our own.”  
 
    Blake frowned. “Whatever it is that the cultist worship are not actual gods. They can’t have champions.” 
 
    Huh, I need to talk to ordinary people more often, Russ thought. Is this the propaganda that the church is pushing? 
 
    “I don’t know what forces we will be facing for sure,” Russ said. “But I do know that these are things that we could face, and I think that it is very likely that we will.” 
 
    Blake didn’t seem convinced. In her opinion, Russ certainly did not have the authority or expertise to challenge what she thought she knew. Realizing this, Russ gave up on trying to convince her. 
 
    “Alright, let's just drop this,” Russ said, excusing himself. “I need to go join up with my group before we actually move out.”  
 
    Russ left lieutenant Blake to her thoughts and hurried to find Talilia. The camp was currently wrapping up, with everything that was not destroyed in the attack being packed away. Personally, Russ didn’t have anything to pack since all of the things outside his and Talilia’s inventory were incinerated. 
 
    Russ found Talilia leaning against a tree near the command tents. She looked bored, presumably waiting for Phillip, and was excited when she saw him. Russ quickly told her about his conversation with Blake and asked about what she was able to find out. 
 
    Talilia first made sure that nobody was eavesdropping on them and then handed Russ three scrolls. Intrigued, he unrolled it to find a painting inside. After a moment, Russ recognized it as the outpost they made into their guild base. 
 
    “Hold onto those,” Talilia said, and Russ put the scroll away into his inventory. “Grandpa is holding out hope that we will win, but he is not against planning for failure. He had Oswyn draw a bunch of these for us. Push mana into the scroll, and it will teleport you to the place on the painting.” 
 
    “That is extremely useful,” Russ commented. 
 
    “Also, he let me in on a guild secret,” Talilia said quietly. “Apparently, we are all safer than we think. Anastasia, the other co-founder of the guild, can resurrect people. She does something to all guild members, and she can bring them back if they die. So I’m safe, and so are grandpa and Oswyn. Unfortunately, you didn’t get the same treatment, but we have our own ways, so it’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” Russ said. 
 
    Talilia’s head immediately tilted to the side as she scrutinized him. “My truth seeker skill has been leveling up, you know. And now it is telling me that you’re not telling me something. How can you possibly know something about this that I don’t?” 
 
    “Oh, well, your ‘uncle Shadow’ told me that you can be resurrected a while ago,” Russ admitted. 
 
    Talilia’s eyes grew a couple of sizes. “But grandpa said that Anastasia cast it on me right before we left for the campaign,” Russ watched as the gears slowly turned and her childlike trust in her grandfather shattered. 
 
    “My skill didn’t even say anything,” Talilia continued. “Just like it didn’t with Myria. And I always just thought that he’s as honest with me as you are.” 
 
    “He is a grandmaster,” Russ said. “It would be weird if your skill worked so easily on him.”  
 
    “But… It just never occurred to me.” Talilia said, devastated. 
 
    “Um, please don’t take it the wrong way, but you do know that this is probably not a big deal?” Russ said. “Parents lie to their children all the time, and it’s usually because they think it’s good for them.”  
 
    “Right. You’re right,” Talilia said. “But this is just weird. How can I trust anyone? After what Myria did? I hate it when everyone lies to me,” Talilia took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I’m going to need a minute.” 
 
    The pair spent some time in silence. Eventually, the army moved out, and the two walked together, somewhere in the middle of the long spread out column. Talilia quickly got over her gloom but remained subdued for the rest of the day. 
 
    Everyone was alert during the day’s march, weary of being ambushed without the defensive benefit of a wall. However, nothing happened, and this was far more worrying, at least for Russ and Talilia. Since the day the army entered the forest, the scouts have been killing wandering groups of skeletons practically nonstop. Now, after the night attack, the scouts have not seen a single skeleton the whole day. Russ didn’t know enough about the enemy to know what this meant, but he was certain that it wasn’t good. 
 
    The army made camp for the night with their destination only about a four-hour march away. Russ and Talilia lost most of their camping supplies, but thankfully the soldiers had many extras. Their new tent was much smaller, but the bedding was comfortable. While Russ and Talilia went to sleep early, the soldiers were still busy. On the camp's perimeter, the soldiers labored longer than usual, building even stronger fortification for the inevitable night attack. Night attacks were a common tactic, and the enemy showed that they could do them. Therefore the night watch was tripled and was ready for anything. 
 
    Nothing happened. It was as if everything in the forest had died, including the skeletons. After the night attack, the scouts could not even find a single monster anywhere in the area, which was probably what unnerved everyone the most. This deep in the forest, they should have been everywhere. The great forest was a spawn point for a multitude of powerful monsters, and it was always thought that it was impossible to tame completely. Even if a nation gathered its grandmasters and quickly destroyed all of the monsters in the forest, there was nothing that could be done about the new monsters constantly spawning everywhere. The only path available was to kill the new monsters over and over in an endless loop. Only the gods could actually change the great forest, but why would they? It was, of course, the gods who set it up like this in the first place.  
 
    The army continued to march towards the captured arachne town, completely unopposed and making good time. It was still morning when they reached their destination. The army left the treeline and formed up on the edge of the several miles wide cleared-out space around the town’s walls. 
 
    Russ judged that the town was similar in size to Lerton, the human town nearest to his new base, but he noted that the arachne built bigger and stronger fortifications. Therefore the gaping holes in the town’s stone walls were a worrying sight. 
 
    After a quick meeting, the leadership decided that the army would build a long-term camp out in the open where they could actually properly set up. There, they would have plenty of space and visibility to use attack and defensive magic effectively. This camp would feature much more serious defenses than the simple night camps. The scouts, meanwhile, would carefully inspect the seemingly abandoned arachne town, followed by larger exploration teams. The investigation could take days. 
 
    The whole plan immediately came crashing down as the scouts brought news of the approaching enemy army. Armies, in fact.  
 
    As a result of the night attack, the military ended up with several cultist prisoners. The prisoners did not know anything of value, but they were at least able to tell what the human’s new enemy was called. It was still unknown what the creatures called themselves, but the cultists called them the Vereris. 
 
    Now, not even half an hour after the army’s leadership meeting, two vereris armies were leaving the forest, forming up in the open field, one on each side of the human army. That, and the scouts finally found all the monsters that had been missing from the forest, or at least what was left of them. The forest near the human army was now filled with the moving, but already decomposing, corpses of the missing monsters. 
 
    Talilia watched everything unfold through Comet’s eyes as her familiar circled high above the human army, along with the many other airborne familiars. Each of the vereris armies was smaller than the human army, numbering around four thousand vereris individuals each. However, each army was beefed up with skeletons, and all of them were of more advanced variety than the hordes the humans have seen so far. Talilia saw that each force had around a thousand larger skeletal monsters. The large skeletons matched Russ’s description of the one that he saw during the night attack. 
 
    If that wasn’t bad enough, there were almost a hundred even bigger skeletons in each force. They were at least twice as tall as the others and much more massive. Instead of being bipedal like all of the other skeletons, these had long bodies supported by dozens of skeletal legs. In the front, the body bent upwards into a broad armored chest. Massive arms with giant crab-like claws were attached to the shoulders, and a relatively tiny head sat on top of a short thick neck. The things looked like nightmarish skeletal centaurs, except the bottom part was a centipede and the top was a crab.  
 
    “They are going to crush us like we’re a bunch of novices,” Talilia told Russ. “If those large skeletons are anything like I think they are, then I can’t do anything against them. I doubt there are any adept ranks that can.”  
 
    Russ shrugged. “I’ll have a hard time with even the middle-sized one if I can beat it at all.” 
 
    “So our only hope is if they don’t have a counter for our champion and grandmasters,” Talilia said. “If they don’t, then the two of up will probably not even get to participate.” 
 
    “There is no way that they don’t,” Russ replied. “But hopefully they have fewer than we do.”  
 
    The pair fell quiet as Phillip flew low over everyone’s heads to land next to Talilia. Everyone in the area stopped what they were doing to watch with interest. Phillip, however, seemed to not care about who might overhear him. 
 
    “Talilia, Russ, I am going to be making the initial attack against the northern army. Oswyn and a couple of other grandmasters will be coming with me,” Phillip said. “We will try to wipe out as many as we can in one go, and then we’ll see how it goes. You two be careful and remember, live and out-level them instead of dying like fools.” 
 
    Talilia quickly caught Phillip in a long hug. “Be careful, grandpa.”  
 
    The pair watched Phillip take off again and fly towards the north side of the army. Before anything happened, there was a commotion in the camp, and Talilia informed Russ that a single vereris left the southern army and was casually jogging towards the humans. After a moment, she added that Todd was walking out to meet him, alone. 
 
    As the two quickly picked up their speed, Russ grew increasingly worried. There were no orders yet, and the human army was still like a sitting duck between the two vereris forces. 
 
    What had to be the vereris champion made it to the midpoint between the two forces first. Then he spoke in a badly accented human tongue, his loud raspy voice carrying over the human army. 
 
    “Humans, you only have this one chance to retreat and leave our lands forever,” he said. “If you do not, you will stay here forever, to serve us and our gods for as long as your bodies last.” 
 
    Hearing the other champion talk, Todd sped up, now moving faster than even most grandmasters could. The opposing champion finished his short warning and then ran perpendicular to Todd, heading for the forest and moving just as fast. 
 
    Immediately there was a commotion in the human ranks, and a figure sped towards where the two champions were heading, moving almost as fast as they did. 
 
   
  
 

 “They must have sent one grandmaster to go help Todd,” Talilia said, relaying everything she saw to Russ. 
 
    “Attention, everyone!” a loud voice interrupted their conversation, echoing over the whole army. “Your new orders are the following. We will break through to the town. You must push your way through the breaches in the walls, secure the area, and set up defensive positions in the breaches. We must hold the breaches at all costs. Move out!” 
 
    The human army immediately surged towards the town, everyone around the pair breaking into a light run. The military units were more or less organized, but the adventurers around Russ and Talilia mostly just resembled a mob. Several organized groups, about twenty master-ranked soldiers in each, raced ahead of the main army, each heading for a particular breach in the town’s wall. Two small groups of grandmasters also separated from the main body, each heading straight for one of the vereris armies. 
 
    Why did he say we would have to push our way through the breaches? Russ though. Hmm, Rose, please do as we have discussed. Your priority is to stay with Talilia. Russ commanded his familiar, receiving a quick affirmative in return. 
 
    Before long, Russ’s suspicions came true. The command did know more than they let on, and taking shelter in the city would not prove trivial. The first sign was when Talilia cursed next to him. 
 
    “A couple of buildings just broke apart by the town’s wall,” she said, still looking through Comet’s eyes. “About two dozen of those giant skeleton monsters came out. The ones with the crab claws. Also, there are dead spider folk pouring out of every other building. I think all the arachne who didn’t manage to escape the town are about to attack us.” 
 
    “Let's hope that they are not strong,” Russ said.  
 
    The army was halfway to the town when the dead arachne started pouring out of the breaches, surging towards the humans. That was when the master rank fighters that went ahead of the main force clashed with dead arachne to a devastating effect. The masters were far stronger than the horde, and for a time, it looked like they would just cut their way inside the town without any help from the main force. Then the giant skeletons arrived, pushing their way through the breaches, and the masters were forced to fall back. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Phillip, Oswyn, three military grandmasters, and a whole nine noble grandmasters approached the northers vereris army. The enemy troops were organized in neat formations, the skeletons moving in perfect synchrony. The vereris army was marching in pursuit of the human army, so far not paying attention to the grandmasters. 
 
    “Stop, here is close enough,” Phillip said, and the stone disk they were flying on stopped to hover about five hundred feet up in the air. 
 
    Phillip concentrated, not using any abilities yet. Due to the sheer force of his will, the clouds above the vereris army thickened and swirled, gathering into a solid dark mass. Finally reacting to their presence, a swarm of tree-sized bone spikes was launched by the vereris at the group hovering in the sky. One of the noble grandmasters stepped forward and cast a grandmaster rank protective spell. A transparent dome formed between the attack and the humans. The bone spears smashed into the dome, splintering on impact but otherwise not accomplishing anything.  
 
    Phillip, done with the preparations, launched an attack of his own. Eager to deal a decisive blow, he channeled a grandmaster rank spell, lead clouds. The motion of the mass of clouds above the vereris army ceased instantly as the clouds suddenly became a giant mountain of lead. Then the whole thing plummeted to the ground. 
 
    The vereris reacted instantly and with precision as if they’d practiced it a thousand times. The vereris and the skeletons burst into motion, bunching up and making space for thick bone pillars to rise up from the ground. What looked like hundreds of multicolored protective domes appeared above the army. Then, last but not least, an immense ghostly mirage of a humanoid skeleton appeared over the army and tried to catch the falling clouds onto its shoulders. 
 
    For a moment, it looked like the skeleton was actually holding up the sky. Then the millions of tons of lead won, and the skeleton slowly crumbled. The lead mountain then hit the protective domes, shattering them like eggshells. Then it fell on the pillars and stopped. 
 
    “It didn’t reach the ground,” Phillip commented. “Those pillars are strong, but let's see how long they can hold it up. I can channel all day.” The lead clouds covered about twice the area that the enemy army took up. It was a bit of a walk to get out from under it, and Phillip hoped that they would not be able to hold it for that long. 
 
    They didn’t have to wait for long for Phillip’s plan to fail. The side of the cloud mountain started to glow a dull red and rapidly changed to a bright white. Then a beam of pure light finally burned its way through the lead, and the grandmasters scattered as it vaporized the platform they were standing on, going through the protective dome as if it wasn’t there.  
 
    The lead clouds spell required the caster to stand still while channeling it. It was immediately dispelled, and the mountain that threatened to crush the vereris army was once again just a cloud. 
 
    A group of about two dozen vereris burst out of the now ground-level cloud, heading straight for the scattered grandmasters. Most of the creatures were running on the ground, but two were flying above them. 
 
    The human grandmasters were scattered by the attack, but none of them were actually hurt. Some flew in the air using their own means. Some fell to the ground, which was not a problem for any of them. Oswyn was still in the sky, standing on a disk of compressed air next to Phillip. Oswyn was the first one to realize that they had no chance. 
 
    “Phillip, both of the flyers are champions,” the grandmaster said with actual fear in his voice. 
 
    Phillip glanced at him worriedly. “There are different flavors of champions. They start out as novices too, after all.” 
 
    “Each one of them is comparable to Todd, and we both know that the two of us together can’t take him,” Oswyn immediately crushed any hope. “The other ones on the ground are comparable to lower-level grandmasters. Together we could take them all, but the champions will destroy us piecemeal while we’re distracted.” 
 
    “I’ll let everyone know,” Phillip said. “If the other group is facing similar odds, then this over.” 
 
    “We will fight a retreating battle here, holding them off for as long as we safely can,” Phillip continued after a moment. “Get to the main force, draw a portal, and get as many people out as you can. I hope that proud, stubborn asshole they have for a commander won’t get in your way.” 
 
    “And the grandmasters?” Oswyn asked. 
 
    “We will have to somehow time our retreat with the group facing the other army and arrive at the portal together. Then we close it behind us,” Phillip said. 
 
    A glob of multicolored pains appeared on Oswyn’s back and formed into a pair of large wings. The grandmaster nodded and took off without any further words, flying towards the town.  
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    A decomposing arachne lunged at Russ. He quickly sidestepped, chopping off several spider legs while he was at it. The walking corpse fell on its side, and Russ took off its head. Nearby, Talilia didn’t bother dodging, simply smashing her opponent to the ground and chopping through its neck with her spear. Fortunately, the wide leaf-shaped spearhead was good enough for the task. 
 
    The fighting around the pair was chaotic. Maybe the military units were more organized, but the area Russ and Talilia were in was filled with adventurers, and therefore the fighting turned into an everyone for themselves mess. 
 
    Nearby, two of the giant skeletal monsters were wrecking everything around them, and there were only three masters facing them. The skeletons used their oversized crab claws as hammers, smashing anything that dared to get close. Most of the army was actually avoiding the giant obstacle, quickly destroying the dead arachne and pushing forward almost at a run. 
 
    One of the masters launched some kind of an attack at the skeleton, and the thing was almost lifted into the air. Miraculously not visibly damaged, the skeleton roled a few times, smashing the dead and the living, before scrambling back up to its feet. 
 
    “Shit,” Russ said. He and Talilia had found themselves right next to the giant monstrosity. With one of its legs in reach, Talilia lunged forward, activating one of her spear abilities. The attack splintered off a large piece from the thick bone, but it wasn’t enough to cripple the limb. 
 
    “It’s too tough,” Talilia yelled out as she retreated back to Russ. Then they each dove out of the way as the giant claw smashed into the ground right where they were just standing. Russ scrambled to his feet and had the air immediately knocked out of him as the skeleton swiped its claw to the side. The blow wasn’t too hard since he was standing right next to the claw when it started moving, but it picked him up and flung him soaring through the air. 
 
    Russ flew for an uncomfortably long time, actually clearing the back ranks of the advancing human army by quite a lot. Now, in the downward ark of his flight, the ground was closing in incredibly fast. 
 
    Russ quickly shot himself with a pain lance to increase his defense. Then he summoned Sophie right between himself and the ground. I’m so sorry, was the only thing he had the time to say before he smashed into his familiar and then the ground, blacking out. 
 
    Russ woke up to someone yelling in his ear and was immediately overcome with a coughing fit. He activated universal regeneration and immediately felt much better. Then he turned his attention to Rose screaming inside his mind.  
 
    Yes, yes, I’m alive and awake, Russ sent through his link. 
 
    Master, Talilia attacked that giant skeleton again, and now it’s chasing her around, Rose said. Everyone else is just ignoring it and not helping at all. She is going to lose it somehow and go join up with you. 
 
    No! Russ did his best to yell. Tell her to forget that damn skeleton and get inside the city as fast as possible. And tell her to look around the battlefield through Comet as soon as she can. 
 
    But… Rose started, but Russ talked over her. 
 
    No buts, It’s too late for me to rejoin the army, Russ said. Tell Talilia to look from above, and she will understand. The two vereris armies are about to hit you from behind, and it looks like our grandmasters are giving ground. I will try to last as long as possible and then teleport out. Tell Talilia to do the same.  
 
    Russ got up on shaky legs, really taking in the battlefield around him. The human army was moving fast, and it’s continued moving while he was unconscious. He could catch up, of course, but it was a terrible idea at the moment. 
 
    To the left and right of Russ were two vereris armies, both uncomfortably close. They were both moving full speed and were angling to hit the human army from behind. At their current pace, Russ thought that they would catch up with the human army as they entered the breach, shortly before he would have caught up with them. The giant skeletons were not something Russ wanted to be caught by. 
 
    Meanwhile, the grandmasters who were supposed to prevent this very thing were busy fighting a pitched battle against the enemy grandmasters. The sight was terrifying. The whole human army would have lasted maybe seconds if it was in between the grandmasters.  
 
    Phillip’s handiwork was easy to spot. A small, localized, and extremely violent storm was raging to the side. Inside the storm were a dozen figures, each covered by a bright protective bubble. Lightning was striking the bubbles nonstop but did not seem to do anything. A bunch of icicles, each the size of a ten-story house, flew in from the side, launched by some other grandmaster against the vereris that were stuck in the storm. The thin humanoid creatures answered with several bolts of light that vaporized the ice. The weirdest thing about the battle was that all the human grandmasters were fighting in their own unique way, while the vereris were all using the same set of abilities. 
 
    Phillip himself was also easy to spot because of the giant ball lightning that was hanging right above him. He wasn’t alone, with six other grandmasters capable of flight supporting him. Their opponents were two streaks of light. The ball lightning constantly fired lightning bolts at the two enemy champions, but the energy seemed to splash against them harmlessly. The champions charged the grandmasters, clashed with them in a blinding burst of light, and then fell back.  
 
    A lone severed arm tumbled to the ground from the group of grandmasters. One of the grandmasters waved a hand, activating an ability, and the injured grandmaster was healed almost instantly. Then the two streaks of light charged in again. The two forces clashed, resulting in no injuries this time but instead forcing the humans to fall back some. 
 
    On the battlefield's other side, the second group of grandmasters also faced off against the vereris, and they were not doing any better. There was one less vereris champion there, but there were also fewer grandmasters. There were a few from the military, a couple of nobles, and half a dozen grandmaster equivalents from the beastman allies. 
 
    After taking everything in, Russ made the only decision available to him. He couldn’t go towards the town since he would end up caught by a whole army of skeletons. He couldn’t go to the sides either, afraid that the vereris would dispatch a force to catch him. And besides, that’s there the grandmasters were.  
 
    Feeling almost completely healthy, Russ turned around and ran in the only direction available to him, back to the forest. 
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    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    A group of masters attacked the giant skeleton that was pursuing Talilia, and she used the opening to get away from it. Having heard what Russ had to say through Rose, Talilia used the moment of respite to take a look at the battlefield through Comet’s eyes.  
 
    With a single glance, Talilia realized that Russ was right, and things were about to get much worse. The human army got bogged down in the dead arachne that were still streaming through the breaches in the wall, and both of the vereris armies were going to hit them from behind soon.  
 
    A large disk of multicolored paint drew Talilia’s attention. The disk appeared in the sky over the town’s walls, covering the breaches the humans were trying to get to as well as the town behind the wall. Promptly, multicolored globs of paint started raining down from the disk on the horde below it. The globs crushed the dead arachne beneath them and then bulged and shifted as they formed into a multitude of vicious monsters. 
 
    The whole event lasted barely two minutes. The powerful summoned monsters attacked everything within their reach, giant skeletons, dead arachne, and each other. Soon they were only fighting each other and the few remaining giant skeletons.  
 
    Oswyn, somewhere nearby, released his spell. All the monsters disappeared, leaving a crushed layer of half decomposed arachne bodies behind them as well as an occasional giant skeleton, damaged but too tough to go down. 
 
    With the way clear in front of them, the human army broke through the last of the walking dead and raced for the town, trying to squeeze themselves through the narrow breaches as quickly as possible. 
 
    Talilia was one of the last to enter the town. As soon as everyone was inside, the groups of soldiers that gathered by the breaches moved forward. All of them were picked because they had useful abilities for the task, and they immediately started filing the breaches with stone, wood, and metal, as much as they could, as quickly as their cooldowns allowed. 
 
    The two vereris armies had converged by this point, joining forces and charging forward as one frightening mass. Another multicolored disk appeared, this time right in front of the advancing army. Globs of paint immediately started raining down, spawning powerful monsters. However, before even a couple dozen could be spawned, a barrage of light bolts struck the canvas in the sky, ripping it apart and destroying the spell. The vereris army kept moving forward, undeterred. 
 
    Inside the walls, there was tightly controlled chaos. From the orders that passing officers were yelling out, Talilia gathered that the wounded were being evacuated first through a portal a grandmaster had set up in a plaza a few streets deeper into the town. Talilia immediately directed Comet closer to take a look. She quickly spotted Oswyn standing next to a multicolored doorway in the middle of what once was a market. The portal wasn’t big, allowing only two people to shuffle through at a time. 
 
    That is not nearly fast enough, Talilia thought. “Rose, how is Russ?” 
 
    The small familiar landed on her shoulder, her eyes distant. After a moment, she relayed a message. 
 
    “Master says that he has almost reached the forest,” Rose said. “He said that it appears that nobody is following him.” 
 
    “Good,” Talilia thought aloud. “I’m going to take up a position on top of the wall. Maybe I can do some good with my bow.”  
 
    When Talilia arrived at the top, the enemy was already within her range. She immediately summoned a swarm of metal insects and sent them towards the enemy, hoping that the acid would be able to do something against the skeletons. Out of her bow abilities, only exploding shot stood a chance of being effective, and she fired it immediately, aiming at the medium-sized skeletons. 
 
    Around Talilia, adventurers and soldiers were firing their own abilities as fast as they could. The enemy did not take this abuse without an answer. The skeletons could not do anything from long range, but the vereris themselves fired bolts of light aiming at the top of the wall. 
 
    Despite the fire from above, the attackers charged forward relentlessly, the skeletons picking up speed now that they were close. The giant skeletons reached the wall first, charging towards the breaches and finding them completely filled with solid barriers. They smashed into it and then started to relentlessly hammer the new construction with their giant crab claws. The defenses held for the moment, but Talilia was sure that they would break through given time. 
 
    The bigger immediate problem was the medium-sized skeletons. They looked like huge hunched over humanoids with massive chests and oversized arms. Russ had referred to them as gorillas when he described the one he saw to Talilia. While the small skeletons proved easily held back by the wall during the night attack, and the giant skeletons were simply not built for climbing, the gorillas showed themselves to be incredible climbers. 
 
    Talilia stored away her bow and took out her spear after a quick glance over the wall. The gorilla skeletons were climbing up the wall almost as fast as they had been running on flat ground.  
 
    Positioning her wings to cover herself from the vereris light bolts, Talilia stood by the edge, ready. As the first skeleton came into range, she activated a spear skill and struck down. It wasn’t a most powerful attack because of the awkward position, but it was powered by her ability and still damaged the skeleton and knocked it off the wall. Several light beams already struck Talilia, but they were weak enough that they could not do anything to her wings. 
 
    Talilia attacked the second gorilla, then the third, then the fourth. She was starting to worry that she would run out of abilities that could damage them when she noticed that the soldiers to her right failed to hold the skeletons back, and the enemy was rapidly gaining a foothold on the wall. Worst of all, that was the way she had to go to get off the wall. 
 
    Looking around for an escape route, Talilia noticed a lone three-story building adjacent to the wall some ways off to the left of her. There was around a twenty-foot drop to the top of the roof, and there was some space between it and the wall, but Talilia was fairly certain that she could make that jump. With the way out almost secured, Talilia moved along the wall until the roof was directly behind her and took up defending the wall there. 
 
    The defenders near Talilia were still holding, but the skeletons greatly expanded the foothold near where Talilia was previously and now completely controlled a portion of the wall. Talilia noticed that the vereris themselves also proved to be excellent climbers since a group of them was now gathered on top of the wall and were firing light bolts at the soldiers that were maintaining the barriers blocking the breaches. 
 
    To Talilia’s left, two adventurers died, opening a spot for three gorillas to scramble up in quick succession. Talilia charged the skeletons, activating internal explosion and stabbing her spear into a skull. A muffled explosion blew apart the skull, and the whole skeleton slumped down, lifeless. Next to Talilia, a man wielding what looked like a sledgehammer managed to smash through half of the other gorilla, crippling it. 
 
    A set of claws raked against one of Talilia’s wings, spinning her around. Another gorilla climbed up the wall in the spot she’d just vacated when she tried to kill the three that gained a foothold. Ducking below another claw swipe, Talilia activated an ability and struck the creature’s skull with her spear. She left a gaping hole exactly where she was aiming, but the skeleton shrugged off her attack and responded with one of its own. Talilia blocked the wild swing of a bony fist with her wing, not getting damaged at all but almost getting knocked off the wall. 
 
    The man wielding the sledgehammer came in from the side and smashed his weapon against what passed for the skeleton’s pelvis. The bone did not break, but the skeleton lost its balance and fell off of the wall. The sledgehammer man then looked around wildly, a scared but manic look on his face. 
 
    Talilia, gaining a moment of respite, was faced with a hard decision. She didn’t want to turn tail too soon, her main goal was to rank up to master after all, and a battle like this was a perfect opportunity. On the other hand, more and more of the gorillas were successfully making their way up the wall all around her, and she only had one spear ability that could easily kill them.  
 
    One of the vereris nimbly cleared the edge of the wall nearby and immediately shot one of the soldiers with a light bolt. Talilia judged that the creature was almost as strong as a master as she watched it wield its metal staff to devastating effect. 
 
    Her decision was made. Talilia took a running start and jumped. As she fell, she channeled all of her mana into her puppet armor, raising its defense. Talilia built up quite a bit of speed, and she was heavy with all of her armor on. She hit the roof feet first and punched a hole right through it. Her metal wings, spread wide, caught on the edges of the hole but only marginally slowed her down as the roof under them collapsed. 
 
    Through the roof, Talilia fell into the third story of the building and hit the wooden floor, once again punching through it. However, this time, when her wings hit the floor, it held strong. Jerked to a stop and disoriented, Talilia found herself with her body, up to the shoulders, embedded in the floor. Her legs, meanwhile, were dangling from the ceiling on the second story. 
 
    Talilia wiggled a little and found herself stuck. Forcing herself to do nothing and calm down, Talilia listened to her body. Her legs hurt, but not enough to have triggered Russ’s emergency regeneration. Just to be safe, Talilia took out the weakest healing potion she had and downed it. 
 
    “Talilia, are you ok!?” Rose yelled as she flew in through the hole in the roof. 
 
    “Yes, just a little stuck,” Talilia said. 
 
    Suddenly another figure crashed through the roof, not far from the already existing hole. For a moment, Talilia was afraid that the skeletons followed her, but she quickly realized that it was a human. Lying on the floor, the man cursed loudly as he held his broken leg, sharp bone sticking through his bloodied pants. 
 
    Talilia immediately recognized him as the sledgehammer wielding man she saw on the wall. He was a large man with a broad chest and brown hair. He had a pleasant if plain face, and Talilia could swear that he was even younger than she was. 
 
    “Hey, hammer guy, do you have anything to heal yourself with?” Talilia said. 
 
    The man actually yelped in a high-pitched voice. The sight of a featureless winged metal figure sticking out of the floor was unusual, to say the least. He then cursed again, apparently remembering that he was following this same figure off of the wall. 
 
    “No. I have two potions, but they are basically water,” the man finally said. 
 
    “Alright, hammer guy, give me a moment. I’m coming over to help you,” Talilia said. 
 
    Talilia channeled all of her mana into her armor again, focusing on strength. Then she wiggled around, breaking and splintering the floor she was stuck in. Now that she was somewhat loose, Talilia willed her puppet armor to disappear. Suddenly slimmer, she easily pulled herself out of the hole. 
 
    Talilia pulled out one of her better potions, holding it out to the man.  
 
    “Here you go,” she said. “This will heal the leg, but we have to set the bone for it to work. Brace yourself.” She made the potion disappear, pointedly looking at his leg.  
 
    The man, or boy, since he was nineteen at most, stared at her with a scared look for a long moment. Then he leaned back, gritting his teeth and looking away. Without wasting time, Talilia yanked on his broken leg, roughly working the broken ends of the bone to meet together. 
 
    “Good enough,” Talilia said and then realized that the man was unconscious. She immediately slapped him awake and handed him the potion. 
 
    Talilia activated her puppet armor again, fully armoring up.  
 
    “Now is not the time for naps,” she said, coming over to the window and leaning out. The view was not at all reassuring. The soldiers had not been able to maintain and reinforce the barriers in the breaches while taking fire from above. Already there was a hole in the closest breach, and one of the giant half crab skeletons was halfway inside. Talilia watched as a group of masters attacked the thing, destroying its torso after a series of powerful attacks. The skeleton fell, lifeless, but the hole was already widened even more, and two other giant skeletons were taking its place. 
 
    “They broke through the breaches,” Talilia said. 
 
    “Shit, we can’t hold them without the wall,” the hammer guy said. He was slowly getting up, testing his newly whole leg. “We need to go to the portal in the plaza before we’re cut off.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s exactly what you need to do,” Talilia agreed. “Let's get downstairs.” 
 
    They quickly found the stairs and made their way to the first story. The view outside was not at all reassuring. The gorilla skeletons scaled down the wall as easily as they scaled up it, and there were already a bunch of them on the streets. The skeletons were chasing down the retreating groups of humans. There were already five giant half-crab skeletons over by the breach, and it looked like the masters were also retreating. Talilia also saw vereris coming through the breach and scaling down the walls. 
 
    “Alright, hammer guy, let’s head deeper into the town towards that plaza,” Talilia said after she had Comet map out a path for her. She motioned for him to follow and took off down the street. He followed right behind her, with Rose flying along at rooftop level and Comet watching everything from high above the town. 
 
    They ran for a bit, avoiding large groups of enemies and taking out lone gorilla skeletons. The hammer guy made the fights much simpler since his attacks were very effective against the skeletons, and he had a couple of abilities that usually took them out in one shot. 
 
    Halfway to the portal, Talilia stopped, looking around the corner of an intersection. From the sky, she’d spotted a lone woman fighting off two gorilla skeletons and one vereris. It was too late. The women’s opponents were already standing over her corpse, the vereris distracted while it was doing something to her. 
 
    Spotting that her companion was also looking around the corner, Talilia pulled him back into cover. 
 
    “Ok, hammer guy, it's go time,” Talilia said. “The way to the portal from here is easy. You need to run across the intersection and keep going straight. After that, take the second left, and you will get to the plaza after about five blocks. The soldiers have barricaded the place and are still holding it. Do you remember the directions?”  
 
    “Yes,” the man said crisply. “Second left and keep going straight.” 
 
    “Alright, go!” Talilia said. 
 
    The hammer guy took off across the intersection. Talilia, on the other hand, turned right, heading straight for the enemy group. With the tagalong safely on his way, she could finally concentrate on ranking up. 
 
    Talilia activated spear rush, crossing the distance quickly and impaling the distracted vereris. Then in one smooth motion, she pulled back, activated internal explosion, and completely destroyed the skull of one of the gorillas. The other skeleton spun around backhanding Talilia, but she took the blow on her wing, resulting in only getting pushed back a step. Aiming for the knee joint, Talilia hit the skeleton with another ability and then jumped back as the hammer guy charged in from the side and smashed the skeleton’s skull. 
 
    “What the fuck!” He yelled. “Why are you wasting time killing these things!?” 
 
    “No, what the hell are you doing!” Talilia yelled back. “You’re supposed to run for the portal before this area gets cut off from it. And who asked you to steal my kills.”  
 
    “What?” He said, actually confused. “Are you crazy? Why are you not coming with me? And who cares about the kills?” 
 
    Instead of continuing, Talilia grabbed him and pulled him towards the nearest alley. Comet had drawn her attention to a large group of vereris who were about to enter the intersection and see them. Once she was safely out of sight, Talilia turned on the hammer guy. 
 
    “Shit, this is my fault. I got so used to Russ just trusting me that I didn’t bother explaining anything,” Talilia said. “Listen, hammer guy. I have a way out of my own. There is no need to worry about me.”  
 
    The young man frowned. “I’m not going to leave you by yourself,” he said, full of conviction. 
 
    Talilia concentrated on Comet, looking at the area from above. 
 
    “Damn, never mind, there is no way for you to get to the portal anymore without getting intercepted. I guess you’re coming with me.” Talilia then pulled out a portal scroll and handed it to him. “Here, push mana into it, and it will teleport you to a safe place.” 
 
    The man gingerly took the scroll, examining it for a moment. Then he looked at her, confused. “Why are we not teleporting out immediately?” 
 
    “Because I haven’t ranked up to master yet,” Talilia answered matter of factly. 
 
    “Oh Gods, you are crazy!” He exclaimed, and Talilia immediately shushed him. She checked with Comet, but it looked like they were safe. 
 
    “Look, you can just use it right now….” Talilia started but was immediately interrupted. 
 
    “No way, I’m not leaving you here all alone,” he said. 
 
    “Fine, but you owe me big time,” she said. “Alright, we’re safe to move.” 
 
    He caught up to her as Talilia walked out of the alley. “I do owe you. How about after we get out of this, I take you out for drinks? We can get to know each other better and see how I can repay you.”  
 
    Talilia actually stopped and laughed, then laughed harder as the young man’s face turned red, and he looked away. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh like that,” Talilia finally apologized. “That was mean of me. I’m not opposed to getting drinks in principle, but I’m already married, so…” 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean it like that!” The young man denied it, but Talilia could see him deflate with disappointment. 
 
    “You know what,” Talilia said, a wide grin on her face. “I could introduce you to a couple of pretty arachne girls.” 
 
    “What? How would that even work? Do they even…” He didn’t get to finish the question as Talilia told him to be quiet and turned her attention to Comet.  
 
    There was a commotion three blocks away from them, and when Talilia looked closer, she recognized the very distinct green dragon. The familiar was currently backed into a cornet by six gorilla skeletons while three vereris pelted it with light bolts. Talilia could not see the dragon’s master anywhere nearby, but a kicked-in door near it led her to believe that lieutenant Blake was taking cover inside. 
 
    “Follow me! We need to rescue someone!” Talilia commanded and took off down the street, not looking back. 
 
    Fortunately, there were no enemy forces between them and Blake, but it still took too long. When Talilia stopped at the corner of the street, the green dragon was already dead, its body gone. Six gorillas, their bones partially melted, stood around outside along with one vereris. The two other vereris were missing. 
 
    Talilia stored away her spear and took out her bow. 
 
    “Hammer guy, here is the plan,” Talilia said. “I’m going to charge in and try to keep their attention on me since I can take a hit. You stay safe on the fringes and take out the skeletons as quickly as you can. Let go!” 
 
    Not giving the young man any time to think about it, Talilia drew her bow, shot the vereris in the back with an exploding arrow, and immediately ran forward. The arrow struck true and exploded in a satisfying spray of mangled flesh and blood. Talilia could have used that attack to kill one of the gorillas by destroying its skull. Still, she wanted to take out the unknown variable as quickly and surely as possible, and the exploding arrow was her most damaging ranged attack. 
 
    As she ran, Talilia stored away her bow and took out her spear. Then she summoned a shield puppet as far in front of her as she could. Obeying her thoughts, the puppet immediately charged at the skeletons. 
 
    The puppet reached the skeletons first and rammed into them with his shield. The puppet was significantly smaller than the skeletons, but it was also significantly heavier, and the charge sent one of the skeletons sprawling. 
 
    Talilia arrived shortly after the puppet, jumping high and destroying one of the skeletons with internal explosion. Then, she started cycling through her piercing spear abilities, aiming for the skeleton knees. 
 
    The enemy, of course, wasn’t standing still. Talilia spread her wings, shielding herself as the skeletons clawed and punched at her. Their claws left groves in the metal, and the punches rocked her from side to side. Still, her wings were mobile and flexible, and therefore great at mitigating blows. 
 
    Then one of the skeletons finally thought of grabbing the wing and pulling at it. Talilia was yanked to the side and found herself off balance and unable to defend herself from an incoming claw swipe. She hurriedly activated a couple of armor abilities, taking the blow to her chest. The bone claws scraped against the metal, ripping into it but not reaching flesh. The skeleton holding onto Talilia’s wing tried to pick her up, but by this time she already knew what to do. She dismissed the wing, leaving the skeleton holding onto nothing. 
 
    Meanwhile, the shield puppet managed to corner one of the gorillas and push it up against a wall. The skeleton clawed at the puppet, ripping apart the thinner metal of its body, but could not get free. 
 
    The hammer guy was not idle either. He ran up to the brawl after Talilia charged in and destroyed one of the gorillas from behind with a well placed blow to the spine. Not wasting a moment, he ran up to a skeleton that struggled to stand straight since one of its knees was shattered by Talilia and promptly broke the other knee. He then followed it up with a blow to the skull after the skeleton fell. Having ended up right next to the shield puppet, the young man took a moment to jump high and bring his hammer down on the skull of the trapped skeleton. 
 
    Talilia finally managed to cripple the remaining two skeletons that were attacking her. Looking around, she saw that all the others were already dead, and the hammer guy was purposefully striding to one of the ones she’d downed. 
 
    “Good job! Finish them off and follow me inside!” She yelled out and immediately ran inside the house. 
 
    Talilia ran through a short wide corridor into a spacious living room. The whole place was trashed. There was a dead vereris on the floor and a large hole in the wall. Talilia jumped through the hole into another room, finding lieutenant Blake and the remaining vereris. 
 
    The creature was covered in a form-fitting golden shell, and it was holding Blake up against the wall with one hand by her neck. Blake’s green scales sizzled where the golden shell touched her. She was weakly and uselessly clawing at the arm holding her up with one of her clawed hands. Her other arm, ripped off at the shoulder, was lying on the floor next to them. 
 
    Talilia activated spear rush as soon as she landed in the room. Her spearpoint skidded off of the golden shell, but she’d expected it and followed up by smashing the vereris with one of her wings.  
 
    The creature took the attack surprisingly well, not moving even a step. It threw Blake to the side and turned to face Talilia, saying something in its own language. Whatever it was, Talilia was sure that it was too smug for its own good. She activated earth piercing thrust, her best penetrating attack, and struck again. 
 
    The vereris did not bother to try to dodge. When the spear struck, its expression changed as the spearpoint pierced an inch into its chest. Talilia desperately pushed on her spear, channeling mana into her armor to make her stronger, but it was stuck in the shell and refused to move forward. 
 
    Talilia had focused on her attack too much because when the vereris pushed its hand in her face, it took her completely by surprise. The vereris then fired a powerful light bolt. Talilia screamed and desperately backpedaled, blinded by the now red hot metal hugging her face. She willed the armor on her head to go away, which didn’t help with the actual helmet she wore under the puppet armor. It was also hot, and she ripped it off her head, along with some skin and hair. 
 
    Fortunately, she still had Russ’s emergency regeneration, and it was already returning her sight. Catching movement through her blurry vision, Talilia instinctively crouched down, folding her wings around herself in a cocoon. She then screamed in pain again as something cut through her wing and into her shoulder. Then, a powerful blow struck her, sending her crashing through a wall. 
 
    For a moment, Talilia just stayed on the floor, waiting for the emergency regeneration to fix her. Then, suddenly hearing movement nearby, she rolled to the side and stood up despite the pain. She saw that the vereris was slowly stepping through the hole he’d punched through the wall using her body. The creature was moving unhurriedly, all of its previous smugness and self-assuredness present again, but in double the amounts. The small wound on its chest was still lightly bleeding grey, a reminder that it was not invincible.  
 
    “Hey! Where are you?” Talilia heard the hammer guy call out from nearby. 
 
    “Stay back!” Talilia shouted back. “There is a wounded woman in one of the rooms! Go stop her bleeding!” The vereris listened to the whole conversation with a curious tilt to its head and then again said something in its tongue. 
 
    This thing is tough, and I have to kill it before that guy gets himself killed trying to help me, Talilia thought. Or I might just die. I don’t have Russ’s regeneration anymore. I’m so damn jealous. It would be such a good skill for me. 
 
    I have two adept piercing spear abilities, Talilia thought. The vereris lazily, or maybe playfully, fired a light bolt at Talilia, and she caught it on a wing. The bolt left a glowing red spot on the metal. I have the earth piercing thrust and the sky piercing thrust. The earth piercing thrust is not flashy, but it has the best penetrative power out of all of my abilities. But against this particular vereris, it only managed to poke him a bit. On the other hand, sky piercing thrust has a slightly weaker penetrating power. But if I manage to poke the vereris with it, it will probably die. The question is, how? 
 
    Talilia ducked under another light bolt and blocked another one. Then she decided that she had to stop wasting time and go all out. Talilia immediately spammed all of her remaining metal puppet summons, the bugs, the snakes, and the wolves. 
 
    The bugs proved absolutely useless, their acid burning up instantly against the golden shell. The wolves were better. They were unable to hurt the vereris through its defense but were quick enough to dodge most of the light bolts. The vereris, meanwhile, just stood in the spot, shooting the wolves as if it was a game, the eventual hits burning holes in the hollow metal but not destroying any of the wolves yet. 
 
    Let's hope it doesn’t get bored soon, Talilia thought as she directed the snakes. The snakes slithered up to the vereris and started winding their way up its legs. Their bellies were already starting to glow red as the barrier heated them up. 
 
    The vereris glanced at the snakes and then pointed a finger at Talilia, making a weird noise and shaking. Talilia got ready to dodge whatever attack was coming but quickly realized that it was just laughing at her.  
 
    We’ll see… Talilia straightened out and started walking straight at the vereris. The creature stopped laughing and spread its arms wide as if inviting her for a hug. Here it goes. 
 
    Talilia activated puppet explosion on the topmost half melted snake. The explosion rocked the vereris, its shell growing opaque as it absorbed the damage. Talilia dashed forward, activating dampen magic and sky splitting thrust. The spearpoint slid through the golden shell but quickly got stuck, unable to move forward. This time Talilia managed to stick an inch and a half of her spear into the enemy’s chest, just below the first wound. It was enough. 
 
    The second stage of the sky splitting thrust ability activated, firing a compressed stream of air out of the spear’s tip. When Talilia had tested it, the air was capable of cutting through metal armor if the speartip was within two feet of it. Now, her opponent’s back exploded outwards, splattering the inside of the golden shell with grey blood and chunks of meat and bone. The shell them winked out, and the vereris slumped to the floor, dead. 
 
    Talilia fell to her knees, breathing out in relief. Thank the gods that this one was an idiot. Urgent messages were calling for her attention, but Talilia forced herself to stand up and run to where Blake was. 
 
    As she climbed through the hole in the wall, Talilia found the hammer guy on the floor next to Blake, pressing some kind of a rag against her ripped open shoulder. Blake lost the scales that were covering her skin, whatever ability she was using having been deactivated, and was now extremely pale. Her neck was also covered by significant burns. 
 
    The young man twisted around to look at Talilia and sighed with relief. 
 
    “There you are,” he said. “I soaked the rag with my potions, but it’s barely slowing down the bleeding. I need something stronger.” 
 
    Talilia cursed herself for not giving him a couple of decent potions earlier and handed him the best one she had. It certainly wouldn’t fix her shoulder, but it would at least stop the bleeding and stabilize her, as well as heal the burns. 
 
    With the hammer guy taking care of Blake, Talilia turned her attention to the messages. Congratulation, you have advanced to the master rank for the first time, she read to herself. Warning, you are currently blocked from completing your advancement. What! Why! Talilia dismissed the message and moved on to the next one. Your skill, United in life and death, has stopped you from completing your advancement. Confused, Talilia read the next message. You can not complete your first advancement without your partner. Please wait for your partner to be ready to complete their first advancement as well. 
 
    Well, that explains it, Talilia thought. For a moment, she considered calling for Rose but decided against it. Russ didn’t need any more pressure. Still, considering that Russ had been having a hard time leveling up his master of pain skill, she was a bit worried about being stuck where they were for a while yet. 
 
    Talilia turned her attention back to Blake. Her bleeding was stopped, and she looked less pale. That, and she regained her consciousness. Blake was still groggy, but her head was rapidly clearing up. The potion was a fairly strong one, and it continued to do its job. 
 
    “Hey, hammer guy,” Talilia said. “Actually, I’m sorry, but I never asked what your name is.” 
 
    “I’m Zorad,” he said. 
 
    “I’m Talilia,” she answered. “Zorad, can you prop her up against the wall? I think she wants something to drink.” 
 
    Blake took a couple of long greedy gulps before sighing in relief. 
 
    “Thank you for the save,” the lieutenant said, “I’m lieutenant Blake, with the Firehawk division. Is the vereris that got me dead?”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I killed it,” Talilia said. “And I know about you. My husband extended you an offer to join my guild. I’m Talilia.”  
 
    Blake smiled weakly. “Sorry, but it looks like I won’t be joining anything. The town was already crawling with the vereris when I got cut off from my men. I doubt that I can get to the portal in the state I’m in. You two better leave me.” 
 
    Talilia dismissed the helmet part of the puppet armor and leaned in close, getting in Blake’s face. “You got cut off from your men?” Talilia said. “Lately, I’ve been discovering that people close to me are lying to me, and I don’t like it. Why would you even lie in this situation? What are you hiding? How about you tell me what really happened.” 
 
    “Um… I don’t think that this is a good time,” Blake said, taken aback.  
 
    “It’s the perfect time,” Talilia insisted. “You can’t get away from me right now, after all.” 
 
    Blake frowned. “I was cut off from my men and ambushed by the vereris. Everything else is my personal business. It does not concern you. I’m not in your guild. You don’t have the right to interrogate me here.” 
 
    Talilia stood back up with an annoyed huff and pulled out a teleport scroll. She then tossed it to the wounded woman. Blake caught it carefully with her good arm and looked it over with alarm, the unexpected hostility putting her on edge. 
 
    “That’s a teleport scroll,” Talilia explained. “Push mana into it, and it will send you near my guild’s base. It’s on the edge of the forest, near the path this army took to get here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Blake said. 
 
    “So, are we finally leaving?” Zorad asked. “Or are you still planning to stay and hunt some more?” 
 
    “Actually…” Talilia’s eyes were unfocused as she looked through Comet’s eyes. “We need to get out right now. The grandmasters have retreated over the town’s walls, or at least where the walls had been. They are completely destroyed now. Three very powerful vereris are attacking our grandmasters, and a stray attack can kill us at any moment.” 
 
    Zorad hurriedly took out his scroll but then paused. “So, do we all go at one or what?” 
 
    “You two go first, in case it doesn’t work for some reason,” Talilia said. 
 
    Zorad used his scroll immediately. A spinning disk of paint appeared above him and promptly swallowed him before disappearing. Blake watched the process suspiciously but then sighed and did the same.  
 
    Talilia called out to Rose and instructed her to let Russ know that she had made it out safely. Then, having accomplished everything she needed to do, she activated the portal. 
 
    After a moment of nothingness, Talilia found herself in the forest, the view in front of her exactly as it appeared in the painting on the scroll. No, Talilia thought, the walls are all fixed up now and cleared of all the climbing vegetation. The arachne have been busy. Is that a new building I see? Hmm, it would have been convenient if the scroll had dropped us in front of the front gate. 
 
    Talilia’s two companions were looking around, disoriented. After giving them a moment to get their bearing, Talilia told them to follow her and led the way forward. They quickly reached the first line of the web, and Talilia stopped, looking around closely. 
 
    Following what Yakkis had explained to her, Talilia quickly found the correct web. While traps covered the outpost on all sides, the outmost web served as a sort of a bell used to announce your presence politely. It was placed above head height so that it would not be accidentally broken too easily. Talilia reached up and broke the web string, holding onto one of the ends. Then, she rapidly pulled on the string in one of the patterns that Yakkis had taught her. 
 
    “Alright, now we wait a bit until someone comes to get us,” Talilia said. Zorad looked at the outpost with interest, while Blake leaned against a tree tiredly. 
 
    After less than a minute, Yakkis, the arachne trapper, came out of the outpost and hurried towards the group. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, guild master,” the arachne said. “You returned early, without an army, and without Russ.”  
 
    “It’s a long story,” Talilia said with a smile. “Russ will be returning by himself. These two people are my guests. Could you please lead us inside?” 
 
    Zorad supported Blake as the group followed Yakkis. She led them through the traps until they came upon the main path leading to the front gate of the outpost. The path itself was free of traps, and the group quickly made it inside the outpost. Talilia waved to a group of little arachne playing by the inside of the wall. Then she turned her attention to the new building that Yakkis was leading them to. It was, of course, a wooden structure. It had two stories and a lot of windows. 
 
    “Yakkis, what is that new building?” Talilia asked. 
 
    “The matriarch decided that we needed somewhere where outsider guests could stay,” the arachne answered. 
 
    “So an inn. That’s a wise decision. And I see that you’ve already started the construction of another building. You all have been working hard. Makes me feel guilty for leaving on an adventure,” Talilia said. 
 
    “Thank you, Talilia,” the arachne laughed. “And there is no need to feel guilty. The stronger you are, the safer are our children.” 
 
    The group reached the building, and Yakkis invited them inside. The layout of the building was quite simple. A hallway, lined with doors to individual rooms and ending in a stairway to the second floor. Yakkis quickly assigned the first two rooms, one to Zorad and one to Blake. 
 
    “Yakkis, could you please bring our guests something to eat?” Talilia asked. “Also, please let Retho know that I would like to speak to her. I will go find her after I’m done here.” 
 
    After the arachne left, Talilia led both of her companions to one of the rooms. The room was simple, with a bed, a table, and two chairs. Blake immediately lay down on the bed. Seeing her, Zorad took one of the chairs. 
 
    “Blake,” Talilia said. “You’re in no condition to go anywhere right now. Please stay here until Russ comes back. He can grow back your arm for you.” 
 
    “What if he doesn’t come back,” Blake said. “Maybe it’s better if I leave now. I have a feeling that I’ll be branded a deserter no matter what I do, but if I dawdle, then it would actually be true.” 
 
    Talilia smirked. “He will be back, one way or another. Stay here, and write me a report that I can send to the military. Tell the truth, you’re too injured to travel, and you’re waiting for a healer,” she frowned. “And then I’ll add some words of my own.” 
 
    Blake just nodded tiredly, not actually keen on arguing the point. Talilia then addressed Zorad. “As for you, Zorad, you’re of course free to leave whenever you want, but please say here for a bit and rest up.” 
 
    “Actually,” Zorad had been silent since they teleported but spoke up now. “I really like the look of this place. The family, or village-like, feel that I’m getting. Can I apply to join your guild? I know my skills are just common rarity, but I….” 
 
    “Not need to try to market yourself, Zorad,” Talilia interrupted him. “You proved yourself in battle, and you had my back. By the way, are you military or an adventurer?” 
 
    “An adventurer,” he said, his voice suddenly sad. “I had a party, but they all died in the night attack.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Talilia grimaced. “You’re welcome to join us. I hope you can find a new family here. Though you will need to interview with the other co-founder before you join.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Zorad said and then conspiratorially winked. “You were right. The arachne girls are pretty.” 
 
    That drew a laugh from Talilia. After a moment, Blake joined in with the laughter. 
 
    “You know what, maybe I will join your guild too,” she said. “Gods know I owe you one after today.” 
 
    “Blake, please don’t worry about owing me anything,” Talilia said, her voice was suddenly without any of the mirth. “I was simply helping a potential recruit.” 
 
    Blake’s eyes widened in shock as the pending invitation she received from Russ was suddenly canceled. 
 
    “Unfortunately I need to cancel your invitation for the moment. You need to understand that….” 
 
    “What!?” Talilia was interrupted as Blake sat up in the bed. “Canceled! Because I lied to you one time?” 
 
    Talilia grimaced in disgust. “That makes it three times. The first time was when you said that you were cut off from your men. The second time was when you said that it did not concern me. You don’t believe that at all. You thought that it did concern me right away. Does associating with you put me and mine in some sort of danger? Russ told me about how much the military seems to want to get you killed. I need to know about it if you’re going to join my guild.” Talilia paused for emphasis. “And then you lied just now. The very fact that my skill caught you means that you were perfectly aware of it.” 
 
    Blake sighed. “Talking to truth seekers is so hard.” 
 
    “I bet,” Talilia said. “I was going to say that you need to tell me at least how your situation concerns me. I wasn’t going to pry into every single detail. But now, I do want every single detail. And I want an apology.” 
 
    “Excuse me… an apology?!” Blake sputtered. 
 
    “A sincere one, and a promise that you will be honest with me without me having to call you out all the time,” Talilia said. “Until you do this, you will not be joining my guild.” 
 
    Talilia stared at Blake for a while, but she remained silent. Talilia then noticed how awkward Zorad looked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Zorad,” Talilia said. “I will understand if you no longer want to join after seeing that.” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” he said quickly. “I already knew that my new guild leader is scary. But I think that I should go look at my room.” The young man excused himself and quickly left the room. 
 
    Talilia turned to Blake to find her staring defiantly at her. I really messed everything up, she thought. 
 
    “Blake, you’re a guest here,” Talilia said. “Please rest and wait for Russ to heal you. And don’t forget about that letter.” 
 
    After awkwardly excusing herself, Talilia left the inn and went to go talk with the arachne matriarch, cursing her own impulsiveness along the way. Maybe Russ would know what to do. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Russ read the message carefully, almost jumping with joy. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations!  You unlocked the Forest Stealth skill. Forest Stealth skill is a 20% Body, 60% Mind, and 20% Magic skill. Due to the skill and knowledge you displayed, your Forest Stealth skill has been raised to level 6. Perform feats to raise your level further. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The forest was full of reanimated monsters. Fortunately, the vereris seemed to have abandoned direct control over them, and the zombies were their usual slow, clumsy selves. Seeing no point in killing them, Russ had been doing his best in trying to avoid them, and his efforts finally paid off in a big way.  
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Congratulations! You unlocked an uncommon skill. You are entitled to a bonus. 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Excitedly, Russ pulled out the item, only to see that all he got was a cloak with a camouflage pattern on it. No matter how Russ examined it, it was just ordinary cloth. Russ put the cloak away and turned to the passive ability choice. Without much hesitation, Russ picked the ability that promised to make him harder to spot in the forest. 
 
    Done with the momentary distraction, Russ continued trekking through the forest, keeping parallel to a wide path of devastation. Part of the forest was absolutely flattened, and the ground was terribly scared. From time to time, Russ also spotted great pillars of bone jutting out of the ground. Other times he saw patches of smaller bone spikes.  
 
    Russ had his sense blood activated the whole time, hoping that he would spot anyone living before they saw him. So far, he saw almost nothing, with only an occasional small animal hiding somewhere in its burrow. 
 
    Then, finally, he found a spot where the fighters stopped moving for a bit. While everywhere else the broken trees littered the forest floor, here there was a large perfect circle of scorched earth covered in a layer of ash. Russ walked out into the undisturbed smooth field of ankle-deep ash, making his way to the structure in the middle. 
 
    The structure turned out to be a dense grouping of bone spikes that were piercing a charred headless corpse. There was no way to identify it, but Russ had a feeling that it was the grandmaster that went to help Todd. 
 
    Either way, what actually drew Russ’s eyes was the red spot he saw in the corpse with his blood sense. Russ carefully prodded the corpse with his sword, finding that it fell apart from the lightest touch. Digging around, he quickly uncovered a dark red crystal in the body. Russ almost grabbed it before he stopped himself. 
 
    It could be any number of things, Russ thought. It could be some kind of loot that I’m not aware of, in which case it’s awesome. It could be a result of a skill, either his own or Todd’s, in which case it could be good or bad. Or it could be the work of the enemy champion, in which case it’s probably bad. I better not touch it, but at the same time, I can’t just leave it here.  
 
    Russ took a towel out of his inventory. He carefully used his sword to push the crystal onto the towel and then wrapped it up. Taking the resulting bundle, Russ deposited it into his inventory. 
 
    Looking around, Russ spotted another trail of devastation leading away from the clearing and jogged through the ash towards it. Then, a sudden voice made him jump, but he quickly realized that it was just Rose. 
 
    Rose, what is it? Russ asked. 
 
    Master, Talilia safely used the portal scroll, Rose reported immediately. She found lieutenant Blake and rescued her from one of the vereris. Blake and another individual Talilia teamed up with also teleported out.  
 
    That’s great news, Rose. Thank you. Russ sent through the link. After the save, Blake should join the guild for sure. Rose? Do you need me to unsummon you? Hearing a definite yes in return, Russ dismissed Rose. He didn’t summon her back, though. 
 
    Russ hurried along, following the evidence of a heated fight. It wasn’t long before Russ’s blood sense allowed him to see a prone figure on the ground far ahead of him. Slowing down and moving more carefully, Russ approached the figure until he had direct sight of it. When he finally could see the scene of the champion’s last battle, he stopped. 
 
    The prone figure was the vereris champion, still alive. The creature was covered in cuts, with one of its legs missing. The blade of Todd’s beautiful sword, broken at the hilt, pinned the vereris champion to the ground through its chest. All of the creature’s wounds, especially the one in its chest with the blade through it, sizzled and bubbled, giving off faint grey smoke. Despite all of this, the creature was still hanging on to life. 
 
    Todd was sitting on the ground nearby, somehow invisible to Russ’s blood sense. The human champion didn’t look much better than the champion he defeated. All of the awesome armor he had been wearing before the fight was gone, along with most of his clothing, presumably broken and lost somewhere. He was breathing hard, making a horrible rasping sound with each breath. The bottom half of his face was terribly burned, and his lungs were probably not in a much better state. Russ could see several puncture wounds in both his legs and his torso. The passive that allowed Russ to see pain showed him a big cloud of it around the champion. 
 
    On the ground, next to Todd, was an opened empty flask, indicating that his present state was in spite of a healing potion. Russ saw Todd take out another potion and then immediately clumsily drop it in the grass. The champion looked straight at Russ, gave out a raspy laugh, and started fishing for it in the grass. 
 
    Of course he knows I’m here, Russ thought, activating sacrifice armor. But there will never be a better moment. He then activated burning pain on both of the champions, causing them to light up like torches. Before Russ could turn around to run away and hide as he planned, Todd’s fiery figure somehow appeared right in front of him. Then the world exploded. 
 
    Russ discovered firsthand why the sacrifice armor ability was not at all as awesome as he thought it was. Yes, his armor did absorb all of the energy of the champion’s punch. Yes, it did not let the punch hurt him directly. But it did not keep him safe. 
 
    A moment after the punch, the armor heated up to a dull red glow as a result of absorbing all of the energy of the blow. Then it exploded. With the armor gone, the fist followed through with a tiny fraction of its previous energy, breaking Russ’s ribs and throwing him back a couple of feet. 
 
    Russ already resigned himself to death, but the bonfire that was the champion spun around in place, looking for more enemies to attack instead of finishing Russ. Maybe he thinks I’m already dead, Russ thought, being very careful not to do anything that would draw Todd’s attention. It’s not far from the truth. Russ then had to activate universal regeneration to keep himself alive. 
 
    With the armor quite literally exploding, Russ had numerous shards of still very hot metal embedded in his body. That and the broken ribs. Very fortunately, his helmet did not count as part of the sacrifice armor ability, and it did not also explode, which would have probably proven instantly fatal. 
 
    As things stood, Russ was in immense pain, but because of his abilities, it was far away, safely walled off from his mind. Russ’s regeneration skill was working overtime to keep him alive, with universal regeneration actually making progress in healing him despite the numerous still damaging shrapnel buried inside his flesh. 
 
    The champion, meanwhile, stopped moving to raise both hands above himself. A large sphere of water appeared over him and fell, soaking him through. This, of course, did nothing to the fire. 
 
    Russ, struck by sudden inspiration and seeing that his burning pain just wasn’t enough, activated radiating pain on himself. Suddenly the bonfire that was Todd doubled in size. The champion’s movements, previously smooth and filled with purpose, turned hectic and panicked. With all of Russ’s pain added to his own, the burning pain finally broke through whatever defenses that kept the champion relatively unharmed despite being on fire. 
 
    Todd tried everything. He dumped more water on himself and summoned a powerful wind to blow on himself. He froze himself in a block of ice, and then when that didn’t work, he tried rolling on the ground. Todd’s biggest mistake, of course, was not walking outside the range of radiating pain. 
 
    When radiating pain ran out, the fire engulfing the champion did not diminish at all, showing that whatever defense he had before would not save him now. Becoming increasingly panicked, Todd actually summoned a small mound of sand to bury himself in. 
 
    For many long minutes, Russ alternated his regeneration abilities, slowly making progress in healing himself. The mound of sand did not move at all this whole time, but Russ could feel that his burning pain was still active. Eventually, Russ healed himself to the point where he could reach inside his inventory and drink potions. Still, he was hesitant, afraid that any movement would draw the champion’s attention. 
 
    Suddenly an instance of burning pain was deactivated. For a moment, Russ was confused, as he clearly felt that his ability was still working on Todd. Then Russ understood. The vereris champion had just died. 
 
    Now more sure than ever that he would eventually win, Russ decided to be safe and continued healing himself the slow way. After about twenty minutes, the shards of metal started slowly breaking through the newly healed skin to leave his body. Another ten minutes later, burning pain finally finished its grim work and deactivated. 
 
    Russ immediately downed a couple of potions to heal himself completely. Then he took a good look around himself. The area was quiet, the plentiful zombie monsters for some reason absent. 
 
    Feeling relatively safe, Russ quickly checked his messages, hoping that killing a champion counted for his advancement. Russ read the first message. Your skill, United in life and death, has stopped you from completing your advancement. Russ stopped, confused why the legendary skill would have such a negative effect. He then read the next message. You can not complete your first advancement without your partner. Please be in close proximity to your partner to complete your first advancement. 
 
    Russ sighed with relief. The limitation was not bad at all. Done with the messages for the moment, Russ considered a difficult question. Would he loot Todd? Taking any of the champion’s actual possessions was completely out of the question, but maybe the shards were another story. The problem was that he didn’t know of the possible repercussions. If anyone were to ever examine the body, the action of Russ looting it might somehow increase the likelihood of the murder being linked to him. Actually, I need to destroy his body as thoroughly as possible, Russ thought. Other than that, the biggest worry is that the gods will do something. But after what he did, this had to be done. 
 
    After a moment, Russ decided that he would loot the vereris champion first, just to see what kind of loot he could expect. Russ had two active abilities that improved loot and activated both of them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bracelet of bony embrace 
    
  Uncommon skill shard 5x 
  Rare skill shard 4x 
  Epic skill shard 2x 
  Legendary skill shard 1x 
  Uncommon master upgrade core shard 3x 
  Rare apprentice upgrade core shard 2x 
  Epic adept upgrade core shard 2x 
  Uncommon adept level core shard 3x 
  Rare novice level core shard 3x 
  Adept monster core shard 5x 
  Master monster core shard 2x 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The loot was beyond Russ’s expectations. He hurriedly took out the pouch he kept his shards in, packed them up, and hid them safely in his inventory. The epic skill shards were valuable enough, but the legendary shard would quickly get him killed if anyone found out about it. Trying to trade it would be a move of desperation, and Russ would only risk it with the grandmasters of the Three Suns guild. They, hopefully, wouldn’t just kill him for it. 
 
    The second item of great interest was the bracelet. It being good would go a long way in justifying Russ’s ability choices.  
 
    Russ took out the item and immediately had second thoughts. The thing was fashioned out of two humanoid hands. The finger bones were interlaced together, forming a hinge. On the other side, there was a clasp attached to the wrist bones. The whole thing looked less than reassuring. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Bracelet of bony embrace 
  Mana capacity: 100 
  Mana affinity: 25 
    
  This item grants the following abilities when worn: Bone spear, Grasping earth, Field of sharp bones. 
    
  Bone spear 
  You can shoot a bone spear at a target. 
  Mana cost: 10 
    
  Grasping earth 
  Designate a target. For 20 seconds, bone hands will come out of the ground to grasp and claw at the target. 
  Mana cost: 30 
    
  Field of sharp bones 
  Designate an area with a radius of 15 m. Starting from the edge, the area will be filled with inward-facing bone spikes. 
  Mana cost: 90 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The item’s statistics, on the other hand, were a sight to behold. The item granted the wearer three abilities, and if Russ understood it correctly, the wearer did not have to use his own mana. The mana affinity statistic warranted some experimentation, but overall the item would be useful for both him and Talilia. Russ stored the bracelet away, not willing to put it on for the moment. The item could be cursed, after all. 
 
    Russ turned to the mound of sand under which Todd was buried and started digging. The greedy part of him wanted to wait the twelve hours for his loot abilities cooldowns. Every other part knew that this was a terrible idea. There was no way that the vereris wouldn’t look for their champion, and the path of devastation that Russ followed was quite visible. After a back and forth that took entirely too long, Russ decided to loot as quickly as possible. He still had to somehow get rid of the body after all.  
 
    Russ dug through the sand. Then he dug some more. Russ then spread the sand out, making sure that it wasn’t deep enough anywhere to hide the body. Still, he found nothing. Russ then checked the ground under the sand, making sure that the champion didn’t dig himself deeper into the ground. Nothing. 
 
    Finally, Russ was forced to admit that the champion was somehow gone. This was worrying for several reasons. It was possible that the champion teleported somewhere and was saved, somehow deactivating Russ’s ability. Russ doubted this. He could feel a distinct difference between when burning pain finished naturally and when he personally deactivated it. If he assumed that he would feel it if it was forcibly deactivated by someone else, then the champion should be dead. 
 
    On the other hand, Todd could have teleported somewhere and died there. This meant an increased probability of the death being somehow pinned on Russ, or worse yet, some kind of resurrection. 
 
    Damn, I would feel much better if I had his body, Russ thought. Maybe this whole thing wasn’t worth it. Resurrection has always been a possibility, but I assumed that I would be able to mark him with burning pain without him knowing that I did it. That’s why I’ve been careful not to show my ability to too many people. Maybe I should have stopped once he noticed me. But then he might have just killed me since he had me all alone in the forest. 
 
    Russ pulled out the portal scroll. He had no time to think everything through while a powerful vereris could show up at any moment. Russ pushed his mana into the paper, and the world went black. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Russ Hanson 
  
     
 
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  3.05 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  3.8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defence 
  
      	  3.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reflex 
  
      	  2.52 
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      	  Focus 
  
      	  2.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed 
  
      	  3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  (+0.01) 2.15 
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      	  Power 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control 
  
      	  3.2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Affinity 
  
      	  2.19 
  
     
 
      
      	  Well 
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      	  Sling lvl 47 
  Evasion lvl 56 
  Loot lvl 29 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 46 
  Unarmed lvl 9 
  Sword lvl 51 
  Monster slayer lvl 47 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Forest stealth lvl 6 
  Regeneration lvl 56 
  Blood Magic lvl 44 
  Master of pain lvl 59 
  United in Life and Death lvl 13 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    When Yakkis found her, Talilia was brooding in the shade by the outer wall of the outpost. 
 
    “Talilia? Russ is here. He’s by the front gate,” the arachne reported. 
 
    “Thanks, Yakkis!” Talilia exclaimed as she took off. 
 
    Talilia ran to the front gate, quickly spotting Russ standing next to it, leaning against a wall. She sped up before catching him in a hug and then a deep kiss. Sometime later, having to come up for air, Talilia disengaged, the momentary happiness replaced by guilt. 
 
    “Guess what,” Russ said. “I’m ready to rank up.” 
 
    “So am I,” Talilia said before looking down. “Russ, I kind of messed up.” 
 
    “What happened?” Russ asked. 
 
    Before talking, Talilia led Russ to her secluded spot in the shade of the outer wall. The pair sat down together, with Talilia feeling awkward the whole time. 
 
    “Russ, I messed it up big time with lieutenant Blake,” Talilia said. “I’m sorry. I know that you wanted her to join.” 
 
    “What happened?” Russ asked again. 
 
    “So I caught her in a lie and made a big deal about it,” Talilia said. “I canceled her invitation right in front of her and said that she’s not joining the guild until she apologizes and tells me the whole truth.” 
 
    “Ok,” Russ said. “I think it’s better if you tell me the whole story with details.”  
 
    That was, in fact, exactly what Talilia wanted to do. She, of course, started her story from the point when the two of them split up. She talked about the battle, the hammer guy, her saving Blake, and the confrontation that followed. 
 
    “So you talked to the matriarch about it? What did she say?” Russ finally asked. 
 
    “I want to hear what you have to say about it first,” Talilia said while wearing a small wry smile. 
 
    Russ remained silent for a bit, scratching his head in thought. Finally, he shrugged. “Whatever, it’s not the end of the world. Just think of it as a learning opportunity.” 
 
    “Really?” Talilia said, her smile twisting even more. “Just whatever?” 
 
    “You’re smart,” Russ said. “I’m sure that you can figure out everything I’m about to say, but sure, I’ll spell it out. I’m saying whatever because, in the big picture, this doesn’t matter. We can find our recruits elsewhere.” 
 
    “Besides,” Russ continued. “In a way, you did the right thing. There is obviously something going on with Blake, and it’s almost certainly something that could be trouble for us. Her continued insistence on not talking about it either means that she was not seriously considering joining us or that she was willing to put us in danger, at least for a time, just because she wasn’t comfortable talking about it. Maybe she wanted to actually join before she said anything, but frankly, that’s not fair towards us.” 
 
    “So that’s what I have to say about that,” Russ finished. 
 
    Talilia sighed. “That’s pretty much what Retho said. I still feel bad about it, though.” 
 
    “You feel bad because you didn’t handle it well,” Russ said. “It seems to me that growing up with the truth seeker skill made you pretty terrible at some of the social interactions. You never learned what and who you could trust, and you have no idea how to react when someone isn’t honest with you. Personally, I’m basically ignoring my ability to tell if someone is lying through their heartbeat. Yes, it is useful, but unless it is relevant, I don’t act on the information.” 
 
    Talilia sighed again. “Retho said that first thing too. It’s scary how similar this conversation is.” 
 
    “What’s scary is how Retho already knows enough about you to make these conclusions,” Russ said. “You also tend to open up to people easier than most do.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Talilia said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it too much,” Russ said, pulling her closer. “You don’t need to force yourself to change. I already love you for who you are, after all.” 
 
    “So I guess I need to go apologize to Blake,” Talilia sighed. 
 
    “No way,” Russ said immediately. “Ordinarily, sure, but in this case, she is someone who would quickly become an officer in our guild. You can’t completely back off in front of her. Maybe I can try to broker some kind of a compromise, but in the end, she has to bend the knee.” 
 
    “Retho said that too,” Talilia said with a small laugh. 
 
    The pair sat in comfortable silence for a while. Then Russ decided that he also needed to come clean. 
 
    “Honey… so I also might have made a little trouble,” Russ said slowly. 
 
    “Oh no,” Talilia said, pulling out of his arms. “Define little trouble.”  
 
    “Um,” Russ thought for a moment. “Potentially unlimited consequences.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Talilia said, now really worried. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t want to talk about it out in the open,” Russ said. “Who knows who might be listening.”  
 
    “Ok…” Talilia said. “There is a meeting room in the Three Suns guild house that is protected. I could ask grandpa to let us borrow it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t trust that either,” Russ said. “Any protection can be broken, and the owners might just listen in. You know what? I just thought of something that might work, and give me some answers while I’m at it. Give me a minute.” 
 
    Russ then started writing a letter to Falael. 
 
     
 
    “Hi Falael, 
 
    Having served you faithfully since my birth, I now humbly ask a small favor of you. Talilia and I need to discuss certain recent events in privacy from other mortals. Is there anything you can do to help us? 
 
    Also, am I in trouble? 
 
      
 
    Your devoted follower, 
 
    Russ” 
 
     
 
    The answer arrived instantly.  
 
     
 
    “Hi Russ, 
 
    You’re a pain in my ass, you know that? We will talk later, and you will tell me what possessed you to kill Varant’s champion, even if I have to read your mind to get the answers. 
 
    Yes, you are probably in trouble, but I will try to arrange it so that you don’t suffer any permanent consequences. Before you ask, it is possible that Varan’t will decide to resurrect his champion, but I will try to prevent this. 
 
    I will tweak things a little so that your legendary skill will fix your problem. Meanwhile, have a scroll.  
 
      
 
    Your favorite god, 
 
    Falael” 
 
      
 
    Russ read the answer over twice, getting a strange feeling from it. Falael has always been helpful, but now he seemed strangely compliant and, most of all, very much in a good mood. Russ had been afraid that the god would be cranky, considering what a giant failure the expedition into the forest had been. 
 
    Russ found a scroll inside his inventory and took it out, showing it to Talilia. 
 
    “What’s that?” She asked. 
 
    “Falael gave me a scroll. Let me see the description,” Russ said. “It says that this will transport us to a safe, private location. It also says that time in that location will be moving very slowly compared to the outside world.” 
 
    Talilia sighed, covering her face with her hands. “So you just ask a god to solve your problem? And then he actually does instead of smiting you on the spot. I still can’t believe half of this stuff.” 
 
    Russ shrugged. “He seems strangely nice. Nicer than usual, that’s for sure. Anyways, let's use the scroll.” 
 
    Russ pushed mana into the scroll, and the pair instantly found themselves somewhere else. As far as the horizon, there was only a flat plain covered by short grass. Right in front of the pair, there was a familiar table filled with food. 
 
    “Looks like Falael transported us into his own world,” Russ said. “See the top of that giant tree over the horizon? That’s where he summoned me before.” 
 
    While Talilia was looking in the distance, Russ continued. “So I killed Todd.” 
 
    Talilia spun around, astonished. “What? How? The champion?” Seeing him nod, she started pacing nervously. “Are you crazy? How are you alive? Wait, never mind, you’re Falael’s favorite. Of course, you’re alive. Did Falael tell you to do it?” 
 
    “No, it was my initiative,” Russ said. 
 
    Talilia rounded on him. “Why? You risked everything!” 
 
    “Because he tried to kill our unborn child, remember? You made me promise to do it.” Russ answered, completely assured of himself.  
 
    Talilia’s anger instantly deflated. “Right. That’s as good a reason as it gets,” she sighed. “But that was anger speaking when I asked you to promise me that he would die. A moment of passion. I would have loved to kill him myself, of course, but the whole idea is so crazy that it never even crossed my mind afterwards. How did you manage it?” 
 
    Now it was Russ’s turn to go through the details of his adventure. Talilia shook her head the entire time, quietly calling him names. In the end, she just sighed tiredly and made him promise to involve her in any further crazy plans he might cook up. If he had to worry about her life, maybe he would stop with the overly crazy actions. 
 
    “So, how much trouble are we in?” Talilia asked. 
 
    “Falael says that there might be consequences, but they should not be permanent,” Russ said. ‘Tali, I had to do it. He tried once. When he figured out that it didn’t work, who knows what he would have done.” 
 
    “It’s ok, I understand,” Talilia said. ‘Let’s just level up so that I don’t have to think about it anymore.”  
 
    Not having to be told twice, Russ activated the message again, only to have his vision filled up by a wall of text and numbers.  
 
     
 
    Congratulations! You have reached the master rank for the first time. You are entitled to a one-time bonus. 
 
    Your base bonus is 1 stat point added to every statistic. 
 
    You are assigned multipliers to your base bonus based on your achievements while your progression was locked. 
 
    Your base multiplier is 1. 
 
     
 
    Error: Skill interference. 
 
    Due to your skill, United in Life and Death, your and your partner's achievements will be consolidated. 
 
      
 
    The rarity of your first master ranked skill: Range -0.25 to +0.5 (highest of two will be picked) 
 
    ●      Russ: Epic = (+0.25) 
 
    ●      Talilia: Common = (-0.25) 
 
     
 
    Highest skill rarity in your possession: Range -0.5 to +0.2 (highest of two will be picked) 
 
    ●      Russ: Legendary = (+0.2) 
 
    ●      Talilia: Legendary = (+0.2) 
 
      
 
    Amount of stats that you have: Multiplier = Avg. Stat/10  (highest of two will be picked) 
 
    ●      Russ: (+0.26) 
 
    ●      Talilia: (+0.28) 
 
      
 
    Strongest enemies killed while your progression was locked: (multipliers will be added up) 
 
    ●      Russ: Mythic rank, level 96 = (+1.22); Mythic rank equivalent, level 94 equivalent = (+1.18) 
 
    ●      Talilia: Rare rank equivalent, level 63 equivalent = (+0.12) 
 
      
 
    Your inborn talent: Range -2 to +2 (highest of two will be picked) 
 
    ●      Russ: (+0.17) 
 
    ●      Talilia: (+0.84) 
 
      
 
    Degree of risk taken to rank up: Range -0.5 to +0.5 (highest of two will be picked) 
 
    ●      Russ: (+0.5) 
 
    ●      Talilia: (+0.4) 
 
      
 
    Time spent in progression locked state: Range -0.25 to +0.25 (highest of two will be picked) 
 
    ●      Russ: (+0.22) 
 
    ●      Talilia: (+0.23) 
 
      
 
    Your total multiplier is 5.82 
 
    Your stat bonus is 5.82 stat points added to every statistic. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You are now master ranked.  
 
    Your progression is now unlocked. 
 
      
 
    Users of the system are not allowed to be able to prepare themselves for their first master or grandmaster rank up. Due to this, users are not allowed to in any way discuss this event or its consequences. In addition, all of your memories of this event will now be erased.  
 
     
 
    Error: Skill interference. 
 
    Due to your skill, United in Life and Death, you and your partner must be able to share this experience with each other. Erasure of memories would make this impossible and is therefore canceled. Limiting the ability to discuss this event or its consequences would make this impossible and is therefore canceled. 
 
    Warning: Anyone who overhears you or your partner mentioning forbidden information will have it erased from their memory. If you or your partner deliberately reveal forbidden information, you will both be punished. If you or your partner use forbidden information to influence the first rank-up event of other users, you will be issued a warning. You will then be punished if you continue the offense. 
 
     
 
    For a long while, Russ was simply lost in the euphoria of having his stats more than doubled. Then, when he was capable of rational thought again, he read over the message from the beginning. 
 
    Russ was amazed by the whole thing. The last section especially drew his attention. I never questioned why masters are usually so much stronger than adepts, Russ thought. Was my mind influenced by this system? Or maybe it didn’t cross my mind because I’m still relatively new to this? 
 
    Movement from Talilia drew Russ’s attention. She sat down on one of the chairs by the table, mumbling something to herself. She was flushed, visibly sweaty, and was breathing unevenly. 
 
    “Tali, are you alright,” Russ asked, moving closer. 
 
    “Russ, am I even real,” Talilia suddenly said, breathing hard. “It’s so obvious now. A low-level master is usually much stronger than a high-level adept. I’ve always known about this sudden increase in strength, but it never even crossed my mind to think anything about it. I’ve studied what there is to know about leveling up. I’ve read books about it, and there is nothing. I never thought about this obvious thing, and nobody else ever did either. What else did the system take away from me? What part of me is real, and what is simply forced by the system. Russ, I can’t breathe.”  
 
    “Tali, you’re having a panic attack,” Russ said, gently grabbing her hands. “Listen to me, breathe in deeply, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out. Yes, just like that.” Talilia’s breathing slowly evened out. 
 
    “You know what I loved to do?” Russ said, gently pulling Talilia out of the chair. “Remember how we danced during that ball? We loved that. How about we do one of the slower dances? Come here.” 
 
    Talilia didn’t resist, instead leaning into Russ as the pair moved through the grass. Both of them were painfully awkward due to their recently increased stats and were constantly stepping on each other’s feet. This, however, didn’t bother either of them as they tried to go through with the movements of the dance. 
 
    “Thank you. I’m ok now,” Talilia said eventually. 
 
    “No, you’re not, but that is ok,” Russ said. “You know I have my memories of Earth. As far as I know, we did not have anything like the system here. I’ve known many people there, and I want you to know that you are not at all different from those people.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said again. 
 
    “Hey, I think we’re getting better at this,” Russ said. “How about we keep dancing until we get used to these stats.” 
 
    “I’d love that,” Talilia said, her voice much happier. “That was a lot of stats.” 
 
    Taking to heart the scroll’s description, which said that the time in this world moved much slower, the pair spent the following hours practicing all of their dances until they could do all of them flawlessly. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Ikaria grabbed a roasted something off of her plate and bit into it. Damn, the goddess thought. I don’t know how he does it, but everything here is delicious. Falael was the one providing the food for the victory feast, and somehow it was all way better than anything she could have made. 
 
    The operation the gods had quickly put together went off without a hitch. While the invading gods were distracted by the human and elven armies encroaching on their newly taken territory, the gods were able to find Abarat and break the mind control that Leviathan had over him. Abarat was currently imprisoned and watched closely, but this undoubtedly was a solid blow against the invaders. Or at least we managed to gain back most of what we lost so far, Ikaria thought. Everyone is acting like we struck a crippling blow against them when we’re actually just playing catch up. We even allowed them to gain a land foothold in our world. We can always just burn the whole place to the ground, but still. 
 
    The great banquet hall most of the gods were in right now was a giant space richly decorated with crystal and gold. Ikaria sat at a long table, with Falael being her neighbor to the right and Elidys to her left. Across from them sat Varant and Valisha. Varant was currently very unamused at the loss of a powerful champion. Valisha was a human goddess tasked with keeping an eye on the distraction that the mortals were running. She was the one who informed Varant about how exactly his champion had died. 
 
    “So imagine my surprise when my head priest informed me that my champion teleported into my main temple, on fire and almost dead!” Varant talked loudly for everyone to hear. “They tried to save him, but he was too far gone by that point, and they didn’t know how to put out the fire. Thankfully Valisha grabbed my champion’s soul for me before it was lost forever.” 
 
    “So tell me, Falael,” Varant continued. “Why did your follower kill my champion. Did you instruct him to do it!?” 
 
    “I did not,” Falael answered loudly. “I have not questioned Russ yet, but you are welcome to watch as I do.” 
 
    “I don’t care for his reasons!” Varant yelled out. “He is a mortal that attacked and killed a champion. Valisha saw it and can attest to it. By the laws we all agreed to, he has to die.” 
 
    “We are the ones who made these laws, and we can change them whenever we want,” Falael replied. “Besides, Russ has been way more valuable than that champion that you keep having trouble controlling. Remember how not so long ago we were all talking about how we should reward Russ for bringing us the information about Abarat. We thought Abarat was a traitor, but Russ showed us that he could be saved. So now we are all feasting in celebration of our victory, and in the same breath talking about killing the one who made it possible.” 
 
    The buzz of quiet conversation filled the hall. Falael’s words have resonated with most of the gods. They were comparing saving one of their own with some mortal champion that nobody liked anyway, after all. 
 
    “Most of our laws have exceptions,” Elidys spoke up. “I don’t see why we can’t make one here. I think that questioning Russ is warranted. If he had not been acting against us but simply did it for his own mortal reasons, then a stern warning should suffice.” 
 
    “Exceptions!?” Varant exclaimed indignantly. “These laws are there for a reason. Do I need to remind everyone about how much harder and costlier it was to raise champions before we took a hard stance and all agreed on this law?” 
 
    “That is true, but in this case, nobody knows that Russ did it,” Falael answered. “Your priest failed to find anything out. If we don’t tell them, then it’s as if no law was actually broken.” 
 
    “It is the principle of things,” Valisha spoke up. “You keep reminding us how Varant’s champion is only a mortal. You insist on calling your follower by his name to obfuscate the fact that he is also just a mortal. Why should we bend out rules for some mortal when we gain nothing from it.” 
 
    Again the other gods launched into a quiet debate, many now changing their tunes. 
 
    “Do I need to remind everyone what we are celebrating again?” Falael said. 
 
    Valisha rolled her eyes. “We all know that he just got lucky. As much as you might insist that luck is a skill of its own, there is absolutely no guarantee that your follower will continue to be useful.”  
 
    Ikaria steeled her nerves. Falael was arguing from a disadvantageous position since everyone was sure that Russ was in the wrong. It was about time that she interfered. Alright, just like I practiced, she thought. Ikaria swallowed her nervousness and spoke up in front of the gathering of all gods for the first time. 
 
    “Varant, I have something to say about this matter,” Ikaria said. Varant, who just stood up to continue pressing his point, looked over to Ikaria in surprise. He then sat back down and gestured for her to continue. 
 
    “Varant is, of course, correct,” Ikaria stood up and began her speech. “Long ago, mortals hunted champions for their own personal gain. They are, after all, a good source of experience. We decided to stop this practice, by decree, and by personal action.” Ikaria looked around at her closest listeners. Falael had a sour expression on his face. Elidys was unreadable. Both Varant and Valisha were nodding in agreement. 
 
    “But let’s not forget the spirit of this law,” Ikaria continued. “We wanted to stop mortals from killing our champions for personal gain, but we did not want to take away their freedom to defend themselves. This is why there already is an exception to this law. If a champion initiates the conflict and is killed as a result of it, we would not punish anyone. This is, of course, supported by precedent. For example, fifty years ago…” 
 
    Both Falael and Elidys, the two gods that knew the young goddess the best, looked at her with shock. This was not at all the behavior that they expected from her. 
 
    “...Additionally, eight hundred forty years ago there was another case involving…” Ikaria was droning on when Varant interrupted her. 
 
    “Ikaria, we appreciate the history lesson. You make a fine point. Nobody here doubts the existence of the exception you mentioned,” he said. “But I’m afraid that it is not relevant in this case.” 
 
    Valisha nodded in agreement. “I can attest that Falael’s follower attacked first. The exception you mentioned does not apply here.” 
 
    Everyone was surprised when Ikaria grinned triumphantly and extended her hand above her, bending space to her will. The air shifted, now showing a scene with Todd, Russ, and Talilia. The scene played out. Everyone heard the conversation and saw Russ catch the ring Todd threw. Everyone heard the threat that followed. 
 
    Ikaria rewound the scene to the moment right before Russ caught the ring. 
 
    “It seems that I am the only one who was watching Russ at this time,” Ikaria said. “And therefore, I am the only one who saw the true beginning of this conflict.  Did everyone examine that ring?” 
 
    “I see,” Valisha was the first one to speak up. “I retract my previous statements. Varant’s champion tried to kill Falael’s follower’s unborn child. It is now clear that his death was justified. Ikaria, your foresight is commendable. You have already shown us the exception that applies here and provided plenty of precedent to support it. There is nothing left to discuss.” 
 
    Ikaria sat down without saying anything further, completely satisfied with her own performance. 
 
    “Actually,” Falael butted in. “I would now like to discuss Todd’s resurrection. Varant, do you plan to resurrect him?” 
 
    “Of course,” Varant replied. “As standard in these situations, I will put him on the other continent and keep him there. After seeing what actually happened, I admit that the fault lies with him. He will not have the opportunity to harm your follower in the future.”  
 
    “Actually, this is not about my follower,” Falael replied. “This is what? The seventh time he managed to cause trouble without you being aware of it? Who knows how many times he did it without you realizing it after the fact. I could excuse it as luck once, twice, even three times, but this is getting ridiculous. I think he’s dangerous and needs to be disposed of.” 
 
    Varant shrugged. “I have no idea how he does it. I think that he somehow knows when I’m watching him.” 
 
    “So toss him in the river and be done with it,” Falael pressed. “We don’t need unknown variables right now.” 
 
    “Varant shook his head. “I understand where you’re coming from, but I am not willing to give up a high level champion right now.” 
 
    “Varant, you did us a big favor by volunteering to risk your champion in the distraction,” Elidys suddenly spoke. “We all understand how costly it can be to resurrect such a high level champion. But I also happen to think that Todd represents a risk we don’t need right now. So I propose a compromise. Falael and I will call a council. We will propose that your champion limit should be raised by one. In light of your recent service and the loss you suffered by removing a potential security risk, I’m sure that the others will not be against it.” 
 
    “I agree to this plan,” Falael said immediately. 
 
    Varant leaned back, looking thoughtful. Then he smiled. “I like it. You have yourself a deal. I will toss his soul in the river.” 
 
    Ikaria watched the exchange from the side, thoughtful. She did not believe Falael for a second when he said that this wasn’t about Russ, but she had no idea what he was planning. 
 
    Now that everything was resolved, the celebration slowly wound down. Ikaria watched Falael closely, and when she spotted that he was planning to leave, she quickly approached him. Falael immediately accepted her request to talk privately, apparently having some questions that he wanted to ask as well. 
 
    The two gods left the feast, going to Falael’s realm. Once inside, Ikaria immediately raised an eyebrow in question. 
 
    “You have them here in your realm? And they are dancing around?” The goddess said the last thing with a laugh. “You picked the most interesting mortals.” 
 
    “I didn’t plan it like that,” Falael said. “If I did, there would be music.”  
 
    The two stood there in silence for a moment, watching the two mortals as they danced far away over the horizon. 
 
    “I owe you one, is that what you want to hear?” Falael said suddenly. “So now I assume that you want something from me.” 
 
    “Right, so I did something I shouldn’t have, and I’m hoping that you will have my back in the worst-case scenario,” Ikaria said shyly. Falael was relieved to see that the goddess he recognized was finally back. 
 
    “Why me and not Elidys?” he asked. 
 
    “Because she’s much more of a hardass than you are,” the young goddess said immediately. “And I did have a convenient way to earn your favor.” 
 
    “Please tell me that you didn’t cause too much trouble,” Falael said with a smile. 
 
    “Um… remember how I skipped the gathering where you shared Russ’s memories about his meeting with Abarat? So I watched the memories a few days ago, and something Abarat said drew my attention.” Ikaria said. “He talked about the Scourge, the supposed creator of goblins. So I looked at the records, and while everything is very vague and inconclusive, it looks like he was killed by being trapped inside the river of souls.” 
 
    “I don’t like where this is going,” Falael said, losing his smile. 
 
    Ikaria then told him everything. From when she saved Howard’s soul, to when she lost sight of him. By the end Falael was pacing in front of her. 
 
    “And this is why it is forbidden,” he said. “I don’t know if the Scourge was actually thrown in there, but he is far from the only nasty thing that gets tossed into the river.” 
 
    “So can you help me?” Ikaria asked. 
 
    “The chances are that you’re right and Howard just defected to the other side,” Falael said. “If that is true then it’s not actually a big deal. I’m willing to keep this quiet if you promise that you actually learned your lesson.” 
 
    “Of course,” she responded. 
 
    “However,” he continued. “It is unlikely but possible that you managed to pull something out of the river that you shouldn’t have. If that’s the case, and especially if it is the ancient god that hates us all, then there is no way to keep this under wraps.” 
 
    Ikaria nodded nervously. 
 
    “We will monitor the area he disappeared in carefully,” Falael continued. “If it is the Scourge, then we will see a rise in the goblin activity. Pay attention to it.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ikaria responded. 
 
    “I’ll also send my champion into the area,” Falael said. 
 
    “Russ?!” Ikaria exclaimed excitedly. 
 
    “What? No,” Falael said. “One of my actual champions.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” she said, disappointed. “Wouldn’t it be awesome, though? The two of them have to fight again in the next life. Now that’s fun.” 
 
    “No,” Falael said sternly. “Besides, they will have a baby soon. Their skill will not allow him to leave Talilia while she’s pregnant. I think he’s going to take a year or two of vacation. He deserves it. I will use him again after that.” 
 
    Ikaria smiled. “I look forward to it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Name 
  
      	  Russ Hanson 
  
     
 
      
      	  Race 
  
      	  Half Human Half Elf 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Body: 
  
      	  +5.82 
  
     
 
      
      	  Strength 
  
      	  3.05 
  
     
 
      
      	  Vitality 
  
      	  3.8 
  
     
 
      
      	  Defence 
  
      	  3.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Reflex 
  
      	  2.52 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Mind: 
  
      	  +5.82 
  
     
 
      
      	  Focus 
  
      	  2.1 
  
     
 
      
      	  Speed 
  
      	  3 
  
     
 
      
      	  Perception 
  
      	  2.15 
  
     
 
      
      	  Dexterity 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Magic: 
  
      	  +5.82 
  
     
 
      
      	  Power 
  
      	  2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Control 
  
      	  3.2 
  
     
 
      
      	  Affinity 
  
      	  2.19 
  
     
 
      
      	  Well 
  
      	  --- 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Sling lvl 47 
  Evasion lvl 56 
  Loot lvl 29 
  Daggers lvl 2 
  Armor lvl 46 
  Unarmed lvl 9 
  Sword lvl 51 
  Monster slayer lvl 47 
  Treasure Hunter lvl 4 
  Forest stealth lvl 6 
  Regeneration lvl 56 
  Blood Magic lvl 44 
  Master of pain lvl 59 
  United in Life and Death lvl 13 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Russ picked up Talilia and threw her up, catching her on the way down. 
 
    “You are light as a feather,” he said. 
 
    To his surprise, she did the exact same thing, laughing the whole time. “You too.” 
 
    “By the way,” Russ said. “I was told that when I reached five in my stats, something would happen.” 
 
    “That’s true, but it looks like this bonus doesn’t count,” Talilia answered. “Do you see the bonus in the previously blank space by the stat category name? I bet other people don’t see it.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” he said. 
 
    “It’s all so weird,” Talilia continued. “I know that a master is usually significantly stronger than a level fifty-nine adept. I know the rank-up stat point gain when you go from level fifty-nine to sixty. It’s a base of two and a half, by the way. That’s a lot, but not nearly enough to account for the difference. It’s so obvious, but I never thought of it, and neither did anyone else.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Russ agreed. “This seems like a rather crude and brute force method. Do you want to finish level up?” 
 
    “We might as well while we’re here,” she said. “It looks like our legendary leveled up.” 
 
    It was true. The skill leveled up from thirteen to seventeen. This gave them a passive ability choice. When Russ looked at the choices, he immediately saw one that stood out. It was obviously Falael’s handiwork. Therefore he didn’t really have a choice and picked it immediately.  
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Your own world 
  You or your partner can create a small separate world to meet in, no matter the distance that is currently separating you. You can channel more mana into the spell to increase the complexity of your world. Time inside your world can move slower, limited by the amount of mana that you put into the spell. 
    
  You can not gain levels while inside your world. 
  Your cooldowns do not count down while you are in your world.  
  You can not regenerate mana while inside your world since there is no ambient mana inside it. 
  You can not take outside any objects that were created inside your world during spell casting. Food that was already eaten is an exception and can be taken outside. 
    
  You can channel mana together with your partner to cast this spell, effectively combining your magic stats.  
  Mana cost: 150 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    “Tali,” Russ said. “Falael said that he would mess with our skill a little so that I stop bothering him about wanting to talk privately with you. You should have a new spell. It was one of my choices.”  
 
    “Damn, and it looks like we can just barely cast it if we do it together,” Talilia responded. “What do you think about my choices. There are two good ones. One would give both of us an active ability. It allows the caster to dispel the ongoing effects of a hostile spell. It can only be cast on the canter’s partner and has an hour-long cooldown.” 
 
    She paused to give Russ a moment to think and then continued. “The other affects us both too. With it, we will not be hit by each other’s area of effect attacks.” 
 
    “Wow, both are good, though the first choice seems more like an active ability than a passive one.” Russ said. “But I think that the second choice is better in the long term.” 
 
    “Ok, I’m picking it,” she said.  
 
    Next, the pair looked over their now master ranked skills. Just as Talilia said, he got two and a half base points to spend. The rank-up also meant that he would receive a new adept ranked active ability, as well as a master ranked one. Last but not least, Sophie had evolved. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Due to reaching master in Master of Pain skill, your familiar evolves. 
  Giant Executioner Wasp Queen evolves to ERROR 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    What? No! What the hell happened to Sophie! 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Your familiar rejected the standard evolutionary path. 
  Your familiar chose a custom evolutionary path.  
  Warning: Your familiar cannot complete this evolution at master rank. 
  Your familiar evolves into a Broken Executioner Wasp Empress.  
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ panicked at the thought of losing his closest friend. His familiar had been with him through everything and saved his life many times. Then, after a moment, Russ realized that the familiar link was still there. He quickly grabbed onto it with his mind, trying to summon Sophie. Somehow the familiar link resisted, pulling back from him. 
 
    “I failed you. I’m so sorry,” Russ heard a quiet female voice in his mind. 
 
    What? Sophie, is that you? Come out. Russ tried to summon her again but failed.  
 
    “Please don’t summon me!” The voice said, sobbing. “I’m hideous.” 
 
    Sophie! What happened? Russ thought through the link, but the crying only intensified.  
 
    “Tali, I need help!” Russ exclaimed, startling Talilia with his sudden yelling. He immediately launched into an explanation of what happened. Talilia listened with interest but shook her head once he finished. 
 
    “I think I’ve heard something about this, but I can’t remember,” she said. “Either way, you need to ask grandpa. He will know.” 
 
    Sophie, Russ thought into the link. When you’re ready, please tell me what you know about what happened. He heard nothing in return and decided to leave it alone for the moment. 
 
    Talilia was looking over her ability choices, and Russ turned to look at his own. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 60 Active Adept 
    
  Painful Larva 
  Your next successful attack implants a larva into your opponent. The larva will grow as it eats your opponent. If it is not removed within one hour, and if your opponent is still alive, the larva will mature. The matured creature will burst out of its host and will be subservient to you. The type of servant creature depends on the type of the host used. 
  CD: 1 hour 
    
  Lacerating pain 
  Your target experiences increasing amounts of pain for 20 sec. After 10 sec your target starts to suffer various wounds. Wound severity depends on the amount of pain the target is suffering from. 
  Mana cost: 30 
  CD: 45 sec 
    
  Invigorating pain 
  Your target feels extreme pain. In return, all of the target’s body stats are increased depending on the amount of pain they are in. This effect lasts for 1 min.  
  Mana cost: 25 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    Russ read through his choices, immediately discounting the first ability. It sounded a bit too evil for his tastes. Lacerating pain was a good one, with a fairly short cooldown. 
 
    Invigorating pain, however, drew Russ’s eyes the most. Russ already had a few abilities to combo it with if he used it on himself, and he could also use it offensively if he needed to. He’d already seen several other ability choices that depended on him being in pain and did not take them because it was too situational. This spell, however, guaranteed that he could activate them at any time. Plus, because of his passive ability, pain was just a distant feeling that didn’t affect him. There was no downside. 
 
    Russ had noticed a certain theme with his abilities and was certain that self-inflicted pain was an important mechanic for his master of pain skill. Sure in himself, Russ picked invigorating pain and moved on to the next choice. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Lvl 60 Active Master 
    
  Painful plague 
  Your target is afflicted with a magical plague. The effect will last for 1 hour. The initial stages of the plague will cover the target in open oozing sores. The plague will grow stronger depending on the amount of pain the infected target is in. Anyone who comes within 1 meter of a plague infected creature will also be infected. The duration of the new infections will be equal to the remaining duration of the source of the infection.  
  Mana cost: 80 
  CD: 3 hours 
    
  Echoes of pain 
  Compress mana into a sphere that you can fire at your target. You may give this mana sphere any one elemental property that you want. Any injury caused by this ability is resistant to healing effects. Any pain caused by this ability will remain even after the wound is healed. The effect will last for 1 hour after the wound has been healed.  
  You may channel more mana into this spell to increase its power.  
  Mana cost: 50 
    
  Shield of pain 
  You are enveloped in a defensive bubble of mana. The strength of the defensive bubble depends on the amount of pain experienced by you and those within 50 meters of you. The bubble will be active for 10 seconds. After the time limit, it will continue to be active as long as there is pain within a 50 meter radius for it to feed on. 
    
  Whenever the shield of pain is struck, it will retaliate by inflicting pain on the attacker proportional to the strength of the attack that triggered it.  
    
  Your mana bubble defends you from physical attacks as well as any spells that are projectiles. You will not be protected against abilities that target you directly. 
  Mana cost: 75 
  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The ability descriptions were rather long, and Russ slowly read through them one by one. The first one, painful plague, sounded like a weapon of mass destruction. It was too uncontrollable and indiscriminate. Just thinking what it would do to a town sent shivers down Russ’s spine. Personally, he hadn’t felt the need for such mass murder yet, so he ranked the skill as undesirable. 
 
    Next up was echoes of pain. Russ liked this choice much more than the previous one. It was versatile and suitable for use against strong opponents. Additionally, this was another source of direct damage. Russ ranked echoes of pain as highly desirable. 
 
    As Russ read through the last choice, he instantly decided that he would pick it. Shield of pain sounded insanely useful. It interacted beautifully with all of his other master of pain abilities, no matter if he used them on himself or his opponents, and with the invigorating pain he’d just picked up, he could keep the shield active and strengthened forever. The damage reflection component of the spell was the cherry on the top. The spell description also gave him a valuable clue on how to fight opponents with similar defenses. 
 
    Russ looked at Talilia and found that she was waiting for him. 
 
    “I just got an awesome ability that we will need to test later,” Russ said with a wide smile. “What about you?” 
 
    Talilia scowled. “My master ranked ability is an area of effect attack, but it’s not all that impressive. It’s a common ranked skill after all.” 
 
    Talilia then summoned three scrolls from her inventory and handed them over to Russ. “The scrolls from that spearman’s resting place,” she said. “You should be able to use them now.” 
 
    Russ took the three scrolls, examining them. They were from the artificial tomb where they found the body of what was probably a grandmaster who fell victim to a certain poisonous tree. Two of the scrolls required him to have a rare skill at master rank, while the third needed an epic master ranked skill.  
 
    Having the epic skill apparently satisfied all of the conditions. All three scrolls turned out to contain a spear ability, which was not surprising at all. One could learn the ability at no cost, but the scroll would be destroyed in the process.  
 
    Russ read out the abilities to Talilia, who was increasingly excitedly jumping around him in glee.  
 
    “Yes! This is what I’m talking about! I want them!” she shouted. 
 
    “Alright, alright. It’s not like I’m going to use them,” Russ said, handing the scrolls back to Talilia. 
 
    ‘I think we’re finished here,” Russ said. “How do we get out?” As soon as Russ uttered the question, a prompt appeared in his vision. 
 
    ‘I think I know how,” he continued. “Tali, are you ready?” Then Russ answered the prompt, and both of them reappeared by the outpost wall as if nothing had happened. Russ looked for the sun and didn’t spot any difference in its position. 
 
    “We have a lot to experiment on,” Talilia said. “But I think that you need to go heal Blake first.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Russ said absentmindedly as he heard animated murmuring inside his mind. “I think Sophie is doing something,” Russ said aloud, halting what Talilia was about to say.  
 
    “Thank the gods they actually work!” Russ heard Sophie say happily. 
 
    Sophie? Are you ok now? Russ thought. 
 
    “No. But I’m better. My abilities work again. I’m still going to be useful to you.” Sophie said, apparently regaining some hope. 
 
    Can you tell me what happened? Russ asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course. Sentient monsters and familiars have some control over their evolutionary path,” Sophie launched into an explanation. “The first times I evolved, I wanted to be a stronger wasp. Powerful and more useful to you. Then, after my last evolution, I became aware enough to realize how different we are. I couldn’t even hold a proper conversation with you even though I wanted to. So this time, when I started to evolve, I rejected the standard paths and focused on trying to be more like you.” Sophie paused. Then she continued, sobbing again. “I failed.”  
 
    Russ waited a moment until she quieted down. What happened? He prompted.  
 
    “I’m an abomination now,” Sophie said. “My mind is almost like yours now, but my body is stuck in the middle.” 
 
    That doesn’t sound so bad, Russ thought. He then tried to picture what a half woman half wasp would look like. 
 
    “No, not like that.” Sophie now actually sounded angry. “I have a human head but one faceted eye on it in addition to the mandibles. I’m entirely missing both the human and wasp legs. Russ, I don’t want to talk about it. All I’m begging of you is not to summon me. Even if you did do it, I would be useless in a fight.” The heat in her voice disappeared, and she continued. “When you were in that place, I was so scared. None of my abilities worked. But as soon as you left it, I felt that I could actually use them again, and I don’t need to be summoned to do it either.” 
 
    I’m sorry that happened, Sophie, Russ thought. The message did say that you can’t complete your evolution while in master rank. Hopefully, you can complete everything as you want it when I get to grandmaster.  
 
    “It said that!” Russ winced as Sophie exclaimed hopefully. “That is such a relief.” 
 
    Yes, he thought. But it might take me a while to get there. 
 
    Finding that she wasn’t listening to him anymore, Russ turned to Talilia, His wife looked at him expectantly, and Russ hurried to explain what happened. 
 
    “Ouch,” Talilia said. “I’m sorry that happened. Sophie, if you can hear me, it might take a while but hold on, we will definitely get to the grandmaster rank. Plus, I still think we need to ask grandpa about it.” 
 
    Russ heard Sophie reply in his mind. “Tali, she can hear you. She says thanks.”  
 
    “So, Sophie? What are you waiting for?” Talilia said. “Didn’t you say that you can use your abilities now? Show us what you got.” 
 
    Russ listened inwardly, relaying to Talilia. “She says that her summons were also changed, and it looks like their change was complete, unlike her own. She can summon several types of warriors and will show us one of each. I wish she could talk to you directly. I bet if I annoy Falael about it, he could make it happen.”  
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Talilia snapped. “I know that you like to pretend to be all casual with him, but stop playing with fire.” 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Russ said with a grin, which didn’t reassure Talilia at all. 
 
    Suddenly several figures materialized next to them. It looked like Sophie had started her demonstration. The figures were indistinguishable from those of humans, though there were no actual human bits visible. 
 
    There were five human-sized figures in total. All of them were covered from head to toe in black and yellow chitin fashioned into the form of plate armor. All of them wore closed helmets. The only male looking figure was that of the front-line warrior, though Russ couldn’t be sure about the gender or if it even mattered. The warrior looked like a massive male figure clad in thick plate armor. He was equipped with a large rectangular black shield and wielded a yellow short sword. 
 
    Next was a spearwoman. Russ could only guess the gender by the vaguely female body shape. Her chitin armor looked much lighter, and she was the only one who had a pair of wasp wings on her back. The third figure was also female and equipped with a bow. Her armor was similar to that of the spear wielder. 
 
    The fourth summon was what Russ assumed was a mage. The plate armor she wore was the slimmest of all of the summons, and she wielded a tall staff with a green crystal on top. The last figure, while less armored than the shield wielder, had a much more intricate set of armor. Her weapon was a long rapier that she wore on her side. 
 
    All of the summons stood perfectly still, which was why it was so noticeable when the rapier wielder suddenly twitched. The summon lifted its armor-clad hands up to the closed helm as if looking at them. 
 
    “Russ, Talilia,” The figure suddenly said. “It turns out that I can directly control my general if I want to.” 
 
    “Oh, is that your strongest summon?” Talilia said. 
 
    “Awesome,” Russ said at the same time. “Now you can be outside with a body and talk directly with others. Our problems have been sort of solved.” 
 
    “How many can you make?” Talilia added. 
 
    Sophie spun around, admiring herself from every angle she could see. “This body is that of my general. It’s the only one I can control directly, and I can only have one.” 
 
    Sophie then started introducing the others. “This one is the mage. It can use several poison type spells. I can only have five of them. I can mix and match the others as I want, and I can summon thirty of them. This one is a strong defensive melee fighter. This is a mobile airborne spear fighter. Lastly, we have an archer. All of them have poisoned weapons, just like they had stingers when they were wasps.” 
 
    “So thirty-six summons in total,” Talilia said. “We will need to see how strong they are, but that’s a lot.” 
 
    “Are they sentient?” Russ asked. 
 
    Sophie was quiet for a moment before answering. “They are drones. They are similar to what I was before this evolution. They can communicate if need be, but they do not really have desires or emotions of their own.” 
 
    “We will need to test their power later,” Talilia said. “But right now you have something to take care of, Russ.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” Sophie interjected excitedly. She quickly dismissed the other summons, leaving only the body that she could control. 
 
    “Of course,” Russ agreed easily. “What about you, Tali?” 
 
    Talilia looked away. “I think it’s better if you talk to Blake alone. I’m going to go talk to Retho again.” She then waved goodbye to Sophie and walked away. 
 
    Damn, it’s really getting to her, Russ thought. 
 
    “We should just reject Blake and be done with it,” Russ heard Sophie’s voice in his head. “Talilia is more important.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Russ talked aloud this time. “But I don’t think that Blake being gone would make her feel any better. Tali is upset that she messed up the opportunity I tried to set up, after all.” 
 
    Russ then summoned Rose. The little familiar looked around, confused. Then her eyes locked on Sophie’s summon. 
 
    “Hi Rose, sorry that I didn’t summon you earlier,” Russ said. “How about you and Sophie follow me and catch up along the way.” 
 
    Russ walked around the building they were behind of and looked around his guild’s base. Many things were fixed up. There was a new building as well as some new construction in progress. The arachne were making remarkable progress, considering how little manpower they actually had. 
 
    Note to self, Russ thought. We can use Sophie’s summons for security as well as hunting. This should help free up some additional labor. Sophie didn’t outwardly indicate if she’d heard him or not. She and Rose were both already engrossed in a conversation, and Russ decided not to bother her right that moment. 
 
    Russ spotted Yakkis nearby talking to a rather well built young man. That must be Zorad. Eager to meet the new teammate, Russ headed towards the two. They both spotted him as he came close and paused their conversation. Yakkis looked over Russ and the two familiars behind him and gave him a shallow bow. 
 
    “Congratulations, Russ,” she said. “It looks like you successfully reached the master rank.” 
 
    “Thank you, Yakkis,” Russ said and then shook Zorad’s extended hand. 
 
    “You must be Talilia’s husband,” the young man said. “Nice to meet you. I’m a new recruit. I just finished my interview with the matriarch, and she officially accepted me into the guild.” 
 
    “That’s great to hear,” Russ said. “Welcome to the guild. I’ve heard about how you fought alongside Talilia and am glad to see that you will stay with us.” 
 
    Zorad ran a hand through his hair bashfully. “Please, you are over exaggerating. I am no great warrior. In fact, my highest level skill is carpentry. Yakkis has been kind enough to start explaining all the work that will have to be done around here.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Russ said. “I have a new ability that can benefit the guild.” Russ then read out the description of his healing flower ability. “The one time I tried, it looked like the flowers take half a day to a whole day to grow. I would like to have a small patch of ground fenced off so I can cast this ability there as often as I can.” 
 
    Yakkis spun around, looking at the outpost. She then faced Russ again and answered confidently. “Under the window of wherever you’re staying. That way, you can cast it without even having to leave your room.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Russ said. “But I don’t know where I’m staying.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” the arachne said. “I will talk to the matriarch. Then Zorad will help me fence off an appropriate spot.” 
 
    Russ thanked the two and excused himself after asking where he could find Blake. Russ, followed by his two familiars, entered the newly constructed inn and knocked on Blake’s door, announcing himself. 
 
    Blake looked tired, even if not accounting for the serious injury she sustained. She was lying in bed, apparently not having come out of the room since she got there.  
 
    “Hi, Blake,” Russ said. “I’m glad to see that you survived.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual,” she said. “Though I see that you more than survived. You absolutely reek of power. Masters usually get good at hiding it before they get that strong. Who is your companion?” 
 
    “They are my familiars,” Russ explained. The familiars stayed at the door, with Rose sitting on Sophie’s shoulder. Both of them were quiet, though Russ felt a faint hostility through his links.  
 
    Both of the familiars were without a doubt completely loyal to Russ, but they were also both their own persons. Rose was fully a person from the start, and Sophie was now all caught up. Russ had long since thought that both of them liked Talilia more than him, or at least Rose definitely did. Now Russ realized that Blake having a spat with Talilia classified her as almost an enemy in their eyes. For a moment, Russ considered asking them to go outside but quickly rejected the idea. 
 
    “This might take a while, so let's get started right away,” Russ said, coming close to Blake and carefully touching her injured shoulder. He then activated his universal regeneration. 
 
    “So, what are you going to do now?” Russ asked to fill the silence. 
 
    “I will need to return to my unit as soon as I can travel,” Blake answered. 
 
    “You know what I think about that,” he said. “If you don’t want to join us, then the only other guild I can recommend is Stone Legacy. They have a good reputation and are well connected to the nobility. Dumas, I don’t know if you remember him, is a member. He and his party were with us during the night attack. He is a noble too, albeit a minor one. He or his connections might be able to help you with your problems.”  
 
    “I see. You are so whipped that you don’t even try to talk me into joining your guild anymore.” Blake said bitterly. 
 
    Blake then flinched as the tension in the room became almost palpable. She glanced towards the doorway worriedly, and Russ had to catch her when she almost fell off the bed as she tried to back up. At the same time, Russ now understood that the body Sophie now occupied was significantly stronger than Blake. 
 
    “Can everyone please be civil!” Russ barked, and the heavy feeling of danger disappeared instantly. “Sophie, control yourself, or I will make you go stand outside.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sophie said quietly, her posture suddenly less confident. 
 
    “As for you, Blake, I don’t know when or why you started seeing me as an enemy. All I can say is that I am not one. I still want you to join, but you know what you have to do,” Russ said. 
 
    Blake, having regained her composure, just stared at him defiantly. The scare did not improve her mood at all. Russ shrugged and continued healing in silence. His universal regeneration ran out, and he activated regenerative touch. His healing abilities became much stronger, possibly because of his stats increasing. It looked like it wouldn’t take too long to regrow Blake’s arm. 
 
    With both of his healing abilities on cooldown, Russ was suddenly left with nothing to do. Remembering his previous conversation with Yakkis, Russ leaned out of the window and cast his healing flower spell. This took up seconds, and he had nothing to do again. 
 
    Blake was still defiantly quiet. After meeting her eyes for a moment, Russ shook his head in disappointment. The ball is in her court, he thought. If she’s not with us, then there is nothing else to be said. 
 
    Although it was boring, Russ finished healing Blake sooner than he thought he would. Blake thanked him, which seemed genuine, but remained cold otherwise. The stubborn soldier immediately declared that she still could make it to the nearest town before dark and wanted to leave immediately. Not seeing a reason to get in her way, Russ walked her to the gate. 
 
    With Blake gone, Russ went to go say hello to Retho, along with all the other residents he could find. Midway through his tour, Russ found Talilia and led her to their secluded spot by the outer wall. 
 
    “Damn it, she didn’t take the letter I wrote,” Talilia said angrily, pulling it out of her inventory. Russ took it and skimmed through it. 
 
    “This does look like it might help her. Rose, please catch up with our stubborn acquaintance and deliver this letter,” he said. 
 
    Rose took the letter without comment and darted away over the wall. 
 
    “Sophie,” Talilia said suddenly. “You look a bit subdued. Did something happen?” 
 
    “Russ yelled at me,” Sophie immediately complained. 
 
    Dreading the possibility of the two teaming up against him, Russ decided that he needed to distract and separate them. 
 
    “And I’m sure that Sophie learned her lesson. By the way, Tali, do you know what this thing is?” Russ then carefully dumped the red crystal he found in the grandmaster out of his inventory. “This is that crystal I told you about.” 
 
    The three of them, Sophie included, crowded around the crystal in the grass. The crystal did nothing. They felt nothing, nor did the system tell them anything. Plus, Russ was still reluctant to actually touch the thing. 
 
    “Maybe grandpa will know,” Talilia suggested hesitantly. 
 
    “Looks like we need to go find him,” Russ concluded. “How about we leave tomorrow morning?” 
 
    “We can still make it today,” Talilia suggested. 
 
    Russ thought about it for a moment. “Come on. We deserve at least a night of rest before taking anything else on. Besides, we need to try out our new abilities. Such as the one we need to cast together.” 
 
    Talilia immediately forgot all about wanting to see her grandfather, excited about the spell. Russ turned to Sophie and instructed her to stay where she was and watch what happened. She would also keep track of the time and try to contact him while he was inside. It was also possible that she would get dragged in with Russ since she was still technically inside him. 
 
    The pair joined hands and activated the spell together. Then, after it had its fill of mana, there was suddenly nothing. Russ and Talilia found themselves looking into the void. Looking down, they were standing on a five by five foot slab of smooth grey stone. The pair could somehow see each other and the small space they were standing on despite the total lack of a light source. 
 
    “This is disconcerting,” Russ said as he stared into the absolute void around them. 
 
    “This must be the bare minimum,” Talilia commented. “We need to be able to pump more mana into this thing before it actually becomes comfortable to be here.” 
 
    “Anyways, do you want to talk about the rank up now? I wish I could see that screen again. I don’t remember the exact numbers,” Russ said. 
 
    “And that’s why I’m the responsible one,” Talilia said proudly. “I saved it. Besides, you can still recover yours. I’m sure you have not had a hundred system messages since then.” 
 
    “What? You can do that?” Russ asked. Talilia then spent the next few minutes teaching Russ some of the finer ways to control his UI.  
 
    Russ, seeing the message again, went through the numbers. 
 
    “It looks like an average master would get about two or three points to every stat,” he said. “That is fairly significant.” 
 
    “Probably less than two,” Talilia said. “You’re talented compared to others. I bet that the average master sits at around a negative one or maybe a negative a half on that scale. You got a score of positive 0.17.” 
 
    “And you had a 0.84. You’re the talented one,” Russ said. 
 
    “Which is nothing in front of the ton of points you brought in by killing those champions,” Talilia said. “Also, our legendary skill really put us ahead.”  
 
    “Is progression similarly frozen when one gets to level seventy-nine?” Russ asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered shortly. 
 
    “Well, then we need to try to prepare for that, though there is no guarantee that the categories will be the same,” Russ said. “By the way, you distracted me. Sophie is not here, and she did not contact me yet.” 
 
    “Let’s not keep her waiting then,” Talilia said. The pair then released the spell. 
 
    “Russ, Talilia, you’re back,” they immediately heard Sophie’s excited voice. 
 
    “We’re back, Sophie. How long have we been gone?” Russ asked. “Did you try to contact me?”  
 
    “Yes, and I couldn’t,” she answered. “You two disappeared from that spot and were gone for five minutes.” 
 
    “So about the same as we spent inside,” Talilia commented. 
 
    Next up was testing Sophie’s summons and trying Russ’s new shield spell. The pair decided that they didn’t need to be too secretive in front of their guild members. Therefore they would hold the mock fights in the large open space in the middle of the outpost. 
 
    On their way, they spotted Riva and explained what they were about to do so as not to cause any unnecessary panic. This, of course, resulted in a crowd gathering before they could even start.  
 
    Most of the spectators were the teenage aged arachne since they were the largest segment of the outpost’s unbalanced population. Zorad also showed up, curiously still accompanying Yakkis. Retho, the only other master rank, or its equivalent, was also present.  
 
    Since they had an audience, the pair decided to put on a show. Instead of testing Sophie’s summons one by one, they decided to let her summon all of them and try to take on Talilia in a mock battle. 
 
    As they were setting up, Russ took a good look at his spectators. Most of the outpost’s population was gathered by now, and Russ spotted a couple of clouds of greyish smoke amongst them. Singling them out, Russ realized that they were all teenagers or child arachne, five in total. Fortunately, the clouds were small and thin, but Russ decided to go talk to Retho about it anyways. 
 
    As it turned out, the guild was low on healing potions. Usually, potions would be watered down to treat the common everyday bruises and scrapes, but at the moment, they only had some for emergency use. Unfortunately, arachne as a race rarely had classes that were capable of healing, and there were none among the ones in Russ’s guild. So they were completely reliant on potions. 
 
    Another headache, Russ thought as he sought out the arachne who was in the most pain. It turned out to be a teenager, one of the former rescued slaves. She had a small gash on her arm, and Russ immediately healed her. My healing flowers can solve this problem to an extent, I hope, but what we really need is enough income to be able to buy what we need. My and Talilia’s personal funds will not be enough for this. 
 
    As Russ used his second healing ability, Sophie and Talilia were finally ready to fight. Sophie summoned twenty shieldbearers and ten winged spear users, which Russ labeled as knights and valkyries accordingly. They decided not to use any archers or mages due to fear of hitting someone in the audience. Still, the thirty summons led by Sophie in the body of her general were an intimidating sight. 
 
    Talilia was also no slouch. She was fully armored, her puppet armor noticeably bulkier than before. Her wings were… fluffier. In addition, she also summoned her own minions. She had many more wolves now, each looking bigger and tougher than before. The shield puppet was also bigger and much more heavily armored. It seemed that even though the abilities did not mention it specifically, the rapid increase in Talilia’s stats boosted her summons as well. 
 
    Talilia ordered the attack, and the two sides clashed. It was immediately obvious that Talilia’s wolves, eleven of them, were somewhat weaker than the knights in a direct confrontation. They were, however, faster. On the other hand, the shield puppet barreled into the enemy line with impunity, bashing with its shield left and right. 
 
    Sophie moved to confront Talilia directly and, to the surprise of everyone, immediately managed to score a hit, her rapier penetrating the puppet armor over Talilia’s thigh. Right away, Russ saw a cloud of grey mist emanate from Talilia’s leg, way more of it than there should have been from a simple stab wound. Sophie’s weapon was, of course, poisoned. 
 
    Sophie tried to follow up the attack but was forced to fall back to avoid a spear strike. Talilia, despite the pain, was not slowed at all, but instead of going after Sophie’s general, she attacked the other summons. Sophie tried to get in her way the best she could, but Talilia’s used her wings to block her every time. 
 
    Meanwhile, the valkyries swarmed the shield puppet and, together with the surrounding knights, forced it to the ground and hacked it apart. This was, however, a pyrrhic victory, as they lost more than half of their numbers in the process to the remaining wolves and Talilia. The wolf jaws proved strong enough to crack even the thick chitin armor. 
 
    Finally, Talilia and the two remaining wolves finished off the last surviving knight. Then they turned to engage Sophie. Talilia sent the two wolves to attack first, staying back to watch. Sophie, her weapon ineffective against the metal wolves, caved in the head of one of them as it lunged at her using the hilt of her rapier. At the same time, with the other hand, she caught the second wolf midjump and promptly destroyed it too. 
 
    Now, with just the two of them, Talilia charged forward. Sophie tried to strike her in the leg again, but Talilia blocked with a wing. Desperately backpedaling, Sophie failed to bypass the wings a few more times before Talilia chased her down and pinned her to the ground with one of her wings. Then Talilia’s puppet armor and wings disappeared, and she extended a hand to Sophie to help her get up.  
 
    The arachne watching the fight cheered excitedly. Russ, meanwhile, healed another small injury and was now jogging towards Talilia. His eyes were not fooled by her confident demeanor. Talilia and Sophie were talking about the fight, and Russ did not bother interrupting them. Instead, he just grabbed Talilia by the thigh and activated universal regeneration. 
 
    Talilia sighed with relief. “Thanks, Russ,” she said. “So I’m judging that Sophie’s summons are at a low adept rank. Her general is a whole another story, I’d say at a low master rank. I did not expect her to be so fast.” 
 
    “But you were invulnerable to me after the first strike,” Sophie complained. Talilia only grinned smugly in return. 
 
    Russ finished healing the other two small injuries amongst the arachne and then went to stand in the middle of their impromptu arena. Now that there was no one in pain around him, he could actually properly test his shield spell.  
 
    “You have ten seconds,” he warned Talilia and cast the spell. A shell formed around Russ, mostly transparent and slightly grey in color. Talilia, aiming to strike near him, attacked immediately. Her spearpoint skidded off the shell, doing nothing. Talilia then used an adept spear ability, and the spearpoint penetrated the shell deep enough to have stabbed into Russ if she had been aiming for him. She then winced at the sudden pain in her whole body. At the same time, Russ’s shell became grayer and thicker. 
 
    “Ouch,” she complained, but Russ could see that it wasn’t actually that bad. 
 
    “Ok, now let's try a combo,” he said, casting invigorating pain on himself. 
 
    Damn, Russ thought. This hurts a lot. Good thing I can ignore it. He then activated his shield of pain again. In an instant, Russ’s vision turned completely black and white. All color was drained from the world around him. To Talilia, it just looked like the space inside the protective bubble, Russ included, lost all color, turning black and white. Russ tried to move around a bit and found that he was completely unimpeded by the spell around him. The colorless space simply moved with him. Still, it was a bit of an annoyance that his vision changed so significantly.  
 
    “That looks kind of cool,” Talilia commented, winding up for a powerful thrust. She activated earth piercing thrust and struck without any preamble. The spearpoint penetrated seven inches into about three feet worth of colorless space around Russ before getting stuck. Then Talilia dropped her spear and bent over as she vomited. Russ dismissed his defense instantly and rushed forward, catching Talilia as she almost fell over. 
 
    “I don’t want to do that again,” Talilia said, wiping her mouth as Russ activated a healing ability just in case. 
 
    The arachne around them crowded close, comforting Talilia. Then everyone was surprised as Talilia suddenly exclaimed the opposite of what she had just said, “actually, I want to do that again!” 
 
    “I just leveled up my resist magic,” Talilia explained, seeing the weird looks she was getting. 
 
    “Maybe another time,” Russ said. “You got vomit all over yourself. Let me clean you up, and let's call it a day.” 
 
    “I’m fine, but sure,” Talilia agreed, punching his shoulder playfully to show that she had already recovered. 
 
    With the show over and Talilia looking better, the crowd quickly dissipated. Russ talked Talilia into relaxing together for the rest of the day. They had a long day behind them, and the next day would surely provide challenges of its own. Not to mention that the Vela guild now found itself on the border of what was enemy territory. The great forest was now changed for the forcible future, no longer the hunting grounds of monsters but a territory of vereris. The easiest short-term solution would be to simply pack up and move, but Russ knew that neither Talilia nor the arachne would accept that. At least without putting up a fight against the skeletons first.  
 
    Russ remembered the many things he’d done to get to where he was now. Undoubtedly, he would have to do much more to actually stay there. The next couple of years promised to be interesting in the worst way. 
 
    Russ unsuccessfully tried to chase away the even grimmer thoughts. He knew what was at stake, and he knew the scale of the conflict. He also now had some idea of the timeline. The last invasion lasted around a thousand years and ended in the complete genocide of the previous inhabitants. 
 
    With a legendary skill, Russ and Talilia actually could, in theory, live to see the end of this conflict, one way or another. For a long moment, Russ wondered if that would be worth it.  
 
    Russ pulled Talilia closer to himself as they walked, completely missing the terrified look on Sophie’s face. She, as stealthily as she could, had been reading his mind through the familiar link and caught his whole thought process. 
 
    “What?” Talilia asked as Russ leaned into her. 
 
    “Oh? I’m just thinking that we should live each day to the fullest.” 
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