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Chapter One: The White Castle

Shinjuku City, Tokyo, Japan, Earth, 21 st August 2020. 

Spending her birthday money in Harajuku had been a great idea. 

Kana had managed to pick up a few things which were super cute on Cat Street. Also, a lot of the shops had air conditioning which was a major benefit given the heat of a Tokyo summer. At least the humidity was down from the horribly clammy weather they had had in July; the wet season this year had lived up to its name. 

Kana blamed global warming. 

Fifteen. Kana had turned fifteen this very day. Next year she would be going to high school and the really serious part of her life would be starting. She was going to have to knuckle down, study hard, and decide what she really wanted to do with the rest of her life. In truth, she was being a little hard on herself. 

She was a bright girl and studying was not a major issue for her. 

She actually liked studying, to some extent. More than most of her friends anyway, just not today. Today was her birthday, and school was out, so today was for relaxation and, if she was lucky, cake. 

Stopping off at a vending machine set on the corner near her house, Kana bought herself a tin of something peach flavoured and popped the top. Thoughts of cake on her mind, she headed down the street, drinking as she went. The sky was a blazing blue, and the sun was trying to bake her to a crisp, and the day was–

Everything went black. The world seemed to have vanished into complete darkness, but there was light. Kana looked down, where the light seemed to be coming from, and… She was standing on some sort of magic circle. A magic circle! It had lots of intersecting lines forming some sort of star pattern and smaller circles with more star-like line patterns inside them, and an outer ring of symbols. Runes! Like you see in fantasy games. There was a circle of runes slowly turning on the outer edge. The whole thing was a bluish white but there were particles of purple light rising up from it. As Kana gaped in horror, her skirt began to lift and she was about to grab at it when her feet left the floor. She was floating gently upward. 

Then the awful truth hit her: she was dreaming. That cute dress she had bought had been way too cheap. She was lying in bed right now, sound asleep, and soon she would wake up and have to do it all again. Well… bother. She was not sure she wanted to go to Harajuku now. There was no way she was going to get the same outfits when she did it for real. As her slow rise became a rapid climb into the darkness, she thought, ‘And it was such a great dream too…’

The White Castle, Soken, 21 st Sokarte 6019. 

Pain. Kana’s head felt like someone had used it as an anvil and her muscles ached. All of her muscles ached. Even her tongue felt as though it had just been engaged in an arm-wrestling match with a bear. The muscles in her face hurt. Opening her eyes hurt. 

Light blazed into her skull like a lance and she flinched. Around

her, the magic circle was still glowing, but the runes were no longer turning and the particles of light were gone. And, now she thought about it, there were stones beneath it, beneath her. 

Maybe this was not the same circle. It certainly did not seem to be in Shinjuku. 

Someone spoke. She was only half aware of the sound, but the words made absolutely no sense to her anyway. That had not been Japanese. It had a sort of European sound to it. German? She had only ever really heard German in movies and… No, it had not been German. She lifted her head to find out who the speaker was and every muscle in her body complained about it. This dream sucked! 

Were you even supposed to be able to feel pain like this in dreams? 

She found herself trying to focus on an old man in a red robe, like the kind of robe you see in fantasy games. Well, maybe not quite like in games: it was a plain sort of garment, belted at the man’s waist and falling almost to the floor. Dark boots showed under the hem. Simple boots, probably made by hand. The neck of the robe was closed by a leather thong which crisscrossed over the opening. Maybe old was doing the man a disservice; he was not young, but he was probably not that old either. Kana guessed he was in his fifties and he looked European or American. 

White skin, narrow blue eyes with a pronounced hood, and black hair and beard. The hair had some strands of grey in it. The beard was greyer. His face was narrow, kind of hard, and weary. 

He looked like he had just fought the same bear Kana’s tongue had been wrestling. 

He was sitting at a heavy wooden desk which was trying hard to look like it belonged to a wizard. There was a tall staff leaning against it, the branches at the top holding a large blue-green orb which seemed to glow with an inner light. There was another orb, even larger, sitting on a stand on the desk. Its glow was dimmed to the point where it was barely a scintillation in the crystal. There was one big leather-bound book open on the desk and several piles of other books of various thicknesses beside it. Yup, generic fantasy wizard fitted this man nicely. Then he surprised her. 

‘Do you speak English by any chance?’ The accent was nothing like her English teacher’s. It sounded… archaic. He should have been saying things like forsooth. Definitely more English than American. 

‘A… rittur,’ she managed. She was aware that her pronunciation was way off, but she could at least blame a lot of it on her aching tongue which refused to move properly. 

The man frowned briefly. ‘A little? Do you have a name?’

‘Shimizu Kana.’ She shook her head. This was an Englishman. ‘Kana Shimizu. My… first name is Kana.’ Speaking was getting easier. 

The aches in her muscles were fading, but her head still felt as though a marching band had taken up residence. ‘I… hurt.’ Why was she bothering telling him? This was just a dream. Then again, it did not seem like it was ending so she pretty much had to play along. 

‘It’s a natural consequence of the summoning process.’

‘I do not… understand.’

The man gave an exasperated grunt and lifted his hand toward her. 

A circle, a little like the bigger one she was sitting in –

which, she now noticed, was no longer glowing – appeared in front of his hand, the patterns within it turning briefly. Something changed. Inside Kana’s head, something seemed to shift and…

‘You can understand me?’ he asked. She was aware that he was not speaking English, or Japanese, but she could understand the words perfectly. Magic – he had worked magic on her. 

‘Yes.’

‘I summoned you here from wherever it was you originated. It’s not uncommon for the process to be unpleasant. The effects will pass. Unfortunately, I’ve no use for you.’ He frowned. ‘Another failure. At least this one didn’t try to kill me.’

‘I’m dreaming,’ Kana replied. ‘What would be the point in trying to kill you?’

‘Ah. You believe that you’re in a dream.’

‘Well, yes. And some dream wizard guy would say something like that, wouldn’t he?’ The dream magic was good: Kana’s accent in whatever dream language she was speaking was not the same as the wizard’s, but she was still fairly fluent. 

The man actually smiled. It was a weary sort of smile and Kana thought there was something else in it. Regret? ‘I’m afraid–’

‘Hey!’ Kana suppressed a wince at the shock of pain through her head, but she went on. ‘What do you mean, you’ve no use for me? 

This is my dream. How can I be useless in my own dream?’

The wizard hauled himself to his feet. He really did look tired. 

Maybe the effort of ‘summoning’ her had been exhausting. ‘Come with me,’ he said and started for the door. 

The room itself impinged upon Kana’s consciousness as she struggled to her feet. Bare stone walls, floor, and ceiling. 

There was an unlit fireplace behind her and no windows. The light came from a spot in the ceiling which was just bare stone, but it was also glowing with a soft, white light. More magic. The door was very solid looking. Heavy wood with metal bands to strengthen it, big iron hinges, and a metal ring to open it. Beyond it was a

small landing with stairs curling up and down on either side. 

More glowing spots on the walls provided the light. The wizard went up. 

They passed two more landings and Kana’s legs were starting to ache again. But the wizard pushed a trap door up at the end of the stairs and they stepped out onto what had to be the top of a tall tower with a crenelated wall around it. The air was fresh and the wind was cool and the view took Kana’s breath away. High mountains surrounded them on two sides with hills cascading away on the other two. Snow capped the mountains, even though the relative warmth suggested summer or maybe late spring. The wind was coming down off those mountains and, along with the coolness, there was a scent of snow on it. This dream was amazingly realistic. 

Kana looked down from the tower and found that it sat at one corner of a building something like a castle keep. Surrounding that were various smaller buildings and courtyards, and around it all was a high wall with a gatehouse looking out toward the hills. Everything was built of white stone. Kana could feel the grain of it under her fingers as she rested a hand on the wall. 

The detail was incredible. She could not recall ever having had a dream so lacking in abstract imagery. 

‘This is the White Castle,’ the wizard said. ‘I am the Master of the White Castle. You may call me Master.’ Like that was happening. ‘To the north and east, you see the White Peaks. To the south you should just be able to make out the Skygge Forest. 

Beyond it are the cities of Dvartim and Alabeth. Alabeth sits on the edge of the Heartland Sea and on the other side of that sea is the Great Forest, the nation of the elves.’

Elves. Of course there would be elves. What fantasy world would not have elves? ‘This isn’t doing anything to persuade me that I’m not dreaming.’

‘Perhaps not. I wanted to show you your new world. You may not believe it’s real, but I assure you that it is. Get used to it. 

You’re going to be here for the rest of your life.’

22 nd Sokarte. 

By morning, Kana was beginning to have serious doubts about her dream theory. She was still clinging to it in rather the same way that a woman hanging off the edge of a cliff hangs on by her fingernails, but she was having doubts. 

The previous day, the Master had introduced her to Sharassa Fairbloom who was an elf and apparently functioned as something like his secretary. Passing off some random victim of the Master’s magic to someone who appeared to be quite important so that Sharassa could act as Kana’s babysitter for the rest of the day seemed wrong, but that was what happened. Sharassa escorted

Kana out of the keep and to a room in one of the outer buildings, returned for her in the evening to take her to dinner in a big hall in the keep, and then escorted her back to her room. Kana had eventually climbed into the rather uncomfortable bed and slept because she had nothing else to do. 

Kana was awoken by a slight lurch in her brain and she opened her eyes to find Sharassa standing over her. ‘Get up and get dressed,’ the elf said. ‘The Master wishes to speak to you about your future.’ Sharassa had, Kana assumed, just cast the language magic on her. 

Sharassa was not exactly what Kana had expected of an elf. Kana had this vision of tall, willowy, incredibly beautiful people with pointed ears. Well, the ears were pointed and Sharassa was certainly very attractive, but she was shorter than Kana’s one hundred and sixty-six centimetres which tended to give a less-than-willowy impression, even if the elf was far from fat. 

Sharassa was also blonde, which Kana thought was not quite right, and she had a fairly substantial bust, which Kana envied. Highly intelligent blue eyes seemed to watch Kana’s every move out of a cute sort of face with a pixyish nose and a small mouth with Cupid’s bow lips. Sharassa also had darker skin than the pale colouration Kana was expecting. All in all, not Kana’s idea of what an elf should look like. 

Getting dressed meant putting on her skirt, since she had slept in her string-strapped T-shirt and panties. Changing panties might have been nice, but Kana was yet to discover what the bathing facilities were like, never mind obtaining a change of underclothes. She still had her Harajuku purchases with her – she had retained the, now empty, drink can and her cell phone; the phone had been utterly fried when she checked it, so that was one trope that was not happening – but nothing she had with her was going to fit in with the mode of dress the people of the White Castle adopted. That mode of dress was odd. The actual clothing varied wildly, though what might be called ‘medieval peasant garb’ predominated, but it was the fabrics which seemed the strangest. Kana was not sure what some of them were, but they seemed to act more like modern fabrics than she was sure real medieval cloth did. Sharassa, for example, was dressed in a silky, low-cut blouse which hugged her figure like spandex, but there was no way it could be spandex since that was some sort of polymer, if Kana was remembering it right. That would be a question for later. Or never if the Master could be persuaded to send her back. Or she woke up, because this was just a dream. 

Really. 

The White Castle was a bustling sort of place during the day. Its purpose, Kana had been told by Sharassa, was education. 

Specifically, the teaching and research of magic. There were around three hundred people living within the walls. A third of them were students of the Master while the rest supported the school. As far as Kana could tell, Sharassa essentially ran the

day-to-day existence of the little town while the Master taught, did research, and provided direction, so the fact that the elf was having to waste her time with Kana seemed wrong. 

Whatever, Kana followed Sharassa through the cobbled streets –

thankful that she had been kidnapped in sneakers, not heels or something – to the keep, which was a pretty impressive structure. 

It ran to four storeys without the circular tower in which the Master lived and worked. And a lot of the upper three floors were there to contain lecture theatres and practical magic rooms. 

Sharassa had said there were two levels of basement as well. It looked a lot like a blocky, medieval castle in the European mould. There were small, arched windows dotted across the outer walls and there were spiral stairs in smaller towers at the three remaining corners to move between levels. 

The whole place seemed cleaner than Kana might have expected. 

There was dirt between the cobblestones, sure, but there was just not as much grime as you would expect for a medieval setting. 

Then again, while it looked sort of medieval, it was not. Maybe magic could explain it, but it was like being in a fantasy game rather than a real world. 

A pair of huge wooden doors formed the main entrance to the keep, which Kana doubted could be moved without a dozen men to push on them. Well, the dozen men were not really needed, because no one seemed to use the main doors. Sharassa used one of the more human-scale doors in a side wall to enter the keep and then made a beeline for the Master’s tower, cutting through the big main hall where meals were taken. People were bustling about in there, clearing dishes around the stragglers who had yet to finish breakfast. Kana’s stomach chose that moment to remind her that she had not eaten since last night. 

‘I’ll have some food sent to the Master’s study,’ Sharassa said. 

‘He’s waiting for you, so there’s no time to eat now.’

‘Doesn’t he have a name?’ Kana asked. ‘Master something?’

Sharassa turned her head to give Kana a flat stare. ‘He is the Master and that’s all you need to know.’

They only went up two levels to reach the study. Kana’s first impression was that this was where the Master met with his subordinates and students when he needed to discuss something with them. It was a cosy sort of room. The fireplace was not lit, but it was big and probably kept the room very warm in winter. 

There was another big desk set against a wall and covered with books of various shapes and sizes and even a few scrolls. The Master had a huge chair mounted on some sort of swivel mechanism so that he could turn it around to face the two wing-backed chairs which appeared to be there for guests. Much of the wall space was hidden behind bookcases. You could tell they were

bookcases because they were crammed with books; the desk was likely just overflow space. 

‘Sit,’ the Master said as soon as Kana entered the room. Without looking away from the text he was reading, he waved a finger at one of the guest chairs. Kana sat and discovered that the chair was nowhere near as comfortable as its padded seat looked. Like her mattress, the stuffing seemed to be made of straw or something. 

Sharassa remained standing in silence while the wizard kept on reading, so Kana remained silent. She had been dragged out of bed to meet with the man, and now he was ignoring her. This was the kind of man who demanded respect while giving none to anyone else, but Kana was used to that kind of behaviour. It seemed like Sharassa was too since she just stood there, watching. 

‘Now,’ the Master said, finally turning his chair around, ‘we come to the matter of what we are to do with young Kana.’

‘I still think this is a dream,’ Kana said, ‘but if I have to play along, why can’t you send me back?’

He looked a little annoyed, as though he had been about to go on and she had spoken out of turn. Still, he answered the question. 

‘The spell I used to bring you here transports the subject from anywhere it can find someone suitable. I can’t send you back, because I don’t know where you came from.’

‘You said I wasn’t suitable.’

‘The spell also has a fairly high failure rate. Sometimes you get what you need. Frequently you don’t. I won’t apologise for bringing you here since I’m attempting to save Soken from a catastrophe which could end it. You appear shocked.’

The sudden use of a Japanese word had shocked her, but the shock fairly quickly faded and was replaced by a sudden urge to giggle. 

‘Soken?’

‘And now you seem amused. Soken is the name of this world. 

Soansha is the goddess who created it.’

The giggling got worse. ‘It, uh, sounds like a word in my language. Sōken. It would mean… creation or invention. A-and Soansha sounds like another word in my language which would translate to inventor.’

‘Ah. And you believe this is evidence that you’re dreaming this whole experience. I admit that the coincidence is interesting.’

Kana tried to keep a smirk off her face; it seemed like the Master would not like her smirking. ‘This all seems too much like an isekai.’

‘And what is an isekai?’

‘It’s a work of fiction dealing with a protagonist who is somehow transported to another world. Fantasy worlds are popular.’

‘Appropriate.’

‘In the stories, it’s common for the transported hero to have to defeat a demon lord to save the world. Are you trying to save the world from a demon lord?’

The wizard frowned. ‘Technically, no.’

‘Technically?’

‘Serpens is a powerful demon, but he was the last true dragon and his worshippers are trying to return him to life. So, I am trying to save the world from a true dragon… who is currently what one could describe as a demon lord.’ Kana could no longer hold in her grin. ‘Nothing I can do will convince you that this is real, Kana,’ the Master went on. ‘However, it is real, you are stuck here, and you are also of no practical use to me. We need to decide what is to be done with you.’

‘Okay. I mean, I might as well go along with this until I wake up.’

‘Hm.’ He was silent for a few seconds, his sharp eyes fixed on her face. Just before she was about to start feeling really uncomfortable, he said something to make it worse. ‘You’re a pretty sort of girl. You could probably do well in Alabeth as a courtesan.’

Kana’s cheeks turned scarlet. ‘A courtesan?’

‘Find someone rich to support you. The work is hardly difficult. 

I feel you’d do well in–’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘I am not working as a… a… a prostitute!’

‘Going into service would be less lucrative, but that is probably your only other alternative. You have no skills of use here.’

Kana was about to protest that he had never asked what she could actually do, but he was probably right; what did she know about farming or whatever? ‘As a courtesy, I can arrange for you to learn the language and culture, but you will eventually have to leave here and make your own way.’

Kana stared at him for about a second and then lowered her eyes. 

What could she do here? What had she ever learned that made her suitable for a life in a world like this? ‘I…’

‘Master,’ Sharassa said, suddenly breaking her silence, ‘there may be another option.’

The wizard looked up at his aide. ‘Explain?’

‘I took the liberty of examining her aura while she slept. She has considerable magical talent.’

Kana’s head jerked around to look at Sharassa. ‘I do?’

‘She does?’ the Master asked, ignoring Kana. He turned to her, raising a hand, and another magical circle appeared in the air between them. One of his eyebrows rose and the circle vanished. 

‘She… does.’

‘I do?’

‘Possibly greater than mine,’ he went on in a musing tone, still ignoring the subject of discussion. 

‘We could train her as a battle mage,’ Sharassa said. ‘If she were to travel to Alabeth, she could join an adventuring guild. 

She might even be of some use to you, gathering information as others have done in the past.’

‘Hm… Can you fight at all, Kana?’

At last, she was finally being acknowledged again. ‘Yes,’ she said rather proudly. ‘I can use a sword. I’m in the kendo club at school. I mean, I can probably learn to fight better , but I’m pretty good already.’

‘You would be using a short staff, not a sword. However, many of the techniques are the same.’

‘Well, kendo uses a bamboo sword, so I already have used a sort of staff.’

‘Master Godfric can evaluate your skills in that area. Would you like to learn magic?’

‘Why not? It sounds like it could be fun.’

Sharassa’s perfectly angled brows rose. ‘I don’t believe any of the students have ever described it as “fun.”’

24 th Sokarte. 

The Master decided that he should undertake Kana’s education personally, at least for the first spell. It would allow him to truly assess her talent and capability. It also meant that he was going to commit some considerable time to one-on-one tuition, so he needed a day to clear the time. 

That meant that Kana had one more day to become accustomed to the idea that she was not in fact dreaming. She was still clinging to that hope, but she found that she had to regularly remind herself that this was all some fiction her sleeping mind had constructed. 

It was getting hard to believe that Soken was not her new reality. 

She had spent her free day wandering around the castle just to find out what she could. She discovered a blacksmith, a short man who was very solidly built and had a long beard with a few burn marks in it from the forge. There were elves, so were there dwarfs? He fit the stereotype of the fantasy race, but maybe he was just a short, stocky human. Kana had no way of asking. 

There were few elves in the castle, but they seemed to follow Sharassa’s body plan: not at all tall, but slim, attractive, and with light-coloured hair. Sharassa’s hair was something in the human spectrum, but Kana spotted a male elf with blue hair; she got the feeling that was not the result of hair dye. 

The humans Kana saw all seemed to be Caucasian. The majority of them had dark hair, but she spotted a few blondes and redheads. 

Given that the White Castle seemed to collect people from all over the world, the lack of skin colour variation on the humans seemed odd, and a resolution to that question was added to the list of things Kana wanted to ask about. It certainly meant that Kana got more attention than she might have expected. 

Kana had fairly pale skin, so that would go without comment, but she looked a little more like an elf than the other humans did. 

It was her eyes more than anything. Sharassa had quite large eyes with a noticeable tilt down toward her nose. Kana had quite large eyes too – dark-brown ones unlike Sharassa’s blue – with a fairly obvious epicanthic fold. It gave the impression that her eyes had a tilt to them, even if they did not. Sharassa’s eyes actually sat at an angle, appearing almost cat-like. Not the same at all, but there was a clear visual similarity. Along with that, Kana had quite small features: her nose had a perky quality and her mouth was not very large. Her upper lip had a quite pronounced bow to it. Her hair was black and long; she generally knotted it up into a ponytail which fell to the middle of her back, but there were always loose strands hanging around her face because she liked the look of it. Her ears were not covered, so it had to be obvious that she was not an elf. Add in the strange clothes and Kana figured she looked quite exotic to the people of the White Castle. 

It was a day which taught her little but at least gave her a better idea of where things were. In the evening, Sharassa came and took her to the baths so that she would be clean when she spent the day with the Master. Kana found that vaguely insulting but had to admit that a good soak would feel good after her first few days in Soken. Kana had always lived in houses with private bathrooms in them, but she had visited more than a few sento as

well as a couple of onsen while on holiday. Public bathing was not that shocking, though she had to learn the peculiarities of this society’s version of it. She was pleased to discover that the genders were separated. And the soak in a hot pool after washing did feel great. 

And today, being awoken not long past dawn to eat a large breakfast did not feel great. Kana got the impression that Sharassa was always up early, or that ‘early’ was a matter of what you were used to. It was easier to go to bed when it got dark and rise when it got light, even if magic could provide light where it was needed. Kana, like most people of twenty-first-century Earth, was used to having electric light, on demand, at any time of the day or night and expected her evenings to stretch out toward midnight as she watched TV, studied, or read. Here, life followed the daylight cycle more closely. 

The first thing the Master did when she entered his study was to hand her a ring which was too big for her slim fingers. Or it was until she slipped it onto the middle finger of her right hand to demonstrate that it would not fit, at which point it shrank to the exact size required. More magic, which Kana should have suspected but it still came as a shock. 

‘That ring,’ the Master explained, ‘will allow you to communicate in Alabethi. You’ll need to learn the language yourself, so don’t wear it constantly. I’ll arrange for you to study with the children once we’ve determined how good you are at magic. I assume, from your reaction to that ring if nothing else, that there is no magic where you come from?’

‘Not real magic,’ Kana replied. ‘There are magicians, but they use tricks to fool people. Uh, what I mean is that I don’t think there’s any magic where I come from. Maybe there is and it’s hidden. I certainly couldn’t do anything and I don’t see why I should be able to here.’

‘It’s fairly common for people transported here to gain…

unforeseen abilities. If my assessment of your talent is correct, you have gained considerable talent with magic.’ Well, that certainly made sense if her dream was following the usual plot for an isekai novel. ‘You seem to have more raw talent than I do, but you don’t have the education. You can’t work magic if you don’t believe you can, so I must disabuse you of several misconceptions you have almost certainly grown up with in order to teach you your first spell.’

‘Uh, right. What am I going to learn?’

‘Something simple and of great utility. You’ll learn to create your own light.’

‘That does sound useful,’ Kana agreed. ‘Thank you.’

There was a brief instant where the wizard looked surprised at her politeness, but he rallied his usually gruff expression before Kana could be sure she had seen anything. ‘It starts you on the way to being responsible for your own use of resources. 

Now, the first thing you must give up is a cherished concept for almost all non-casters. You believe in an objective reality, I assume? You have it in your head that there is one “real” world which everyone observes. Everyone perceives the same real world when they look at it.’

‘Well, yes, obviously.’

The Master nodded and pointed a stocky finger at Kana’s legs. 

‘That skirt you are wearing. Can we agree that it is made of a blue-and-white checked fabric?’

‘Yes…’ Kana said warily. 

‘Now, how do you know that my perception of the colour blue is the same as yours? Perhaps I see it as a darker colour than you do. Perhaps I see more green in it. Do I see the white as more of a grey than you do?’

‘Oh! I can accept that much.’ Again there was a slight flicker of surprise. ‘Well, people can be colour blind. And I saw a programme once that said that not every culture even has names for some colours. So, I guess I can accept that what we see is kind of related to the way we think about things as much as it is about what’s actually there.’

‘Good. We’re making progress. What if I were to say that the reality we perceive as ob jective is entirely sub jective? There is no reality until we examine it. What we then perceive may depend as much on what we expect to see there as on any objective function of creation.’

Kana’s face scrunched up as she worked her head around what he was saying. ‘You sound like a manga writer using barely understood butsuri to explain some superpower. Badly understood ryōshi butsurigaku, that’s what that…’ She trailed off as she realised she had used a bunch of Japanese words in her little speech and the ring had provided no translation. 

‘I am going to assume,’ the Master said, ‘that “manga” is some form of fictional writing since it has a writer. Those other words obviously have no translation in Alabethi. Perhaps you could explain.’

‘Uh, butsuri is… the study of, um, the way the universe works, I guess.’ How did you explain quantum physics to someone who did not know what physics was?! ‘The other thing… I don’t really understand it either, b-but there’s this thing about a cat in a box.’

‘A cat. In a box.’

‘Yes. Please hear me out. You have a cat in a box. And there’s also poison in the box, but the cat will only be exposed to it if something happens which you have no control over. So, there’s a fifty–fifty chance that the cat has died of the poison, but you won’t know what happened until you open the box. So, um, ryōshi butsurigaku says that the cat is both alive and dead until you look. And some people say that the result can depend on what you think will happen. Like, if you really loved the cat, then maybe it’s more likely to be alive. If you’re a pessimist, the cat’s more likely to be dead. Did any of that make sense?’

The Master considered for a moment and then nodded. ‘Your world may not have magic, but it seems to have people who think like mages. Magic relies on the fact that reality is entirely subjective. It doesn’t exist until we observe it. Our intention in observing it can affect the outcome of our observation.’

Kana’s face scrunched up again. ‘I guess I could accept that.’

Her grimace shifted into a grin. ‘Aren’t you saying that this is all a dream?’

‘A shared hallucination might be a better description. The world we see is a subjective view of our reality designed to allow us to function in a world far more complex than our minds can truly understand. You see… an apple. You know how to make use of this object and what the results of eating it will be. You will be nourished. You don’t need to understand what the apple is made of or how eating it will provide sustenance. You simply need the abstract concept of an apple. Mages need the abstract concept of a spell to reframe reality as they wish it to be.’

‘You have to make everyone else see what you want them to see when you cast the spell.’

‘Precisely. And now all we need to do is to make you believe what you’ve just said.’

Somehow, Kana did not expect that to be an easy proposition. But she also had the feeling that the Master was not going to give up until she did. 

~~~

Kana dropped her skirt on the floor beside her bed and then dropped onto her lumpy mattress. For once, the uncomfortable bed did not seem uncomfortable. In fact, it seemed like utter luxury. 

Twelve solid hours of teaching had left her so tired that eating had been a chore. All she wanted to do was sleep. And it was all going to happen again tomorrow. 

The old man was trying to kill her, that was it. They had not even taken a break for lunch. Sharassa had brought in a tray of

food and a pot of what the ring translated as ‘tea’ which was not tea. Or it was a very robust tea with a bitter flavour and a kick like drinking four mugs of coffee one after the other. Given the circumstances, Kana had not objected to the taste. 

Horizontal, Kana closed her eyes and prepared to sink into oblivion. Oblivion refused to entertain her with its presence. 

Instead, all she could see was the text of the light spell streaming before her. There had been a lot of talking today, but there had also been a lot of careful practice of the incantation required to make light. The Master had explained that the words –

or sounds, since Kana was not sure they were really in any language – were a mnemonic device. Words, he had said, shaped thoughts. These words would shape her thoughts into the form needed to summon light. They had to be recited perfectly. Tone, timing, and pronunciation had to be correct or the spell would not function. Worse, if she got it wrong enough, the universe was likely to slap her for her efforts. Playing with reality and getting it really wrong could result in all manner of unfortunate results. 

Groaning, Kana turned over and buried her face in her soggy pillow. The ticker tape of words continued to scroll across her vision. Sleep was not going to be anywhere near as easy as she had thought. 

25 th Sokarte. 

‘You look tired,’ the Master said as Kana slumped into one of the chairs in his study. 

‘When I tried to sleep, I had the words of the spell dancing in front of my eyes.’

‘Ah, yes. I remember when it was like that. You get over it eventually.’

‘Good.’

‘Or your mind cracks and you turn into a gibbering loon.’

‘Oh. Great.’

29 th Sokarte. 

Kana opened her eyes, yawned, stretched her arms up over her head to work the kinks out of her back, and then grinned brightly. 

Today Sharassa had not come to wake her at some horrific hour of the morning. Light streamed in through the window of Kana’s little room from a sun that was fairly high in the sky. After five days of constant learning, the Master had declared that they both needed a break, and Kana had every intention of being as relaxed as possible about her day off. 

Apparently, the refectory served food all day long. Certainly, they had no trouble at all providing Kana with breakfast halfway through the morning. Breakfasts in the White Castle were hearty. 

People tended to have light lunches, many working through the meal. It was, therefore, important to start off with something substantial. Kana had frequently made do with a mug of coffee and a slice of toast at home, though she had partaken of the classic Japanese breakfast on occasions. White Castle breakfasts definitely followed that pattern, though the content was different. Today, she had a bowl of porridge, two sausages (mainly because the sausages were among the better meat products the castle produced), two eggs, and a small pile of fried potatoes. Actually, the sausages were good, but the potatoes were amazing. Still, Kana was starting to miss rice cakes and a few other staples of her usual diet. 

The next step in her plan took Kana to the bathhouse. Clean, she slipped into the heated water of the women’s pool with a sigh, closed her eyes, and soaked in the heat. After the obligatory period of adjustment as her body grew accustomed to the hot water, Kana’s thoughts turned toward her situation. She had more or less expected it: whenever she was not focused on something specific, she began thinking about what had happened to her. She had been in Soken for a week. This was the eighth day, in fact. A dream did not seem entirely reasonable any more. Time did not move the same way in dreams as in reality, so it was possible that she was dreaming a week in one night, but…

A coma. Now a coma might explain things. She had been, um, hit by a truck on the way home from shopping. She could not remember a truck, but that could be trauma-induced amnesia. Yes! That could work. She was in hospital, in a coma, and she was hallucinating this magical world as a result. This theory had a couple of advantages. It explained the lengthy dream yet still allowed for waking up at some point. More importantly, if she had been hit by a truck on the way back from shopping, there was every chance that she had bought the cute dress in Harajuku. Win-win. She just hoped that the truck had not hurt too much. 

The sound of moving water brought Kana back to the real world –

or what passed for it in her comatose state, obviously – and she opened her eyes to discover that she was not alone. It was mid-morning and the place had been empty when she had arrived. Now there was someone Kana had not seen before in the pool and, since the other woman was staring at Kana, Kana felt she could stare back. 

The newcomer was an elf, but there seemed to be something not quite right about her. For one thing, she was very pale-skinned and her hair was a silvery white. She had slanted blue eyes, like Sharassa, but this woman’s were a paler, almost icy blue. She was up to her chest in water, so judging height was difficult. Still, Kana thought this one was a couple of centimetres taller than Sharassa, about equal with Kana. A lot of that height seemed to

be in her legs: the woman had long, slim legs from what Kana had seen as she entered the bath. She also had smallish breasts which tilted upward and were topped with quite puffy areolas. Like Sharassa, this elf had fairly small features: a narrow perky nose and a small mouth which came with full bowed lips. Her face somehow managed to be both narrow and rounded: high cheekbones led down into hollowed cheeks and a narrow chin, but there was still the impression of youth and roundness about her. She was quite beautiful, and quite fixated on Kana it seemed. 

‘You’re staring,’ the elf said. 

‘Uh, well, you were staring first,’ Kana replied. 

The elf looked away. ‘I was not. I was observing. You are the Master’s new project.’

‘Project? Uh, I…’

‘He summoned you here. He’s had you locked away with him in his study for the last five days. And yet, rumour has it that you’re another failure.’

‘He says I have talent and wants to know how much.’

‘Oh, really?’ There was far too much leer in the girl’s smile. 

‘For magic!’ Kana’s cheeks were red, she just knew it. It was not like the old wizard had shown any interest in her that way. And if he had… Gross! ‘He’s teaching me about magic. He wants to see how well I can work magic. Or something.’

‘I see. This close interest will pass when he’s determined how good you are.’

‘I guess. Uh, I’m Kana, Kana Shimizu.’

There was a slight rise in the elf’s eyebrows, but she recovered from whatever had surprised her quickly. ‘I am Aneshti, a student of the White Castle.’

‘Well, I guess I’m that too.’ Maybe giving two names had surprised Aneshti; it seemed like a second name was not as common here as at home. ‘And you’re an elf, right?’

Now Aneshti placed a hand delicately over her chest and said, rather proudly, ‘I am a shitagi.’ Well, that sounded like a mushroom. ‘What you would call an ice elf and not to be confused with the vertagi, like Sharassa and most of the other elves here.’

Ice elf. Well, that sort of explained the pale skin and the white hair. Kana had not seen another elf with that colouring, yet. 

‘Uh, what’s the difference?’

‘Vertagi come from the south and are adapted to the warmth of the Great Forest,’ Aneshti said in a lecturing tone. It seemed like she was pleased with the idea of educating someone who knew less than she did. ‘Shitagi come from the north and are adapted to colder environments. Also, we tend to have an affinity for elemental water magic, especially ice magic.’

‘Okay. I’ll try to remember that. Those names? They’re the names elves call themselves, right? They don’t seem to translate.’

‘They are the Elven names for our races, yes. Translate?’

Kana lifted her hand and displayed the ring she was wearing. 

‘Magic ring. I don’t speak… Alabethi. Yeah, that’s what the Master called it. I don’t speak Alabethi, so he gave me this ring so that he wouldn’t have to cast a spell on me every morning.’

‘You’ll need to learn it properly if you’re to progress in magic.’

‘Yeah, I’d guessed I would. Can’t say I’m looking forward to that.’

‘The benefits are great. Magic is… wonderful. It is the greatest art in Soken. I’m studying to be a magical researcher because I have some considerable talent too.’

‘Oh. I think Sharassa said they were going to train me as a battle mage.’

Aneshti’s cute little nose wrinkled. ‘Well, if that’s what you want.’

‘I don’t think I’m getting a choice. Whatever, all I’m learning now is how to make light.’

‘It’s a useful spell.’ Aneshti lifted a hand, index finger extended, and made a circle in the air with it. It was as though she were finger painting with light since a small magic circle appeared as her finger moved. There was a brief instant where the intricate design of circles, lines and runes turned in space, and then the disc shrank into a ball of light no bigger than a typical candleflame and no brighter. ‘I’m quite good at it. I read a lot.’

‘That is so cool!’ The Master had been drumming the spell’s words into Kana, along with a pattern of gestures to form the circle. 

Aneshti could do it with nothing but a twist of her hand. Plus the floating ball of light was kind of awesome, if only because it had been summoned out of nowhere. 

‘Cool? Well, it’s not hot.’

‘Uh, it’s an expression from my world. It means it’s great. 

Awesome.’

Aneshti giggled. ‘I like it. It’s just so appropriate. After all, I am an ice elf.’

3 rd Thokarte. 

There were things about Soken which continued to give Kana hope that she was just dreaming the whole thing. One of them was the calendar. Soken had seven-day weeks, though the names came from Elven and translated more or less as ‘First Day,’ ‘Second Day,’

etc. The same was true of the months, which were numbered one through to twelve, but the point was that there were twelve of them and they even had the same number of days as the months back home. That was a really huge coincidence, or it was because her comatose brain could not come up with anything better. Kana preferred to believe the latter. 

Anyway, Sokarte had given way to Thokarte three days ago. Another five days of trying to get her head around the concept of making light out of thin air. Okay, so the spell was trivial and most of the time was being spent on actually getting Kana to understand how she was supposed to think in order to make it work. It was getting late now and she was beginning to think that she would need another five days before she could cast a spell so simple a child could do it. She suspected that the Master was getting a little exasperated too, but he plodded on. 

‘Take it slowly, Kana,’ he said, his voice far too even. ‘Slow and steady. Remember the phrasing and timing. Make your gestures carefully.’

Kana heaved a sigh and raised her arms, fingers spread with the middle finger pointed carefully upward. ‘I summon by my power the light of distant stars that they may illuminate my way.’ The nonsense sounds had begun to make sense three days ago. She was not sure how or why and did not care; the words that made sense were easier to remember. She moved her hands together so that the palms touched, making sure she kept her middle fingers pointing upward. ‘Light!’ Swiftly, and in time with the last word, she snapped her fingers together in a praying posture and rotated her wrists to bring her middle fingers to a perfect horizontal. Just like she had done a hundred times before. This time, something just seemed to click. She felt the shift in her head, but she saw the white circle – just like the one Aneshti had made – appear at the tips of her fingers. The circle was there, and then it was gone, replaced by a small, glowing ball of light which hung in the air. It stayed there, still glowing like a white candleflame, when she stepped back from it. The light of stars, apparently, was not particularly amplified by being summoned here, but it had come when she called it. 

Kana let out a giggle of joy. ‘Yes!’ Without thinking about it, she reached out a hand, index finger extended, and formed another circle in the air just as she had seen Aneshti do. A second ball

of light joined the first. Kana giggled and said ‘Light!’ and a third ball popped into existence. 

‘That, I believe, will be enough,’ the Master said. When Kana turned to look at him, she thought she glimpsed a slight look of surprise on his face, but if it had been there, it was gone before she could be truly sure. ‘Congratulations,’ he said, ‘you can make light. And, it seems, you have the talent to do it easily with very little training. How did you know you could bypass the full spell?’

‘Uh, I met an elf, an ice elf–’

‘Aneshti.’

‘Yes. I said I was learning the light spell and she cast it. Just by circling a finger.’

‘A word of advice, Kana. Don’t let on to Aneshti that you can cast that spell with no more effort than her. She won’t take it well.’

‘Uh, okay.’

The old wizard nodded. ‘Good. Now, leave me. I’ll discuss your tuition from here with the other teachers. You’ll need to be taught Alabethi before we can teach you more magic, but I’d imagine we can begin your martial training sooner.’ He paused, his eyes narrowing in thought. ‘We’ll begin next week. Take some time to become more used to your new world. On Antora, your education will begin. Be ready.’

10 th Thokarte. 

‘And how does your new student match up with expectations?’

Sharassa asked. 

Master Vadoven did not take his eyes off Kana as she repeatedly smacked a short staff into a practice dummy’s head. ‘Her technique is… adequate,’ he said. ‘Whoever trained her taught her how to hold a sword and strike.’

‘But?’

‘But she’s inexperienced and her tactics are either weak or actually detrimental in a real fight. It seems this kendo she practised is a game of some sort, as she described it to me. 

There are rules. There’s no such thing as a rule in combat.’

‘I see.’

‘When it comes right down to it, she’s got a basis to learn from. 

I’m not starting from scratch. But she’s going to have to unlearn a lot of bad habits before I can turn her into an effective fighter.’ Vadoven was a Skonar, a human from the north of Soken. 

He was a big man with shoulder-length blonde hair he kept tied into a ponytail and hard blue eyes. He looked like he belonged on a Viking ship. He was an expert in a number of different weapons and he acted as the castle’s military commander whenever that was needed. His outlook tended to revolve entirely around armed combat; magic was a problem for someone else to deal with. ‘She’s polite, I’ll say that. Bows a lot.’

‘I hadn’t noticed. You’ll have her in the mornings as long as you need her.’

‘And in the afternoons?’

‘In the afternoons, she’s being taught to speak.’

~~~

It was, Kana thought, a little humiliating. There were children in the castle’s population and the Master was firmly pro education. Hence, the children were taught the basics: proper grammar, reading and writing, and basic arithmetic. Kana needed to learn to understand spoken and written Alabethi, so she was sitting in a room in the keep with half a dozen six-year-olds and a teacher. 

The only cool bit about the process was that the teacher was using a spell to allow him to speak Japanese. Kana was not allowed to wear her ring in the lessons, so the teacher needed to be able to explain things in a way Kana could understand where necessary. Mostly, he seemed to be using it to complain about Kana’s lack of progress after an hour at most. 

‘You will never get anywhere with Alabethi if you don’t learn the vowels, Kana,’ he said. It was about the fifth time he had said it. 

‘I am trying, Capin-sensei,’ Kana replied. Capin was a mage, but his primary duties at the castle involved basic education. Kana had never subscribed to the adage ‘Those who can’t do, teach,’

but Capin seemed to embody it. He was ageing, maybe in his late fifties, and balding. He wore a robe similar to the one the Master wore, but Capin’s was a dull grey. Capin had a nose which seemed to be the basis around which his entire face had been built. His lips were thin, his eyes were small and watery, and he did not seem to have an abundance of patience. Maybe he was the teacher here because no one else wanted the job. 

‘Pay attention.’ And he went on sounding out the sounds of the Alabethi syllabary so that Kana and the children could repeat them. It was tedious, and a terrible way to learn a language, but it was what Kana had to work with, so work she would. 

~~~

Kana ate her evening meal – a meat stew with fresh crusty bread, accompanied by a mug of light ale – listening to the sounds of the conversations going on around her. She was reasonably sure that everyone was speaking Alabethi. She could make out the odd word now. Mostly, that meant ‘yes’ and ‘no.’

The language sounded more like English than it did Japanese. 

There was something about the sounds which pointed toward European languages. On the other hand, it did not sound very much like English, just more so than Japanese. After a day of being taught it – if you could describe what Capin did as teaching –

Kana was feeling like she would never get the hang of Alabethi. 

A voice broke her out of her musing and she looked up to discover that Aneshti was standing over her. Kana slipped her ring back on and Aneshti gave her a disapproving look before repeating herself. ‘Your first day with Capin?’

‘Yes. Well, I was with Master Vadoven this morning. I think I’m going to spend the next several months wearing bruises.’

Aneshti shook her head and took a seat opposite Kana, putting her own bowl of stew down as she did so. Myshta and Orin took seats at the same time. Myshta was Aneshti’s friend, fitting into the role of ‘slightly plainer girl who makes you look good in comparison.’ Given how attractive Aneshti was, that still left Myshta being very pretty. Myshta was human, but blonde-haired and blue-eyed. Orin was Myshta’s boyfriend, a handsome young man with jet-black hair, hazel eyes, and a fair amount of muscle layered over a solid frame. Kana had only met the couple once or twice, but she had begun to suspect that Orin was dating Myshta primarily so that he could be closer to Aneshti. Aneshti largely ignored him. 

‘Master Vadoven will let you get bruised,’ Aneshti said, ‘but if it gets too bad, he’ll call for a healer. He won’t allow something like that to stop you training when there’s a simple solution. Capin will bore you to death and complain that you aren’t paying attention when you die.’ Myshta giggled at that. 

Orin gave an indulgent grin. 

‘To be honest, I’m more bothered about sitting in class with the children,’ Kana countered. ‘They seem to think it’s really amusing to have someone my age being taught to speak their language.’

‘How old are you, Kana?’ Myshta asked. ‘If you don’t mind me asking.’

‘Fifteen. I was summoned here on my fifteenth birthday.’

‘That’s young to be starting battle mage training. Orin is eighteen.’

‘But I’ve been training for a couple of years,’ Orin said. Kana had been told that he was also training to become a battle mage and, if Kana were honest, she suspected that he looked the part more than she did. 

‘Not full-time.’

‘Oh, well, no. Fifteen is pretty young.’

‘I,’ Aneshti said, possibly to get the conversation back under her control, ‘am thirty-six.’

‘Really?’ Kana asked, her brows rising. ‘I wouldn’t have put you older than twenty. I’d have guessed at eighteen if asked.’

‘Elves age more slowly than humans. I could easily live for three hundred years, but we mature more slowly too. An elf isn’t considered an adult until they’re thirty-five.’

Kana’s nose wrinkled. ‘Thirty-five years living at home with your parents. I’m not sure I could cope.’

Aneshti gave a shrug. ‘It’s not that bad. It never really bothered me at all.’ Something about her tone suggested to Kana that the ice elf was not telling the whole truth. ‘Still, I was happy to learn I would be coming here. The White Castle is the place to learn magic.’

‘The Mages’ Guild in Alabethi has a very good reputation,’ Myshta countered. 

‘And don’t they know it? If they feel they need to spread rumours about the Master to assert their superiority, they can’t be all that great.’

‘That’s a fair point,’ Myshta acknowledged with a nodding head. 

‘What kind of rumours?’ Kana asked. 

‘Mostly that the White Castle is the home of satanists,’ Myshta said. 

Kana almost choked on a mouthful of ale. ‘S-satanists?’

‘Followers of Satan, the demon lord of dark magic. Most of his followers are necromancers and I bet you haven’t seen a single zombie while you’ve been here.’

‘Uh, no. No, I haven’t. But you have Satan here? Ram’s horns and goat legs?’

Myshta looked a little perplexed. ‘He’s a demon. He can appear as pretty much any shape he wants. You have a god named Satan where you come from? That’s an interesting coincidence.’

It was. Whenever Kana was starting to think her dream/coma theories should be put aside, something seemed to come along to reinforce the idea that Soken was a fantasy. Now another fragment of home was intruding, even if Kana was not Christian and did not believe in the Devil. 

‘Well, Soken has been influenced by other worlds for thousands of years,’ Aneshti said. ‘Perhaps not always your world, Kana, but certainly worlds very like yours. The shitagi know more about that kind of thing than most.’

‘Oh. Why?’

‘Because humans first appeared on Soken in the Skonar Peninsula.’

Aneshti was getting her lecture on again. ‘Long ago, only the two species of elves lived on Soken, by the grace of Soansha. The first humans to live here migrated to Skonar Island over fourteen thousand years ago. The human population of the mainland is only about six thousand years old.’

‘Oh. Uh, migrated from where?’

‘No one really knows. It might be your world or another one like it. There are many different universes hidden away where mortals can’t see them. We know they exist because, well, demons exist and they come from somewhere other than here. Do you have any records of a migration of people off your world thirteen or fourteen thousand years ago?’

Kana frowned. ‘Fourteen thousand years… Well, that’s like twelve thousand B.C. which would make it the Stone Age, I guess. We don’t have real historical records dating back to then. I don’t think so anyway. That’s… I think that’s before agriculture! I’m sure that if we did have evidence of a mass migration like that, I’d have been taught about it, but that’s a long time ago.’

Aneshti gave one of her proud smiles. ‘Elves are rather good at keeping records. We have history going back over thirty thousand years. Uh, though it does get rather sparse before the Dragon Wars.’

‘There are dragons here?!’ Kana brightened. How cool would it be to see a real, live dragon? 

‘Not really,’ Myshta replied. ‘The elves wiped out all the true dragons in the Dragon Wars. Every so often, a lesser dragon is created, but compared to the true dragons, the lesser ones are…

big lizards.’

‘Oh. Still. I’d love to see–’

‘You wouldn’t. Lesser dragons spend a lot of their time eating and they aren’t too picky about what they eat. The true dragons…’

‘They were evil,’ Aneshti stated flatly. ‘They were monsters. 

That’s why we had to destroy them.’

‘Probably true,’ Myshta continued. ‘The last of them to die became the demon god Serpens. If that isn’t a sign that they were up to no good, I don’t suppose anything is.’

31 st Deokarte. 

The year was coming to an end and the White Castle was preparing to celebrate the start of the new one as it began. White, winter-flowering blooms were being hung in the main hall of the keep and above the doors of the various dormitories; Kana had not learned the name of the flowers, but they looked somewhat like lilies. 

Everyone was in a festive mood, looking forward to a week without work. The week which encompassed the crossing between one year and the next was the principal holiday on Soken, partially because it was the coldest part of the year and there was little to be done outside. 

Everyone was feeling festive, aside from Kana. She had now been a resident of the White Castle for three full months, the year was changing – here and, she presumed, at home – and it was hard to believe that this new life was not her only life. 

Things had progressed. She was now almost never caught out by some nicety of society she had not encountered. She could speak broken Alabethi without her ring and only wore it in the evenings or when Master Vadoven needed to explain something complex to her. She was at least competent with one of the forms Master Vadoven was teaching her for the short staff, the one which essentially treated the weapon as a katana. She had not learned any new magic, but she had got better at working her one and only spell; having cast it every night for three months, she now did not need to say or do anything, just concentrating was enough. 

And she still had not revealed to Aneshti that she could do that. 

She was now regularly spending time with Aneshti, Myshta, and Orin. Most evenings she ate with them and then they would chat about whatever. Not infrequently, Kana ended up having to explain some aspect of life in Japan because the others had no idea what she was talking about. Also not infrequently, these discussions would turn into a comparison with Soken’s prevailing cultures, which was educational. Much of the land, for example, had a fairly patriarchal view of things. In the north, the Skonar peoples had quite strong views of gender roles and this had influenced the culture of Shibella, where Aneshti had been born. 

In the south, things were less strict, especially among the elves who considered men and women to be equal. This had affected Alabethi culture more than the surrounding lands; Orin, who hailed from Alabeth, had been surprised to discover segregated bathing at the White Castle and was not in the least shocked by Kana being trained as a battle mage. 

Things were going fairly well, but Kana was feeling dispirited as she watched people putting the last of the decorations up around the hall. She wondered what her mother and father would be doing for the new year. They always went to a shrine, and Kana suspected that they were doing the same this year, just with more enthusiasm. If their daughter was missing, they would be praying for her return. If, as Kana still hoped, she was in a coma, her parents would be praying for her recovery. Kana was not really sure that she believed in the power of prayer, but she would have liked a shrine to visit this year. She would have given just about anything to see the colourful – and probably useless –

charms and to stand in the cold waiting for midnight. 

‘You look like someone killed you and raised you as a zombie,’

Aneshti said. 

Kana jumped. She had not heard the elf arrive. ‘I was thinking about home. I’ve never been away at this time of year and, if I’m not in a coma, I’ll never get to be there ever again.’

‘Well, they say there’s no way to go back, but you can’t go around believing things like that, can you?’

‘Can’t I?’

Aneshti sat down beside Kana, shaking her head as she went. 

‘First, you still seem to think you’re dreaming. Personally, I don’t like that idea since it would mean I’m not real, but there’s still the possibility that you’ll dream a way to go home. 

Then you’ll wake up where you came from and be able to tell everyone about the weird dream you had.’

‘If I remember it, but yes, I suppose there’s that.’

‘It’s your dream. You can dream anything you want if you try. 

Second, I don’t believe anything is impossible. Just because the Master doesn’t know how to send you home doesn’t mean he can’t figure something out. Or you could. Like… Like there used to be a spell, an enchantment, called a Greater Wish. It was dangerous to cast, but the results if you succeeded could be worth any price.’

‘There’s a lot of past tense there, Aneshti.’

‘Well, the way of creating things like that has been lost, but every so often someone finds something with a Greater Wish enchantment. If you could find one, I bet you could use it to go home. Greater Wish can do just about anything .’

‘Okay.’ Kana frowned at the table, which did not seem inclined to respond to her harsh treatment. ‘How would I find something like that?’

‘Adventuring! Search through ruins and in dungeons. Didn’t Sharassa suggest you become an adventurer?’

‘She said something about an adventuring guild and gathering information.’

‘There you go. You do that, and while you’re gathering whatever information they want, you can also be looking for some lost artefact capable of getting you home. Everyone benefits and you have something to work toward.’

‘I… guess.’

‘Too right. Cheer up. Tonight is going to be long and kind of rowdy, and we could do without a member of the undead wandering around and bringing the mood down. Do you see me complaining about being away from home for the First Dawn?’

Kana managed a somewhat half-hearted grin. ‘No, but you don’t want to be home.’

‘Beside the point. Give me a smile or I swear to Soansha that I’ll get you drunk and persuade you to dance naked around the hall.’

‘That is not a good threat to use to cheer me up, Aneshti.’

The ice elf looked a little perplexed. ‘Why?’

‘Because I don’t think you’re joking.’

1 st Ankarte 6020. 

Getting drunk was not an easy thing to manage on the light ale which was served to more or less everyone through the night. 

Historically, the barely alcoholic beer was drunk rather than water because the brewing process tended to kill off anything harmful. In modern Soken, most places of reasonable size passed their water through enchanted pipes which purified the water and the White Castle was no exception. The water piped from a nearby river was as clean as it could get, but people still preferred to drink ale and, if you tried hard, you could actually get a bit of a buzz from the stuff. Kana had tried, but the effect was fleeting and not really to her liking. 

It was also mostly tradition that had everyone stay up all night, all together in the keep, and making a lot of noise. The hours of darkness on the last night of the year were known as the Dead Hours; the old year was gone, the new year was yet to begin, and the world sat in a deathless limbo until the sun rose. Sleeping in the Dead Hours might mean you never woke up. In some places, the dead were said to walk abroad, looking for living souls to drag back to the underworld with them. 

Despite all this, everyone trooped outside in the freezing cold when the first light began to show in the sky. In other places, the head of the household led the way out, but in the White Castle, everyone followed the Master. It was true that, in many

ways, the castle operated as one big house with the Master at its head, so it seemed appropriate that he should lead the way. Then there was a lot of standing around watching for the sun to appear above the eastern wall. 

‘Welcome to the new year!’ the Master called out as the first sliver of the sun appeared, shining brightly through an icy-blue sky. 

‘Aye!’ everyone responded, even Kana who had been briefed on the procedure by Aneshti and Myshta. There were cheers and raised flagons. The adults were drinking something a little stronger than ale now. The long vigil was over, and people were soon drifting off to their rooms. 

Kana was just about to do the same having bid farewell to her friends when she heard Sharassa’s voice. ‘Welcome to the new year, Kana.’

‘And the same to you, Sharassa,’ Kana replied. 

‘How do you feel?’

Not sure exactly what the elf wanted, Kana went with, ‘Tired.’

A smile flickered over Sharassa’s lips. ‘About being here as the year begins anew.’

‘I still don’t entirely believe this is real. I miss my parents. 

I feel like I should be angry, but this isn’t real and I’m too busy to spare the time for ranting. I’ve made friends… I’m struggling on.’

Sharassa nodded and began to turn away. Then she paused. ‘The Master won’t say it, but he’s sorry to have brought you here for no good reason. He won’t ask, but he cares about how you’re coping.’

Kana stared at the elf for several seconds. ‘That’s nice,’ she said eventually. 

For an instant, Kana thought she saw something like disappointment flash across Sharassa’s features. Then the elf turned away. ‘Sleep well, Kana. May the new year bring you joy.’

Kana said nothing as she started for her dormitory, but she really doubted that the new year would bring her any joy at all. 

Chapter Two: The Great Brassiere Caper The White Castle, Soken, 16 th Pakarte 6021. 

It was on a spring morning more than a year and a half after arriving in Soken that Kana ‘graduated’ as an official Battle Mage of the White Castle. She had spent the last month with

Master Vadoven learning to tie together all the basic skills she had learned into a cohesive style of staff fighting and magic. In truth, she knew most of it already, but Vadoven was the one to give her the final nod of approval. Well, Vadoven was the one to say she was ready; the Master was the final arbiter and Kana was a little surprised when Sharassa told her the Master had agreed. 

It was not that the old wizard picked on Kana. He simply did not pay her much attention. He had dragged her across dimensions to meet some need, decided she was not what he wanted, and now she was beneath his notice. Okay, so he was not involved in the teaching of relatively basic spells Kana had been learning so far, but he did not even acknowledge her if they passed in a corridor or something. When her sixteenth birthday had rolled around, Sharassa had wished her well and Aneshti had forced Kana to celebrate, more or less at gunpoint. It was the first anniversary of Kana’s summoning as well as her birthday, and the man responsible had not even sent a card. Birthday cards were not a thing in Soken, but that was beside the point! 

So, as Kana walked through the dining hall toward the head table where the Master was waiting, her thoughts were mixed. He was finally paying her some attention, but equally, he was finally paying her some attention. Three or so months shy of two years had been spent in this world because he had failed in the casting of a spell, and this was the first time since her arrival that the Master would be speaking directly to her. 

It was not exactly a formal ceremony. It was breakfast time and Kana had been called up to the head table. On the other hand, everyone had known that something was up because the Master only sat at the high table for breakfast when he had a reason to. 

Sharassa had briefed Kana on what would happen this morning, so Kana walked up to where the Master was waiting for her and dropped to one knee. ‘Master,’ she said, trying to keep her ambivalence out of her voice. She had long since dispensed with the translation ring; her Alabethi was as fluent as any native, a fact she was rather proud of. 

‘Kana,’ the Master said in return. Then the rote ritual began. 

‘Your teachers all agree that your competence in the basic skills of a battle mage cannot be doubted. You have worked hard and learned well.’ That seemingly unimportant comment was about the highest accolade anyone received at the castle, but Kana got the impression that it was just part of the ceremony in her case. ‘It is time to reward your diligence. Do you agree to make the goals of the White Castle your goals?’

‘I do.’

‘Do you seek the well-being of the people of the White Castle above all else?’

‘I do.’ The first response had been rote, but this one meant more, to Kana anyway. She had come to like the residents of the castle. Perhaps not all of them, but certainly enough of them for her to want to protect them as best she could. 

‘Then I grant unto you the rank of Battle Mage of the White Castle. Let all here bear witness. Battle Mage Kana, stand and face your people.’

Kana got to her feet and turned, but she was already aware of the reaction she was going to get, because the cheers had started as soon as the Master had finished speaking. She could see Aneshti, Myshta, and Orin standing at the table she left for the ceremony. 

They were clapping, and Orin was cheering along with a number of the others gathered for the morning meal. Perhaps the oddest thing was the collection of kitchen staff who had gathered at the sides of the hall to see the ceremony and congratulate Kana on her graduation. Well, it was only odd if you did not know that Kana had been learning some basic spells from one of the cooks in her own time. It seemed that the kitchen was more vested in her future than the Master was. 

‘Sharassa will speak to you today about your future,’ the Master said, his voice audible only to Kana as the cheering and clapping continued. ‘You have today free. Enjoy your day of rest.’

‘Thank you,’ Kana replied. Then she started back to her table. 

Yes, the old man seemed uninterested, but at least she had friends here. Now she had to wonder what future Sharassa would be discussing with her. Were they going to send her out into the world now? Having made friends, was she about to lose them? Would that be a bad thing? 

~~~

It was not long before Kana found answers to her questions; Sharassa fell into step beside Kana on the way to the dormitory but waited until they were in Kana’s room before explaining anything. 

‘On Antora, you will begin learning more advanced spells,’

Sharassa said. ‘Well, “more advanced” is relative, but we will be continuing your education in the magical arts. You will progress to quite advanced spells quite quickly, I believe. You have the talent and we mean to make use of it.’

‘That’s… good,’ Kana replied. ‘I was thinking that I might be sent out to gather information for the Master.’

‘Not yet. The Master believes you will be more effective if you know more.’

‘Very enlightened of him.’

That comment got a couple of seconds of staring, as though Sharassa was trying to judge whether Kana was insulting the old wizard. ‘Do you still believe that this world is a dream?’

‘That depends. Most days, I don’t think about it at all. If you ask me, then yes, I do. However, I believe I won’t ever wake up unless I can find a way home. So, I have to work with what I’ve got. I have to get on with my life. I’m not sure I’ll find my way out here, either. I may have to leave the castle to get home.’

‘There is no way back,’ Sharassa replied, seemingly on automatic. 

‘What about a Greater Wish?’

‘That–’ Sharassa stopped herself and frowned in thought. ‘That might work, but even the Master cannot create such artefacts. 

Finding one could take years.’

‘Which is why I’d like to start, but… But I’m not ready. What am I going to be learning next?’

‘More fire magic,’ Sharassa replied, accepting the topic diversion. Kana’s primary weapon was fire magic. Specifically, she was fairly adept at throwing fireballs at targets. Well, she was not that accurate yet and wanted to get a lot better at targeting her attacks, but she could throw single-target and explosive fireballs. Learning more fire magic seemed reasonable. 

‘Are you still diversifying your portfolio in your own time?’

‘Yes. I’ve been learning food magic from the kitchen staff. I’m aiming to work my way up to creating food from nothing. I thought that would be useful if I’m travelling.’

Sharassa nodded. ‘And the spells you’ll learn along the way are also useful. You’ve learned to test food for poisons?’

‘That’s what I’m working on. I’ve almost got it. I mean, I can cast it, but I haven’t got the spell in my head yet. It’s not as easy as it should be.’

‘Casting from first principles usually isn’t. You’re doing well, Kana. Keep up the good work.’

‘Thank you. I will.’ Now, if only the Master were to say something like that to her, Kana figured she might actually start to respect the old man. 

~~~

In her darker moments, when believing she was dreaming had been especially difficult, Kana had considered what kind of isekai story she was in. Wandering around the castle in spring, it was easier to view such contemplations in a more favourable light. It was a joke she could find funny. 

Clearly, her coma had not resulted in her being connected to an experimental game system which plugged directly to her brain. 

There was no game interface she could use to view her stats and such. There was always a game interface. Countering that argument a little was the spell skill tree. That seemed rather like it had been designed for a game. You learned a spell and that would provide the basis for one or more spells which branched to others. Kana was heavily into the fire tree, but she was also learning food and protection magic which had their own trees. 

Then again, the progression made sense in too many ways: you learned basic principles first and then worked your way to more complex spells based on those principles. She had been taught enough of the underlying principles behind magic, the ‘physics’

of it, to see how it all connected and there did not seem to be a skill tree for other things like weapons. All in all, not a computer game. 

So that left a physical transport to an alternate world because she obviously had not been reincarnated. Those could be based on things like tabletop game worlds, and the spell tree might have suggested that option. Kana was not, however, into tabletop games and the protagonists in that kind of isekai usually were. She did read fantasy fiction, but Soken did not seem to even vaguely resemble any world she had read about. It did seem to fit with some of the books she had read in that the technology was a little… strange. As best she could tell, it was because of the relative ubiquity of magic. Magic let people make things which should not be possible with the Middle Ages technological base. 

The local smith, for example, used magic to heat metal to far higher temperatures than a normal forge could manage. There were fabrics that looked like they could be the result of modern chemistry, but the closest Soken had to chemistry was alchemy. 

But then, magic would likely make a difference to a real fantasy world, so that was not a help. 

Kana had not really come to a conclusion regarding Soken’s isekai nature, but she had decided – with some disquiet – that she fitted the protagonist model too well. She had arrived in the place as a fifteen-year-old virgin. She had not been a shut-in, but she had been quite keen on light novels, manga, and anime, and she had played video games. Not passionately. She suspected she might be light on the gaming passion isekai protagonists demonstrated. She was also female. The protagonist of an isekai tended to be male and lacking in any discernible personality. It helped the – mostly male – readers to put themselves into the character’s place. A principal component of Kana’s life in Soken which did not fit with the idea of an isekai was that she did not have a harem of adoring young men fawning all over her. Maybe that was a gender thing: the harems of isekai heroes were usually girls since the hero was a boy. None of Kana’s female friends seemed inclined to join her in bed either, so the harem aspect of her story was definitely lacking. Kana remained a virgin and that was currently fine by her. 

~~~

‘I’m not talking to you,’ Aneshti stated as Kana sat down beside her for the evening meal. 

Kana decided to ignore the obvious disparity between words and deeds. Instead, she turned to Myshta. ‘What am I in the doghouse for this time?’

‘Getting rank before her,’ Myshta replied. ‘She was clapping just as hard as everyone else this morning though.’

‘I noticed.’

‘I was… trying to catch a bug,’ Aneshti said. 

‘You said you weren’t talking to me.’

‘I’m not. Myshta, tell Kana I’m not talking to her.’

Myshta rolled her eyes. ‘Aneshti’s not talking to you, Kana. Even when she is.’

Kana grinned and started on her stew. ‘Of course.’

Aneshti had, eventually, discovered that Kana had a lot more raw talent with magic than she did. It had been a rough couple of days during which Aneshti had really not talked to Kana at all. 

Orin had sort of kept quiet, but Myshta had done her best to persuade Aneshti that Kana was too good a friend to dump over jealousy. That had been the reason the Master had suggested keeping Kana’s ability a secret from Aneshti: Aneshti was quick to decide that she hated someone who could be described as better than her. She could, in fact, get truly venomous about it; Kana had seen Aneshti’s bad side at play with a couple of the other female students. However, in those cases, Aneshti thought they looked cuter than she did, and her judgement had been swift. With Kana, Aneshti had made the mistake of making a friend before discovering a rival. So, the friendship had become a form of friendly rivalry, though it was more a case that Aneshti wanted to be better than Kana despite Kana’s advantage. If it spurred Aneshti to study harder and did not really interfere with their friendship, Kana did not see it as a bad thing. 

‘What did Sharassa have to say?’ Myshta asked since Aneshti was not talking. 

‘I’m continuing my studies,’ Kana replied. ‘More fire magic. But not until Antora. I got to spend the day relaxing and tomorrow is Menora, so I get to lie in. To be honest, I’d have happily done the same today and skipped the ceremony if they’d told me I was getting today off.’

‘Getting rank is important,’ Aneshti said. ‘I mean, Myshta, tell Kana that rank is important.’

‘Rank is important, Kana,’ Myshta said, suppressing a grin. 

Kana shrugged. ‘Don’t have to tell me, I’m Japanese. Hierarchy is what we do best.’

‘I thought rice cakes was what you did best,’ Orin said. 

‘And politeness,’ Myshta added. 

‘And–’ Aneshti cut herself off. ‘Myshta, tell Kana that I thought it was public baths that her people did best.’

‘Okay,’ Kana said before Myshta could repeat the sentence. 

‘Hierarchy and politeness are kind of part of the same thing, so I think I should get a pass on that one. Politeness in Japan is all about knowing where you are in the social hierarchy. Really, people would get into fights about how important they aren’t if we weren’t so polite about it.’

‘I’m not sure that made sense,’ Aneshti said, frowning. ‘How important they aren’t ?’

‘It’s usually a fight over who sees themselves as subservient. 

Important people usually know they’re important.’ Kana frowned. 

‘Or maybe I’m saying that because I was never that important.’

‘Well, now you have rank here, so that makes you more important than me. But I’m not too far behind you.’

‘And the requirements for mage are more stringent than battle mage. Don’t forget that.’

‘I haven’t,’ Aneshti said, smirking. 

‘I thought you weren’t talking to me.’

Aneshti let out a squeak while Myshta and Orin burst into laughter. ‘Myshta! Tell Kana–’ Aneshti shrieked. 

Myshta raised a hand, wagging her index finger from side to side. 

‘No, you don’t get to start again until the next time you’re not talking to her.’

‘Don’t worry, Aneshti,’ Kana said, grinning, ‘I’m sure you’ll find a reason to be affronted soon enough.’

‘You make it sound like I’m always finding fault with you.’

‘Well, if the shoe fits…’

‘Myshta, tell Kana that I’m not talking to her!’

‘That has to be a new record,’ Orin said. 

‘I’ll call Guinness,’ Kana said. 

‘Great. Who’s Guinness?’

24 th Pakarte. 

Clothing was something that Kana had had to adjust to in Soken. 

Well, they had met in the middle to some extent. She had arrived in the world with two T-shirts, two skirts, and one dress to her name. Plus one pair of panties and one pair of shoes. It was not really a workable wardrobe, especially when winter came around. 

Luckily enough, the castle had a couple of seamstresses who had provided Kana with suitable garments. They had also looked upon what she had brought with her from home with interest. Short, pleated skirts were not a thing in Soken, until Kana arrived anyway. Shorter skirts used less cloth, which could occasionally be important, and showed off the legs, which was apparently a novel concept. However, it also meant that the established forms of underwear needed to be reconsidered. Loincloths and what amounted to bloomers did not work with a short skirt. To her embarrassment, Kana’s panties became a subject of much debate. 

They had ended up forming the pattern for a new range of underwear the seamstresses were producing – the idea of a cotton gusset was exceptionally novel – and she had been wearing a thong when she had been summoned. Thankfully, Kana’s suggestion that something with more coverage would be just as good, if not better, had been accepted. 

So, Kana had a supply of skirts she was comfortable with and T-shirts were not a major issue because something like a T-shirt was the traditional garment worn by female elves. In fact, Kana thought the outfits Sharassa and Aneshti usually wore looked kind of like Indian saris. There was an ankle-length skirt, frequently embroidered, and a matching, cap-sleeved blouse. The blouse was cut to show off the woman’s midriff, and a draped scarf was worn over both garments in spring and autumn as well as on more formal occasions. Kana had started wearing the elven blouses with an Earth skirt and Aneshti had copied her. Soon enough, many of the younger elf girls had gone the same way. At that point, Kana had discovered a leather, button-up vest which she rather liked, especially in summer, and frequently wore that rather than a blouse. She felt the look was more battle mage than the blouse was. 

Which was all great, Kana thought as she stood there in just her skirt, but she really wished that she had been wearing a bra when she had been kidnapped. She was holding her current ‘bra’ in preparation for putting it on. It was basically a strip of cloth which Aneshti had taught her how to put on. All it really did was hold things in place, and it was not especially good at doing that. 

At fifteen, Kana had been a double-A cup and had not bothered with any form of bra ninety percent of the time. She was now sliding rapidly toward seventeen and there had been some growing

in the past year or so. She was a good ten or twelve centimetres taller for one thing. Her tied-up hair now fell to her behind. 

Her features had narrowed a little, making her look less childish; she thought she looked like a woman now, rather than a girl. More to the point, she had no way of figuring out what size her chest was, but she was guessing at a C-cup, and the breast band she was about to put on did nothing for her. 

‘I am going to see Mistress Natishma today,’ she said to the band of cloth. ‘It’s time you became a footnote in history. All I have to do is reinvent the underwired bra. How hard can that be?’

~~~

‘Okay, so, um…’

Mistress Natishma smiled indulgently and sipped her not-tea while Kana collected her thoughts. Natishma was probably in her fifties, in Kana’s estimation, and she was the senior seamstress at the castle. There were strands of grey in her black hair –

always worn pinned into a bun whenever Kana saw her – and a few wrinkles on her face, but she was an attractive woman who was married to one of the senior research mages. She was smart and ready to entertain the whims of a slip of a girl intent on bringing proper lingerie to Soken. Her husband had been unceremoniously kicked out of the room when it had become clear that Kana wished to discuss underwear. 

So far, Kana felt she had successfully managed to describe the basic shape of the garment she was after. She wanted something functional but reasonably sexy, so she had laboured over coverage and shape. In truth, she was expecting Mistress Natishma to say that the fabrics available could not do what she wanted as well as she wanted, but if she did not aim high, she would end up with the worst possible option instead. Now came the difficult bits. 

‘Well, it has to fit tightly around the ribs,’ Kana said. 

Elasticity was likely to be an issue, but it was a describable issue. ‘At home, we use something called elastic along with some stretchy fabric. Elastic, uh, stretches and then springs back when you let go. So it would hold the bra tight around the ribs which means it… Well, it holds your breasts up. I mean, there are the straps too, but– Uh, except for strapless bras. They don’t have straps. I’m not sure why they don’t slip, but that’s not the point. We need a stretchy material that–’

‘Kadokian silk,’ Mistress Natishma said, more to put Kana out of her misery than anything. 

‘Huh? Silk doesn’t stretch.’

‘Kadokian silk does. It’s an alchemical product. Invented by a man named Kadok about two hundred years ago.’

Kana grinned. ‘I didn’t even know you had silk, to be honest. I didn’t know you had silkworms.’

‘Worms? Silk is made from moonspinner threads treated with alcohol.’

Spinners were spiders; Kana had learned that fairly early on. She was not sure what kind of spider a moonspinner was, but she figured they produced a lot of silk and you could somehow make the fabric out of the webbing using an alcohol treatment. It did make sense, now she thought about it, because some of the tops she had seen Sharassa wearing looked like they were made of silk. 

‘So, you think this special silk would do the job?’ Kana asked. 

‘I’m quite sure. It’s often used to make tightly fitting bodices already.’

‘Great. Okay, so that leaves us with the underwire and the closures. Um, the underwire is…’

‘A wire?’ Natishma’s half smile was maybe a third smirk. 

‘Yes.’

‘Which goes under something?’

‘Aha! Yes and no. It goes, um…’ Kana draw a finger around the underside of her right breast in a half-hearted attempt to show the general scheme of the thing. ‘It goes around the underside of your breast and it’s sewn in. So, I guess it holds the shape of the cup and provides more support?’

‘Are you asking me or telling me?’

‘I’m telling you, but I get the feeling that this might take a little trial and error, so I’m kind of asking too. The wire has to be reasonably stiff to hold the shape, but it needs to have a bit of flexibility too. Otherwise it would probably be uncomfortable to wear.’

Natishma nodded, her face going a little more serious. ‘We’re straying out of my profession and into Master Smith Stoknar’s. 

I’ll accompany you over to his forge when we have the basics beaten out. We can discuss the requirements of this all-important wire with him then. You mentioned closures. Could we not simply tie or pin it closed?’

‘Well, the idea is that your bra doesn’t show under your clothes. 

Or not much. So… Do you know what a hook and eye is? I haven’t seen them anywhere, but…’ Kana trailed off at the mildly perplexed look on Natishma’s face. ‘Okay. How am I going to explain this one?’

~~~

‘That’s a pretty good design,’ Master Smith Stoknar said. ‘Bit of stiff wire and I can form these hooks and eyes you want, easy as pie. I’ve something suitable in stock.’

‘Great,’ Kana said. Having spent time in the castle’s kitchens, she was aware that pie was not as easy to make as people seemed to think, but she was not going to quibble. ‘We think we need six for the first try.’

Stoknar waved the requirement away. ‘An hour’s work at most.’

Master Stoknar was the senior blacksmith at the castle and he was a dwarf. Scaled up, he would have been a really formidable man. 

Well, he was anyway, but his short stature tended to take away from his physique. He was a good fifteen centimetres shorter than Kana, but his shoulders were broad and the muscles on his arms dwarfed Kana’s thighs. His brown hair was often unruly and fell to his shoulders. On a rest day, he had taken the time to trim the burns out of his beard and it was far more carefully maintained than his hair. His face heavily featured a bulbous nose, though if you noticed the bright spark of intelligence in his brown eyes, you tended to overlook the roughness of the rest of his features. 

‘Now for this “underwire” you’re wanting…’ He paused, scratching his chin through his beard. ‘Seems that you’re wanting something that won’t bend in one direction, but it has to be more flexible laterally.’

That sounded like a really scientific definition, but it also sounded right. ‘It has to stay in the curved shape, but it has to be able to bend a bit against your body. Uh, my body. You won’t need one of these.’

The scratching became beard stroking. ‘Not until I get old and flabby anyway.’

‘I can’t see you ever letting yourself go that much, Master Smith,’ Mistress Natishma remarked with another of her smirking half smiles. ‘Now, my husband gets no exercise at all, and I can see him needing one in a few years.’

‘Ha! Flattery will get you anything you want, Mistress Natishma. 

You’ll need to give me a template for the curve you want, then I can form some wire to that shape. And then I’ll beat it flat. 

That’ll make it hold the curve and bend as you want it. I’ve some suitable stock for that too.’

‘A template?’ Kana asked. 

‘Aye. A drawing’ll do. Size and shape so I know what I’m working to.’ The blacksmith eyed Kana. ‘That’s unless you’d like to stand in the smithy with your shirt off until I’ve got the thing fitted to your shape.’

Kana tried manfully to keep the blush off her face and was quite sure that she failed. ‘I think we can come up with a drawing.’

‘Thought you might.’ There was more beard stroking. ‘Seems to me that we could make them a bit like horseshoes.’ Both women stared at him, wondering what he meant. Luckily, he was not finished. 

‘See, every horse is different, but I can make a bunch of shoes in a few sizes and, when a horse comes in for shoeing, I pick the best size and then adjust the shoe to fit better. Now, women are all different – and all men should thank Soansha for that blessing – but I bet if we took the curve for Kana here and scaled it up and down a few half-thumbs, we could cover most of the sizes in the castle that actually need something like this. 

If you’ll pardon the phrasing, a woman’s chest is more pliable than a horse’s hoof, so getting the sizing totally accurate wouldn’t be as important.’

‘Well, bras at home do come in a fixed set of sizes,’ Kana agreed. ‘Uh, but I don’t think we need to worry over mass production. I just find breast bands really uncomfortable. If we can make me a couple of bras, I’ll be happy.’

The smith and the seamstress looked at each other for a second. 

Master Stoknar spoke. ‘Well, if my wife’s anything to go by, you’re not the only one that might look upon an alternative with interest. Let’s see how your prototype goes and we’ll see what comes of it.’

29 th Pakarte. 

‘The process of heating an object involves an understanding of the fundamental nature of matter.’ Master Mage Northon was not the most exciting teacher Kana had ever had. He was a fairly attractive man with jet-black hair and a short beard, and intelligent blue eyes. He was far from the fittest man in the world, but that could be said for most of the research mages in the castle. His voice, however, could put you to sleep without even the smallest use of magic, and Kana had found that she needed to try really hard to keep focus whenever it was him who was teaching her. 

It did not help that she knew all of this, probably better than Northon did. Atomic theory was pretty basic and Kana was pretty smart. She knew that atoms were not the smallest components in matter, and she was quite sure that Northon did not. She also knew that heat was basically atoms bouncing around, so hotter meant faster bouncing. That was about all Northon was explaining. 

Or droning on about. Droning was a good word for what Northon did. 

‘Are there any questions?’ Northon asked and Kana put her hand up. ‘Kana?’

‘Where does the energy come from?’

‘The energy?’

‘The energy needed to heat the object. It takes a lot of energy to heat something up. You can melt iron with this spell, right? 

That’s a lot of energy. So, where does it come from?’

‘From the mage, obviously,’ said Bentin. Bentin was a know-it-all. He was a couple of years older than Kana, but he had turned up in a couple of her classes and he was always the same. He knew everything and delighted in demonstrating this at every opportunity. He was a pretty sort of teenager from Skonar, blonde-haired and blue-eyed. Rumour was that he was being taught in the White Castle because the Mages’ Guild had refused to send another tutor for him. Kana could believe it. 

She had also developed a perverse desire to prove him wrong at every opportunity. ‘You’ve never been to Master Smith Stoknar’s forge, it seems. It takes a hot fire to heat iron just to let you work it, never mind melting it. Even allowing for the inefficiencies of the forge, neither you nor I could work hard enough to do it. The spell has to take its energy from somewhere else.’

‘That’s just–’ Bentin began. 

‘Correct,’ Northon said. ‘Kana is quite correct. All energy for magic comes from the world’s magical field. The energy a caster of any kind puts into a spell is merely a catalyst. It is the effort of concentration needed to form the spell. Which is quite obvious when you think about it. A skilled caster is able to cast many spells without any effort at all. The spell has become so simple to them that they can evoke power from the world as a trivial exercise.’

And there was that warm feeling that came from seeing Bentin’s cheeks redden. Kana stretched her back and sucked in a lungful of air, mostly to keep her inner smirk from becoming an outer smirk. 

And then…

‘Eep!’ Kana’s shoulders hunched and she shrank into her seat, her own cheeks reddening as she did so. Karma was swift in this world. 

‘Kana?’ Northon asked. ‘Is there something wrong?’

Yes! Yes, there was something wrong. The fastenings on her prototype bra had just torn out or broken. That was what was wrong. And she was going to be stuck in this class for another two hours with her boobs swinging free! Which was actually ridiculous because she was young and they were firm, but still…

‘No, Master Mage,’ Kana said, because she was not going to explain any of that to Northon. ‘I just… remembered a task I forgot to do.’

‘I’m sure that you will be able to deal with that during lunch. 

Now, having learned of the underlying theory behind the heating of matter, who can tell me why the spell utilises…’

Kana decided to let Bentin answer this one. She was fairly sure he would get it right, and she was not going to comment if he failed. Soansha apparently had a nasty sense of humour when it came to punishing smugness and Kana wanted no more of it. 

9 th Menkarte. 

‘And so we try again,’ Mistress Natishma said. She was holding out a second bra prototype for Kana to try. 

‘With the fixes we talked about?’ Kana asked. She took the garment from its creator and began checking over the fastenings. 

‘Indeed. Master Smith Stoknar has made several improvements to the metalwork. The new fastenings have loops on them which will prevent the abrasion we observed and make it easier to securely fix them to the backing. I have used heavier material to attach them too and added additional sewing to secure them. That should prevent you from suddenly having no support after a good stretch.’

Kana’s cheeks coloured, but she refrained from further comment. 

Both Natishma and Stoknar had been amused by her recounting of the fasteners tearing free during class. 

‘Master Stoknar has also added a loop to the ends of the underwire,’ Natishma went on. ‘That makes those ends smoother and, combined with my reinforcement of the pocket ends, that should prevent the wire poking out. I should have thought of that the first time, to be honest. However, we live and learn.’

‘I wasn’t exactly expecting it to be perfect the first time,’

Kana said. ‘I mean, my description was kind of vague in a lot of places. I think the “wire” is usually a piece of plastic these days, but I have no idea how to make plastic and it’s not like I’m going to have to go through an airport metal detector here.’

Natishma smiled. ‘I have no idea what most of that meant.’

‘I know, but I feel like I have to make references back to my world at times. It’s like a narrative imperative or something.’

‘I have no idea what that means either.’

‘No,’ Kana replied, ‘I’m not really sure I do either.’

13 th Menkarte. 

‘Okay, Kana,’ Aneshti said as she sat down beside Kana for dinner, ‘what is up with your breasts?’ Orin almost dropped his bowl of stew. 

Kana looked down at her chest. She was wearing a leather vest along with a black, box-pleated skirt and tooled-leather boots. 

Mistress Natishma had made the skirt especially for her, after Kana had explained what a box pleat was. There was also a fairly wide leather belt holding the skirt on Kana’s hips; she had discovered the belt with its carved-bronze buckle in the castle and her allowance had been enough to buy it. Of course, she was also wearing her prototype bra. 

Looking back up at Aneshti, Kana asked, ‘What about them?’

Aneshti put her food down and bit her lower lip as she studied the reddening Kana. ‘They’re…’ Aneshti lifted her hands under her own, slightly smaller, breasts and moved them about in a vague manner. In, out, up, down. She settled on up after a couple of seconds. ‘They’re higher and a bit bigger. I’ve been jealous of them for six months, but I’ve never seen them grow overnight.’

‘They haven’t. I don’t think I’ve grown much in the last couple of months. I just…’ Frowning, Kana reached up and looped a thumb through the strap of her bra, which was visible thanks to the vest, if you bothered to look anyway. She tugged on the elastic fabric. ‘I got some new underwear. Mistress Natishma and Master Smith Stoknar helped. Well, I told them what I wanted and they came up with this between them.’

‘Wait,’ Orin said. ‘You got the smith to make underwear for you?’

‘No. Well, he makes the fastenings and some, uh, structural elements. I’ve been testing it out for about three weeks.’

Myshta shook her head. ‘They weren’t that shape a couple of weeks ago.’

‘I got the second prototype a couple of days ago. Mistress Natishma used stiffer fabric in the cup and it’s, um, giving me more uplift. We talked about it and, uh, it does seem to work quite well. This is really embarrassing. Can we change the subject?’

‘Nope,’ Aneshti said. ‘Not until I’ve got one.’

‘Same here,’ Myshta added. 

Kana groaned. ‘We can talk to Mistress Natishma tomorrow.’

14 th Menkarte. 

‘And I told you I’d be making them like horseshoes,’ Master Stoknar said, a broad grin half hidden by his beard. 

‘I’m not sure I like the sound of that,’ Aneshti said. She looked a little uncomfortable in the forge. Whether that was because –

even on the weekly rest day – the place was hotter than average

or because she simply did not like spending time in a grimy forge, Kana was not sure. 

‘The master smith just means he’ll be mass producing them,’ Kana said. ‘The same shape in a variety of sizes. I don’t think he’ll need to because I can’t see bras being that popular.’

Aneshti reached out a hand to grip Kana’s shoulder. There was a compassionate sort of look on her elven features. ‘Oh, you poor, sweet, innocent thing.’

Stoknar and Myshta were nodding in sympathy. Mistress Natishma said, ‘She just hasn’t been wearing a breast band for long enough to know.’

‘I think these “bras” are going to be big. Really big.’

‘Oh,’ Kana said. ‘This is where I realise I should’ve invented the patent system first.’

18 th Hankarte. 

At this time of year in Japan, Kana would have probably been looking forward to the end of the rainy season and the long summer break in a couple of weeks. Orin claimed that there was more of a summer wet season in the south, but the White Castle had been seeing rising temperatures and lowering rainfall for a couple of weeks. It was looking like it would be a scorching summer, and the sun had decided to shine today. Aneshti took this as a sign of good things to come, especially since she was graduating today. 

This was something of a relief to Kana. Having got her title, Aneshti would likely feel herself more Kana’s equal and the rivalry might die down. Not that the one-sided rivalry between them was much of an issue; Aneshti only got hot under the collar about once a fortnight, maybe every ten days. Today, she was…

fluctuating. 

‘I’m still annoyed that you received rank before I did,’ Aneshti commented as she waited for the Master to call her to the high table in the dining hall. 

‘You had to do more work to get your rank,’ Kana said, as she did every time Aneshti brought that quibble up. 

‘That is true…’ Aneshti flashed Kana an uncharacteristically self-deprecating smile. ‘But you are more talented. You learn spells faster. It’s an annoyance I’ll have to put up with.’

‘Did Aneshti just admit someone’s better than she is?’ Orin asked, affecting a mock tone of shock. 

‘I will set fire to your pants, Orin.’

‘She probably means it,’ Myshta informed her boyfriend. ‘I’d abase myself now to avoid the burns.’

‘I’ll risk it,’ Orin countered. ‘She’ll be able to pull rank on me in a few minutes. That should appease her.’

‘Possibly,’ Aneshti admitted. 

‘Aneshti, please come to the high table.’ The Master’s voice rang out across the hall and Aneshti started to grin. 

‘It’s time,’ she said. Then she got to her feet, fixed a suitably solemn expression on her face, and set off toward the Master. 

21 st Hankarte. 

‘Aneshti’s continued education has been determined?’ the Master asked. 

‘For the next year,’ Sharassa replied. ‘We’ll need to consider her progress next summer. I believe that her continued relationship with Kana is having a positive effect. She has been far more diligent in her studies since Kana gained rank.’

‘Let’s hope that her own elevation doesn’t result in her backsliding.’

‘Yes. Though I don’t think it will.’

The Master nodded, examining the rest of Sharassa’s latest status report. ‘Is there anything else you’d like to draw attention to?’

‘No, Master. Things are quiet currently. Uh, we may need to keep an eye on our water supply if this hot weather continues.’

‘Task someone with that, if you would.’ The Master raised his eyes and put the paper he was holding on his desk. He frowned. ‘I feel that there is something about you I should be noticing, but for the life of me, I cannot determine what it is. Have you changed your hair?’ Sharassa’s hair was long, straight, and blonde, as always. ‘No. No, not that…’

Sharassa, standing beside the Master’s desk in her usual cropped top and long skirt, all in pink today, suppressed a smirk. Men. 

They were terrible at noticing changes in a woman’s appearance. 

Elves were generally more perceptive than humans, and still their perception of women seemed lacking. It was rather comical, really. 

Still, the Master had noticed something was different, if rather late in the day… ‘I believe that you are referring to a change in my figure. It’s the result of a new undergarment Mistress Natishma has created.’

The Master was old, far older than he looked in fact, and he had seen a lot in his time, but he was still a male and the subject of a lady’s underwear brought a slight blush to his cheeks. That was comical too, but Sharassa decided laughing would not be an especially good idea. ‘I see,’ he said. 

‘It replaces the breast bands we used to wear with something a little more… supportive. And comfortable. Kana is responsible for the design, I understand. It’s something the women of her home wear.’

‘More supportive…’ The Master’s eyes settled on Sharassa’s chest briefly. Then he looked away. ‘Yes. Yes they do look…’

‘Bigger?’ Sharassa suggested. ‘Breast bands tend to squash–’

‘I’m glad to hear that Kana’s arrival has provided the women of the castle with more comfortable foundationwear.’

Sharassa nodded. ‘Indeed. There’s a quite lengthy waiting list. I had to ruthlessly pull rank to get my bra early.’

‘That could be considered abuse of power, Sharassa.’

‘Yes,’ Sharassa agreed, ‘but it was so worth it.’

~~~

‘This is a good time to be alive,’ Orin said. He was leaning back, hands braced behind his head, and a huge grin on his face. 

‘It’s a veritable sea of cleavage around here.’

Myshta swatted him. ‘My cleavage is the only cleavage you should be interested in.’

‘Men are predisposed to stare at breasts from birth,’ Aneshti said. She sipped at her not-tea. ‘It’s my belief that Soansha came up with it as a way to stop them getting too full of themselves. All a woman has to do is show off her chest and men become dribbling idiots.’

‘I think they’re there for feeding babies.’

‘Total waste,’ Orin said. ‘Babies can’t appreciate them.’

‘It does make you wonder what else Kana can import from her world to ours,’ Myshta said. Apparently, she had decided to change the subject, at least toward a less breast-oriented theme. Everyone looked at Kana, who was quietly eating her lunch. 

‘I don’t know,’ Kana said, at least partially to stop the staring. ‘Not that much, I’d imagine. I mean, I was just in high school. It’s not like I was working on an engineering degree or something. I only thought of the bras because I hated what you already had.’

‘So,’ Aneshti mused, ‘it’s not that you can’t think of new stuff. 

If you see something that jogs your memory, you could have another genius idea.’

‘I guess.’

‘Hmm… Well, if you never have another idea again, you’ve changed Soken for the better.’

Orin stretched and grinned. ‘I think we can all agree to that.’

Chapter Three: The Right Hero

The White Castle, Soken, 12 th Menkarte 6022. 

Kana raised her staff, pointing one end of it at a straw dummy some thirty paces away from her. It was already looking the worse for wear and she was planning to make it shabbier. She said

‘Firebolt,’ and an orange circle of magic appeared at the far end of her staff. She held it for a second, aiming, and then released the spell. A small ball of flame, a bit like a tiny meteor, shot from the circle – which then vanished – toward the dummy… and sailed past it to hit the earthen bank beyond it. 

Kana frowned in frustration and prepared to launch another fireball. The spell’s name was Firebolt, but Kana thought of them as fireballs, like in fantasy games. Really, the explosive ones were more like the fireballs in games, and those came from a spell named Fireblast. It all sort of made sense. She was practising with Firebolt, however, because she did not want to destroy anything other than the dummy and she was skilled enough in casting Firebolt to launch weak ones forever. She could cast it just fine, but aiming it was another matter. 

‘That will be enough for today, Kana,’ Master Battle Mage Hoeman said from behind her. ‘It’s getting late and it’s Menora. Put your staff away.’ With a bit of a flourish, Kana tucked her staff under her left armpit and turned, bowing to her instructor. 

Hoeman grinned because he thought the way she bowed to him was cute. He was younger than many of the other Master Mages, likely because he was a battle mage, not a researcher. ‘You’ll be back in the classroom next week. You’ve been granted permission to learn a couple of… special combat spells.’

‘That sounds great, Master Hoeman,’ Kana responded, ‘but I still miss that target more often than I hit it. Don’t you think–’

‘At ten paces, you are acceptably accurate. The majority of combat situations will place you no more than ten paces from your enemy. Frequently, it will be less than seven. At this range, you can safely use Fireblast with sufficient power to make accuracy relatively irrelevant. You are good enough, Kana, though I won’t stop you practising when you get the chance. On Antora, I’ll be teaching you something different.’ He paused briefly. ‘You’ve

become a competent battle mage, Kana. Your time is wasted scribing scrolls. Next week, you’ll begin learning to cast spells capable of shattering armies.’

‘Well, that sounds… interesting.’

~~~

‘I’m not sure I want to learn to shatter armies,’ Kana said. 

‘Those are really advanced combat spells,’ Aneshti replied, pausing in her consumption of the ubiquitous stew. ‘ Secret spells taught to trusted battle mages. You are so lucky.’

‘Where I come from, being able to commit mass murder isn’t really viewed as a good thing. I mean, I know that I would only be using this stuff to defend the castle, but it’s still kind of…’ Kana gave a little shudder. ‘I’m still not really sure I could use any of this in anger.’

‘If it’s use them or allow yourself, and a lot of other people, to be killed,’ Orin said, ‘you’ll use them. Soken is a fairly safe place most of the time and so long as you stay out of the dangerous areas. But there’s one of those dangerous places between here and the Alabethi Plains, also known as

“civilisation.” Skygge Forest is full of bad things. It’s crawling with arachine, and there are some tougher goblin tribes who make a home there. And you can’t go around it because you’ve got the mountains and then the Dvartim Hills on the north and west sides, and the Skygge Wetlands on the east. The wetlands are full of dracs who like nothing better than to chomp down on fresh human.’

‘I suppose, when you put it like that…’

‘Exactly. You see a lot of goblins coming at you, you rain fire down on them with a vengeance. They’re not very big or strong, but when there are twenty of them with clubs or stolen swords, they’ll cut you up with no problem at all. And they eat humans too.’

‘Does anything not?’

‘Elves,’ Aneshti said. ‘Elves won’t eat humans. Too stringy.’

‘Thanks.’

‘But,’ Orin went on, ‘goblins are cowards. There’s usually a bigger one, a hobgoblin, leading the tribe. Kill that one and a few of the others and whoever’s left will run for it. So, that’s why you blast goblins with Soansha’s wrath.’

‘Okay, so what about dracs? They’re like lizardmen, right?’

‘Good enough description. Those you have to slaughter. If you don’t do it to them, they’ll do it to you.’

‘Right. Safe world my ass.’

14 th Menkarte. 

‘Pardon me for questioning your teaching method, Master Hoeman,’

Kana said, ‘but what are we doing out here?’ Here was a good thirty minutes’ walk outside the walls. The terrain around the White Castle was essentially mountainous. There was bare rock poking through shallow earth. Hardy-looking grass and a few very hardy-looking shrubs graced whatever soil they could find to root in. To the east and south, the mountains fell away into foothills and plains. The castle had a few satellite farms down on the plains, but Hoeman had taken Kana uphill, where no one lived and the vegetation was even more sparse. 

‘I wanted you to see what you’ll be learning,’ Hoeman replied. 

‘Letting this kind of spell off within the walls is frowned upon.’

‘Oh. Okay.’

‘Obviously, while we’re out here, I plan to find a quiet spot to seduce you, but that’s just a fringe benefit.’

Kana decided that he was joking. Hoeman had a sense of humour, which appeared to be somewhat rare among the senior teachers. 

Most of them seemed to have encountered too many horrors from beyond space and time, or something like that. Maybe being a teacher just drained your ability to figure out what a joke was. 

Hoeman laughed. Maybe it was because he was a battle mage rather than a researcher. ‘I hope it’s somewhere sheltered,’ she said. 

‘That wind has some bite to it.’

‘Perhaps if you wore a longer skirt, you’d be warmer.’

‘If I was wearing a long skirt, I’d be tripping over it on this hike. Besides, if I get cold, I have a spell for that.’

Hoeman laughed, the sound bouncing off a nearby rockface and echoing back to them. ‘Of course you do.’ He paused and looked back. The walls of the castle were invisible behind an outcrop. 

‘This spot should be suitable.’ Kana fought the urge to ask whether that was for the demonstration or the seduction. ‘Today, I’ll begin teaching you a spell we refer to as Fire Swarm. It’s an effective weapon for defending a gate or for frontline attack against a mass of opponents.’

‘Okay,’ Kana said. She had been thinking about it a lot since Hoeman had told her what he was going to teach her. She was still entirely unsure whether she could really use these spells on living things. She was also moderately sure that her opinion

would solidify rapidly if faced with a barbarian horde charging a gate she was defending. 

Hoeman raised an arm, pointing it straight out in front of him. 

His fingers were spread wide and pointing toward the sky and his eyes narrowed briefly. A casting circle appeared in the air in front of his palm. It was red, which tended to indicate a fire spell, and it grew rapidly from about fifteen centimetres to about a metre. ‘You can hold it as long as you need, but this is not like a traditional Firebolt. Watch carefully. Fire Swarm!’

At Hoeman’s command, a fan of fireballs erupted from the circle just before the circle itself collapsed with the spending of its energy. Fan did not quite do it justice; swarm might have been a better word. Kana figured that the blazing balls of fire covered about a five-metre area before they snuffed themselves out about ten metres from Hoeman’s hand. Anything caught in that cone of disaster was going to be hurting. It was like a giant fireball shotgun! 

‘That’s… kind of cool,’ Kana said. Actually, it looked like the spell would be really popular at firework parties. Not that anyone here seemed to have invented gunpowder or fireworks. The technology here was weird; Kana suspected that magic had taken the place of development in the more mundane sciences, but it was just a working theory. 

‘It takes a lot of power. I’d be pushed to do both of these spells in swift succession without this.’ Hoeman shook his wrist, letting his sleeve slide away from a bracelet he was wearing. 

Prominently displayed on the silver band was a large blue-green crystal which Kana immediately recognised as a powerstone, a receptacle for stored magical energy. ‘However, it’s easier if you don’t need such a wide spread and, as with Firebolt, you can vary the amount of energy in the individual bolts.’

‘I get it. If you need to stop people coming in through a gate, you can narrow it down and maybe add a bit more power toward damage. If you’re holding a corridor, you can make it even narrower.’

Hoeman smiled. ‘Precisely. Your tactical awareness is improving. 

Now, the next one is definitely more of an open-area weapon. It’s very effective against massed opponents. However, it takes a lot of energy too. I won’t be generating anything like the maximum potential of the spell.’ He paused briefly, appearing to examine Kana rather closely. ‘With your talent, this could be enormously destructive.’ He turned, raising his hand again. The casting circle was about thirty centimetres across this time and it had more orange in its colouration. ‘Firebomb!’

What appeared to be a normal Firebolt burst from the circle and shot out to strike a large rock about thirty metres away. 

Instantly, a red-orange sphere expanded out from the impact point

until it covered perhaps a twenty-metre radius. A second later, the sphere popped like a soap bubble and Kana was left looking at the aftermath. 

The rock itself seemed largely unharmed; well, that was rock for you. Around it, however, was a black ring where the grass had been incinerated in an instant. Further out, toward the edge of the sphere, the heat had not been enough to reduce the grass to ash, but it had set fire to large patches of it. Beyond the circle of burning, the grass looked withered, and it would likely be burning soon enough as the fire spread. 

‘Oh… wow,’ Kana said, eyes wide. ‘That was… That was kind of beautiful. I want to learn that one.’

Hoeman laughed again. ‘I’ve had that reaction before. The swarm first, then the bomb. And right now, you can put the fire out before it burns the entire mountain.’

Kana shook her head and started walking toward the rock Hoeman had blasted. Extinguishing fires was one of the earliest spells she had learned, and it would take her a second of concentration to put out the flames. ‘I get the boring job while you get to set off great big explosions. This spot might be sheltered, but there is no way I’m letting you seduce me now.’

Hoeman let out a sigh. ‘Such is the lot of the battle magic instructor.’

~~~

‘Master Hoeman’s nice on the eye,’ Aneshti said, ‘and not an old man. I’d have taken him up on the offer.’

‘Aneshti!’ Myshta squeaked. 

‘Well, I would.’

Kana doubted it. Aneshti talked a good game, but she had never had a boyfriend as far as Kana was aware. ‘You’re just saying that because you’d be happy enough without clothes in that wind,’

Kana observed. Ice elves were resistant to cold; Aneshti had shifted into her spring wardrobe ahead of Sharassa, for example. 

‘That wind is cold,’ Myshta agreed. ‘We’ll be getting warmer weather soon. I could live with some warmer days.’

‘It has been quite a bad winter,’ Orin agreed. ‘All over if you believe the reports coming up from the south. There was some snow in the Great Forest this year. It’s being seen as a foreshadowing of doom.’

Aneshti rolled her eyes. ‘Whatever happens, someone says it’s a foreshadowing of doom. Too cold, doom. Too hot, doom. Clouds blow south, doom. A chicken coughs at sunset–’

‘Doom?’ Kana asked. 

‘Doom,’ Aneshti agreed. ‘Strangely, we rarely get doom, even though everyone’s always forecasting it.’

‘I didn’t say I believed it,’ Orin said. 

‘I could certainly live without doom,’ Myshta said. ‘I’m sure doom puts a really bad crimp in your social life.’

‘Doom is to be avoided,’ Orin agreed. 

‘I think we can all agree that doom would be a bad thing,’

Aneshti said. 

‘Yeah,’ Kana said, ‘but eventually, someone predicting it is going to be right.’

‘Nothing really exciting has happened in two hundred years, Kana. 

We live in peaceful times.’

Kana grimaced and then gave Aneshti a withering look. ‘That’s exactly the kind of thing that people say right before the giant monster awakes from its century-long sleep. Have you never heard of tempting fate?’

Aneshti grinned. ‘Don’t be silly. Fate doesn’t care what anyone says.’

‘This is all because you people don’t have movies. I’m going to have to invent Hollywood to stop you making mistakes like this.’

‘What’s a Hollywood?’ Aneshti, Myshta, and Orin chimed at once. 

‘It’s the thing I’ll have to invent to stop you all falling into these obvious narrative traps!’

15 th Menkarte. 

Spells were tricky things. What people thought of as the spell, the words and gestures associated with a casting, were just part of it, and a minor part at that. You had to understand what you were doing. You needed to learn the ‘physics’ of the magic sufficiently that, when you cast the spell, your mind shaped the magic correctly. 

That was what Master Hoeman was teaching Kana when it happened. 

Kana was not entirely sure what it was, but she knew that Hoeman had felt it too, because he stopped speaking in the middle of a sentence. It had felt like… being in a rollercoaster as it drops down a particularly sharp incline. Weightlessness. There was a weird pressure against Kana’s eardrums, and then the coaster rose up another slope and everything seemed to return to normal. 

‘What was that?’ Kana asked. 

‘Something caused a temporary depletion of the magic field,’

Hoeman said. ‘I’d imagine everyone in the castle felt it. 

Possibly even the non-mages.’

‘It felt like I was falling.’

‘Mm. Remember the sensation. There are places in the world where the magical field is much weaker. You should be able to sense when you enter one. It will feel the same, more or less. That…

That particular experience was something special. I’ve felt it before…’

‘You have?’

‘On the day you were summoned here.’

Kana felt her stomach sink again. This time, it was a more natural feeling, but it still left her feeling cold. ‘Oh.’

~~~

By evening, the castle’s rumour mill had turned sufficiently that even Kana had managed to pick up on some of it. Myshta, however, was the best source of gossip available. She was quite happy to recount all she had heard at dinner. 

‘The Master definitely summoned someone. An elf.’

‘You’re sure it’s an elf?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘Pointed ears have been seen.’

‘That doesn’t mean it’s an elf,’ Kana said. ‘I’m from another world, so it stands to reason this new one is too. Having pointy ears may not mean “elf” where they come from.’

Myshta frowned. ‘I suppose that’s true, but I heard he’s definitely an elf. A vertagi, to be precise. Tall and handsome, too. Kind of regal. And he was dressed in golden armour and wearing two swords.’

‘Golden armour and two swords?’ Aneshti asked. ‘That sounds like the legends of Cadorian Dragonbane.’

‘I’m supposed to ask who that is now,’ Kana said, ‘but I’m going to guess and say that he’s an elven hero who used to slay dragons. The elves wiped out the true dragons thousands of years ago, right? So, this Cadorian guy is probably famous for killing some big-name true dragon.’

‘That’s… a pretty good guess.’

‘Narrative imperative. The Master said he summoned me to defeat some resurrected true dragon named Serpens, so a dragon slayer

just seems like the perfect fit. You said his name was Dragonbane, so…’

‘I have no idea what “narrative imperative” is, but… Cadorian was a holy warrior of Soansha during the Dragon Wars. He killed a dozen or so true dragons, including landing the final blow on Serpens.’

‘Sounds like the perfect man for the job then.’

‘Huh, yeah. Want to know the real kicker?’

Kana frowned. There was something even stranger about all this? 

‘Go on.’

‘After defeating Serpens, Cadorian vanished on the way home. The legends say that he lies asleep somewhere, waiting for the time when he’s needed again.’

‘Or maybe the Master managed to pull him through time to now,’

Orin suggested. 

‘I thought time travel was impossible,’ Kana objected. ‘“Even magic can’t do that” is what I was told.’

‘You can’t go back in time,’ Myshta replied. ‘What’s done is done. You can go forward in time. Faster than we already are going, I mean. But it’s a one-way trip. You can’t go forward, see what’s happened, and then go back to change it. You can use divination to predict the future, but that’s notoriously tricky.’

‘Huh. I wanted someone to go back and tell the Master not to summon me because it would be a waste of his time. And mine, obviously.’

‘And that’s why Soansha won’t allow travel into the past. Say you could. You get someone to send you back and you convince the Master not to summon you. But if you were never summoned, how did you go back to convince him. Or even know that you needed to.’

‘Paradokkusu. You don’t have a word for it in Alabethi. Okay, yeah. I did actually think of that when I came up with the idea. 

But I figured, what the Hell, it’s magic. Then I got told magic couldn’t do it at all… Anyway, so it really could be this Cadorian guy, brought forward in time so he can defeat Serpens all over again.’

‘It’s certainly possible,’ Orin said. ‘I guess the evidence is circumstantial, but it looks like that might have happened.’

Kana could only really think of one thing to say to that. ‘Poor man. This is going to be just as bad for him as it was for me.’

19 th Menkarte. 

‘That’s him?’ Kana asked, her eyes on the high table. 

‘Cadorian Dragonbane,’ Aneshti replied. ‘If nothing else, the hair is a giveaway. In legends, he always has that mixture of purple and green strands. That’s really rare in vertagi these days. It was a lot more common among the Seaflower clan. That’s his clan and they died out a few thousand years after the Dragon Wars.’

‘That’s another thing he likely won’t enjoy discovering then. He certainly looks the part.’

‘Oh, I don’t think the legends do him justice.’ There was a bit of a dreamy quality about Aneshti’s voice and it was possibly warranted: Cadorian was an attractive man. 

He had walked through the hall with the Master to get to the high table, so Kana knew that he was taller than the old wizard. She figured he was around a hundred and eighty centimetres, which was actually only a couple of centimetres taller than Kana. He also looked like a warrior. He was dressed in a light tunic and slacks rather than golden armour, but his body appeared to be solid muscle with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, and uniformly tanned skin. He had the kind of chest it would probably be awesome to rest your head against. His features were both strong and delicate. His jaw tended to the narrow and his chin was a little pointy, but there was still a strength and firmness to it. 

He had high cheekbones and narrow cheeks, strongly arched eyebrows, and green eyes which had the characteristic angular quality of elves on Soken. His nose was narrow and had a strong bridge. His mouth took away from the muscleman image, being possessed of full, rather sensuous lips. Then there was that hair which fell to his right shoulder in waves and was tucked back on the left to show a single pointed ear. His hair was banded in verdant green and purple. Kana would have said it had to be dyed, except that this was an elf. 

‘If this was my world,’ Kana said, ‘there would already be conspiracy theories saying that the Master had created a copy to fool people into thinking that Cadorian was back.’ Well, the hair could be dyed. 

‘That’s possible,’ Myshta said, ‘but you need part of the original person to make a copy. Cadorian vanished thousands of years ago. No original to copy.’

‘Isn’t there some way of looking back into the past? Or is that governed by the “no travel into the past” rule?’

‘There are some spells that can look back about a year, but that’s it. That’s why legends are legends. We can’t look back to find out what really happened.’

‘Huh. But that means there’s no such thing as a murder mystery here. You can always find out who killed Tarō Yamada by looking at what happened.’

‘ If you know where he was killed,’ Orin said, ‘and assuming the murderer hasn’t used some form of scrying protection to stop you looking.’

‘Oh, well, I guess you can have a murder mystery then.’ Kana’s gaze shifted back to the high table. ‘So, I guess we’ll have to assume he’s the real thing. I never got to sit up there with the Master.’

‘Well, you’re the wrong hero,’ Aneshti said, grinning to show she was not being malicious about it. 

‘There is that.’ Shrugging, Kana picked up her spoon. ‘I’m not any kind of hero, to be honest. The Master really messed up summoning me. Hopefully, this time he scored.’

24 th Menkarte. 

‘Why do we have to have such crappy cutlery?’ Kana asked as she bent her spoon back into shape. As is often the case, what she ended up with was a spoon with a crimp in it, but at least it was relatively straight rather than bent at a forty-degree angle. 

‘What’s wrong with it?’ Myshta asked. 

‘It’s too… It’s copper, right? Copper’s too soft. If it were iron, or steel, it wouldn’t bend like this.’

‘Steel is far too expensive for utensils. I doubt it would be economical to make iron spoons either. Besides, we can’t have iron implements.’

‘Because of the elves,’ Aneshti added before Kana could ask why. 

‘Iron is…’ The elf shuddered. ‘It’s just horrible.’

‘It messes with magic,’ Orin said. ‘If you have a lot of iron in contact with you, it’s harder to work magic. Elves are more closely tied to the world’s magic field, so they react badly to having iron in contact with their skin.’

‘Even wearing gloves, if I have to touch something made of iron for any length of time, I start getting really tired. If I had to eat dinner with an iron spoon, I’d probably collapse from exhaustion before I got to the end of a bowl of stew.’

Kana frowned. ‘What about the metal in your bra?’

‘Master Stoknar uses copper for the bras meant for elves. My copy of the prototype was a trial to see whether it would work.’

‘I did not know that.’

‘A day without learning is a day without joy,’ Myshta said. 

‘Anyway, that’s why you have a bent copper spoon. It’s to stop Aneshti falling asleep in her bowl of stew.’

‘It’s not–’ Aneshti began. 

‘Anyway,’ Myshta continued, ‘what’s got you so grumpy, Kana?’

‘I’m not–’ Kana began. 

‘You’ve been living with bent spoons for several years now and you’ve never complained before.’

‘I…’ Kana’s gaze shifted to the high table where Cadorian could be seen sitting beside the Master. ‘Cadorian, I guess. His arrival brought back all my feelings about my summoning. Little things about this place have been bugging me all week.’

‘Well, nothing’s really changed,’ Orin pointed out. ‘You still have to live with the place.’

‘I know, but for right now, I don’t have to like it.’

25 th Menkarte. 

‘Is everything alright, Kana?’

Kana stopped and looked around at Sharassa. Kana was on her way back to her room and the meeting had been entirely random, a chance passing in one of the keep’s corridors. The question had come out of the blue. ‘I’m… as well as I usually am.’

‘You seem out of sorts. Your shoulders are more slumped than usual. Your face is empty of expression.’

‘Oh.’ Apparently, Kana’s funk was still showing. ‘Well, to be honest, it’s Cadorian.’

Sharassa frowned. ‘I wasn’t aware you had met.’

‘We haven’t. It’s not him directly. It’s just that his arrival has reminded me why I’m here. How’s he taking it? He’s been dragged out of his time to a completely different world. I don’t think even a Greater Wish can send him back. I mean, if he could go back, he wouldn’t have vanished from history, right? I might have a really small chance of getting home, but there’s no chance for him.’

‘You’re right, of course,’ Sharassa said in a distracted tone. 

‘There is no way he can return to his own time… He’s taking it better than one might expect, I think. When the Master explained the reason for the summons, Cadorian… He seemed to think that it was his duty to continue the fight. He’s being taught Alabethi. 

Luckily, there is an elf available with some experience in language tuition.’

‘He’s got a private tutor? He’s not in with the kids? I won’t comment.’

Sharassa gave Kana a look. ‘I think you already have. There is an aspect of his summoning which may affect you.’

‘Oh?’

‘I believe that it is time for us to progress your education.’

Kana frowned this time. ‘I’m learning Fire Swarm from Master Hoeman.’

‘And the rest of your time is spent making spell scrolls, I believe.’

‘Uh, yes. Well, it’s sort of nice to contribute, I guess.’

Scrolls, which were a speciality of enchantment, were stocked at the castle for use in various ways by people who could not otherwise cast a specific spell. They were also traded, providing a small income source for the castle. Lastly, they were really boring to make, and Kana had been doing it a lot recently. 

‘It is not the course we set for you when you came. I’ll consider alternatives.’

‘Okay, I guess.’

12 th Hankarte. 

Sharassa had known the Master longer than anyone at the castle. 

She had been his major domo, personal assistant, and secretary for over fifty years, and in that time she had learned a thing or two. She had learned that it was sometimes necessary to work around the old man as much as working for him. He had a tendency to make up his mind, decide upon a plan, and then consider it as the plan, even when circumstances changed. He was stuck in his ways. 

Sometimes, the best way to deal with him was to create a new plan, enact it, and then explain herself when he found out. If he ever found out. He was open to reason and, to some extent, understood his own shortcomings. When he realised his original idea would not have worked, he was almost always magnanimous about Sharassa sidestepping him. 

Kana’s case was not one of those and needed a different approach. 

The Master had some ingrained attitudes Sharassa understood but could not really agree with. He did not so much believe that women were inherently weaker than men, but he did have a bad habit of underestimating women, and he solidly believed that it was a man’s role to protect women. She was sure that was what he was doing with Kana. He had agreed to her battle mage training, but he had balked at actually sending her out into the world. 

Hence her current job of scroll creator. He had kept up the

illusion of further training by having Master Hoeman teach her spells which were taught to few of the castle’s battle mages because she had the sheer power to use them with great effect, but what he wanted Kana to do was settle into a peaceful life as a scribe. Changing his mind called for a combination of end run and direct action. 

It also called for the right timing, and that meant bringing the matter up at their regular Antora morning meetings. Sharassa waited for the old man to ask whether there was anything else he needed to discuss, and then she pounced. ‘We need to discuss Kana’s further education, Master,’ Sharassa said, as though it were simply a point on her agenda and not something she had been preparing for over a week. 

The Master, of course, frowned. ‘What is there to discuss?’

‘The objective of training her as a battle mage was to improve her survivability as a journeyman mage and information gatherer. 

We appear to have lost sight of this aim and, with Cadorian here, we need information more than ever.’

‘We have a number of operatives providing reports from the south. 

One more–’

‘Kana is wasted as a scribe, Master. Cadorian’s summoning has brought her own situation into focus once more. She will grow more and more unhappy if all she is permitted to do is learn spells and write them down for others to use. You need to let her be what she can be.’

The Master was silent for several seconds. Sharassa waited. 

Patience, especially when dealing with her boss, was a virtue. ‘I assume that you have already created a full plan for finalising her education?’

‘Including tutoring in talking her way out of situations where force would be counterproductive.’

‘I’ll review it. Have her report here after classes on Pakora. 

We’ll brief her then.’

‘Of course, Master,’ Sharassa said, handing over a sheet of paper with Kana’s lesson plan on it. She did not smile, even if they both knew she had successfully pushed him into something he did not really want to do. Showing that fact by her expression would simply not have done. 

16 th Hankarte. 

The Master handed the same sheet of paper to Kana as she sat down to hear whatever he had to say to her. It had not been edited, but Kana was not to know that. She peered at the rather beautiful

writing for a few seconds, recognising Sharassa’s handwriting. 

‘More training?’ she asked. 

‘With the arrival of Cadorian, we are going to need as many eyes and ears in the south as we can get,’ the Master said. ‘It’s likely that he will be ready to leave before you are, but your presence there with the capability to report back to me may tip the balance. His task is not going to be an easy one and it will undoubtedly take some time.’

‘Right… Mind-Reading? Telepathy? I’m going to learn a telepathy spell?’

‘It allows communication over very long distances,’ Sharassa said, ‘and the additional spells you’ll learn on the way, such as Mind-Reading, will be very useful for your information-gathering role. You will also be learning more mundane means of persuasion, and there will be lessons on the various towns and cities you may need to visit. You will have at least a passing knowledge of where everything is and what you may find there.’

‘That sounds… good. When do I start?’

‘Master Battle Mage Hoeman tells me that your tuition in Fire Swarm is almost complete,’ the Master said. ‘He will continue to teach you Firebomb next week. You’ll begin your other lessons then as well. With this schedule, you will be ready to leave here next summer.’

It was not going to be early summer, but it was going to be summer. Another year and Kana would be leaving the castle finally. It seemed like the Master planned to keep an eye on her, but she would be free to try to find a way home. One more year. 

She could do that. 

‘Great,’ Kana said, smiling. ‘I can’t wait to get started.’

Chapter Four: Cadorian

The Dragon Blight, 30 th Thokarte 6022. 

The land was lifeless for miles. Nothing grew there, and the soil was dry and had an odd, yellowish cast to it. The Dragon Blight: the place where the last true dragon, Serpens, had met his end. 

Cadorian knew it well. Sort of. It had not looked like this the last time he had seen it. The ground had been torn up where he had battled the creature. Trees had been torn from the ground and scattered. The dragon’s breath had scorched plants and the soil beneath in large areas. But there had been life here. Now there was nothing. The grass of the foothills they had been riding through died away over the course of a couple of miles – becoming yellowed and sickly as you got closer to the centre – and then it

died out entirely, only returning as you rose up into the Dragonspur Mountains. 

‘How far does this extend?’ Cadorian asked. His Alabethi was accented, but quite understandable. He preferred speaking Elven, but his companions did not speak his language. 

‘It’s entirely dead for about twenty miles.’ The speaker was Master Battle Mage Garan, a middle-aged man with a slightly receding hairline and considerable strength in the arts of killing things with magic. He was the leader of four men sent out from the White Castle with Cadorian. ‘Have you noticed the magical field strength declining?’

‘I noticed it.’

‘It’s practically zero once you get into the dead zone. Clerics find it almost impossible to work their magic too. Nothing lives here. Birds avoid flying over it. People who spend the night in this place tend to have horrifying nightmares and the rest does you no good anyway.’

Cadorian spurred his horse forward. ‘Nightmares never hurt anyone. We need to determine whether these people your master speaks of are really a threat. There’s something they need if they are to raise Serpens. This is the only place they can get it.’

‘So I’ve been told. That’s not going to make it easier to spend time here.’

1 st Anokarte. 

The sound of someone screaming woke Cadorian. Normally he would have been on his feet in an instant, weapons at the ready, but this morning he felt sluggish, as though he had not slept at all. 

He was sure he had slept quite well, but it seemed to have done him no good as Garan had suggested. 

The scream had come from one of Garan’s men who lay in his bedroll shaking for several seconds after his scream had woken everyone. His dreams, he said, were full of fire and death. Aside from Cadorian, only one of the mages appeared to have had a night’s rest, and he was sluggish and stiff on rising. Cadorian would have scoffed at their weakness, but he had to admit that the Blight was having some effect on everyone. 

Still, there was work to be done. After a cold breakfast, they took their horses and began once again to quarter the ground near the centre of the Blight, searching for any signs that someone had disturbed the earth there. 


‘You’re sure this thing is here?’ Garan asked around midday. It was autumn, but this far south the day was far from cold and the

sun was strong. No one was enjoying the search. ‘You weren’t here when they buried it, right?’

‘I left that task to others, true,’ Cadorian replied. ‘However, I’m quite sure that it is, or was, here.’

‘Why? There are no records of it.’

‘There is a very large record of it, Garan. Look around you and see the record of its interment. Why do you suppose the land is blighted here tens of thousands of years after Serpens’ death?’

‘You’re saying that burying a dragon’s skull here has drained the land of magic and life?’ Garan raised a hand to forestall the answer. ‘No, you’re probably right. It’s as good an explanation for this place as any.’

‘The skull was buried because we knew at the time that Serpens could be resurrected if someone could gain access to it. That fact was kept a secret, but I’m surprised this was not attempted before. Unless Serpens himself was not aware of the requirement.’

Garan gave a shrug. ‘I’ve no idea whether anyone else has attempted this. The dracs aren’t noted for their brains. Maybe Serpens has been trying to tell them what to do for millennia and getting nowhere.’

Cadorian barked out a short laugh. Somehow, in the emptiness of the Blight, you might have expected it to echo, but the sound died in the air as though it were a snuffed-out candleflame. 

‘Even the dracs are not that stupid. They are, in fact, worthy opponents, even if they are not really a match for competent elf warriors. Their magic is weak, but they are strong.’

‘Well, I’ve never been at war with them.’

‘As you say. However, before this expedition reaches its end, I expect that you will know all there is to know about war with the dracs.’

2 nd Anokarte. 

Cadorian’s eyes snapped open and he stared up at the lightening sky for a long second before tossing aside his blanket and rising to splash his face with water. 

His dreams had been filled with disquieting images. It seemed that the humans dreamed of Serpens in some shape or form. Combat, fire, destruction, and the sound of massive, leathery wings seemed to feature strongly. That had not been Cadorian’s experience. He had seen fires, but they had been burning trees. 

He had watched the destruction of the northern forest in abstract form, the retreat of the elves into the jungles of the south, and the loss of everything and everyone he had known. 

Born in the northern forests, Cadorian had known them well. He had been told that the Great Forest was a shadow of its former self, but the truth of it had not hit home until he had ridden out of the Skygge Forest south of the White Castle. That area had once marked the northern extent of the trees. Now it was abandoned to monsters and all that remained of the northern forest. Cadorian had stared in disbelief at the grasslands which extended south from there almost unbroken for over six hundred miles. The place he had been born was gone now, along with all the lands his clan had held. 

The sound of someone retching indicated that the humans were waking. Patermin, the youngest of the mages, had apparently seen something which had sickened him. He was already faring badly though he had escaped the nightmares the night before. Now there were dark circles under his eyes, and those eyes looked like those of someone who had seen too much war. 

Garan was right about one thing: they would not be able to spend too much longer searching these blighted lands. 

3 rd Anokarte. 

They were riding out of the Blight when they finally found what they were looking for. Patermin had had a very bad night and was on his last legs. None of them were feeling well and even Cadorian had to admit that he was feeling tired. When Garan suggested that they leave, take a couple of days to rest, and then return, Cadorian had agreed. 

Since they were close to the mountains, they rode out to where the grass was growing and then set out to circle around the Blight, south and west, until they reached more open, flatter ground. Everyone was listless, drained. Patermin held onto his saddle with a grim determination which suggested he was close to falling off his horse, but he still appeared happier now that he was outside of the Blight. The air was sweeter, or it seemed to be. Maybe it really was as it was only when they were out of the dead zone that Cadorian realised he had not felt a breeze on his face in three days. 

And then, as they skirted the southern extent of the Blight, Garan pulled up his horse. ‘What’s that?’ he asked, peering toward something which sat just north of them where the grass began to turn yellow. 

Cadorian followed Garan’s gaze to an odd structure of what looked like wooden poles. It looked a little like the frame of a large tent. There were large mounds of soil around the structure and it was those that finally solidified the truth of what they were seeing. ‘Someone has been digging. Let’s take a closer look.’

They left Patermin and another journeyman, Randan, outside the ring of yellowed grass, but the rest rode in to examine the

mineshaft they had discovered. It was not what you would describe as a great work of engineering, but some bracing had been put in to keep the walls of the shaft in one place and there was the frame over the hole to allow buckets of earth to be drawn up for disposal on the mounds. The shaft itself was no more than ten feet in depth, but a side tunnel was visible, heading north under the Blight. 

‘Someone has been busy,’ Garan said. ‘Not my area of expertise, but I’d say that tunnel has to go some distance just from the spoil heaps.’

Cadorian nodded. ‘They may have been working on this for years. 

It’s a clever strategy, especially for dracs. Placing the start of the tunnel out here makes it harder to find. You would expect

– and I did expect – that they would dig straight down. Instead, they start here where it’s less likely that someone will accidentally come across their mine. They’re never seen trekking out onto the plain either. Yes, quite clever.’

‘And they likely come back out this way every day. Minimise the time they spend inside the dead zone and, I’d imagine, maximise the work that gets done. The question is, did they find what they were looking for?’

‘I think they did,’ Inarir said from a short distance away near one of the dirt piles. He was a Skonar, blonde-haired and blue-eyed, and also a competent battle mage. ‘Look at this.’

This was a yellowed area of grass which formed a pattern somewhere between a V and a U. There was a distinct edge to it with the grass in the middle showing less discolouration. The edge also clearly showed signs of being crushed under something reasonably heavy. Cadorian and Garan peered at it for several seconds as they tried to see what Inarir had seen. And then it clicked. 

‘That could be where a large skull with a long jaw was resting for some time,’ Garan said. ‘You’ve actually seen Serpens, Cadorian…’

‘The size is about right,’ Cadorian replied. In his mind, he built up an image of the dragon he had slain and how its head might look resting there on the grass. ‘Its jaw would fit the shape… Yes. I believe you are right, Inarir. They found it, hauled it out, and left it here until they could transport it out of the area. They have it. It can only be a matter of time before they succeed in raising the beast.’

‘So what now?’ Garan asked. ‘I need to report this to the castle once we’re out of the Blight, but what do we do from here?’

‘And where would they have taken the thing?’ Inarir asked. 

‘To the last point,’ Cadorian replied, ‘they’ll have taken it to the wetlands south of here. That area has always been a stronghold of the dracs. Trying to take them on with just the five of us, however, would be a suicide mission with little chance of success. We go south, across the wetlands and into the Great Forest. It’s time my fellow elves learned of the coming danger. With an army at our backs, we might have a chance of bringing Serpens down before he tears the world apart.’

The Great Forest, 8 th Deokarte. 

‘It’s impossible. Resurrecting a true dragon is simply not possible. If it were possible, it would have been attempted before now.’

Cadorian sat in council with the leaders of several prominent elf clans and it was not going especially well. The elves, in Cadorian’s opinion, were not going well. Perhaps it had been the loss of over half the Great Forest to the expansion of human lands. Perhaps it had been the loss of the War of Men – which the humans referred to as the Founding War – when the incomers had beaten the elves back into the far south of the continent. 

Whatever the cause, the elves of this age appeared to be… wimps. 

And misinformed. 

‘It is possible,’ Cadorian said. ‘It was done during the war before I was born. Serpens was slain within five years of the war’s start. His followers managed to return him to life less than a year later, stronger than ever. This was why we took an army to defeat him at the end of the war. We had to wipe out his drac followers as well as defeating a godlike true dragon. We were lucky that none of the other dragons seemed able to duplicate the feat. There was only one Serpens and he was enough to ensure that the war spun on for three centuries.’

The old patriarch opposite Cadorian frowned. ‘We have only your word for–’

‘You are suggesting that I might lie in this matter?’ The honeyed tone Cadorian used belied the action of his hand coming to rest on the hilt of one of his swords. 

The Grand Council Chamber of the Southern Elves had not changed a great deal in twenty-five centuries. It was essentially a large hole in the side of the Heart of the South, a vast tree of indeterminate species supposedly planted there by Soansha herself to be one of two Heart Trees of the land. The Heart of the North had been lost in the War of Men, but this one still stood proud, taller and broader than any other tree in the forest. It was, however, ancient, and it had a number of voids in its huge trunk. 

This chamber occupied one of them, about two hundred feet above the ground, and it featured around twenty chairs set in a circle for the clan representatives to occupy. There was no table. Each chair came with a small table beside it for refreshments – an

addition since Cadorian’s time and one which he felt suggested weakness – but there was no larger table to obscure the view of Cadorian’s threat from the others. 

‘No, no,’ the patriarch said quickly. ‘The war was a long time ago. Perhaps–’

‘For you, perhaps. For me, it was a matter of months.’

‘We have received a number of reports from seers suggesting that something evil was preparing to emerge.’ The speaker was younger than many of the others and a woman of striking beauty. Reyanna Ravenhair was the representative of the Sandrose clan which occupied lands on the southern coast. As her nickname suggested, she had long black hair which fell to her waist. Cadorian had heard that she was an accomplished mage. Importantly for what he was trying to do here, she was also more inclined to take action than her peers. ‘One such report even included imagery of fire and war.’

‘The visions of seers are notoriously difficult to accurately interpret,’ another old man countered. 

‘Indeed.’ The agreement apparently surprised the man. ‘Often we must attribute some vision to an event only after it has unfolded. And yet, here we have many such visions and a great hero come out of our past who tells us of an ancient foe who will return if we cannot stop it.’ Reyanna favoured Cadorian with a warm smile which, despite himself, he found rather pleasing. 

‘Here we have the evidence to interpret reported visions, from no less than the High Priest of Soansha, I might add, in a manner which fits and gives us clear warning. Serpens would undoubtedly return as a threat which could endanger the entire world. We would be considered the most foolish leaders the elves have ever seen to ignore Lord Cadorian’s words. Not since the time of the War of Men have such obvious warnings of doom come to us and been ignored.’

This, Cadorian decided, was someone he could work with. Her words had had something of an effect already; he could see several of the others considering the situation in new light. He suspected that what they were considering was how it would look if they did nothing and were wrong, however. Not that every last elf on the planet would die in flames, but that the blame would, however temporarily, fall on them. It was a weak-minded view, but it might provoke them to act. Perhaps. 

~~~

Elves had never picked up the human habit of living in buildings with solid walls. A traditional elven home was a tent of some sort with hide walls. Even in Cadorian’s time, many had taken to something a little more permanent; the hides would be fixed to a wattle backing to stop wind getting through the gaps so easily, 

and the roof might be formed of straw where it was available. 

Internal division was handled by hanging cloth drapes from poles and the centrepiece was generally a fireplace, either just a fire or a stone-lined fire circle, with the smoke let out through an opening at the apex of the roof. 

Reyanna, being something of a traveller, had quite a traditional hide-walled tent which could be pulled up and packed on horses for transport. Despite that, the interior was quite luxurious. 

Soft pillows provided comfortable space for sitting or lying down. Lighting was supplemented by magic lanterns, though those were now shuttered. The dividing drapes were brightly coloured silk. Now, the only light came from the fire burning in the centre of the structure. The flames brought out the darker tones in Reyanna’s skin, turning her into an even more exotic beauty than usual as she stretched languidly. 

Cadorian watched her lithe body and the play of muscles beneath skin, and considered this turn of events. It had been very simple really: political discussion had cemented their alliance over the need to stop Serpens, and then they had cemented that alliance further and far more pleasantly once the sun had gone down. He smiled. ‘You, my lady, are perhaps the most accomplished partner I have ever had.’

‘Thank you, my lord,’ Reyanna replied. The titles had become a joke between them, slightly archaic terms which somehow fitted the occasion. ‘You are far from an awkward novice yourself. She stretched again, squirming a little. The effect of the erotic motion on Cadorian was surprising, considering that he had thought himself finally exhausted thanks to her previous efforts. 

‘ Far from a novice.’

‘When you’re almost twenty-six thousand years old, you have to have picked up a trick or two.’

Reyanna gave a throaty chuckle. ‘You were around two hundred when you vanished, I think.’

‘Two hundred and three.’

‘As you say. I don’t believe you can count the additional years since you skipped them. Still, I am not an unsatisfied woman so those two hundred and three years were clearly not spent in idleness.’

‘Too many of them were spent in war.’ He frowned. ‘Perhaps that’s why… When you’ve known nothing but conflict and every day might be your last, you seek to fill the time you have with more pleasant activities.’

‘I can’t imagine it. I admit it. Such a life is so far removed from what I’ve known that I would not dare to think that I know what you went through. Still, there are plenty of elves who hold

a romanticised view of war. They think in terms of heroes and adventure rather than blood and tears. Our elders are at least partially responsible. They look back to a time I don’t believe ever existed, seeing only the better parts of the past.’

It was Cadorian’s turn to chuckle. ‘That has not changed. Old men always look to the past and see only the silver lining. The black clouds go unnoticed.’

‘Perhaps it’s me looking back with jaundiced eyes, but I think it’s different. Our leaders are weak. They lack imagination or the will to act when shown something new. Worse, our people believe that to be a good thing. Keeping our traditions is a good thing, but they have become a crutch holding up an ageing, withered society. Ah! You’ve got me talking about politics again when I see that we can continue with another topic.’ Moving with a fluid grace Cadorian had only ever seen in apex predators, Reyanna rose to her knees and, a second later, she was straddling his hips. She smirked. ‘You may be over two hundred, but you’ve the loins of a much younger man.’

‘Just remember that we must get some sleep before the morning, my lady.’

‘I’ll allow you that. I promise we’ll get some sleep.’

Cadorian was fairly sure that she was lying. 

The Blistered Swamp, 10 th Ankarte 6023. 

Cadorian sat astride his horse looking out across the broad expanse of sodden, often swampy ground to the north of the forest’s edge. In truth, much of the remaining Great Forest was jungle: dark, green, and humid. The quality of the land changed in only one respect: there were very few trees on the Blistered Swamp. There were actually patches of the wetlands raised high enough that they were drier than the forest floor and these were what had given the place its name. It was currently estimated that some three hundred thousand dracs made their homes here, many of their villages occupying the higher ground to the north and west. 

‘We’ll camp here for the night,’ Cadorian said, ‘and begin scouting in the morning.’

‘I’d certainly prefer to keep my seat dry,’ Reyanna replied. She was beside him on her own mount. She was there at all because of the arrangement Cadorian had managed to make with the clan heads, with no little help from her. 

‘I’ll give the order,’ Garan said and wheeled his horse to head back to where the troops were still marching, perhaps a mile back from the treeline. 

There were only a hundred men in their small army, all of them inexperienced, though that was hardly novel for clan soldiers. 

They were, ostensibly, scouts and escorts. The plan was to seek out the location where the dracs were planning to resurrect Serpens. Cadorian had suggested that the ritual would likely take place in one of the drac strongholds in the swamp, so that was where they were looking. On finding the location, the force would split with some left to keep a watch, some returning to relay the news, and the rest continuing north, around the Soansha’s Crown range, to Alabethi where they would seek assistance from the humans. Reyanna was there to assist with that, mostly. 

‘I think we should celebrate our arrival,’ she said once Garan was out of earshot. 

‘And I’m sure I know the manner of celebration you intend,’

Cadorian replied. It was hardly a secret that the two of them frequently spent the night in the same tent, but they kept discussion of their love life for private moments anyway. 

Reyanna grinned. ‘I’m sure you do. I want you inside me for as much of the night as possible and I see nothing wrong with that.’

In truth, neither did he. ‘Things will get rougher from now on. 

We’ll need to be alert. It’s unlikely that we can move a hundred men through these lands without being spotted, but the less the dracs know of our intentions the better.’

‘Agreed. They won’t attack, however. The dracs don’t attack armed and organised elves. We would slaughter them.’

‘Good, since that is precisely what we will need to do to keep our journey secret. You’ll stay with your bodyguards from now on, my lady. Dracs have bows and I’ll not have you killed by a lucky shot from some drac scout or hunter.’

Reyanna flashed him a pout, but she nodded. ‘I’ll keep myself safe. I like my skin without additional holes. You make sure that you don’t become the victim of a lucky hunter either. Much of what we aim to do relies on your reputation. Even the humans have heard stories of Cadorian Dragonbane.’

‘Of this I am aware.’ Cadorian turned his mount back into the trees. ‘We’ll return to the main force and camp in the forest for one more night. And we’ll hope that the dracs don’t watch the forest for rising smoke.’

‘From your lips to Soansha’s ears.’

11 th Ankarte. 

The dracs were not best pleased with the arrival of a small army of elves in their territory. Cadorian could not really blame them; the elves would have reacted the same way to a drac

intrusion into the forest. Importantly, the elves would have reacted in more or less precisely the same way. 

Something was different about the dracs, Cadorian was informed by his squad leaders. They were more organised than usual. Their attacks were at least somewhat coordinated. Cadorian got the impression that he was being given a distorted picture, that his subordinates were telling him things were less of a problem than they were. It was a common issue with management of any sort and, in this case, was likely exacerbated by Cadorian’s reputation. 

Put simply, no one wanted to admit to the hero that they were having trouble with a few upright lizards. 

Cadorian assumed that the other elves would have been surprised to discover that this was what he expected of dracs. His discussions with military leaders prior to leaving on this expedition had drawn a picture of a species of massive inferiors. 

Dracs had always had a technological disadvantage which they seemed incapable of making up, but they had been organised, a force to be reckoned with so long as they stuck to their own territories. Now they were split into tribes, each holding its own land against everyone else, drac or not. If one tribe caused a problem, you could move in and wipe them out without worrying that any of the others would provide aid. There was no ‘nation of dracs’ – it was every drac for himself, or his tribe if the tribal leader was strong enough. 

That was not what Cadorian was seeing now. He had been through two skirmishes and had seen at least a half-dozen tribe colours in the field. The squad leaders were returning similar stories from other fights. Someone or something had organised the tribes, and Cadorian had a good idea what was happening. Serpens was not risen yet, but he was exerting his influence on the tribes through the shamans who communicated with him. After millennia of disarray, the dracs were working together as a race once again and Cadorian took it as a sign. 

~~~

‘What do you mean, he’s missing?’ Reyanna asked. Her voice was showing some signs of stress and a lot of signs of anger. 

‘Lord Cadorian’s mount was found after the last skirmish, but there was no sign of him,’ the unfortunate sergeant who was reporting the news replied. ‘We don’t know where he is. It seems unlikely that any group of dracs could have captured him, but…’

‘I want him found,’ Reyanna ordered. Technically, she did not have the right to give orders, but no one was going to argue with someone like her. Aside from anything else, she looked about ready to rip someone’s head off. ‘Send out scouting parties. Find him!’

‘If it’s at all possible, we’ll find him.’

Reyanna could see all her ambitions falling down around her ears. 

Politically, losing Cadorian would be a disaster. Socially, losing Cadorian would end the possibility of him becoming her consort, which would have resulted in her family’s rise up the social strata at a meteoric rate. She refused to admit the last part, which was that she found his company and physical attentions much to her liking and would regret that loss too. 

Whatever her reasoning, Reyanna was not going to let this go without a satisfactory resolution. 

‘I don’t care whether it’s possible. Find him!’

12 th Ankarte. 

The dracs had disarmed him. That was to be expected and he had not argued, though he had insisted that they took good care of his swords. Given that he had walked into a drac encampment and surrendered, they had decided to humour him. They had also agreed to his request, following a little application of diplomacy. The fact that Cadorian spoke their language helped; they had seemed particularly surprised that an elf spoke Draconian. 

It was a couple of hours after dawn when Cadorian was taken before one of the local tribal leaders. Once, this had been a powerful and very formidable drac. There were still signs of a powerful body, but he was ageing. His scales had a greyish quality to them and he could no longer hold his body as straight as he once could. His mind was still strong, however. You could see it in his eyes; dracs were not known for their intelligence, but this one was a different matter. That was probably why he was still the chief of his tribe, and why the other tribes were, apparently, listening to him. 

Cadorian gave a bow to the old drac. ‘You know who I am, chieftain?’

‘I know who you are, elf. The shamans speak of your return.’

‘And what do they say should be done about my return?’

‘They say… that we should wait. Why is that? I wonder if you know because my counsel would be to strike you down where you stand.’

‘I should imagine that Serpens knows something which you do not. 

Tell me, how long have you had his skull? How many attempts to raise him have failed?’

The chief’s inner eyelids flicked rapidly. When he spoke, it was with annoyance. ‘There have been several attempts since the skull was unearthed. The humans helping us have failed us thus far, but they will succeed.’

‘They won’t. The reason why your shamans say to wait before killing me is that I know why they will fail. When I killed

Serpens, we knew there was the possibility that he could be brought back and we took steps to ensure that would never happen.’ Cadorian paused. ‘Well, it would never happen unless someone were to betray the secret of how to raise him.’

The chief regarded Cadorian carefully for several seconds. ‘I don’t trust you, elf.’

‘Then let me see if I can’t gain some measure of trust.’

13 th Ankarte. 

Reyanna restrained herself until she could get Cadorian alone, several hours after his return to the camp the elves had set up atop a hill in the swamplands. He had simply walked out of the swamp, dirty and a little bruised for sure, but apparently little the worse for his ordeal and bearing a lot of intelligence on the disposition and organisation of the drac forces. 

‘You got yourself captured just to gather intelligence on our opponents?’ Reyanna asked while Cadorian washed. ‘Why didn’t you tell anyone what you were doing?’

‘Because you would have stopped me,’ Cadorian replied. He was right, of course, but still…

‘I believe I can speak for our entire contingent and the elven nation when I say: don’t do that again.’

Cadorian turned his head, flashing Reyanna a smile full of confidence. ‘It won’t be necessary to do it again. In a couple of days, there will be no drac opposition to gather intelligence on. 

Trust me.’

15 th Ankarte. 

The sounds of battle rang around Reyanna and, for the life of her, she could not understand why. Cadorian had come up with the battle plan and briefed the troops extensively on it. Attack one village and the problem would be solved. Somehow, probably related to the rising of Serpens, the dracs had become united under a single chieftain; wipe out that chieftain and his tribe and that unity would vanish. Better yet, it would stop Serpens from being resurrected. 

They had split their force to cover the primary entry and exit points of the drac village. The main force would attack through the main gate while a smaller contingent were to make sure that a rear gate did not become an escape route. It was Cadorian’s plan

– he was the one who had seen the village and knew its layout –

but everyone was happy with it. Cadorian’s estimate of the village’s strength put this operation well within the capabilities of the force. It was unusual to see a drac village with a palisade and they would be attacking uphill, but the dracs

appeared to be oblivious to the possibility of attack. The gate was open from dawn to dusk and that had been confirmed by scouts. 

Had it been too good to be true? How could Cadorian have fallen for such an obvious trap? Reyanna had no answers, but she knew that the assault had gone badly wrong. Around her, elves were fighting and dying against an overwhelming force of dracs. She had seen a lesser dragon flying over the village! Even that should not have been enough to stop Cadorian Dragonbane, but Cadorian was nowhere to be seen. Was he already dead? Had he been picked off early as the most dangerous of the attackers? 

Cowering beside a rough, wooden hut, all Reyanna could do was pray that her ancient lover was still alive. 

~~~

Garan threw a Firebolt at an attacking drac and fumed. The entire thing had been a trap, he was sure of it. The village might have been a real drac village and there was every possibility that it belonged to some powerful chieftain, but the dracs had known they were coming, had been able to bring in reinforcements from other tribes. They had called in a dragon, for Soansha’s sake! No one had spoken of a lesser dragon in the swamplands. 

What worried Garan most was that the dracs seemed to know what to expect. It was like they had seen the plan before the elves had even set out for the village. In fact, now he really thought about it, it was exactly like they had been in the meetings with Cadorian to decide the best way to handle the assault on the village. If that was the case, then there was only one explanation. Everything he knew suggested that that explanation made no sense, but it had to be true. Cadorian had betrayed them. 

The White Castle had to be told. Garan turned and a searing pain lanced through his chest. Briefly, he wondered what was happening to him, but then he found himself looking into a pair of green eyes. Cadorian was smiling. His hand held one of his swords, the blade thrust through Garan’s chest. 

‘Why?’ Garan asked, though he was not entirely sure that any sound had escaped his lips. 

‘Because this world is not worth saving,’ Cadorian said. He yanked his sword free and Garan’s vision went black. 

~~~

‘Why?’ Reyanna asked. She was tied at wrists and ankles, but aside from that she was comfortable. She had thought she was going to die, but the dracs had escorted her to a hut, tied her, and put her on a pallet lined with furs. The arrival an hour or two later of Cadorian had made her heart soar, until she had

heard him talking with the dracs in their own tongue. Realisation had dawned, but it was refusing to really sink into her heart. 

‘Why?’ Cadorian answered. ‘Because my people are dead and gone. 

The race ruling what’s left of the Great Forest is a shadow of what we once were. I destroyed the dragons, gave the entire world to the elves, and what have they done with it? Handed it to an upstart race unfit to kiss our feet.’

‘So, you’re going to destroy everything ?’

‘No, there will be survivors. Those fit to call themselves elves will rise from the ashes. You and I will be among them. I’m going to take you somewhere that Serpens can’t reach and, in time, we’ll return to a new elven nation, stronger than ever. If any of the humans survive, we’ll wipe them out and reclaim this world for ourselves. 

‘That’s insane.’

Cadorian smiled. ‘You’ll come to see things my way, Reyanna Ravenhair. You have no choice.’

The White Castle, 30 th Ankarte. 

The Master frowned. He had an expressive frown thanks to his lined face. This frown was born of frustration and worry and he turned it toward Sharassa. ‘Has Garan contacted you?’

‘No, Master,’ Sharassa replied. She was also looking worried. 

‘I’ve heard nothing from him in the last three weeks.’

‘I can’t reach him. Something is wrong.’

‘The last thing Garan reported was that they were marching into the Blistered Swamp and encountering no major resistance.’

‘Mm…’ The old wizard pondered for a few seconds, rubbing his beard between thumb and forefinger. ‘Something has changed and we have no other option. When will Kana be ready to leave?’

‘Not before Sokarte, if we keep to the schedule for her training. 

Six months.’

‘She needs those skills to be useful. Serpens has not risen yet

, so there’s still time. There has to be time.’ His frown deepened. ‘What could have happened to Cadorian?’

‘We won’t know until Kana goes looking for him. Whatever it is, it can’t be good.’

‘Your talent for understatement is astounding, Sharassa.’

Dragonspur Mountains, 2 nd Tankarte. 

The huge, bleached skull sat in stark contrast to the black basaltic rock of the caldera. Seventeen days of riding had brought them to what had once been Serpens’ lair in the Dragonspur Mountains. Long before the first life had walked the world, this had been a volcano. Or that was what Cadorian had been told when they had discovered the dragon’s lair. They had managed to lure Serpens out of his stronghold to die; there had been no way to get to him inside it. Now he was back. Well, part of him was. 

‘You have only the skull?’ Cadorian asked. 

‘That is all we should need.’ The speaker was not an elf and no longer a human. Habarus was a lich, the animated corpse of a necromancer too stubborn to die. Desiccated by the processes which had turned him from a living satanist into an undying one, he continued thanks to a potion which he had to consume regularly, and also because he refused to die. He was still among the most powerful men in the cult of Satan and he thought he knew all there was to know about bringing Serpens back to life. 

‘You need the heart,’ Cadorian replied. ‘The skull leaches magic from the world wherever it rests. The heart is its opposite. 

Together, they cancel each other out and provide the necessary anchor for Serpens in this world. Until they are reunited, you will never succeed in your rituals, no matter how many dracs you sacrifice.’ Cadorian had, in fact, stopped them from carrying out their latest experiment: the ritual called for a hundred dracs to be given to Serpens, but a hundred was not working, so they had decided to try a thousand. 

‘There are no records anywhere of a heart.’

‘There wouldn’t be. There shouldn’t have been if the plan to stop this very circumstance from happening was properly carried out.’

Habarus’s eyes narrowed. ‘But you know where it is?’

‘If the plan was followed, I know where it was taken. We’ll need to search for it, but it can be found. The heart is… dangerous. 

There will be plenty of signs to indicate where it was eventually hidden if we go looking.’

‘Where? Where will you look?’

‘It was taken to the remotest location we could think of. North. 

Far north. On modern maps, the area is known as the Ice Peaks.’

‘Skonar Island?’

‘As you say. It will take time to get there, find the heart, and return, but until we do, your rituals will fail again and again. 

I don’t believe the dracs will continue to trust you if you just

continue to slaughter them in the hopes of success which will never come.’

Habarus did not seem to spend long considering the problem. ‘The lizards will be useless that far north. You’ll need humans to help you. I’ll send word to Sintar and have my people meet you along the way. I warn you, elf, that if you are deceiving us–’

Cadorian waved the threats away. ‘Save your words, lich. I have no doubt that you’ll try to kill me should I break my word. 

Luckily for you, I have as much interest in returning Serpens to the world as you do. It may take a year, if we’re unlucky, but it will happen. I will return with the heart. Serpens will rise. And the world will burn.’

Chapter Five: The Road to Adventure

The White Castle, 1 st Sokarte 6023. 

Kana stood beside her lumpy bed and contemplated her room. More precisely, she contemplated the contents of her room and considered what she should take with her. That morning, the Master had told her that she would be leaving for the south in one week. Her lessons had been completed to the satisfaction of her tutors and it was time to leave. It had not been easy getting to that point. 

The Master had seemed to flip-flop over his decision to finally set Kana free on a weekly basis. Nothing had been said, to Kana anyway, but every time she saw the old wizard looking her way, it seemed as though his expression was worried, annoyed, or both. At least he was paying her some attention. Rumours had made their way around the castle four or five months before suggesting that Cadorian and his team had gone silent and were presumed dead. 

This morning, the Master had confirmed that nothing had been heard of them since Ankarte and that her primary task was to attempt to discover what had happened. He had known for seven months that something had gone badly wrong with Cadorian, and yet he had still waited to send her out. 

Well, he was sending her south and now she needed to decide which of her belongings to leave behind and which to take with her. To be honest, there was not much to decide on. She had clothes, but not an extensive list of them and carrying all of them was not going to be a burden. Over the past few months, two of the leather vests she liked had been given enchantments which made them as good as armour, so that was a plus. She was going to need a cooking pot and a canteen for water. Food was not a problem: she could conjure something out of the air if she had to. She would, however, need something to put the food in once summoned and something to carry water in between rivers. She would need her staff, obviously. A staff was practically essential to any mage and that went double for a battle mage. 

She would take her writing kit because, if it came to it, she could make money writing spell scrolls. She had a budget of two hundred silver coins with which to purchase anything she needed and get her started in her travels. She had determined, using what she called the loaf index since it was based on the cost of bread, that that amounted to about twenty thousand yen. Not a lot, but probably enough for a while. She would have to start making money in some way soon after she reached civilisation. 

What did that leave? A bedroll. A tent? Did she really need a tent, or could she get away with something lighter? Weight was a consideration; Kana had grown since arriving in Soken and she was fitter and stronger than she had been, but she had a long distance to walk and she was no beast of burden. Cadorian had been given horses. Okay, so Kana had no idea how to ride a horse aside from the most basic elements of the skill, but it was the principle of the thing! Anyway, despite looking like someone who never went outside if she could help it, Aneshti knew something about staying alive in the wilderness. Kana determined that she would ask Aneshti about the tent problem. 

And as for everything else… Well, when it came to it, the list of Kana’s possessions was not a long one. She might as well take everything. 

~~~

‘What’s up with you?’ Kana asked as she sat down beside Aneshti, bowl of stew and mug of ale in hand. 

Aneshti looked around and then quickly went back to her own stew. 

‘Nothing. I’m fine.’

‘That’s exactly what people who aren’t fine say. You look like someone ate your pet cat. You’re paler than usual, which is saying something.’

The elf grimaced and seemed disinclined to answer, but answer she did after a couple of seconds. ‘I had a letter from home come today.’

Soken had a postal system of sorts. Speed and security could vary, but you could get letters and parcels from place to place if you wished. Traders would take parcels from one place on their route to another for a price. If you picked the wrong person and the package seemed interesting, the recipient might never receive it. Speed was not especially high for that kind of transport either, running to about thirty miles per day but with long stops as the trader did business in towns and villages along the road. 

That was, however, the only way to get mail to the White Castle from anywhere to the south. From the north, letters could travel by courier. Couriers tended to be faster since they did not stop for long periods along the way, but it was generally uneconomical unless letters were batched at either end, so there could be a

delay in receipt due to that. Still, there was a regular mail service between the castle and Shibella, Aneshti’s hometown, and it did tend to come in around the first of the month every other month. 

‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ Kana ventured. 

‘They’re demanding I go home. They’ve lined up a husband for me, the first son of another family. I’m to go home to get married to a notorious drunk who’s forty years older than I am.’

‘Oh. I didn’t think that kind of thing was done here.’

‘Northern customs,’ Myshta said. ‘Even in the south, arranged marriages happen, but they’re more common in the north. Aneshti comes from a fairly well-to-do family too. They’re more likely to arrange marriages to cement political or business ties than your typical commoner.’

Aneshti nodded. ‘His family have a shipping business. My family came from traders. Linking the two sounds like a good idea.’

‘But you end up married to a drunk,’ Kana concluded. ‘That’s… not great. You should talk to Sharassa.’

‘What’s she going to do about it?’

‘I have no idea, but she might have one. Maybe the Master could–

No, he doesn’t seem like the type to protect a woman from an arranged marriage.’

‘No, he doesn’t. I’ll talk to Sharassa anyway. There might be some way I can get out of this besides running away.’

3 rd Sokarte. 

‘Is there anything else we need to discuss?’ the Master asked and Sharassa prepared herself for a little deception. 

‘There is one matter I would like to bring up. Aneshti has expressed a desire to continue her studies in the field. I was thinking that we should send her out with Kana. The two would complement each other and make Kana’s job easier.’

The Master raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’

‘Kana has the skills necessary, but she does lack a few things which might be useful. Aneshti, like most elves, has some training in wilderness survival. It’s for the cold conditions in the north, but she can apply the basics to travel in the south. 

She also knows a few spells Kana does not, such as creating water and providing a shield against the weather. Perhaps most importantly, Aneshti speaks Elven. If Kana needs to interact with the elves, Aneshti could provide a much-needed bridge. The two are friends, so there should be no trouble with them getting

along. The two of them together would be far more effective than Kana alone.’

‘Valid points.’ He paused, considering. ‘If Aneshti and Kana are happy with such an arrangement, I see no reason not to do it. 

Make the arrangements.’

Sharassa gave a professional nod and turned for the door. ‘I’ll see to it.’ She waited until she was outside the Master’s study before smiling. 

5 th Sokarte. 

‘We do not have the budget for a pack animal,’ Kana stated as she looked around Aneshti’s room. 

‘I know,’ Aneshti whined. She had arrived at the castle with more possessions than Kana now had, and the collection had grown since then. 

‘And you’re carrying your own gear too,’ Kana added. 

‘I know.’

‘Do you ever throw anything away?’

‘Of course I do! Sometimes. Not that often, I guess…’

‘Right, well we can start by going through your wardrobe and figuring out what you’re going to take. The rest can go to Mistress Natishma to be recycled.’

‘That shouldn’t be too hard,’ Aneshti asserted with a grin. 

‘We’re going south, so most of my heavier stuff is going to be no use.’

‘You say that but–’

‘Really. Shitagi don’t really like it warm. It’s not like we melt or anything. That’s just what it feels like.’

‘Huh. Okay. Are you really sure you want to make this trip with me?’

‘Compared to the alternative, a little discomfort is not going to bother me. Besides, I’ve always wanted to travel. One of the reasons I decided to come here was to get out of Shibella. And, it’s my belief that I can improve your chances of survival out there. I know it’s a colder climate around Shibella, but almost every shitagi is trained at least a little to survive outside of towns and cities. It’s tradition.’

‘I’m not arguing about the utility of the thing, and I guess this is going to get you away from an unwanted marriage.’ Kana opened up Aneshti’s wardrobe and goggled at the collection of garments

hanging in it. There was a chest of drawers too. This was going to be interesting. ‘Let’s get started. Otherwise it’ll be another week before we can leave.’

6 th Sokarte. 

‘Kana and Aneshti, please come up to the high table.’ The Master’s voice rang out through the dining hall and the two named individuals, who had been told to expect the summons, got to their feet. 

The Master continued as they walked toward him. ‘These two mages are to leave us this coming Antora, travelling south to further their studies and to further the work of the White Castle. Their tutors’ assessments of them is sufficient for them to move up in rank. Both have been excellent students and have continued as excellent mages. It brings me great pleasure to bestow their new ranks upon them.’

‘And I’m getting mine the same time as you’re getting yours,’

Aneshti muttered. ‘I’m catching up.’

Kana suppressed a smirk. ‘Keep telling yourself that.’

‘Aneshti of Shibella,’ the Master continued when the two women had arrived, ‘I hereby bestow upon you the rank of Journeyman Mage.’

‘Thank you, Master,’ Aneshti replied, giving a little bow. 

The Master nodded and his gaze shifted to Kana. Reaching back, he accepted a staff of reddish wood from Sharassa. ‘Kana, I hereby bestow upon you the rank of Journeyman Battle Mage. Accept this staff which we hope will serve you well in furthering the goals of the White Castle.’

The second Kana’s fingers curled around the smooth wood, she felt the enchantment in it. The Master was not mentioning what had been done to the staff, but it had at least been prepared for use by a mage. It was the shorter, one-hundred-and-fifty-centimetre length preferred by the castle’s battle mages, but the wood was unfamiliar to her. 

‘Thank you, Master,’ Kana said. ‘I’ll make good use of it.’ Then she turned to face the hall and the cheers and exaltations of her gathered peers. She was sharing the limelight with Aneshti this time, but still there seemed to be a lot of enthusiasm. Either everyone was happy to see two students rise to journeyman rank, or everyone was happy to see the back of them. Kana was hoping it was not the latter. 

7 th Sokarte. 

It was the following day that Sharassa presented Kana with a going-away present. The elf stepped up to walk alongside Kana as

she headed for her room after lunch. A hand was held out and, when Kana accepted what was being offered, she discovered that Sharassa had given her a magic ring. 

With the staff, Kana had had to use a spell to find out what the enchantment was; aside from the usual utility spell to let the pole be an extension of a mage’s body when casting spells, the staff had been enchanted to make parrying more certain. Sharassa explained the ring’s purpose immediately. 

‘You’re going out into the world,’ Sharassa said, ‘and you’re a human woman, no longer the child who came to us.’

‘Uh, I guess. Yes.’

‘You’ve shown no inclinations while here, but eventually you’ll wish to have sex.’ Kana’s cheeks went scarlet more or less immediately. Sharassa went on as though oblivious. ‘This ring makes the wearer infertile so long as it’s worn. Elves have little need for such preventatives. We’re only fertile through the summer months and only every three years. Humans seem to be ready to rut whenever the feeling grabs them.’

‘I refuse to believe that elves restrain themselves out of season,’ Kana replied, partially because she felt like defending her species from allegations of licentiousness. 

‘No,’ Sharassa admitted. ‘We, however, don’t tend to end up with unwanted children as a result.’

‘Hm. Well, thank you for thinking of my health and future happiness. Now I can… rut without consequence.’

‘Not entirely without. Consider disease when selecting a partner. 

However, I would recommend it. Especially with a skilled partner, there’s no feeling quite like it.’

Kana was wishing she had learned some ice magic so that she could cool her cheeks down. ‘I’ve never seen you with anyone and I don’t believe the rumours about you and the Master. It can’t be all that good.’

‘Quite right.’ Pause. ‘Neither you nor anyone else ever sees me indulge myself. Aside from the person I’m with, obviously. I assure you that it is that good, if you’re selective.’

‘Okay, so how do I select someone worth the trouble?’

‘Well, we did teach you to read minds…’

8 th Sokarte. 

It was a fine day and the sun was about as hot as it got this far north. It was not absolutely ideal weather for walking long distances, but at least it was not raining. Kana adjusted her

pack again – finding a really comfortable way of shouldering the weight would take some time, she figured – and turned to smile at the small committee which had formed to see them off. 

‘You have everything?’ Sharassa asked. 

‘Between us, we have all the basic gear we’re likely to need,’

Kana replied. ‘Plus Aneshti’s wardrobe.’

‘I only have four changes of clothes!’ Aneshti protested. 

‘I have two. Anyway, we have everything.’

‘I still don’t think it’s shared out evenly.’

‘We’re both carrying the same weight.’

‘You’re stronger than I am,’ Aneshti grumped. 

‘Sucks to be you.’

‘Remember to keep in touch,’ Sharassa said. ‘I’m always open to receiving calls.’

‘It should take us ten or eleven days to get past Skygge Forest. 

I’ll contact you on the other side.’

‘Good. From there, you head for Dvartim and then south to Alabeth.’

‘Two cities. Can’t wait.’

‘Dvartim isn’t that much to write home about,’ Myshta said, ‘but it is a lot bigger than this place.’

‘And Alabeth is a beautiful city,’ Orin said. ‘Biggest in the world with an outer wall of white stone.’

Kana glanced at the thick walls of the castle, all in grey stone which matched the mountains behind it. Alabeth was still going to be nothing like Tokyo. The ‘biggest city in the world’ still held only two hundred thousand people compared to the millions of Japan’s capital. ‘Well, we should get going. Hopefully, I’ll see you all again sometime in the future.’

‘Yeah,’ Aneshti said, ‘I’m sure we’ll meet again.’

‘You’d better come back,’ Myshta said. ‘I want to hear all the stories of your adventures.’

‘Hopefully,’ Sharassa said, ‘your adventures won’t be too adventurous. That said, I’m sure you can get into trouble somewhere.’

‘Thanks, I think,’ Kana said, grinning. ‘Goodbye for now.’

In an uncharacteristic show of affection, Kana rushed forward to hug Myshta and then Orin. ‘You two stay safe too.’

‘We will,’ Orin assured her. ‘Safe travels.’

‘Safe travels,’ Myshta said. Her voice was breaking a little and her eyes had tears in them. 

‘Safe travels,’ Sharassa said. ‘May Soansha watch over you as you go.’

‘That’d be nice,’ Kana replied. ‘I’m still not entirely convinced of Aneshti’s navigation skills.’ Turning, she started off down the track which led down to the plains and Skygge Forest. 

‘I’m perfectly good at navigating,’ Aneshti replied, taking a couple of quick strides to catch up. 

‘When we’re just following a road.’

‘That does make it easier, sure.’

‘When we get lost, I’m going to tease you mercilessly.’

‘I’m just going to stick to the roads then.’

11 th Sokarte. 

Skygge Forest was a coniferous forest, once marking the upper edge of the Great Forest. Supposedly, back in those days it had been a light and airy place, tended to by the ice elves who lived there. Now, it was not either of those things. 

‘It looks like the kind of place they warn you not to go into in fantasy stories,’ Kana observed as they got close enough to get a good look at the wall of trees in front of them. 

‘Well, it’s not exactly the kind of place you take picnics in,’

Aneshti agreed. ‘If we stick to the road, we should be fine. Just keep your eyes open for arachine and stray goblins.’

‘Okay. So arachine are big spiders, right?’

‘Eight-legged, carnivorous creatures that look like spiders. 

They’re not actually spiders. They’re about the size of a dog around here.’

‘Are we talking Teacup Poodle or Great Dane?’

‘I don’t know what those are, but they range from about three feet long to maybe five. They’d come up almost to your knee. In the Great Forest, they can get bigger, like elf size, and more poisonous.’

‘They’re poisonous?’

‘You don’t want to get a bite from one. They like to ambush prey. 

They jump out of cover or drop from branches.’

‘Great.’

As soon as the track they were walking along entered the trees, the light level began to drop. The bright sun was gone after maybe two hundred metres and all you could see was tall, slim trees and whatever undergrowth managed to survive under them. The track itself was moderately wide and should have let more light down to ground level, but it was dingy among the trees. At least there seemed to be no branches for the arachine to drop from and the undergrowth at the sides of the trees did not appear to be good for launching jumping attacks from. 

‘We’ve got eight days of this,’ Kana observed. ‘I’m going to want to kill myself by the time we get out.’

‘It is kind of depressing,’ Aneshti agreed. ‘I think we’ll get used to it, and at least we don’t have to forage for food and water while we’re here.’

This was true. Despite each of them only having a one-quart canteen with them and no travel rations, they were not going hungry or thirsty. Aneshti refilled their canteens each morning and then again in the afternoon using a basic water spell. Kana could make food from the air, but it was easier if she transformed organic material into edible food. That organic material could be grass and twigs, and she could even turn rocks into an equal weight of food. It was not especially tasty food, especially when made from nothing, but it filled a hole. Basic supplies were not an issue when you knew the right magic. 

‘People climbing Everest would probably kill for the ability to make food out of snow,’ Kana said. 

‘Probably. What’s “Everest?”’

‘A mountain. A big mountain. I don’t remember how tall and I couldn’t convert it into Soken measurements anyway.’ The most ubiquitous length measurements on Soken were thumbs, feet, and miles. Kana had worked out that a thumb was about a centimetre fairly early on. It was supposedly the width of a typical elf’s thumb. Feet were about the length of a typical elven foot, and about thirty thumbs which was about the same size as a foot on Earth, if she was remembering right. Miles were… a long distance. 

She was not entirely sure whether they were the same as the miles Americans used or not, or how far an American mile was anyway. 

‘Big mountain is good enough. That it has snow on it gives me a good idea. I’m not sure how anyone gets by without magic. I mean, a lot of people don’t work magic. It’s really hard if you don’t have the talent. But more or less everyone can get access to magic if they really need it.’

‘Technology,’ Kana replied. ‘We invented things to do stuff we couldn’t do on our own. I mean, Soken isn’t lacking in the basics. You have levers, wheels, waterwheels, basic machines. 

Back home, we have machines that can carry you faster than any horse or even fly you from place to place. We even had machines that could think for you.’

Aneshti laughed. ‘What’s the point in letting a machine think for you?’

‘It makes life easier. I don’t think they were supposed to replace people’s brains, but they sort of did for a lot of people. Not sure where you are or where to go? Ask a machine that fits in your pocket. Need to calculate something? Why do it in your head when you can get a machine to do it faster? And that’s often the same machine as the navigation one. You never have to remember anything ever again when you’ve got a sumātofon.’

Unsurprisingly, Alabethi did not have a word for ‘smartphone.’

Whenever something like that came up, Kana reverted to Japanese. 

Bras were now known as ‘burajā’ around the White Castle because of this. 

‘You came from a really weird world.’

‘Says the woman from a world where there are elves, dragons, and magic.’

‘Why’s that weird?’

~~~

‘Maybe I should’ve learned the seasoning spell they use in the kitchen,’ Kana said after swallowing her first mouthful of nutritious, if rather tasteless, stew made from roadside grass. 

‘I bet you could cast it anyway,’ Aneshti replied. ‘You know enough food magic to work it out.’

‘Probably. On the other hand, I’m not sure seasoning would help this. I suppose we’ll get used to it.’

‘Probably. Think how good a real meal will taste when we get to Dvartim.’

‘It’s a point.’

They had camped at the side of the track for the night. That had involved laying out their bedrolls for something to sit on, finding some dry wood to make a fire from, and getting out the cooking pot to make the food in. Aneshti had lit the fire with a spell. Kana had made the food with a spell. When you had two mages camping for the night, magic was a key component to comfort. Neither of them knew spells to detect incoming threats, but that, it seemed, would not be a problem. 

‘Arachine don’t hunt at night here,’ Aneshti had explained. ‘They can see well in fairly dim light, but they don’t have very good eyes at all when it comes down to it. In the dark, they’re practically blind and they won’t go near a fire.’

‘What about those goblins you mentioned?’

‘They’re not common and they won’t hunt at night. There’s too much risk of them coming across a sleeping arachine. Goblins are cowards. They won’t attack humans or elves unless they have superior numbers, and then it’s only if they have a hobgoblin pushing them to do it.’

‘They’re cannibals, right?’

‘Depends who you ask. Cannibalism involves eating your own species and there’s not much evidence that they’ll eat each other. They will eat humans and elves. Happily. Rumour has it that they think elves are a delicacy.’

So, they were not worrying too much about posting a proper watch. 

They were going to stagger their sleeping periods some, mostly so that someone could keep the fire going. The fire was as likely to keep any arachine with insomnia away as much as a watchful human or elf. 

‘Hey, what’s the difference between a goblin and a hobgoblin?’

Kana asked between mouthfuls. 

‘Size,’ Aneshti replied. ‘Hobgoblins are about the size of an elf. Bigger and stronger than a typical goblin. That said, there isn’t any technical difference because all hobgoblins start out as goblins. The hobs are the leaders and when one of them dies, the strongest living goblin in the tribe turns into a hobgoblin. 

No one’s ever seen the process, so we don’t know how they do it.’

‘It doesn’t conjure up any nice images.’

‘Probably not. The only time that doesn’t happen is when the hob is killed by an ogre.’ Aneshti gave a little shudder. ‘Ogres sometimes take over goblin tribes, which makes both the goblins and the ogre worse to deal with.’

‘You don’t like ogres, I take it?’

‘No elf likes ogres. They’re Serpens’ revenge for the death of the true dragons.’

‘Huh?’

Aneshti frowned, kind of like she did not want to tell the story. 

On the other hand, she did like showing her knowledge when Kana lacked it. ‘The legend says that the dracs kidnapped a group of elves and turned them into ogres somehow. Ogres are all male. 

They’re big, like nine feet tall, and strong, and pretty

fearless. They breed by kidnapping elf women and… Well, you get the picture.’

‘I can see why you don’t like them.’

‘I’d kill myself if an ogre ever got its hands on me.’

Kana frowned. ‘Give me a chance to rescue you before you do that, okay? I can see your point, sure, but try to leave it as the last resort.’

Aneshti’s blue eyes looked far darker in the firelight, but they went wide at that. ‘You’d come to rescue me from an ogre?’

‘Sure. I’d prefer to cook the thing before it took you, but I wouldn’t let you become a baby machine for a monster.’

Now Aneshti grinned. ‘I think I might be just a little bit in love.’

‘Down, girl. I’m pretty sure we’re both into guys.’

‘I could make an exception…’

15 th Sokarte. 

The first time Kana saw what could be described as a ‘monster’

came four days later, just after lunch. An arachine rushed out of the undergrowth on the left side of the road maybe a dozen metres away and began scuttling across the track. Kana and Aneshti came to a halt and Kana raised her staff in case the thing spotted them. 

Apparently, it spotted something because it stopped in the middle of the track and turned toward the two travellers. Kana remained still, but a magic circle appeared at the end of her staff as she prepared a spell. The arachine did not seem to be really sure what it was seeing; it swayed slightly on its eight long limbs and seemed to be staring at the women as intently as Kana was staring at it. 

The more she looked, the more she realised that it was spider like , but it was also not really much like a spider at all. Its body consisted of an almost snakelike, multi-segment cylinder that tapered at the tail. The ‘skin’ of the thing was more like an insect’s carapace, smooth and hard. Eight legs branched off from the body and were, like with spiders, more concentrated at the front, and there was also a pair of mandibles mounted at the front of the body which looked sharp. There was no evidence of dripping venom, but you got the impression that there should have been. The front of the body was rounded, but the lower portion, under the mandibles, protruded a bit like a snout and the creature had a distinct jaw; clearly arachine ate meat rather than sucking out your innards or whatever it was that spiders did. It also had multiple eyes, but they all looked pretty

simple. An array of black dots formed a triangular pattern over the top of its ‘skull,’ each darker and shinier than the carapace. Maybe taking the entire mass of inputs as a whole, the thing could make an image, but Kana got the impression that all each ‘eye’ could do was detect light. 

Apparently, whatever the thing thought it saw through those simple eyes, it concluded that it was not edible. Turning again, the arachine scuttled quickly off the path and vanished into the undergrowth. Kana watched the spot it had disappeared into for a few seconds and then dissipated her spell. ‘Well, that was uneventful,’ she said. 

‘They’re not stupid,’ Aneshti replied. ‘Well, they’re animals, but they’re not stupid animals. It could probably work out it was two against one and you prepping that spell might have persuaded it not to try.’

‘My first monster.’

‘I guess it probably is. Not that I’ve seen many. That was my first arachine. They don’t get much further north than this. 

They’re coldblooded. Around here, they tend to hibernate in winter. In the Great Forest, they’re a year-round pest.’

‘Huh.’ Kana started walking again, checking the right side of the track as she went just in case the big bug had concluded it could try again when it had surprise on its side. ‘If it had decided to try snacking on us, I’d have turned it into a smoking husk pretty easily. They can’t be that much of a pest.’

‘You’re forgetting they get bigger down there too. Try thinking about that little monster about the same size and weight as a man.’

Kana grinned. ‘You underestimate my ability to make smoking husks.’

‘I’m not totally sure that’s the kind of thing you should be bragging about.’

‘Sure it is. I can make bigger explosions than anyone else in the castle.’

‘Really?’

‘Really.’ Kana paused a second and then added, ‘Of course, without a really big powerstone to draw on, I might kill myself casting something that big, but what’s a little death or incapacity between friends?’

19 th Sokarte. 

They were camped on the side of the road again, but tonight there were no trees. They had made it out of the forest an hour or so

before sunset and had kept walking a little way before making camp. Figuring that firewood would be harder to come by on the plains, Kana had collected a supply on the edge of the forest, so they were set for a while at least. With food made and consumed, Kana sat down to report their progress back to the White Castle. 

Settling on her knees on her bedroll, she focused on the spell she wanted to cast: Telepathy. After a couple of seconds, a blueish magic circle appeared under her, rotating slowly. After another couple of seconds, Kana heard Sharassa’s voice inside her head as though the elf was standing just behind her. 

‘Kana, I assume you’ve reached the outskirts of the forest?’

‘We have, and without incident. We saw one arachine the entire time and it decided there were easier things to eat.’

‘That’s good, though I’m sure you could have handled the situation if it had decided to attack. How many times did you have to try before you got a connection?’

‘Got you on the first try.’ Kana was aware that that had been a matter of luck as much as skill, but it was kind of impressive. 

‘It will get harder as you move south. Dvartim should not be too much harder, but Alabeth will be. We may need to pick specific times for me to be waiting for a call. We’ll see how it goes.’

‘Okay. Well, aside from our arrival here, there’s nothing much to report. Anything happening at the castle?’

‘Nothing of particular interest. It’s too early for Aneshti’s family to have noticed she’s not happy about the marriage.’

‘The Master’s not going to be pleased, is he?’

‘No,’ Sharassa admitted, ‘but I can handle the situation. You and Aneshti should concentrate on your mission. We need information on Cadorian’s movements.’

‘Well, we’ll see what we can find out when we get to Dvartim. He may have stopped off there. Or not.’

‘Not from the reports we got but see what you can uncover. If you don’t mind, I’ll get back to my dinner now.’

Kana grinned. ‘Enjoy your meal.’ She let the spell lapse and Sharassa’s thoughts vanished from her mind just as the circle vanished from beneath her. ‘Well, nothing new to report about the castle,’ Kana said aloud. 

‘I wasn’t really expecting anything,’ Aneshti replied. ‘I figure it’s going to be Deokarte before my parents can get someone there to complain about me not going home.’

Kana shook her head. ‘I can’t get used to how slow travel is here. I’m used to the Shinkansen and air travel. We would be able to get to Dvartim from the castle in… two or three hours by train. Maybe. And no chance of running into arachine or goblins along the way.’

‘Well, there are ways of travelling faster than horses. 

Teleportation is not an easy thing to learn, but it can be done. 

And there are still a couple of gates around.’

‘Gates?’

‘Like, um, portals that connect two places together. It’s lost magic. We don’t know how to make them now, but there are still a few around from the Age of Elves. There’s one between Alabeth and the Heart of the South. That’s like the capital city of the vertagi. It’s a massive, ancient tree in the middle of the Great Forest.’

‘Okay. Was there a Heart of the North?’

‘Yes, but it’s dead.’

‘The Founding War?’ Aneshti gave a nod in response. ‘That war really cost the elves, didn’t it?’

‘Yeah, it really did. A lot of us couldn’t work out why Soansha let it happen. But that was six thousand years ago. We’ve pretty much come to terms. Mostly.’

20 th Sokarte. 

‘What’s going on there?’ Aneshti asked, frowning at something Kana had yet to notice. They had run out of track to follow and had been travelling very roughly parallel to the edge of the forest for about an hour. Aneshti had been quite certain that they would eventually spot the walls of Dvartim this way and, from what Kana remembered of the maps she had seen, that seemed reasonable. 

Kana looked in the direction Aneshti was indicating, closer to the trees, and fairly quickly spotted a group of three people and a pony. They looked as though they were waiting for something. 

One of the group looked like he or she was holding a sword at the ready, but it was not too easy to tell at this distance. 

‘That… looks like they could be in trouble,’ Kana said. ‘Think we should help?’

‘Um… Probably not, but equally, maybe we should. They look like adventurers. Maybe they know the way to Dvartim and wouldn’t mind the company.’

‘I can accept the motive. Let’s go see.’ Kana set off toward the group and the closer she got, the more she could work out about

them. The one she had thought was holding a sword was holding a sword and was also decked out in leather armour. A fighter of some sort then. Gender remained a mystery at this point but the other two were female. The tallest of them was wearing what could loosely be described as a dress and holding a staff. The dress was black and seemed to consist of a lot of strips of cloth tied on in strategic locations. Probably a mage. The second definite woman was possibly an elf. She had purple hair and was dressed in some sort of corseted leather outfit with a long, split skirt. 

The upper half of the ‘dress,’ the blouse, was a deep red. She also carried a staff, but she did not quite give off a mage vibe. 

Maybe a cleric; elves had a fair number of clerics of Soansha among them. Two casters and a fighter, and a pony which looked nervous. Something was not right. 

The reason for the nervous pony appeared from the treeline when Kana and Aneshti were maybe ten metres from the party. Goblins. 

Maybe twenty, including one which was much larger than the others and was presumably the hobgoblin. Goblins, it turned out, were about what Kana had expected. They were short humanoids with sharp features and green skin. None of them wore armour and only some of them wore anything at all. They were armed with spears and clubs which looked as though they had been made by cavemen. 

They did not really look like much of a threat, except that there were a lot of them and they looked really angry. 

‘Here they come!’ the fighter said, stating the obvious. ‘Get ready.’

The cleric stretched out her staff and a circle appeared at the end of it. She was probably readying a missile spell. The mage also seemed to be getting ready to cast, but she was obviously waiting for the goblins to close the distance more. Kana quickened her pace a little, marching through the line of combatants and raising her own staff toward the onrushing horde. 

A circle appeared more or less immediately, larger and a lot redder than the one the cleric had created. 

‘What?’ the mage said, blinking at Kana in surprise. ‘Who are–’

The goblins passed the ten-metre mark and Kana said ‘Fire Swarm!’

A storm of small balls of fire flew from the end of her staff in a fan of destruction. Eleven of the goblins, plus their leader, dropped as they were hit with one or more of the flaming spheres. 

There were screams of pain and the remaining goblins stumbled to a halt. Then, without stopping to even pick up their dead comrades, they turned tail and ran as fast as their legs could carry them back into the trees. 

‘Wow,’ Aneshti said, ‘remind me not to get you too annoyed with me.’

‘Same,’ the mage said, stepping in front of Kana. ‘So please take this as a polite inquiry. Who in Soansha’s name are you?’

‘I’m Kana,’ Kana said, ‘and this is Aneshti.’

‘Okay, but why–’

‘Elves!’ This was the cleric, the purple-haired one. Now that Kana got a look at her face, it was unlikely that she was actually an elf. Her eyes lacked the distinctive angularity that Aneshti’s and Sharassa’s had. But there was still that purple bob of hair. It was not a normal colour for a human. And she had used the plural of elf? 

‘I’m not an elf,’ Kana said. 

‘You do look a little like an elf,’ Aneshti said, ‘but you don’t cover your ears, so it should be obvious that you aren’t.’ The ice elf turned to look at the cleric. ‘And you’re from Trefall, right?’

Kana’s education on the world had included Trefall because it was the town on the edge of the Great Forest where the peace treaty between the humans and the elves had been signed. It continued to be the main location used for trade between the two cultures. It was on the opposite side of the Heartland Sea from the wetlands inhabited by the dracs and so a far safer place to do business. 

But how did Aneshti know the woman came from there? 

The woman in question reached up and stroked a hand across the side of her hair. ‘It’s the hair, right?’ She let out a little gasp. ‘You’re a shitagi! I’ve never met a shitagi.’

‘You’ll have to forgive Mimi,’ the fighter said. Her sword was now back in its scabbard at her hip, and she was definitely a woman. At least, Kana thought she was. She definitely looked feminine, even if the lack of shaping in her heavy leather breastplate suggested a really flat chest. She also had something of a broad chin, but there was a cute aspect to her face. She could have been a man, but Kana was leaning toward female. Short coppery hair could have belonged to either gender, but the hazel, almost amber, eyes had a definite feminine quality and the voice was higher than you might expect from a male. ‘She really loves elves.’ She frowned at Kana. ‘You do kind of look like one.’

‘Human,’ Kana said. ‘I’m just… not a local. So, she’s Mimi…’

‘My name’s Rain, and the shameless hussy in black is Constance.’

There was a snort from nearby and Rain grinned. ‘Oh, and that’s Ranulf.’ The pony tossed its head, responding to its name. 

‘But why did you help us?’ Constance asked. She was a dark beauty with rather hard features and, now that Kana could get a good look, a rather lush figure barely hidden by her outfit. She had black hair that fell to her shoulders and slightly feral amber eyes. Her lips were full with a bit of a pout to them, but now they were fixed in a thin, suspicious sort of line. 

‘Honestly?’ Kana replied. ‘I’ve never got to fire that spell off at live targets before. And you looked like you could use the assist. I hope I didn’t jump your claim or something.’

‘Nothing like that,’ Rain said before Constance could reply. ‘If we’re lucky…’ Trailing off, Rain started off across the grass toward the fallen goblins. 

‘You just happened to be walking past?’ Constance said. 

‘Well, yes,’ Aneshti replied. ‘We’re on our way to Dvartim and we were kind of hoping you were too. Travelling together seems like the safe way forward, right?’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Mimi said in a very cheery tone. 

‘It is,’ Constance said, still sounding wary, ‘but we may not be able to–’

‘Yes!’ Rain’s shout drew everyone’s attention. The fighter was walking back toward them, holding up something she had apparently found on one of the goblins. ‘He had it on him. Mission accomplished.’

‘Huh. I suppose that means we are heading for Dvartim then.’

Constance did not seem especially pleased about that. 

‘Great!’ Mimi exulted. ‘We get paid and I get to talk to a shitagi. Soansha is really smiling on us today.’

‘On you, maybe. Getting chased by goblins was not a great start to the day.’ Constance turned her attention back to Kana. ‘I guess we can travel together.’

‘Don’t mind Constance,’ Mimi said. ‘She has a suspicious sort of mind.’

Kana shrugged. ‘That seems like a survival characteristic in this world. We can talk as we go. I’m sure we can put you at ease.’

~~~

‘So, you’re a priest of Soansha?’ Kana asked. 

‘Oh no,’ Mimi replied, ‘I’m just a lay cleric.’

‘You’re not just anything,’ Constance said. ‘Soansha clearly views you as something special. You’ve got as much power as some bishops.’

Mimi blushed. ‘Well, I suppose I have, but I’m still a lay cleric. I can perform rights for the dead and suchlike, but I’m not a formal member of the clergy.’

‘Bunch of stick-in-the-muds anyway.’

‘That seems… overly generalised,’ Kana commented. 

‘Not really,’ Aneshti said, rather cheerfully. ‘Vertagi aren’t exactly the most innovative of people. It’s not an absolute, but their idea of a new idea happened two thousand years ago. Shitagi have spent more time integrating with human society, so we’re a lot less hidebound.’ Hence the cheerfulness: Aneshti’s people were more flexible. 

‘I suppose it’s fair,’ Mimi admitted reluctantly. ‘It’s kind of tough rising through the church if you’re not an elf. Then again, she is their goddess, even if a lot of humans worship her too. 

Are you a follower of Soansha, Kana?’

There was a little gleam of zealotry in Mimi’s eyes which kind of worried Kana. Still, she figured honesty was the best policy. 

‘I’m… not really religious.’

‘And I pay more attention to Marlethi,’ Aneshti added. That, Kana knew, was the elven god of magic, or maybe the patron of mages was a better term. Aneshti did not really seem to really worship Marlethi, but she did occasionally offer up a prayer when she was in the mood. 

‘Well, you’re a mage. It seems fair.’ Mimi might have had some zeal for Soansha, but she also seemed to be fairly magnanimous. 

‘It’s not like Soansha demands that everyone worship her. I leave the proselytising to the priests.’

‘We should get along fine,’ Kana said. 

‘Anyway, Constance isn’t religious and Rain pays her respects to Gunthard. And we’re not sure who Ranulf worships, but we’re sure it’s something to do with oats.’ Ranulf was busy chomping grass to his heart’s content and did not pause to comment. 

‘I don’t think I know Gunthard,’ Kana said. 

‘He was the first human hero on Soken,’ Rain said. ‘When he died, people started praying to him. He’s basically a war god. Patron of warriors anyway. I’m not much of an adherent, but it seems reasonable to pay my respects when I’m passing a shrine.’

‘Which is a lot when we’re in Hillock,’ Constance said. ‘There’s a shrine in the Adventurers’ Guild there. Rain drops to one knee every morning we’re in the place. Me, I don’t trust gods and goddesses of any form.’

There seemed like there was some bad history there; Kana decided to change the subject. ‘So, you’re all adventurers?’

‘Pretty much. We’re usually based out of Hillock, but we came up here on a job.’

‘You won’t know Hillock,’ Mimi said, ‘if you’re from the north. 

It’s a little town about a hundred miles north of Alabeth. Right beside Alabeth Forest. There are a bunch of dungeons in the area and some things in the forest that get annoying to the locals more than they might, so the Adventurers’ Guild has a pretty big presence there.’

‘And it’s cheaper than living in Alabeth.’

‘And that. Alabeth is expensive . So, we live in Hillock where the work is plentiful.’

‘Ish,’ Rain said. ‘Plentiful- ish . To be honest, we’re not the most successful adventurers around, which is why we took the Dvartim job. Some guy’s prized magic item was stolen by goblins when they came through Skygge Forest, and he wanted it back.’

‘That thing was his prized item?’ Kana asked. She had analysed the magic on the ornate-looking necklace and discovered that it basically attracted people’s attention to the wearer. She supposed it might be considered worthwhile by a hobgoblin, but it was basically a vanity piece. 

‘It’s worth sixty or seventy gold if you were to sell it, but the owner’s a politician and I think his popularity has waned some since he lost it.’

‘Ah, that figures, I guess. Well, we were kind of planning on becoming adventurers.’

Aneshti nodded her agreement. ‘That’s the plan. I’m not exactly a warrior, but I have some offensive spells. Anyway, Kana’s got the combat side of things covered.’

‘Uh, yeah,’ Rain said. ‘We noticed. I’ve never seen a spell like that one before.’

‘I had a good teacher,’ Kana said. ‘But I have been pretty isolated for the last few years while I was learning. Adventurer seems like the way to go, but I think we both have some more learning to do before we’ll be good at it. Neither of us knows that much about the south.’

‘You could join us!’ Mimi said, beaming. 

‘Now wait a–’ Constance began. 

‘We could use some more offence, Constance,’ Rain said. ‘I’m basically what we have.’

Constance frowned. Deeply. ‘I suppose that’s true…’

‘It’ll be great!’ Mimi said, still beaming. ‘And they did basically do this job for us. I mean, Kana fried the hob and that

got us the trinket back. We owe them for that at least. What do you two think?’

‘We have a sort of job to do too,’ Kana said, ‘and it would be easier if we had someone who knows the area. Plus, you all know the adventuring thing so we can count on you for advice.’

‘I’m good with it if you’re all happy,’ Aneshti said. 

‘I guess we can at least try it out for a while,’ Constance said. 

‘I think you’ll change your minds when you get to know us, but…

For now, welcome to the team.’

Chapter Six: The City of Dungeons

Dvartim, 27 th Sokarte 6023. 

Dvartim was not exactly an attractive city. It was built almost entirely of grey stone mined from the nearby Dvartim Crest range or from directly under the city itself. About twenty-five percent of the population were dwarfs, a lot of them living in the extensive underground tunnels and halls built beneath the walled city the humans inhabited. Playing to type, dwarfs just loved being underground, it seemed. 

The city also wore its heart, or soul, on its sleeve. More specifically, it displayed its allegiance right above the main gate. You entered the city through a huge gatehouse from which guards watched you as you marched in. The gates were massive wooden things and there were two sets which could block either end of a tunnel that led through the building. Kana spotted arrow loops and murder holes all the way through the tunnel, but the thing which had caught her attention on first seeing the place was the huge carving on an anvil over the gate. It was the symbol of Waylan, the elven god of metalworking, who was worshipped by the dwarfs and many human smiths. He was actually more popular with non-elves than elves. He was also the patron deity of Dvartim which was famous for its metalworking. 

Inside the city, there was yet more grey stone. Everything was stone. The buildings were stone, the streets were stone, and the majority of the monuments – not that there were many of those –

were stone. Kana was almost expecting to find, on close inspection, that the people were stone with a thin layer of flesh-coloured paint on top. In reality, some of them appeared to have had a thin layer of stone plastered over them instead; Dvartim seemed to be a working city where you got your hands dirty. 

That held true until you got into the city’s centre anyway. Here some of the buildings, mainly shops, had rendering on the walls to add a bit of colour and they tended to have broad windows with displays of their merchandise behind them. Kana was a little surprised to see good-quality glass like this in such abundance, 

but Soken did have some peculiarities in its technology. Someone must have worked out how to make large sheets of glass. The colour did not really brighten the place so much as highlight all the grey. If they were going for bright and cheerful, they had failed. The people here were also brighter and tended to look less like they made their money through hard labour. The women were dressed in a variety of fashions, some more risqué than others, though none of them quite matched Constance’s array of scarfs. 

It was as the party was passing one shop that Kana came to a grinding halt. ‘What the… What’s this?’

Everyone looked in at the shop window, but it was Mimi who answered. ‘Oh, that place is new. Latest fashion in undergarments from Alabeth, though I heard that it was all invented somewhere else. I have to admit, these burajā are fantastic. I’ve never felt so comfortable. Constance would say the same, if she could be persuaded to wear one.’

‘I wear one,’ Constance objected. ‘Not often, I admit. I can actually wear one of those. Wearing a breast band is like being attacked by something trying to crush my chest, but those are…

okay.’ Kana was entirely unsure what Constance’s cup size was aside from ‘huge.’ She was definitely well past double-D. Making a bra to fit her was possibly outside the remit of the local designers, or maybe the local engineers. ‘Never seen them before?’

‘No, I have,’ Kana replied. ‘I just didn’t know they had made it here. They were invented… in the north.’

‘Oh, everything eventually makes its way to Alabeth,’ Mimi said. 

Well, in this case, Kana was fairly sure that it meant that Mistress Natishma had sent the designs to someone in Alabeth. 

Where were her royalties? She would have to feel satisfied with knowing that women all over the world had more comfortable underwear, she supposed. ‘Where do we go for you guys to pick up your pay?’ she asked, mostly to avoid thinking about all the gold she was not making. 

‘The guildhall,’ Rain said. ‘It’s not far.’

Maybe two hundred metres from the lingerie shop, they turned onto a fairly wide street where, for the most part, the colourful renders vanished to be replaced once again by grey stone. A sign had been bolted to the wall of one the buildings near the street’s entrance which stated that this was Guildhall Road. If nothing else, that seemed to indicate that they were getting close. The road seemed to stretch on for some distance, however. 

Kana was not sure there were that many guilds to have guildhalls here. 

‘Not everything along here belongs to a guild,’ Rain said, apparently reading Kana’s thoughts. ‘But all the guilds have their halls along this road now.’

‘The last moved in over a century ago,’ Mimi said. ‘They used to be all over the place, but the populace of Dvartim like to keep things organised.’ She giggled. ‘The street names tend to be pretty descriptive too. Or just boringly efficient. All the residential streets are numbered in Dwarvish.’

On the left, one massive building was not built of grey stone. On the other hand, it did not seem to be coated in anything either. 

The stone itself was white and unusually smooth, which went with the grandiose architecture. The building was three storeys high with huge columns supporting an overhanging top floor. There seemed to be nothing on the building to indicate its function. 

All the other larger buildings had some sign of which guild owned them, but not this one. 

‘That’s the Mages’ Guild building,’ Constance said. ‘They use magic to make the stone look like that. Are either of you members?’

‘No,’ Kana replied. There had been warnings about the Mages’

Guild. It was not that they were evil or anything, but they did not like the White Castle or its Master. Individual guild members were to be taken as they were found, but the guild itself and its upper ranks were not to be trusted. 

‘Good,’ Constance said in a flat tone. ‘And that’s the Adventurers’ Guild.’

The guildhall of the Adventurers’ Guild was two buildings up the street from the Mages’ Guild, and on the opposite side of the road. It was plain, grey stone, three storeys in height, and it had a pair of heavy doors, now open, at the front. Above the doors was a relief carving of the guild’s insignia: a classic heraldic shield with crossed sword and staff over it. It looked like a functional sort of building, a place where things got done, which made the interior a bit of a surprise. 

The ground floor of the building, or a lot of it anyway, seemed to be one big taproom. There were tables, with stools or benches providing the seating, dotted apparently randomly across the stone-paved floor. Off to the right was a long bar, also of stone but polished, with shelves of bottles and four large barrels behind it. A large man with a bald head stood behind the counter and there were waitresses in short, flouncy skirts and strapless tops chatting beside the bar or carrying mugs of ale to tables. 

It was mid-morning, and there were plenty of people sitting at the tables, drinking ale and talking. It was like a scene out of a fantasy anime. 

‘Every time I start to think this place is real,’ Kana muttered, 

‘something comes along to remind me I’m dreaming.’

‘Huh?’ Rain asked. 

‘Nothing. The outside looks so business-like, but you walk in and it’s a clubhouse. I mean, drinking at this hour?’

‘Adventurers tend to make hay while the sun shines. Which means they get drunk when they’ve got the copper for it.’

‘Not exactly regular employment then?’

‘You could say that.’

The party had kept going through the taproom and, at the back of the room, they found what might have been called a reception area if it had been at the front. There were a couple of ‘windows’

with women sitting behind them. There was no glass between them and their customers, but it still looked like the service desk at a small bank or government department. Off to one side was a wooden counter with metal pens chained to it and ink wells, presumably an area for filling in forms. 

Constance marched up to one of the windows and placed the trinket they had rescued and a slip of paper on the counter. ‘One necklace rescued from goblins,’ she said. 

The woman, a pretty brunette in the same plum-coloured strapless top as the waitresses, smiled and picked up the paper. She turned to one side and rummaged through something Kana could not see. 

‘Ah, yes.’ Picking up the necklace, she examined it for a second, nodded, and vanished it behind the counter. Then she returned to Constance with a leather pouch. ‘Twenty-seven gold,’ she said with an even brighter smile. 

‘Thank you.’ Constance took the pouch and turned to the others. 

‘I’m thinking drink, bath, and then more drink.’

‘There are baths?’ Aneshti asked. ‘I could really use a bath.’

‘There are baths. But I want to wash the road out of my throat first.’

‘That seems fair.’

‘Like I said,’ Rain said, ‘when you’ve got the coin…’

‘I could stand a mug of ale,’ Kana said. 

‘I’ll treat you to the good stuff. Besides, we have something to discuss.’

‘We do?’

‘Yeah, we do.’

~~~

‘Rain’s not joining us?’ Aneshti asked as she sank into the hot pool of the guild’s female baths. 

‘She had to take care of Ranulf,’ Mimi replied, possibly a little too quickly. Ranulf had been tied to a ring set into the wall outside the hall, but there were proper stables behind the building. Ranulf always got a half share of the payment for a job, precisely because he had expenses such as stables to take care of. Okay, so he did not get to spend his own money, but Constance and Mimi seemed to think it was fair. 

Constance had seemed less convinced about giving Kana and Aneshti half shares too. That had been what Rain wanted to discuss over drinks. Apparently, the three regular party members had discussed it on the road and Constance had been persuaded eventually. Kana had been the one to kill the hob with the necklace, and to save them from having to fight off a horde of goblins, and it had not seemed fair to leave Aneshti out of the windfall. Kana was quite happy with her additional six gold pieces, given that it had taken her under a minute to earn them. 

‘I guess a good owner sees to her pony first,’ Kana said. ‘What happens next? I mean, what do we do now we’ve made it to Dvartim?’

‘Rest for a bit,’ Mimi said. ‘We’ll take a day to get our act together and then I guess we’ll start south. We could check the job notices here before we go…’

‘Probably a good idea,’ Constance said. ‘We got a good pay-out for this job, but we can’t be sure when the next one will come in.’

‘How come you guys got it?’ Kana asked. ‘I mean, if it was that lucrative, why didn’t someone from Dvartim take it?’

‘Well,’ Mimi said, ‘a lot of adventuring parties are larger than ours and splitting the reward up over more people makes it less lucrative.’

‘And most parties wouldn’t go into the Skygge Forest hunting goblins,’ Constance added. 

‘Yeah, we’re just desperate enough to take something like that on.’

‘That is not an encouraging thing to say about your team,’

Aneshti pointed out. 

‘No… No, I guess not, but you have to find out sooner or later. 

We’re not exactly the most favoured adventurers in the world.’

‘Female mages,’ Constance said, ‘tend to get… the short end of the stick in these parts. It’s generally not so bad with other adventurers, but a lot of people don’t really trust sorceresses.’

‘First time I’ve heard that term,’ Kana said. 

‘You’re lucky. You’ll hear it used about you enough in the future.’

‘Sounds like fun, but I can’t imagine that applies to clerics.’

‘It doesn’t,’ Mimi agreed. ‘But I have the purple hair and I follow Soansha. They call me Mimi Half-elven. They don’t really trust me either.’

Aneshti winced. ‘That’s not a particularly nice slur. Humans and elves can’t have children. Calling someone a half-elf isn’t nice in either culture.’

‘Okay,’ Kana said. ‘What’s Rain’s problem?’

‘Well, she’s not the strongest fighter in the world,’ Mimi said. 

‘The others kind of look down on her. Don’t get me wrong, she’s really skilled with a sword, but she doesn’t hit as hard as others. And there’s something else, but that’s private. She can tell you if she wants. The three of us hooked up because, well, no one else wanted to join us. We tend to get the scraps as far as jobs go.’ The purple-haired woman brightened. ‘With the two of you on the team, however, we should be able to try more difficult quests. Maybe even some of the dungeons.’

‘It’s always been difficult for us to take enough supplies into a dungeon,’ Constance said. ‘We can’t take Ranulf down those, so it’s what we can carry. With you two, we don’t need to carry food and water, and that could make a lot of difference. And with Aneshti’s research spells, we only need to pack out the best finds. Uh, assuming we can find anything.’

‘Have we scared you off?’

‘No,’ Kana stated flatly. ‘A smaller party is better for us.’

Aneshti nodded at that. ‘I think we’ll learn more from you guys than we would if we were in a larger team. You’ve more flexibility too. A larger party is going to need to keep doing jobs, no matter what, and we have some things we need to do aside from dungeon diving. We’re looking for someone. Call it a quest, if you like. We’ll do some checking around here tomorrow while you guys are resting up. Hey, why does the guild have baths under it anyway? Aren’t their public baths in a city this size?’

Mimi seemed to be happy to allow the change of subject. ‘Oh, yeah, of course there are. The guild has extra-powerful filtration magic in this one and it’s just adventurers, so that’s good.’

‘Extra-powerful filtration?’

‘Uh-huh. It’s to deal with slime, mostly. Believe me, you can come up from a dungeon covered in stuff you don’t even want to know the name of.’

Kana grinned. ‘Now that might have scared me off.’

‘Oh, it’s not all that bad. I’ve only ever had my clothes dissolve once…’

29 th Sokarte. 

The undercity of Dvartim was vast and sprawling. The tunnels spread wider than the city’s walls and ran deep into the ground, and they were poorly mapped because various sections had been dug, used, become disused, and been forgotten, sometimes centuries ago. Some areas had been forgotten, found again, been used for several decades, and then forgotten again. Some sections had been deliberately walled up for various reasons. It was a well-known ‘fact’ that there were hidden treasures in parts of the undercity now lost to the current inhabitants of the place. 

Sometimes that ‘fact’ even turned out to be true. 

What interested Kana more was how they were getting to the until-recently-lost crypt they were interested in. Near the entrance to the undercity they had used, they had stepped onto a platform set into a recess in the wall and, at a command from Constance, it had proceeded to drop down into the depths of the dungeons. It was a lot like an elevator, but silent and lacking in any obvious mechanism to make it work. 

‘Okay, so how does this work?’ Kana asked. 

‘Elevator spell,’ Aneshti replied. ‘I’ve never actually seen a permanent one before, but they’re not uncommon in deep mines and tall buildings where the owner has a lot of money.’

‘Some form of Levitation enchantment?’

‘It’s based on Levitation, yeah.’

‘Huh. Cool. So, Constance, do we have any more detail on this dungeon? Or are we just working off “there are zombies” and that’s it?’

‘Well, the job posting said that it’s a newly discovered section. 

Uh, newly re discovered anyway. They’re not sure of the full extent because as soon as they cracked through the wall that was built to close it off, they started seeing zombies in old armour milling around and waiting to attack. There’s a seal of some sort stopping the undead from leaving the tunnel, but they can’t go deeper without getting rid of the zombies.’

‘How many are we talking?’ Rain asked. 

‘They said they saw about a dozen, but there might be more further in. We’re getting paid to clear the whole section, though the request says there’ll be extra if it turns out to be a large dungeon.’

‘I wonder what’s keeping them back,’ Mimi said. 

‘I’d guess at a Pentagram spell,’ Aneshti said. ‘Which means we won’t be able to just drop them with spells from outside. We could fire arrows over it, but they’re not that effective against the undead. We’re going to have to cross the barrier to get to them.’

‘And that means they can get to us,’ Rain finished. ‘We’ll have to keep them away for a few seconds before Constance and Kana can drop them.’

‘Constance?’ Kana asked. ‘I didn’t think you had many offensive spells.’

‘I’m better with undead,’ Constance replied. The light in the elevator was coming from the magic lanterns Mimi and Aneshti were carrying and it was not especially bright, but you could still see Constance’s cheeks reddening. ‘Another other reason I’m not exactly popular with other parties is because I… I’m a necromancer.’

‘Oh,’ Kana said. ‘Good for us today then.’ Aneshti did not say anything, which puzzled Kana a little, but whatever the reason, it could wait. ‘So, we go in, destroy some undead, check out the tunnels, and then we get paid. That about sum it up?’

‘That’s the size of it.’

‘Except that we’re not sure how many undead or what the size of the dungeon we’re dealing with is?’

‘That’s also about the size of it. Don’t go overboard on the power expenditure on the first encounter. We might have worse to come.’

‘What’s worse than zombies?’

The elevator came to a stop at another floor and Constance started off into the corridor they had arrived at. ‘Well, the absolutely worst case would be a lich, but that’s pretty unlikely. No self-respecting lich is going to lock itself up in a place like this. It’s probably just going to be zombies, and tougher zombies.’

‘Swell. Let’s go roast some zombies.’

~~~

It took an hour to reach the tunnel where the zombies were waiting. It had clearly been sealed behind brick-sized stone blocks which had been cemented in place because you could see where people with sledgehammers had broken through the wall and the bricks were lying in two piles on either side of the two-metre-wide corridor. 

Maybe ten metres in, something circular glowed faintly on the floor and, behind that, there were zombies. Someone had put light spells on the thoughtfully provided sconces just this side of the circle, so the small horde was quite visible. To Kana, they looked just as she would have expected. Well, she was used to the zombie apocalypse version: dressed in modern clothing and moaning for brains. These were wearing leather breastplates and helmets and carrying short swords. They looked fairly fast too, certainly no slower than a typical human. Aside from those variances, they were obviously walking corpses with dull eyes, greying skin, and vacant expressions. They were not what you would call scary, until you considered that they were real walking corpses . 

Good thing this was all a dream. Except… There was that story about dying in real life if you died in a dream. Kana had not considered that particular possibility yet and now she was faced with a genuine fight against genuine undead monsters. Maybe if she died here, she would never wake up. Of course, maybe if she died here, she would immediately wake up in Japan. Which was a possibility but given that there was the death-equals-death option, this was probably not an idea open to experimentation. 

Okay, so, defeat the zombies. Do not die. 

‘I’m not liking this,’ Rain said. ‘They’re waiting right beyond that circle and the corridor’s too wide for me to push them back while you cast.’

‘Ah,’ Aneshti said, ‘but you can walk into the circle and attack them through it. They can’t attack you if you stay this side of the barrier. The magic won’t let them. They can’t even throw rocks through it.’

‘Okay, so maybe they’ll back out of sword range if I do some damage to them. Then we step through when Constance is ready to cast.’

‘That should work, yes.’

‘I knew you’d be useful to have around.’

‘Okay,’ Constance said, ‘we have a plan, let’s see how it works.’

Just as an experiment, Kana picked up one of the bricks from a pile and carried it down to where the glowing circle was keeping back the zombies. Closer up, it was clear that the circle had more to it than just a circle. Within it was a five-pointed star and there were various runes drawn within the points. It was the

product of a Pentagram spell, just as Aneshti had suggested. Kana stepped over the near edge of it, pulled back her arm, and lobbed the brick with all her might into the wall of zombies. It smacked into a cuir-bouilli breastplate and bounced off. The zombie did not even flinch. 

‘So, I throw like a girl, but I can throw a rock at the zombies,’

Kana said. 

‘U-huh,’ Aneshti said, ‘but if you tried a spell, that would stop at the edge of the circle.’

‘And they can’t even throw a rock at me?’

‘Nope. A magical creature can’t throw things over the edge, from inside or out.’

‘And that makes sense?’

Aneshti giggled. ‘I suppose that depends on whether you’re using magical logic or not. That’s the way Pentagram works. Uh, it looks like someone took the time to carve the circle into the floor, so we don’t need to worry about breaking it. You should be able to swing away without trouble, Rain.’

‘If she can, I guess I can,’ Kana said, readying her staff. 

‘Guess so. Just don’t bother trying to use any spell through the barrier.’

‘Then let’s do this,’ Rain said, and she swung her sword at the nearest zombie to her. There was no room for the thing to dodge, so it tried to block with its sword, but Rain’s massive bastard sword blasted right through to smash into the zombie’s leather helmet, cutting through that without difficulty and then slicing into the skull and brain beneath. The zombie gave a shudder and then collapsed, ending up leaning against the circle as its

‘friends’ pressed in around it. 

‘Doesn’t look too hard,’ Kana commented. She brought her own weapon down on the head of another zombie, putting a dent in its helmet. It did not, however, collapse as Rain’s had done. Kana pouted. ‘Mine didn’t die.’

‘Put your back into it more,’ Rain suggested, dropping a second zombie with an overhead chopping blow. 

Kana did not get the chance. Almost as one, the zombies backed down the corridor until they were out of reach of Rain’s blade. 

The one Kana had hit moved noticeably more slowly than the others and almost seemed to be in pain. Kana doubted they really felt pain, but maybe having a big dent put in your brain could cause enough neurological damage to mimic the effect. The two truly dead ones could now collapse onto the stone properly and wasted no time in doing so. 

Constance immediately stepped over the edge of the circle, raising a hand. ‘Control Zombie!’ she said and a circle flashed into existence in front of her palm. It had a dark, purplish, rather unpleasant colour to it, but it lasted only an instant. A similar circle popped into existence around the head of one of the zombies and then vanished again. ‘Kill the other zombies,’

Constance ordered, and then she was stepping back across the circle before any of the undead could respond. Her new minion turned immediately and swung its sword at its nearest ex-colleague. ‘I’m sure it won’t last long, but it will keep them busy for a few seconds.’

It did not really look like the newly friendly zombie was going to do that much damage to its compatriots, but it seemed determined to try, and the others had turned to trying to take it down instead of worrying over the party. 

‘Right,’ Constance said. She stepped back over the circle line and raised her hand once more. The circle which formed in front of her was larger this time and it was mirrored by an even bigger one which formed under the zombies. Both were the same nasty purple that her Control spell had generated. This time, it was clear that they were revolving as she focused on an active spell. 

Kana stepped up beside her and raised her staff, pointing it toward the zombies. A red-orange circle appeared at the end of her staff, but Kana did nothing with it. She wanted to see what Constance’s spell would do first. 

‘Turn Zombie!’ Constance exclaimed and the circle beneath the zombies flared into life. Dark light rose up, flaring against each of the zombies caught in the circle. Two of them more or less immediately turned and rushed away down the corridor. The others jerked as though struck, and some of them turned toward the party again. 

‘Fireblast,’ Kana said. A bolt of orange flame shot from her circle and lanced out into the middle of the zombie group. Then it exploded. The heat licked at Kana’s skin, but it did rather more damage to the zombies. The nearest to the impact point were left burned and staggered and there was smoke rising from the ones further away. But they were mostly still standing and that was a problem. 

‘Ice Missile!’ Aneshti said. A sphere of ice flew past Kana to hit one of the zombies in the breastplate. The leather caved in, ribs broke under the impact, and the weight of the projectile tossed the creature back a metre and off its feet. 

‘Stone Missile!’ That was Mimi, demonstrating that she was not just a support class. A second zombie ended up on its back, but now the others were closing in, even if some were holding back to continue working on Constance’s converted one. 

Kana said, ‘Flame Touch.’ A red circle formed at her hands and then swept up the length of her staff. As the zombies closed in, she thrust her staff out at the chest of the nearest. The blow did little damage, but the fire which exploded out from the impact point inside the armour was a lot more effective. But the things were way too tough for comfort. ‘I’m going to need to do something big!’

‘We’ll hold them,’ Rain said. She punctuated the statement by beheading one of the zombies, which did not seem like ‘holding’

them, but whatever. 

‘Water Jet!’ Aneshti shouted and her staff turned into a hose. 

Not literally but a jet of pressurised water exploded from the end of it, smacking into a zombie and driving it back. In truth, she was not the best melee fighter in the world and this probably worked better for her. 

Constance, it seemed, was not any better with her staff than Aneshti was, but she had an alternative trick to help. ‘Blur.’ It had to be some sort of illusion, but suddenly she was, well, a blur. Swords came at her, but they missed as the zombies struck at images which were not really where the necromancer was. Mimi seemed able to handle her staff well enough in defence, if that was all she did. Rain, of course, had her sword and she concentrated on blocking attacks coming in against her and the others. 

Kana focused her will and began charging a Fire Swarm spell. The damn zombies were hard to put down. She was going to have to put a lot of power into it, and that meant it was going to take time to build. That was the thing with Fire Swarm: the more damage you wanted to do, the longer it took to cast. 

‘Faster,’ Aneshti suggested. Her water jet knocked down another zombie, but she was not enjoying herself. 

‘You can’t rush magic,’ Kana replied. 

‘Try!’

‘Yeah, right. Step back!’ The others retreated a step as Kana pushed her staff forward with its broad circle at the end. 

‘Right. Fire Swarm!’ A wave of exhaustion swept over Kana and she staggered back from the fighting. The next thing she knew, she was sitting in the Pentagram circle with Mimi leaning over her. 

‘Did it work?’ she asked. 

‘Yes. It’s fine. Are you okay?’

‘Pushed myself too hard.’ Kana turned her head to look down the corridor to see Rain chopping up the last of the zombies. ‘I didn’t put them all down then.’

‘You thinned them out a lot. Zombies are nasty. Tough. It takes a lot to put them down.’

Kana managed a grin. ‘No kidding. I’m going to be useless for a good half an hour. I’m not going to be able to do anything like that again for ninety minutes or so.’

‘Huh. None of us are going to be doing anything much for a while. 

Take it easy. We’ll all be joining you shortly.’

~~~

‘There were people living down here,’ Kana observed as she examined the desiccated contents of a chest of drawers. ‘Quite a while ago, at a guess.’

More or less recovered from the fight with the zombies, the party had set off down the corridor to discover a small complex of stone-lined tunnels which, it seemed, had once been the home of some group of dwarfs. Certainly, there were carved plaques on some of the walls with writing which Aneshti and Rain both identified as Dwarvish. Rain was fairly positive that what they had seen were basically street signs. Dwarvish was related to Skonari, which Rain could read, but the reliefs were old and worn in places. Old enough that some of the lettering had changed form since the stone was carved. 

‘This isn’t a dungeon,’ Kana added, ‘it’s an archaeological site.’

‘What’s an archaeological?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘Uh… Basically, it means it’s really old. Thousands of years. Can zombies really last that long?’

‘Zombies,’ Constance said, ‘are preserved by the spell and won’t decay beyond a certain point no matter how long they wait in a dusty old corridor for something to do. It’s one reason why they are fairly commonly used as guardians in dungeons. What I don’t get is why they were here at all. I mean, this doesn’t exactly look like a treasure vault. Underwear that crumbles when you touch it is not a valuable commodity.’

‘We haven’t searched all the corridors yet,’ Kana said. ‘Maybe the treasure vault is deeper in. What gets me is how deep we are. 

If this place is this old, it should have been built more recently, right? These tunnels have to date from before a lot of the construction higher up.’

‘It probably dates back to some of the first mining operations under the city,’ Rain called out from the doorway. She was watching the corridor in case more zombies decided to reveal themselves. ‘Before they got this deep to make room for housing, they were digging down to find valuable ores. Dwarfs just love

getting deep under the ground and they’ll tunnel long distances in search of some mineral some mage had located using magic. They probably tidied up these tunnels to provide living space after finding a good seam.’

‘We should continue searching,’ Constance said. ‘We’re not historians. Our job is making sure anyone else coming down here is safe.’

They trooped out of the room and, Rain in the lead, set off to search more of the complex. That was when another thought came to Kana. ‘Shouldn’t we be having trouble breathing? We’re really deep and I don’t see any ventilation.’

Aneshti pointed at the ceiling. They were passing under a sheet of metal with various symbols etched into it which had been bolted up there. Now Kana thought about it, she had seen a few of them at fairly regular intervals. ‘Those are air purifier enchantments. They constantly refresh the air below them and it circulates through the tunnels. Dwarfs have been using that kind of thing for millennia. They produce them on an industrial scale these days, here in Dvartim, and ship them out to mines across the continent.’

Kana shook her head, grinning. Magic really had taken the place of technology on Soken. There was technology, but it was not nearly as advanced as it should have been given the length of time civilisation had existed in this world. There were other factors, such as the elves being unable to really use iron, but it seemed to be mostly down to the existence of magic. Magic could do things which would have needed fairly advanced technology back on Earth. Getting the power and air down to this level of a mine would have been a major technological achievement, but here the power came from the omnipresent magical field and there was no need to move air around when you could just magically clean up the air that was already there. 

The appearance on the floor ahead of them of another Pentagram circle derailed Kana’s chain of thought. Once again, someone had carved a permanent circle into the stone floor in order to seal something inside the room ahead of them. ‘Not more zombies,’ she grumbled. ‘This time I’m just going to nuke them straight off the bat.’

‘Let’s see what we have first,’ Constance suggested. ‘Maybe something else is in this room.’

‘Can’t be worse than zombies. I am seriously going to find better magic for zombie bashing if they’re really that common in dungeons.’

There was a fairly solid door behind the circle. Rain edged through and, keeping most of her body inside the barrier, pushed the door open. Nothing happened. Beyond the door, the room seemed

to be fairly large, some kind of hall, maybe for meetings or dining. Currently, it seemed to be empty. All that was visible was bare stone, though there was an air enchantment bolted to the ceiling. The problem was that the only light was coming from their lanterns and that left a lot of dark, empty space in which something could be hiding. 

Then it stopped hiding. It was another zombie, but it seemed different from the others. For one thing, it had better armour: an iron breastplate over mail. It also carried a broadsword and shield rather than just a short sword. For another, it was bigger and looked stronger than the others. It stepped out of the darkness and swung its sword at the nearest target, Rain, who could not get her sword in the way fast enough. The blow hit Rain’s breastplate but did not appear to get through. Certainly, Rain responded fairly quickly, swinging her sword in an arc aimed at the thing’s unprotected neck. It failed to get its shield in the way fast enough and… A blow which might have decapitated a human left the zombie upright and swinging back. This time, its sword bit deeper into Rain’s armour and she winced before hacking at the zombie’s neck again. Still, it seemed as though the monster was impervious to Rain’s sword. 

That was when Kana jabbed her staff into the melee. The wood clanged against the metal breastplate, sounding loud in the enclosed space, and then fire erupted from behind the metal, bursting from all around the breastplate in a rush of flame. The zombie staggered back a step and then collapsed onto the stone floor, unmoving. 

‘Now cave its skull in,’ Constance said. ‘ That is an Undead Knight, and I don’t want to leave it with any chance of getting up again.’

‘It was tougher than the others,’ Kana observed. 

‘It takes more power to create them and you need to start with a well-preserved corpse which used to be some sort of holy warrior, a paladin, in life. As you can imagine, it usually requires someone really evil to use one as a dungeon guardian. A satanist, usually.’

Rain finished bashing the zombie’s skull into a distinctly abnormal shape with the pommel of her sword and stood up. ‘Let’s hope it was the only one.’ She winced again and pressed her fingers over the gash in her breastplate which was on the left over her abdomen. 

‘You’re hurt,’ Mimi said. 

‘It got one good hit in. It can wait until–’

‘Salve,’ Mimi said, placing her hand over the gash in Rain’s armour. A green magic circle popped into existence and then

vanished. ‘There might be more trouble as we move on and you’re in pain.’

‘I was,’ Rain replied. ‘Okay, so that feels better. Thanks.’

Mimi grinned. ‘Both my job and my pleasure. What’s a lay cleric for if not to heal wounds?’

‘Blessing crops if your springtime job is anything to go by.’

‘That too.’

Aneshti lifted her staff and placed it against the ceiling. 

‘Continual Light,’ she said and a circle of white light appeared on the stone ceiling, contracting rapidly into a glow which illuminated much of the room. There were no more Undead Knights, or lesser zombies, but there was not much of anything else either. The room was empty. There were a couple of closed doors at the back, but inside the room there was nothing. Or nothing terribly obvious. When Kana looked down…

‘There’s a Pentagram circle carved into the floor.’

Everyone looked down, Aneshti and Constance frowning at what they saw. ‘That’s got a slightly different design to the others,’

Aneshti said. 

‘It’s a satanic design,’ Constance said. ‘Used for summoning demons. Used for summoning major demons.’ Turning, she marched toward one of the doors at the back with purpose in her stride. 

‘Wait a–’ Rain began, but Constance slammed the door open without waiting. 

The room beyond looked like it had been used as a bedroom at one point. Certainly, there was nothing special about the contents. 

There was a fairly simple bed, a chest of drawers and a wardrobe, and a desk with a couple of books on it. Constance walked over to the desk and picked up one of the books to look at the cover. She dropped it almost immediately, her lip curling. 

‘Yes, as I thought. Whoever was using this place was a demonologist. Probably an ex-satanist. His taste in reading material leaves much to be desired.’

‘An ex -satanist?’ Kana asked. 

Constance turned and flashed a stiff smile which came nowhere near her eyes. ‘Satanists are “encouraged” to avoid researching the true nature of demons. They may pick up some details along the way but having books on the subject’ – she turned a look of considerable disdain upon the offending volume – ‘is strictly forbidden.’

‘I’d have thought knowing about demons would have been a good idea if you’re going to summon them.’

‘Yes, but then you’d know not to do it .’

‘Well,’ Aneshti said from the other doorway, ‘if that’s the case, this guy was definitely an ex -satanist.’

Kana shifted her position to look into the other room and immediately saw Aneshti’s point. The second room was a library. 

There were shelves lined with books of all shapes and sizes. 

There were even a few scrolls visible on an upper shelf. 

Constance stepped up beside Kana and followed her gaze. The necromancer’s lip curled. ‘We should torch the entire place.’

‘I can do it if you want it done,’ Kana said. 

Sighing, Constance turned away. ‘No, it’s not our job. We’ll inform the guild of what we’ve found. That should stop the client sneaking this stuff out to sell on the black market. Let’s make sure we’ve covered everywhere and then get out of here. This place makes my skin itch.’

~~~

The hot water of the guild baths felt rather good as Kana sank into it. Dungeons were grimy. Well, that one had mostly been dusty and she did not really want to think of where the dust had come from. She had once seen some bit of trivia suggesting that a lot of dust was actually human skin and the dungeon had been full of zombies…

‘So,’ Kana said, turning her attention to Constance and her floating mountains. It was next to impossible to ignore the necromancer’s boobs when she was in a bath. They were just so there . Kana was really not sure whether to empathise over the probable issues or be jealous. 

‘So?’ Constance asked. 

The party was alone in the bathhouse. Rain had, once again, gone off to take care of Ranulf, but everyone else was there. Most importantly, no one else was, so Kana felt she could bring up what was bothering her. ‘So, you’re an ex-satanist, right?’

Constance frowned. ‘Upon what evidence do you make this assertion?’

‘Apparent hatred. It’s either that you used to be one and learned to hate them, or they hurt someone important to you. You know a lot about them. I’m siding toward you being one and figuring out that they were… Is “evil” too strong a word?’

‘Huh. Well, most of them aren’t evil. They’re stupid and they do things considered… tasteless. At best. Those in higher positions tend to get to like it and I’d suggest they’re evil, but the lower ranks are usually just misguided. Unless you consider seeking power without considering the consequences evil, I guess.’

‘No, that’s just human nature.’

‘Wow, you really have a jaundiced opinion of humans,’ Mimi said. 

‘It sounded about right to me,’ Aneshti said. ‘Uh, not that I’m saying elves are more moral.’

‘Whatever,’ Constance continued, ‘I thought it was an easy way to gain power. I was born in Sintar which has a looser moral code than most human cities.’

‘Slavery is legal there, right? That’s something I do consider evil.’

‘I’m not going to argue. Anyway, satanism isn’t a fast way to power. You have to learn magic the same old way. They teach a lot of necromancy, which the Mages’ Guild only teaches to advanced students, but it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. And your purpose is to further the goals of Satan. You eventually learn to summon demons, but they won’t teach you a thing about what demons are, what they want, how to deal with them… Eventually, you’ll summon a demon which does something you weren’t expecting. 

Probably something you have to be pretty hardened to deal with. 

Well, I was lucky enough to find out about that kind of thing before I learned demon summoning. I helped with a few rituals. I saw the thing that was summoned to steal something which then slaughtered an entire family, including three children. I did some research. And then I ran. They don’t like me very much but it’s mutual, so I suppose that’s okay.’

Kana nodded. ‘I’m not judging. I’m glad it’s in your past, but since it is, it’s just background knowledge on my compatriots.’

Constance gave a little grimace. ‘You ought to know. 

Occasionally, we have to deal with some overzealous satanist trying to kill me for leaving the cult.’

‘More zombies?’

‘There have been a few instances of zombie attacks,’ Mimi said. 

‘But they know Constance can take control of them, or some of them, so it’s not as common as you might expect.’

‘Good point. My point of view is that you know more about the undead from your experience with the satanists, Constance. Given how tough it was to take down a few zombies, I think having all

the knowledge we can get is a good thing.’ Kana looked around at Aneshti, who had been rather silent during the exchange. 

‘I… might take a little while to get used to the idea,’ Aneshti admitted. ‘But, you’re right, Kana. More knowledge is always better. And Constance doesn’t seem to be evil… Unless you made a pact with Satan to get those breasts.’

‘They’re natural,’ Constance told her. ‘And they’re a lot more comfortable to have when I’m in a bath.’

‘I can understand that. And yet I’m too jealous to be sympathetic.’

Constance sighed. ‘Yeah. I get that a lot.’

30 th Sokarte. 

‘We haven’t been able to find any indication that Cadorian has been in Dvartim,’ Kana said over her telepathic connection to Sharassa. ‘No one at the Adventurers’ Guild has seen him and we checked a bunch of hotels and guesthouses. Nothing.’

‘It was a longshot,’ Sharassa replied. ‘We had no reports from there. What of these adventurers you’ve hooked up with?’

‘Oh, well, their leader, sort of, is an ex-satanist and a necromancer. Then there’s a lay cleric of Soansha from Trefall. 

They get on pretty well, so I’m confident the ex-satanist is really ex. And there’s a fighter-type who seems competent enough. 

She’s hiding something, but I don’t think it’s actually a problem. And we’re hiding something from them, after all.’

‘You believe they can be trusted?’

‘Generally. I’ll reserve judgement on how far until I’ve been around them more. I trust them enough to travel with them. We’re heading south tomorrow. They’re based out of Hillock on the Alabeth road.’

‘Hillock?’ Sharassa paused as if considering the place. ‘That’s not an uncommon stopping-off point for travellers going north to south and east to west. You might find information on Cadorian there.’

Kana smiled. ‘That was what we were thinking. And we should be able to raise some working capital there too. We’ve registered as adventurers here and we have a letter of introduction to give to the guild master in Hillock. From what I hear, if we have to go to Alabeth, we need money.’

‘It’s not a cheap city to live in. Very well, we’ll speak again when you get to Hillock. Safe journeys, Kana.’

Chapter Seven: The Town Where Adventures Begin

Hillock, 20 th Thokarte 6023. 

For the last couple of days, they had been walking along a fairly well-built road with Alabeth Forest on their left. It was a moderately dense deciduous forest with thick undergrowth in many places, except where the road cut through it for ten or fifteen miles at one point, and a holdover from when the whole of the Alabethi Plains had been treed. Along the way, they had seen the massive, dead skeleton of the Heart of the North from the road. 

The withered tree, once the northern capital of the elves, could be seen for miles. It was an even more spectacular reminder of how the landscape had changed in six thousand years. 

Now, however, they were approaching the walls of Hillock, their destination. It was a few miles off the main road and uphill. 

Apparently, the name had come from the small hill it sat atop. It was not exactly a spectacular sight. The ‘walls’ were, in fact, a wooden palisade. There were gates, but no real gatehouse. It looked like the gates were closed every night, likely to provide security from the various creatures which called the forest home; Hillock was no more than a mile from the forest’s edge. 

‘It’s not exactly Alabeth, is it?’ Aneshti observed. 

‘It’s not even Dvartim,’ Rain replied. ‘On the other hand, it’s cheaper to live in than either and the people are always welcoming.’

‘For a given value of welcoming,’ Constance said. 

‘The people who count are welcoming.’

‘I suppose that’s true. We’ll go straight to the guild. Sonia will know whether there’s somewhere for you two to stay.’

‘Sonia is the guild master here,’ Mimi explained. ‘Sonia Brightblade. She’s an ex– I take that back, she’s still an adventurer, but she’s far less active these days. Too busy with running the guild here and she doesn’t have a regular party. She actually holds Master Adventurer rank with the guild, which is unusual. I mean, a town this size would normally only have a journeyman running the guildhall, but Hillock gets so much traffic that they appointed Sonia to run things.’

‘It’s quite unusual to have a woman running a big guildhall, isn’t it?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘Yeah,’ Constance replied. ‘That’s the “compromise.” They appointed a Master Adventurer, but they also appointed a woman. 

It’s kind of like taking the position seriously, but not wanting to waste a valuable member of the guild.’

‘It is true that few women ever get to Master rank,’ Mimi admitted. ‘There’s never been a woman in the top job.’

There were a couple of men with spears and studded-leather tunics guarding the gate. ‘Guarding’ was a rather loose term for what they were doing, but they were standing just inside the fence and watching those entering the town. One of them was actually holding his spear. The other one gave Constance a scowl as the party marched in and onto Main Street. 

Main Street was, according to Rain, one of the few named roads in the town. It had cobbles on it, and it ran from the gate to the town square. It even had lampposts which appeared to be magical, which meant that the town paid someone to come along and apply Continual Light spells to them every few days. The lampposts themselves were iron, which meant someone had spent money on a relatively expensive, ornamental addition to the town’s main street at some point. 

The buildings along Main Street were stone, but if you looked down the roads branching off this one, you saw a lot more timber-frame buildings with rendered exteriors. Kana figured that some were likely brick, but the majority had either planking or wattle walls. Most were single storey, but there were a few taller structures. In the distance, a tall stone tower could be seen on the forest side of the town. It was probably a lookout tower. 

Kana thought she could see a bell hanging in the top of it. 

The town square was not huge, but it was a reasonably big open space with cobbles for a surface. There were holes between the cobbles in various places. In fact, Kana started to notice that they seemed to form something of a regular pattern by the time the party were halfway across the square. 

‘It’s market day tomorrow,’ Rain said when she asked about them. 

‘You’ll see what those are for then.’

The buildings around the square were almost all bigger than one storey and all built of stone. Some of them looked like houses, grand ones compared to the rest of the town. Others were clearly commercial. There were a couple of clothing shops, one more upscale than the other, an inn, a shop which was showing staffs and other magical props in its window, another showing armour and yet another with weapons in the window, and there was the Adventurers’ Guild building. 

Compared to the guildhall in Dvartim, this one was distinctly unimpressive. It had two storeys, and there was the guild insignia above the door. Here, however, the insignia was painted onto a wooden board and it looked like the paint could have used some touching up. The door – just a single door – also looked like the red paint coating it needed a little work, but it was open and inviting. The early autumn sun was warm, far warmer than Kana remembered from the White Castle, and the open door likely represented a need for ventilation rather than a welcoming attitude. Still, Kana felt like she was being invited in, so in she marched along with the rest of the party. 

This was definitely not Dvartim. The ground floor was open and had tables, but they were unoccupied aside for one. That single occupied table was at the back, and the occupier was a tall, attractive, blonde-haired woman wearing a loosely fitted, off-white tunic and a mildly irritated expression. The irritation probably came from the stacks of papers she had in front of her on the table. The paperwork alone suggested that this was Sonia Brightblade, Master Adventurer. She did not look like the kind of woman who really enjoyed holding down a desk. She was reasonably perceptive, it seemed, because she looked up as the party entered the room, one eyebrow rising as she took in the sight. 

‘I see you three managed to survive a trip to Dvartim,’ Sonia said. ‘And you brought back friends.’

‘Of course we managed the trip,’ Constance replied. ‘We did the job, picked up another one while we were there, and, yes, picked up a couple of new party members on the way. Sonia Brightblade, this is Kana and Aneshti. They’ve got a letter from the Dvartim guild office for you.’

‘Two elves? Wait, no, the ears aren’t pointed.’

‘I am shitagi,’ Aneshti said. ‘Kana is just more attractive than most humans.’

Sonia smirked and got to her feet, rounding the table and holding out a hand. ‘Nice comeback. I might decide to like you two.’

Standing, Sonia’s build became more obvious. She was a big, if shapely, woman. Kana figured she was over a hundred and eighty centimetres, probably a good five centimetres taller than Kana was. There was a strong suggestion of a body composed largely of solid muscle, aside from a bust which did not rival Constance’s but was trying pretty hard. Her face was perhaps a little masculine with a strong jawline and a very slight cleft to her chin. But her green eyes were quite large and she had very full lips. 

Kana took the offered hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard almost nothing about you, but what I’ve heard was good.’

Sonia burst into raucous laughter. ‘We’ll have to have a drink tonight. I like to get to know a little about the new adventurers who come here.’ She took Aneshti’s hand and shook it. ‘Of course, we get a lot of new adventurers here, so I can’t always get to know them all as much I’d like. That’s mostly in spring, however, so I’m not as busy this time of year.’

‘A lot of novices come out of Alabeth to here in the spring,’

Rain said. ‘Heads full of fantasies about becoming famous and rich.’

‘If they last until the following spring, they might even have a chance of it,’ Constance added. 

‘Most give up rather than getting killed,’ Sonia said, maybe a little too quickly. ‘A lot of youngsters don’t realise how tough the life is. They expect gold to drop on them like snowflakes in the mountains. We usually lose a third by this time of year and maybe half of what’s left will take off through the winter.’

‘These two will be long term,’ Mimi said. ‘They’re already pretty advanced as far as education goes. They just need some experience. And zombies don’t scare them.’

‘Yes, they do!’ Aneshti countered. ‘They might not stop me, but they do scare me.’

‘Can’t stand the things myself,’ Sonia said. Her gaze returned to her desk and its stacks of paper. ‘And when I turn into one from abject boredom, I hope someone will put me out of my misery quickly and painlessly.’

‘We promise you won’t even see it coming,’ Constance said. ‘Kana has some really powerful fire spells that should do the trick.’

‘Thanks. True friends know when to reduce you to ashes.’

~~~

Hillock had a seemingly unending supply of guesthouses which catered to the needs of adventurers who needed a place to stay

‘while their adventuring career took off.’ It was somewhat disheartening to discover that many of those staying in such places had been doing so for years with no indication that they would be moving out soon. Then again, if your career did ‘take off’ it was likely that you would move to Alabeth or maybe another city. Or you might hit a big enough pay-out that you quit the business to live out the rest of your life in comfort, or sometimes to run a guesthouse for beginning adventurers in Hillock. 

The place where Constance and Mimi shared a room had rooms free, which was convenient for Kana and Aneshti. Rain had her very own room, which sounded great until you discovered that it was a space over the stables adventurers commonly used, not far from the town’s gate, with about enough room for a bed and some floor to stand on. Rain helped in the stables when she was not out on a quest, which paid for her and Ranulf’s housing as well as providing enough cash to keep them fed. Kana and Aneshti got to pay a copper piece a day, or five coppers for a full week, for a room with two single beds, a desk, and a chest of drawers, and not much space besides that to move around in. Linen and water were included in the cost, but there was a list of extras: one copper per week for magical lighting, if you could not provide it yourself, one copper a day for a breakfast of porridge and light ale, three coppers for the laundering of clothes, etcetera, etcetera. 

It was a nice enough place. If you paid in advance, they would even keep your room for you while you were away. Very few people prevailed of the breakfast, however, since the adventurers of Hillock ate, and drank, a lot in the Sword and Staff pub. Beer was a copper a pint and you could get a pretty substantial meal for two or three coppers. The Sword and Staff was an unusual sort of building, at least to Kana’s eyes. In a town composed largely of wood frame or stone houses, the pub was essentially built into an artificial hill in one corner of the town which had a number of other, similar buildings in it. The roof had grass growing on it! Inside, it was warm and cosy, but not too warm. The thick layer of earth overhead had to provide insulation from both hot summers and cold winters. 

‘This is the dwarven district,’ Constance explained. Lunch was being had. ‘They like living underground, right? Well, when they can’t, they often build regular houses into hills, or they cover the building in earth to give the impression that they’re underground.’

‘It looks like it should be in Hobbiton,’ Kana commented. The door of the pub was not actually round, but it was sort of rounded. Given that it was wood, that was overcomplicating a simple structure. 

‘Never heard of the place.’

‘Uh, no, you wouldn’t have. It’s not important. What do we do now? We’ve made it to Hillock. What’s the next step?’

‘We’ll check the job board in the guild this afternoon. When there’s nothing there we can do, we’ll do whatever we can.’

‘That’s… encouraging.’

Mimi giggled. ‘It’s what adventurers do. Make money however you can while waiting for something to come up. You said you can make scrolls, Kana? The magic shop is always looking for scrolls. Go see them tomorrow morning and ask what they need. They’ll usually pay a little more for spells that are in demand or they’re running out of.’

‘Huh. Back to my old day job. But okay, I can do that.’

‘You said you learned to make enchantments, Aneshti, so your best bet is to check for enchanting circles who need an extra. They usually post on the job board at the guild. Just make sure they’re not seeking to fill long-term positions, or you’ll be tied up for weeks and might miss something more lucrative.’

‘I doubt I’d qualify for permanent enchanting jobs,’ Aneshti said. ‘I know how to do the basic work, but I never learned any of the major enchantments. You want a wand that casts Light, I’m

your girl. You want a magic sword… No. I can make scrolls too, so I can do that if there are no enchanter jobs going.’

‘Except there’s only one desk in our room,’ Kana said. 

‘You’ve got your little writing box thing. You can work anywhere.’

‘Yeah, because a day spent working with that box on my lap is oh so comfortable. You’re paying for the extra baths I’ll need to take because my back is killing me.’

Aneshti giggled. ‘I’m okay being a kept woman. You can make the scrolls and we’ll live off your earnings.’

‘Yeah, right. We have got some money in our pouches anyway. That should keep us going for a while.’

‘It can,’ Rain said, ‘but you’ll want to think about investment as well as living expenses.’

‘Investment?’

‘New or better equipment. Uh, what are those books of spells called, Constance?’

‘Grimoires,’ the necromancer replied. 

‘Right. Grimoires to help you learn new spells. I think the magic shop carries those.’

‘It does. It’s tedious learning from books like that, but you can do it in your off time and break off when we get a real job to do.’

‘Uh, and if you can see your way to making a few scrolls for me,’

Rain added a little sheepishly, ‘that could improve our chances when we’re working.’

‘You can use scrolls?’ Kana asked. 

‘Yeah. I’ve got enough talent to do that. I even learned to cast Light. I’m really bad at it, but I can do it.’

‘About one in five humans has a basic magical talent,’ Aneshti said, assuming her lecturing tone. ‘Many of them become adventurers because, at the very least, they can sense when they’re around something magical and they can use most magic items and scrolls. Practically, to be a mage, you need to be better than that and only about three in every fifty humans are. 

Elves are a different matter. Almost every elf has that basic talent and two in every five have the potential to be a real mage. However, most don’t pursue a career in magic, even if they learn to cast a few spells.’

‘Sorry,’ Kana said, ‘she gets like that sometimes. The pomposity wears off quickly.’ Aneshti gave out a squeak of protest. ‘How do you remember things like that? Were you bitten by a radioactive encyclopaedia when you were a teenager?’

‘Tell me what “radioactive” and “encyclopaedia” mean, and I’ll give you a definitive answer.’

‘And what’s a “teenager?”’ Mimi asked. ‘Is it an elf thing I’ve not heard of?’

‘I’m going to give up now,’ Kana said. ‘Jokes aren’t funny when you have to explain them. Especially when it’s right down to the meaning of all the words.’

~~~

Kana and Aneshti decided not to wait before checking out the magic shop. It was, after all, a magic shop and they were mages. 

The only thing more exciting to a mage was a library. 

This one was simply called ‘The Magic Shop,’ and it seemed to provide the most basic of magical shopping experiences. There was a room with a counter at the back and a lot of shelves on which various things sat. There were a couple of locked cabinets around the counter area, presumably containing the rarer and more expensive items. Most of the things on display were wands or basic jewellery; such things were often used as the basis for magic items, so they were the most common physical objects in the shop. It was a basic shop with mostly basic objects in it, but it smelled of magic. You could feel the magic in the air as you walked in. The least magical thing in the place was the girl behind the counter. The shop itself had at least one enchantment on it, probably something to prevent theft. 

The girl behind the counter did look like a girl rather than a woman. Kana figured she was around fifteen, no more than sixteen. 

She was pretty. There was red in her brown hair and her green eyes were bright. She also had a bright, warm, and welcoming smile. There was a hint of curiosity in her eyes as she watched Kana and Aneshti enter, likely because she did not recognise either of them. 

‘Welcome to the Magic Shop,’ she said. ‘Please let me know if I can be of any assistance.’

‘Actually,’ Kana said, ‘we understand that you buy spell scrolls for resale. Do you have a list of spells you’re most interested in?’

‘We do. We’re always in need of warrior enhancement spells, principally offensive and defensive multipliers. More esoteric protections are also popular. Fire protection sells well in particular. So do Continual Light and Analyse Magic scrolls. 

We’ll consider anything relatively rare. We’re particularly low on Extinguish Fire and Weather Shield.’

Kana grinned. ‘You’ve got a good memory.’

‘I remember things I need to. I don’t recognise you two, so you must be new in town. I’d certainly remember two elves.’

‘One elf,’ Kana said, indicating Aneshti, ‘and one person who keeps being mistaken for an elf.’

‘Oh! I am sorry.’

Kana waved the apology away. ‘I don’t mind. Now, where do I find the books?’

The girl pointed to her left. ‘Behind that set of shelves, against the wall. Unless you’re after something special. We keep those in the cabinet here.’ She pointed to her right, at a glass-fronted cabinet with a lock. ‘I’m Letina, by the way.’

‘Kana, and that’s Aneshti. Uh, you don’t own this place, I take it?’

‘Oh, no. Master Mage Torval is the owner, but he spends most of his time in the workshop making magic items. He’s… less customer friendly than I am. Or that’s what he tells me.’

‘I’ve met a few master mages. He’s probably right.’

Aneshti had already found the bookshelves and was examining the spines when Kana arrived to do the same. There was a pretty reasonable collection of what could be best described as ‘basic instruction manuals,’ grimoires devoted to teaching a particular spell tree or other useful collections. ‘The Enchanter’s Primer,’

for example, was a collection of ten simple spells which provided the base you needed to learn the Enchant spell. ‘Enchanting for Beginners,’ meanwhile, contained Enchant and a number of basic enchantments such as the one used on mages’ staffs and the one used to create protective amulets. Everything seemed to be about the same thickness, about a hundred pages, and they all contained ten spells. Kana was a little surprised at the prices, which seemed fairly low; every volume was written by hand, some had carefully drawn diagrams, and yet they had bulk-rate prices. 

‘They’re copied,’ Aneshti said. ‘There’s a spell which can copy an entire book onto blank pages in a few seconds. They run production lines of them in most cities.’

‘Huh. We had to invent the printing press to get that kind of mass production.’

‘Another of your machines?’

‘Yes. The text of each page is set up using… Well, to be honest, I know it was one of the most important inventions ever , but exactly how it works is beyond me. It was a quick way of making a lot of copies of text documents. Before that, books were something rich people owned.’

Aneshti picked up a copy of ‘Enchanting for Beginners.’ ‘I think, if I’m going to get into enchanting things for cash, this would be a useful thing to work through.’ She sighed. ‘It’ll take me ages to learn the spells well enough to be useful.’

Kana picked up ‘The Mysteries of Motion’ and checked the contents page. ‘I think I’ll learn some movement spells. This has Levitation in it. That’s got to be useful. I’d love to learn to fly someday.’

‘Start small and work up. I bet you’ll get there before I can make magic staffs.’

‘Maybe. Though I hope we’ll have less time to study now that we’re out in the world.’

‘We can always hope we’re too busy, sure.’


~~~

They were back in the Sword and Staff, evening meal taken care of and mugs of ale on the table. Constance did not have excellent news. ‘Nothing we can really handle on the board, so it’s mundane work until something comes up.’

Rain shrugged. ‘I figured that would be the case.’

‘Well, Kana and I will be making scrolls,’ Aneshti said. ‘We checked with Letina in the magic shop. We can both make things they’re short on at the moment.’

‘Sounds good,’ Constance said. 

‘You never said what you and Mimi do,’ Kana said. 

‘Oh, I usually make potions,’ Mimi said. ‘Go out and gather the ingredients and then cook them up for sale in the magic shop. 

Healing always goes down well, and you’d be amazed at how many people need a sleeping draught to get a good night’s rest. In spring, I spend a lot of time blessing crops, and I can often get work on the local farms if some disease has got into their plants. I do okay.’

‘I… do what I can,’ Constance said. ‘People don’t like necromancers, but when they have trouble with spirits, they’ll hire me to deal with the problem. I’ll live off the proceeds from Dvartim for a while and then, if nothing else comes up, I’ll fall back on the same thing attractive women have been doing since the beginning of time.’

‘You mean you–’ Kana started to ask. 

‘Sell my body. It’s terrible. I know.’

‘It’s pretty bad that you have to do that to make food and rent.’

Constance gave a shrug. ‘I like sex. Always have. It’s not too much of a chore. Really.’

Kana was not convinced. ‘I doubt the men who have to pay for it are that good at it.’

‘She’s got you there, Constance,’ Mimi said. 

‘Yeah,’ Constance admitted. ‘That is where my argument tends to flounder… Never mind. I’ve enough gold to keep going without resorting to that for quite a while. At least a couple of months. 

Who’s up for another round?’

Kana considered this question carefully. The ale in the pub was far stronger than the light ale she was used to from the White Castle. There was significant danger of getting really drunk if she kept going. Equally, she had never really been drunk, so…

‘Why not?’ she said. ‘Bring on the booze.’

~~~

‘I’m drunk,’ Kana observed happily. 

‘No kidding,’ Aneshti replied from under Kana’s armpit. It was, in many ways, preferable that Aneshti was half-carrying Kana because she was the shorter of the two. 

‘Not as drunk as Constance.’

‘Uh, no.’ The drinking had come to an end after about three hours when Rain had had to help Constance outside to empty her stomach. 

Mimi had finished her drink and staggered after them. Kana and Aneshti were maybe five minutes behind them. Rain and Aneshti were the only ones with a modicum of sobriety about them, but sober they were not. ‘I’m on the tipsy side, you’re drunk, and Constance is falling-over drunk.’

Kana giggled. ‘I’m going to be miserable in the morning, aren’t I?’

‘There’s a distinct possibility.’

‘Well, I’ve never had a hangover before.’

‘I don’t think it’s something you should hope for.’

‘Probably not.’ Kana giggled again. ‘We should have fumbling, drunken girl sex.’

Aneshti almost dropped her. ‘W-where did that come from?’

‘Constance is going to have fumbling, drunken girl sex. Probably with Rain and Mimi.’

‘Well, I’m not drunk enough to just go for it. And you’d probably regret it in the morning.’

‘Pretty sure I wouldn’t.’

‘Still not going for it.’

Kana pouted. ‘Spoil sport.’

‘I’m saving you from having a really embarrassing first time. You should be thanking me.’

‘It’d be yours too. Are you sure you’re not just saving yourself? 

I don’t think having you be my first would be embarrassing. I think it’d be great!’

Aneshti’s cheeks, already red, went scarlet. ‘Tell me that again when you’re sober.’
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Kana did not emerge from under her blankets until ten in the morning when she was sure that her head would not throb every time she looked at any form of light. Aneshti left her to it, which was good because Kana found herself blushing every time she looked at the elf. It was not that she would have regretted the sex, but she did regret getting drunk enough to proposition Aneshti. 

At lunch, Constance was eating light and Rain was looking a little uncomfortable. Maybe Rain was regretting giving in to Constance, but Kana was fairly sure that there had been a drunken threesome in Constance and Mimi’s room. 

‘Why do I drink?’ Constance asked. It was probably rhetorical. 

Mimi answered anyway. ‘The world always looks better through an alcohol haze. Until you start sobering up anyway.’

‘Which was right in the middle of–’ Constance’s eyes flicked to Rain and then away. ‘I mean, my head started throbbing before I could get to sleep.’ Yeah, Rain was not entirely happy with how the night had ended, though that left Kana speculating on why that would be the case. 

‘It’s market day, right?’ Kana asked, mostly to change the subject. 

‘Yes,’ Mimi replied. ‘I’m not sure there’s anything in the market you’d find interesting, but the stalls will be out.’

‘Occasionally there’s a travelling trader with something interesting,’ Constance said. ‘It’s usually worth a quick look.’

‘Mostly,’ Rain added, ‘it’s people selling local produce.’

‘Well, it’ll be my first market,’ Kana observed, ‘so it’s worth a look just for that.’

~~~

The town square was barely recognisable. Well, the square itself was barely visible since the entire thing was covered in stalls displaying goods from the nearby farms. There was more or less no uniformity to the array of colours the stalls were decked out in, but they all had the same frame. This led Kana to the conclusion that the town provided the poles which slotted into holes in the ground and bolted together to form a basic frame, but the cloth walls and roof were brought from home by the people showing their wares. 

It was early autumn, so there was a lot of food on display. 

Fruit, vegetables, and cuts of meat were available from various places around the area. A couple of stalls had fairly extravagant displays of fungi which Mimi said were gathered in the forest. 

There were also clothing stalls; the shops around the square were not the only places you could buy clothes, though the stalls tended to have more functional garments. That said, the stalls also had handmade, beautifully crafted garments which could have graced any lord or lady. 

‘As it gets later in the season,’ Rain explained, ‘you’ll see more preserved goods and craft items. There’s quite a long growing season here, so there’ll be winter vegetables and the like until midwinter, and there’ll be fresh meat around then because they slaughter some of the animals to reduce feed bills. 

Springtime you also get things like wool bundles on sale where the farm has sheep but doesn’t have anyone to make cloth. It’s always a little different every time you come.’

‘Makes sense,’ Kana said. 

‘You’ve really never been to a market before?’

‘Not like this.’

Rain shook her head. ‘You led a really sheltered life before coming south.’

‘Sure did.’ Which was true in a lot of ways. For a Japanese teenager, Kana had had a fairly normal life, she supposed. But if you compared that to a typical peasant living in Soken, her life had been one of privilege and luxury. Then she had arrived in the White Castle and that was far from a normal environment. Really, she had been told what to expect outside the castle’s walls, but

it was poor preparation for actually living the life of a typical human in what amounted to a twisted version of medieval Europe. 

‘We should check in with the inn soon,’ Aneshti said, which appeared to come out of nowhere, but Kana looked around and saw the front of the town’s lone inn visible down the walkway they were on. 

‘Looking for whoever it is you’re looking for?’ Rain asked. 

‘Yes. I think that, if they came here, they’d have stayed in the inn.’

‘Could be. You should talk to Raknar too.’

‘Raknar?’

‘Raknar’s the best smith in town. His forge isn’t far from the Sword and Staff. If your friends were riding, they may have needed their mounts seeing to, and they’d have probably used Raknar.’

‘Besides,’ Constance said, ‘you should meet Raknar. You’re mages, so you’ve not much use for ironwork, but Raknar’s still a good person to know. Especially for you, Kana.’

‘Me? Why me?’

‘You’re a fire mage. Raknar hasn’t a magical bone in his body, so he’ll pay mages to provide the heat he can’t get from his forge if he ever needs to make something special. Aside from that, he’s a nice guy.’

‘And there’s Mitzka,’ Mimi added. ‘You have to meet Mitzka.’

‘Who, or what, is Mitzka?’

~~~

‘Kawaii!’ Kana exclaimed. 

‘Huh?’ Rain said. 

‘Sorry, I’m slipping languages, but she is dangerously moe.’

‘Strangely, even if I don’t understand the words, I think I can grasp the meaning.’

Mitzka was a terminally cute, ten-year-old dwarf girl with pigtailed brown hair, large dark eyes, and a button nose. She was decked out in a peasant dress of red, white, and blue with an apron over the skirt. The apron, it seemed, was there to catch sparks from the forge because it had enough holes in it that it would need replacing soon. Mitzka seemed to like helping her father in the forge and, remarkably, seemed able to do so without

being a hindrance. She barely came up to Kana’s waist and was maybe a little wider in the body than a typical child her age; dwarf children tended to be extra short but heavier than humans their age. That did not stop her looking absolutely adorable with her ready smile and her apparent complete lack of fear of strangers. She had greeted the party before Raknar had had a chance to, announcing that they were welcome in Raknar’s forge. 

The forge itself was a little like the Sword and Staff: it had been buried under earth. The front of it was quite open thanks to a huge pair of barn doors. A door at the back suggested that Raknar and Mitzka lived under the bulk of the artificial hill, behind the business part of the building. Various weapons adorned the walls and there were suits of armour on wooden crosses off to the sides of the front room. Kana had little idea of what constituted quality metalwork, but Raknar’s goods certainly looked like they were made by someone who knew his trade. 

Raknar himself was a thickset man whose head came level with Kana’s shoulders. Fully dressed and wearing a heavy leather apron, you could still see evidence of a muscled body, but that was sort of what Kana expected from a dwarf smith. He had the same dark-brown eyes as his daughter, and he might have had brown hair at some point. His beard was brown but showing signs of grey, and he kept it neatly trimmed rather than growing it out. 

His head was as smooth as a baby’s bottom, however, which made precisely determining his original hair colour impossible. Mitzka had to have inherited her nose from her mother since Raknar’s was broader. He did have a broad smile, however, and he favoured his visitors with it as he set the metal he was working on aside to greet them. 

‘That pony of yours need shoeing, Rain?’ Raknar asked. 

‘He’ll last a while longer,’ Rain replied. ‘We dropped by to introduce our two new party members. These are Kana and Aneshti. 

Kana’s not an elf, but she is a fire mage.’

Raknar looked up at Kana and frowned briefly. ‘Get that a lot, do you?’

‘More than I expected,’ Kana replied. She had not expected to be mistaken for an elf at all, in fact. 

‘Do you know Aranshir’s Fire?’

‘The spell? Yes, I do, as it happens.’

‘I’ll put you on the list then. I don’t have anyone else who knows that one at the moment. Don’t need it often, you understand, but sometimes I get a request for orichalcum goods and you can’t work orichalcum without Aranshir’s Fire.’ The smith flashed Mimi a grin. ‘So happens that I know someone who can provide the orichalcum too.’

Mimi actually blushed. ‘Soansha saw fit to bless me with the necessary prayers. It’s her doing really, not mine.’

‘Aye, but she’s not the one who’s giving me the metal.’

‘Sorry,’ Kana said, ‘but what’s orichalcum? I feel like I should know, but it’s not coming to mind.’

‘You’ve not heard of orichalcum?’

‘She had a bit of a sheltered life,’ Mimi said. ‘Orichalcum is the epitome of metals as Aranshir’s Fire is the epitome of flames, and adamant is the epitome of stone, actually. To make orichalcum or adamant, I have to get Soansha to bless some of her earth, and then I convert that blessed earth into stone or metal.’

‘Orichalcum is stronger than steel,’ Raknar said, ‘and it’s especially good at holding enchantments. But it’s not a form of iron, so mages can carry it without it interfering with their magic and it doesn’t harm elves the way iron does. It looks like bronze. Maybe a little more golden.’

That was interesting. So, Kana figured, Cadorian’s swords and armour were likely orichalcum. Certainly, his armour had been described as golden. ‘That reminds me, I don’t suppose you’ve seen an elf in your forge. He’d have been with four humans, all of them on horseback. I think the elf had orichalcum swords and armour. Aneshti and I are looking for them. They’ve gone missing.’ The inn had been no use, they either did not know or were not telling, so Raknar was likely to be the best hope of any news on Cadorian. 

‘Two longswords?’ Raknar asked. ‘Tall man riding with four mages?’

‘That would be right.’

‘Seen him twice, but not the four mages.’

Kana frowned. ‘Really? When?’

‘Well, first time would be this time last year. One of their horses was running on worn shoes, so I replaced them. That was when he was with the four mages. I saw those swords you mentioned. Fine pieces of work they were and orichalcum like you said. Then he came through town this spring. Would’ve been Pakarte, as I remember. He didn’t come to the forge that time, but I happened to see him in the square and he wasn’t with the mages that time. Not the same mages anyway. He had more people with him and I thought they looked like they might’ve come from Sintar. Some were mages, some were soldiers.’

‘There were no vertagi with him?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘No elves of either sort. Humans, all of them. Mitzka didn’t like them much.’

‘Bad men,’ Mitzka said. ‘They were bad men.’

Kana dropped to one knee to bring herself down to the child’s level. ‘And why do you say that, Mitzka?’

Mitzka shook her head. ‘Don’t know why, but they were bad men.’

‘I see. Well, if I happen to run into them, I’ll be careful then.’

Mitzka gave a nod. ‘Good. You’re not a bad lady.’

‘Thank you,’ Kana replied, smiling. 

‘Funny thing was,’ Raknar said in something of a musing tone, ‘I heard someone call the elf “Cadorian.” I didn’t think they ever named a child after him.’

‘They don’t,’ Mimi replied. 

‘Not in the north either,’ Aneshti confirmed. ‘That’s strange, isn’t it? Maybe someone went against the tradition.’

‘Well,’ Raknar said, ‘an elf going against tradition is strange, but I suppose that’s the only explanation.’

~~~

‘And this dwarf is sure he was not with his escort?’ Sharassa asked. 

‘Well, he said that the same mages weren’t in the group he saw. 

No elves either. Cadorian was supposed to go see the elves after checking out that blight, right?’ Kana had waited until she was back at the guesthouse before reporting back to the castle. Get that done, and then she would be going out to the Sword and Staff for dinner. But less drinking. 

‘Yes. We received a report from the Heart of the South that he was leaving there with a force of vertagi…’ There was silence from the other end for a second and Kana considered speaking again. ‘I’m not sure what this means. I’ll need to discuss it with the Master. You said it seemed like Cadorian was heading west when he passed through the second time?’

‘Yes. Skovir or Trefall seem like the logical destinations. Maybe Skovir is more likely, but I’ve no idea why he’d be going there. 

I mean, it’s a port city, right? You go there mostly to go on to Skonar and why would he want to go to Skonar?’

‘And what was he doing with mages from Sintar? I don’t have answers. Perhaps the Master does. You hold on in Hillock for now. 

I’ll be in touch if we need more information.’

‘Works for me. I kind of like it here, and there’s every possibility of finding a little adventure.’

A soft chuckle made its way across the telepathic link. ‘That’s fine. Enjoy it if you can but be careful. After all that training, it would be a shame to lose you.’

‘Yeah, losing two summoned people would be really bad. I’ll try not to let it happen.’

~~~

‘Okay, so, I’m sorry to bring this up, but I simply don’t buy the story about this elf you’re looking for being named after the Cadorian in the legends.’ The party were in the Sword and Staff again, drinking again but far more slowly than the night before, and Mimi was curious. She also knew too much about elves. ‘ No one would do that. It’s considered really bad luck because he vanished right after his greatest victory.’

‘It could happen,’ Aneshti countered. She did not sound especially convincing. 

Kana sighed. ‘Maybe it could, but it didn’t.’

‘Kana…’

‘I don’t think it’s enough of a secret to keep it from them.’

Kana looked around her three new friends, catching the eyes of each. ‘That said, I’d rather it wasn’t blabbed around everywhere.’

‘Of course,’ Mimi replied. Constance and Rain gave shrugs which looked like agreement. 

‘The reason Cadorian vanished all those years ago is that he was summoned through time to now. The spell that was used… It sort of grabs the hero you need from wherever it can find them. 

Apparently it’s rather unreliable but in this case it seems to have worked as well as it can. Cadorian killed Serpens in the past. Now he’s here trying to stop Serpens from being resurrected. Except that he’s gone missing.’

‘Wait, Serpens can be brought back?’

‘There were rumours,’ Constance said. ‘When I was with the satanists, there were rumours that the dracs were trying to bring Serpens back and that a group of satanists were trying to help them.’

‘Why?’ Rain asked. ‘I mean, spreading evil, I guess, but Serpens would be bad news for everyone . Except the dracs, I guess. 

Maybe.’

‘The rumours said that there was some way of controlling Serpens. 

Or that Serpens had made a deal with Satan. They were just rumours. But maybe they weren’t. The dracs have been trying to bring Serpens back for millennia with no luck. Maybe it would take some help from Satan to do it.’

‘It couldn’t hurt, I’d imagine.’

‘So, ultimately, you’re trying to stop Serpens from returning to the world?’ Mimi asked. 

‘Not personally,’ Aneshti said. 

‘We’re just trying to make sure Cadorian is still free to do it,’

Kana said. ‘Um, I was an earlier attempt at summoning a hero to stop it happening. I wasn’t born on Soken, I was summoned here from another world. But I don’t fit the role, apparently. I can’t honestly see me going up against an ancient, dead dragon, so it’s probably true.’

‘That still sounds like something Soansha would want me to help with,’ Mimi said. ‘I’m up for helping any way I can.’

‘If there is a satanist involvement, or even the possibility of one, I’m happy to help stop it,’ Constance said. 

Rain chuckled softly. ‘Anyone with half a brain would be happy to stop something like Serpens turning up. That would be all sorts of bad news.’

‘That’s settled then,’ Constance said with a nod. ‘We’ll help however we can.’

‘Thanks,’ Kana said. ‘Unfortunately, there’s nothing much we can do now aside from keeping our eyes and ears open. I reported what we heard from Raknar. Now I’m waiting to find out whether there are any new instructions.’

‘Makes life easier. Now you’ve got five sets of senses working the problem instead of just two, but we can carry on as we planned until something comes up.’

‘You know it’s unlikely we’ll get paid for any of this, right?’

‘Yes,’ Rain said, ‘but it’s really hard to make money after the world ends, so I think a little effort is economically justified. 

Am I the only one who’s stuck on Kana being from another world?’

‘It makes sense,’ Mimi replied. 

Constance nodded. ‘It does. It makes sense of some things, like what she doesn’t know.’

Rain snapped her fingers as if a revelation had just appeared before her eyes. ‘Orichalcum! Everyone knows what orichalcum is, even if they’ve never seen it. It’s in more or less all of the legends involving heroes. They all had orichalcum swords and armour.’

‘Yes, and then there are the weird words she uses sometimes. 

Whatever it was she said Mitzka was, for example.’

‘Kawaii,’ Kana supplied. ‘It means… cute. Oh, and the burajā you like so much, that’s a word from my native language because there wasn’t a word for them in Alabethi.’

‘Kana invented those,’ Aneshti said, rather proudly. 

‘Reinvented. They’re everyday items where I come from. As I keep telling Aneshti, we don’t have magic, so we had to invent things to take the place of it. Occasionally we invented things which just make life easier, like the burajā. When I got sick of breast bands, I talked to some people and we recreated something from my world. I didn’t know it had got as far afield as here though.’

‘Thankfully, it did,’ Mimi said. ‘The two of you are from the White Castle, right? You came from the north. It’s secluded, off the beaten track. And it’s one of the few places I could imagine working up a spell to summon people from other worlds or the past.’

‘Is that a problem?’

‘Depends who you ask. I don’t believe the crap the Mages’ Guild says about the White Castle. I don’t think Constance is going to worry over it.’

‘Not hardly,’ Constance said. 

‘I couldn’t care less,’ Rain said. ‘You’ve proven yourselves allies.’

‘Right,’ Mimi agreed. ‘It just fills in the last few blanks. So, the Master of the White Castle is trying to stop Serpens from being resurrected.’ She paused, staring at the ceiling for a second or two. ‘Huh, being on his good side wouldn’t be a bad thing either. Two good reasons to go ahead with this. Are you sure we shouldn’t go out to Skovir to see if we can pick up Cadorian’s trail?’

‘I was told to wait here,’ Kana said. ‘If Cadorian has gone to Skovir, we don’t know why. It doesn’t make sense. Besides, it’s a long way to Skovir and we might just have to come back and head south or something. We’ll wait here and see if we can’t have a few adventures.’

‘Sounds good to me.’

~~~

‘Rain! You’re back. I hope Gunthard has been treating you well on your travels.’ The voice was loud and filled with humour. Rain did not seem pleased to hear it. 

There was a flash of irritation on the fighter’s features, which was mirrored in Constance and Mimi, then Rain fixed a smile on her face and turned to look at the man marching toward them with a pint of ale in one hand. ‘Roland. Seems you’re back too.’

‘I am!’ Roland exclaimed, raising his drink and then sinking half of it. He was big. He was taller than Kana and his loose tunic did little to hide the muscles on his solid frame. He was also a handsome man with black hair and a neatly trimmed beard which had some hints of grey in it. He had blue eyes, a strong jawline, narrow cheeks, and a straight nose. There appeared to be little about him to warrant the irritated looks, except maybe that he was a bit loud. ‘A successful quest into Soansha’s Crown. Undead eradicated and treasure uncovered, by Gunthard’s blessing. You’ve new friends, I see.’

‘Right. Yes.’ Rain gave a look that might have been an apology to Kana and Aneshti. ‘This is Kana and Aneshti, both mages of some power. And this is Roland. He’s a paladin of Gunthard and has quite a reputation.’

Kana got the distinct impression that Roland’s reputation did not entirely have to do with his prowess as a paladin. ‘Ladies, it’s a pleasure to meet you.’ The way he emphasised ‘pleasure’ tended to suggest that Kana was right about his reputation. ‘Feel free to consider me your shield against the dangers of this world,’ he went on. ‘I’m always ready to lend my sword and shield where it’s needed by a member of the fairer sex.’

‘We know, Roland,’ Constance said. ‘You’re always ready to defend a lady’s virtue. It’s just a shame there are no ladies at our table.’

‘All women are ladies at heart, Constance.’ It was clear that he had heard her, but it was kind of like the words had failed to penetrate his conscious mind. ‘Enjoy your evening.’ And he wandered off to find someone else to greet with excessive enthusiasm. 

‘I get the feeling you don’t like him,’ Kana said. 

‘He’s an idiot. His idea of saving a woman’s virtue is to save it for himself.’ Constance gave a shrug. ‘He’s actually not that bad in bed. Selfish, but that’s a common trait in men.’

‘He’s also a pretty good paladin,’ Rain added. ‘I mean, for most other religions he’d be considered less than perfect, given that he does believe his reward for saving a woman should be a night of unbridled passion, but Gunthard is a rather… basic god.’

‘None of the human gods are exactly genteel,’ Mimi put in. ‘If you ask me, that’s why so many humans turn to the elven pantheon.’

‘Maybe. Then again, some elves have come over to worshipping Gunthard. Their war god went out of favour after the Founding War. Uh, not that Gunthard is actually a god of war. He’s more of a patron of warriors. He’s more about individuals than armies. 

Wota is the old human war god and just about no one worships him.’

‘It doesn’t seem like war is a big thing on Soken,’ Kana observed. 

‘Not for the last six thousand years,’ Aneshti replied. ‘Then again, if we fail and Serpens returns, we might need all the war gods we can muster.’
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The summons came in the form of a small boy with a message from Sonia at the guild. He had, apparently, been to the stables first, because Rain was already waiting when Kana, Aneshti, Constance, and Mimi arrived to find out what was going on. Along with Sonia, there was another woman in the guildhall, a slight woman with dark hair rolled into a bun wearing robes which had seen better days and carrying a staff. The clothes and staff marked her out as a mage, possibly belonging to the Mages’ Guild, or aspiring to be; the Mages’ Guild liked the idea of robed mages. What she was doing there, looking nervous and worried, was an unknown, however. Kana did not recognise her. 

‘Now that you’re all here,’ Sonia said when they were, in fact, all there, ‘this is Megaina. She came to Hillock this spring and joined up with a party of other new adventurers. They’ve been out in the forest for the last week looking for a lost dungeon Megaina uncovered in some dusty texts or something.’

Megaina’s cheeks coloured. She was a pale girl and the blush was really obvious. ‘We found it,’ she mumbled. 

‘That they did. An undiscovered dungeon is a valuable find. It’s really good news for a young party like Megaina’s. Unfortunately, that’s where the good news ends. Tell them what happened, Megaina.’

‘W-we found the entrance, concealed by a form of enchantment as I suspected, and made our way in. There were a few simple traps but our rogue was able to disarm them without trouble.’ Rogue was a

polite way of calling an adventurer a thief; Kana smiled a little at the reference, but you could tell from Megaina’s stumbling narrative that this was not going to end well. ‘N-none of them had been disturbed, so we were sure the dungeon was undiscovered. 

We were working our way through the tunnels, doing our best to map as we went. I was bringing up the rear. You know, standard dungeon-crawling formation. That’s what s-saved me. All of a sudden, the air filled with a brownish, greenish mist and I stopped. The n-next thing I knew, everyone was t-turning to st-stone.’

‘Magical trap, perhaps,’ Constance mused. 

‘That mist suggests a biological agent,’ Mimi countered. ‘Some form of dungeon ooze.’

‘Hm. Did their gear petrify, Megaina? Or just their bodies?’

‘Uh… I think their gear too,’ Megaina replied. 

‘Magical.’

‘I still think that mist means something,’ Mimi said. ‘Might be a supernatural component to an ooze attack. Fungus or mould. That would be my guess. Was there anything you noticed about the tunnel where this happened, Megaina? Any growths on the walls or floor? Perhaps the texture of the stone was different.’

‘Well, I th-think it looked… shiny. Shiny. It looked shiny in the light from my staff.’

‘You may have something then,’ Constance admitted. ‘That does sound like it could be a mould.’ She grimaced. ‘I hate dungeon moulds.’

‘We’re not talking about the stuff that grows on cheese here, right?’ Kana asked. 

‘Well, they’re related,’ Mimi said, ‘but it’s a bit like the difference between a rock lizard and a dragon. Sure, they’re both a type of lizard, but one of them isn’t going to bite your head off. Dungeon moulds tend to have all sorts of ways of discouraging things from eating them, though I’ve never heard of one petrifying people.’ She looked up at Sonia. ‘You want us to go in there and bring them back, right?’

‘You can turn them back into flesh, as I recall,’ Sonia said. 

‘I’d rather not lose four young adventurers when they could be recovered. Megaina has agreed to split the discovery of the dungeon with your party as a reward and the guild will chip in a gold piece for each of you if you’re successful.’

‘And we’re pulling fellow adventurers out of a potentially lethal situation,’ Rain added. 

Constance sighed. ‘Yes. We’re always in need of good publicity around here.’

Sonia smiled. ‘Sorry to say it, but yes, you are. Are you all willing?’ There were nods from around the group. ‘Then I suggest you start in the morning. Megaina says it’ll be about a day and a half’s journey to the dungeon, but it doesn’t seem likely that the people you’re going to help are going to suffer for waiting an extra half day.’

‘Probably not,’ Mimi agreed. ‘Frankly, either I’ll turn them back and they’ll be okay, or they’re already dead.’

~~~

‘What are you wearing?’ Kana asked. 

‘It’s my new adventuring outfit,’ Aneshti replied. ‘How does it look?’ She was twisting and turning in the space between their two beds, trying to get a good look at what she was wearing. 

Kana, lying on her bed, had a much better view, though perhaps from too low an angle. ‘That depends entirely on whether you bought it for practicality or picking up men.’

‘Picking up men in a dungeon? Seems unlikely. And wrong.’

‘In which case, don’t you think it’s a bit brief? And what’s with the heeled boots?’

The boots were actually the most practical part of the outfit: knee high with a bucket top. They did, however, have a five- or six-centimetre block heel, which seemed less than practical. The top was a sleeveless, leather affair which cut off not far below Aneshti’s breasts and hugged her figure rather closely. The leather was too thin to be practical as armour and the shaping suggested the garment was more designed to show off the wearer’s curves. The skirt… Well, it was short and black with a loose pleat. 

‘That skirt is indecent,’ Kana added. ‘I can see half your behind.’

‘It’s not that bad. It’s easy to move in. And your skirt isn’t that much longer.’

‘My skirt is longer than that. And I won’t flash anyone nearby if I turn around fast. Can you run in those heels?’

‘Yes. Probably. I’m sure I can. They’re not too high and they’re wide. Fairly wide.’

Kana frowned. ‘Are you just trying to match my height?’

‘Of course not! Why would I do that? That’s ridiculous.’ Pause. 

‘Am I as tall as you in these?’

Smirking, Kana got to her feet – her bare feet – and stepped up beside Aneshti. She looked down into the elf’s eyes; there was still a good six centimetres’ difference. ‘Not even close.’

‘Beanpole.’

‘You can call me all the names you like, but you’ll have to invent platform boots if you want to be my height.’

Aneshti grinned. ‘That means that your people already invented them, so all I have to do is persuade you to talk to the right cobbler.’

‘No way! There is no way I am going to bring disco culture to this world. No one would ever forgive me!’

Alabeth Forest, 1 st Anokarte. 

‘What sort of problems are we likely to run into here?’ Kana asked. 

They had been walking for about half an hour, down the hill from Hillock and into the outer band of Alabeth Forest. Now the trees were getting a little closer together and the undergrowth was getting thicker. There was still a track to follow at this point, but that was narrowing. As the trees grew thicker, the light was getting dimmer and the humidity was rising. There was a muggy, clammy feel to the interior of the forest, even though it was definitely autumn now and the weather was supposed to be cooling. 

‘Well,’ Mimi said, ‘at this end of the forest, there’s not that much to worry over. There are a couple of goblin tribes in the north who sometimes come south, but that’s mostly when the food is scarce, and it’s been a good year. There are a few arachine here, but they rarely attack humans and almost never a party of this size. Once we get deeper in, we’ll need to keep an eye out for dangerous oozes. If you see odd-looking mushrooms or the ground appears slimy, make sure I’ve seen it. We’ll need to be sure we’ve purified any water we take from streams and pools.’

‘That’s just standard survival procedure,’ Aneshti said. ‘I can make clean water anyway.’

‘W-what are we doing for food?’ Megaina asked. ‘You said we d-didn’t need to bring any, but…’

‘I can make that,’ Kana replied. ‘This way we can travel light and get to your friends faster.’

‘That’s good. I mean, they’re petrified so I don’t think they can be coming to any more harm, but faster is better, I guess.’

‘We don’t know what’s happening to them while they’re in that state,’ Mimi said. ‘Some rock moulds leach minerals out of the stone they’re living on, like mould on bread takes nutrients from the bread. That stuff may petrify things to feed on them.’

‘Oh! I hadn’t thought of that. I got back to town as fast as I could, but they’re going to have been stuck for four days by the time we get to them.’

‘Hopefully, that’s not enough time for any lasting damage to be done.’

‘I want to be out of this place as fast as we can anyway,’

Aneshti said. ‘I know this is important and a rescue mission and everything, but this place is just too hot and steamy for me.’

‘You’re wearing less than Constance!’ Mimi exclaimed. 

‘So? I’m shitagi. We’re built for the cold, not steamy jungles.’

‘You’d really better hope we never have to go into the real jungle then. Compared to this, the Great Forest is a sauna.’

~~~

They camped that night under the branches of a massive oak, its leaves bronze but still quite thick on its branches. It had started to drizzle midway through the afternoon and the tree provided some respite from the weather. 

‘It’s raining,’ Aneshti complained, ‘and it’s still too warm. 

I’ll take the first watch because I won’t be sleeping in this heat.’

‘It’ll get cooler soon,’ Mimi said. ‘The weather workers are saying it could be a bad winter and the weather’s going to change soon.’

‘Huh. I suppose you southerners won’t be liking that, but I’ll be in heaven.’

‘Where I come from,’ Kana said, ‘we have hot summers and cool to cold winters. Snow isn’t uncommon at the start of each year. The middle of summer tends to be hot and wet.’

‘That’s strange weather,’ Megaina said. 

Kana grinned. ‘Not where I’m from. You’re from Alabeth?’

The young mage nodded. ‘The summers there are really hot. We almost never get snow in winter.’

‘That’s a city for you. They’re usually warmer than the surrounding countryside.’

‘Really? I didn’t– Though, now you come to mention it…’

‘Are you with the Mages’ Guild?’

‘No. Well, yes and no. I was training under a guild mage before I came out here and I want to become a full member. Thing is, it costs money for that kind of education and my family could only afford so much. I’m out here to make enough to finish my training. Or that’s the plan.’

‘Not going so well?’ Constance asked. 

‘It’s a lot harder than I expected. I’d figured out roughly where this dungeon was before I came, so we were aiming to find it all summer. But we just weren’t ready. It took us months to get the equipment we would need and learn the ropes. Finding jobs to keep us fed was about all we could do. And then, when we finally thought we had the gear and experience we needed, this happens.’

‘It’s like that for everyone.’ Constance paused, apparently reconsidering. ‘Almost everyone. Rich kids don’t often become adventurers, but the ones who do usually have the best gear when they start and they’ve trained under masters. If they don’t get too cocky early on, they usually have it easy.’

‘If they do,’ Rain said, ‘they have a glorious but very short career.’

‘Yeah. That. For the rest of us, it’s struggling on and doing whatever we can when we can’t find paying quests. Of course, if this dungeon pans out for you, you’ll get a leg up on the reputation ladder. You’ll have larger parties considering you for membership. They’ll likely even overlook the fact that you’re a sorceress.’

‘Well, y-you will too,’ Megaina said. 

Constance shook her head. ‘Not us. We’re on the bottom rung and we’re probably going to stay that way for good.’

‘We should get some sleep,’ Rain said. ‘We should get to the dungeon by midday if we get an early start.’

‘I’ll stay up with Aneshti,’ Kana said. ‘I’m still used to colder weather too.’

‘Wake me at midnight,’ Rain said. ‘This place isn’t too dangerous this time of year, but it’d be best if someone was watching through the night.’

2 nd Anokarte. 

‘It’s right here,’ Megaina said, pointing at a mound of overgrown plants in a small clearing in the forest. ‘Uh, looks like the vines have grown back while I was away. We’ll have to cut them–’

‘We don’t need to cut them,’ Mimi said. ‘I’m morally opposed to that kind of thing unless it’s absolutely required.’

‘Then how–’ Megaina stopped abruptly as Mimi raised her arms, holding her staff high, and a circle of green appeared above her, sliding down over her body. ‘Oh.’

‘I’ll just bend them out of the way,’ Mimi said. Stepping forward, she began pushing on the interwoven vines. The plants should, in all probability, have sprung back or at least shown more resistance to Mimi’s pushing, but everything she pushed aside stayed where it was put and soon there was an opening in the covering of foliage. ‘That should be enough. I can see the stairs down.’

Constance stepped forward and looked down into the dungeon’s entrance. There were stone walls on either side of a flight of steps. The actual dungeon entrance was in the dark further down. 

‘Okay, Rain and Kana take the lead and the rest of us will follow. Megaina, you know the way, so you get to be close to Rain and Kana. I don’t want to take a wrong tunnel and end up hitting some trap your rogue hasn’t disarmed.’

Rain looked around at Kana who was busy placing a light on the end of her staff. ‘Ready?’

‘As I’ll ever be,’ Kana replied with a grin. ‘I mean, I know we did the thing in Dvartim, but this is going to be my first real dungeon. I’m excited and nervous.’

‘Sounds about right. A little fear isn’t a bad thing. Keeps you on your toes.’

‘So I’m told.’

The steps led down about three metres into the ground before you came to a stone door which had been wedged open with a stone fallen from the walls. Then there was a short landing and then more steps which went down a lot further. 

They had gone down perhaps ten metres when Kana noticed the change. ‘The flow of magic here is stronger.’

‘Yes,’ Constance agreed. ‘There’s definitely a change.’

‘That might explain the strange mould,’ Mimi said. ‘Long-term exposure to a stronger flow of magic is known to cause some odd changes in animals and plants. Even in people.’

‘Th-that might mean that there are other strange monsters down here,’ Megaina said. 

‘Not impossible. You didn’t encounter anything?’

‘No. Assuming the petrification was caused by a mould, that’s the first animate thing we found. I mean, moulds aren’t very animate, but you get my meaning.’

‘It might also mean that there’s a ley line feeding this place,’

Constance said. ‘Did you discover who built it?’

Megaina shook her head. ‘It was built a really long time ago. 

What I found was a reference to someone discovering it during the Founding War. The soldiers who found it didn’t have the time or inclination to search it. Then the report was lost and ended up in an archive in Alabeth. I did a little research, but nothing I could find suggested why this place was here.’

‘Well, won’t it be interesting to find out.’

‘The steps end in another few feet,’ Rain said. ‘How far to the place where your friends are, Megaina?’

‘It’ll take us a couple of hours to get there,’ Megaina replied. 

‘This place is a maze.’

‘Then we’d better get started.’

~~~

‘There!’ Kana exclaimed. She came to a stop, pointing her staff out toward what she had seen: four dark, humanoid shapes about ten metres ahead of them. In the light from her staff, the statues appeared to glisten a little and so did the floor, ceiling, and walls of the corridor they were making their way down. 

‘Stay where you are,’ Mimi said. ‘I’ll see if I can identify the mould.’ She started forward carefully and Kana ignored her instruction by walking just behind her, staff stretched out to light the way. Mimi did not object. They had almost reached the statues when Mimi came to a stop again. ‘It’s grown up over them.’

Kana peered at the gunk illuminated by the light from her staff. 

It was a wet, runny, greenish-brown substance which looked sticky and probably not something you wanted to get on your skin. And that was without even considering that it could turn you to stone. ‘Is it safe to be this close?’

‘Well, moulds usually react to contact. So long as we don’t touch it, we should be safe.’ Mimi reached out with her staff until the tip of it was almost touching the nearest statue. ‘Identify,’ she said, and a green circle appeared briefly at the tip of her staff. ‘It’s a mould. Poisonous and supernatural. It’s one of the standard dungeon species, but it’s not quite right. I think we can safely say that the magic down here has changed it over the centuries. The type it’s closest to normally just causes sickness

and it’s just brown. This has a green cast to it which isn’t normal.’

‘So, how do we get rid of it?’

Mimi looked around at her companion and flashed a grin. ‘Fire should work fine.’

‘I thought you were opposed to destroying plants.’

‘I make an exception for supernatural, disgusting goo.’

‘Seems fair. We should back up. Give me room to drop a bomb on the stuff.’

They re-joined the others and briefed them on the situation. 

‘You’re going to burn them?’ Megaina asked. ‘That won’t harm the others, will it?’

‘Stone doesn’t burn,’ Kana said, ‘but if we don’t clean that muck off your friends, they’ll probably just get petrified again as soon as Mimi frees them. And we’d probably get stuck with them.’

‘Yes. Yes, I suppose that’s true.’

‘Right. Now I just have to decide how much power to put into this…’

‘It shouldn’t take much to burn out the mould,’ Mimi said. ‘It’s a thin layer and it’s not very resilient. But cleaning it back a little way down the corridor might be a good idea.’

‘Yeah… Everyone take a few steps back.’ Kana raised her staff, aiming it down the corridor at the icky-looking tableau. A bright red circle appeared at the tip of her staff, brightening for a second as she charged her spell. Looking back, she checked where everyone was, nodded, and turned back to take aim. ‘Firebomb!’ A bolt of flame shot out of her collapsing circle to hit the ground about a metre beyond the furthest of the four statues. Then it exploded into a sphere of incandescent orange maybe ten metres wide. When the sphere collapsed again, they were looking at clean stone statues and the mould had been burned off the corridor surfaces for a good four metres beyond where the bomb had gone off. ‘Score!’ Kana said, grinning. 

The mould was, however, not going to give up that easily. Past the scorched part, a cloud of greenish-brown mist was forming as it released its petrifying spores into the air. The cloud was not too close, but it was spreading. 

‘I’ll take care of that,’ Aneshti said, striding forward a few metres and raising her own staff. ‘Purify Air!’ A circle of blue light appeared on the ground where the mist was forming. The light from it radiated upward, and the spores danced like sparkling motes of starlight that winked out rapidly, leaving the

corridor clear. ‘There we go. Now we should be quite safe from becoming lumps of rock.’

Mimi started down the corridor again, getting ready to work her restorative magic. ‘I can probably only do two of them at a time. 

The spell is fairly energy intensive.’ She stopped at the nearest statue and frowned. ‘I don’t like the way the skin is rough and pitted here.’

‘You think that stuff was feeding on them?’ Rain asked. 

‘Possibly. Let’s get them out and see what happens.’ Reaching out her hand, Mimi placed it on the shoulder of her first subject and began her prayer. Clerical magic, rather than magery, was a process of asking your deity to provide a small miracle. Sort of. 

Clerics cast spells through prayer, but Kana had been taught that clerical magic was essentially the same as hers, just different. 

Kana had decided to avoid thinking about it. 

From the looks of things, Mimi was reviving a fighter of some sort. The statue was that of a well-built man, tall and quite muscular, in what appeared to be leather armour and carrying a stone longsword and stone shield. ‘Soansha,’ Mimi said as a circle of white light appeared at the statue’s feet, ‘restore this, your child, to living flesh.’ Quite suddenly, the statue was a man, and the man was collapsing unconscious to the floor of the tunnel. The reason was likely the nasty-looking reddish colour to most of his visible skin. 

‘Domre!’ Megaina squeaked. ‘What’s wrong with him?’

Mimi was checking his pulse and breathing. ‘He’s alive. 

Unconscious, but alive. His pulse is… uneven.’ She put her hand on Domre’s forehead. ‘This might take a little longer than I thought if I have to heal each of them after I’ve restored them. 

Heal!’ The spell took and the reddened skin healed visibly, but it did not entirely clear. Mimi frowned for a second. ‘Drag him out of the way and I’ll do the next one. Hopefully, they won’t all be as badly damaged.’

‘We can hope,’ Constance said. ‘Mapping this dungeon is going be a real pain in the behind. We’ll need someone like Kana to come down and fry everything in sight.’

Kana grinned. ‘I’m always ready to let the fireballs off the hook. Seriously, if you want me to burn the place to ashes, I’m at your beck and call.’

‘Let’s save that for later.’

‘Spoilsport.’

Hillock, 4 th Anokarte. 

As it turned out, the others were not as badly eroded. Somewhat surprisingly, Constance knew the most basic healing spell, Salve, and was able to heal some of the damage, giving Mimi time to recover as the newly enlarged party left the dungeon to make camp for the night under the stars. By the time they started back to Hillock in the morning, Mimi had healed them all back to full health. 

It was just after midday on the fourth day after they had left that they all marched into the guildhall to let Sonia know that the operation had been a success. 

‘It turns out,’ Mimi said after the basics of the mission had been covered, ‘that that mould is more dangerous than most. 

Petrifying people is one thing, but then it leaches chemicals out of its victims. If we had taken much longer to get there, I might have been restoring a corpse when I changed Domre back. This isn’t one of those cases where you might get rescued after months as a statue. You might have a week, if you’re lucky.’

‘And there was a lot of this muck down there?’ Sonia asked. 

‘It’s hard to tell.’

‘It is,’ Kana said, ‘but you could see it a long way down that corridor. It might have colonised other parts of the dungeon too.’

Sonia gave a sigh. ‘That’ll limit who we can send in to map the place, which will limit any income from it. I think I’ll have to discourage beginning adventurers from going there, for example.’

‘Th-that’s probably wise,’ Megaina said. ‘It certainly caught us by surprise. I’ve got no desire to go down there again.’

‘I wouldn’t mind,’ Kana said. ‘It was my first unexplored dungeon. And I just don’t get that much opportunity to throw fire around like that. As a start to my adventuring career, I’d say that wasn’t half bad.’

Chapter Eight: Lord Winter Comes

The Ice Peaks, Skonar Island, 15 th Anokarte 6023. 

Cadorian stood in the mouth of a cave, looking out over the snow-capped peaks known to the Skonari by the unimaginative name of the Ice Peaks. In truth, they were more than capped by snow and they were mostly obscured by the sleet falling from the sky in a deluge of freezing water. Cadorian wanted to be out there, searching, but the light was going and even finding this cave to shelter in had been as much luck as judgement. 

Turning, he walked deeper into the cave, to where the others were huddling around a fire. The flames were the result of magic; there was little in the way of wood to burn among the Peaks, so

the mages had summoned fire to provide light and warmth. Most of the mages here were necromancers, however, and the fire could not be kept up for too long before the summoning of it exhausted the casters who knew the spell. 

For the past week, their guide had been telling them that winter was coming. That was earlier than usual, even this far north, and Cadorian had decided to ignore the man. It was getting difficult to continue ignoring him, but they were close. Cadorian was sure that they were close to the heart. It was somewhere nearby, hidden from view. Likely, it was underground. Caves were not uncommon in these mountains and where there were no natural caves, there were mines carved into the rock. Humans had been mining this frozen region for over ten thousand years, carving tunnels into the rock in search of iron. More than half of those mines had been abandoned, lost, and forgotten. The heart was probably in one of those and Cadorian was sure that he was close to finding it. 

But… ‘In the morning, we return to Skonar,’ he said. ‘Soon this place will be nothing but a field of snow and we could walk past our destination close enough to touch it and still miss it. We’ll return when the weather turns in spring.’

‘A wise decision, lord,’ the guide said, a look of relief on his face. ‘Lord Winter means to make the most of his time this year.’

Cadorian had no idea who or what Lord Winter was, but he could see that things were turning for the worst. Frustrating as it was, the search would have to stop for now. 

Hillock, 16 th Anokarte. 

‘Lord Winter? He’s… the personification of bad winter weather, I guess.’

Kana and Aneshti were trudging through the drizzle to the Sword and Staff for breakfast and the elf had mentioned Lord Winter, who Kana had never heard of. ‘So, he’s another god?’

‘Yes and no. No one worships Lord Winter. I don’t think they even sacrifice to him down here. In the north, there’s an autumn festival with bonfires. People throw meat onto the fires as sacrifices to Lord Winter, hoping he’ll be satisfied and stay away.’

‘Oh, he’s kind of like Fuyu Shogun. Or Jack Frost.’

‘If you say so. Some people say he’s an aspect of the human father deity, Wota.’ Aneshti gave a shrug. ‘Seems like he’s decided to make his presence known early this year.’

‘The weather workers are saying this will be a bad winter.’

Aneshti made a scoffing sound. ‘They don’t know what that means this far south.’

‘Well, I can tell it means there’s cold water running down my neck. Let’s get out of this and into the warm.’ Kana quickened her pace and Aneshti had to stretch her legs to keep up. 

‘Hey! You’ve got longer legs than me.’

‘Longer legs and bigger boobs. You must hate me.’

‘Only on Hantoras.’

‘It’s Hantora today, Aneshti.’

‘Oh! So it is…’

The White Castle, 14 th Deokarte. 

The arrival of a team of riders from Shibella was something of a surprise, especially given the weather. The White Castle often had snow in winter, but this year it was early and thick. 

Travelling at this time of year was foolish at best. This year it slipped into the realms of abject stupidity, but six men on horseback had made the trip. Presumably they were being paid exorbitantly well. 

That they had come for nothing added insult to injury and also left Sharassa to face the Master who was not best pleased. 

‘It seems,’ he said in far too calm a voice, ‘that they were sent to retrieve Aneshti.’

‘That seems to be the case, Master,’ Sharassa replied. 

‘A letter was sent to her explaining that she should return home to be married. Instead, she set off with Kana to the south.’

‘She did, Master.’

‘Did you, perhaps, know of her impending nuptials?’

‘I did, Master.’

‘And you neglected to inform me of the arrangement because…’

‘You can rightly claim that you knew nothing of the matter, Master. Further, Aneshti is of no use as the wife of a merchant. 

My statement of her utility to Kana in progressing the search for Cadorian was not incorrect. Aneshti had no desire to be part of her family’s plans for commercial conquest. She is happier where she is and performing a far more useful task than entertaining party guests in Shibella.’

The Master grunted his displeasure. ‘You’ve left me in a difficult position, Sharassa.’

‘No, Master, I’ve left myself in a difficult position. You can deny any responsibility for this.’

‘That is not how this kind of thing works. But I take your meaning. I also know Aneshti’s father, however, and he won’t let this rest so easily. His people will be under orders to hunt down Aneshti and drag her back by her hair if necessary.’

‘I believe you’re right, Master. They’ve asked leave to spend the night and intend to go south tomorrow.’

‘Idiots. This is the worst winter we’ve seen in half a century.’

‘Still, they seem determined.’

‘Hm. You’ll not warn Aneshti that they’re coming, Sharassa.’

Sharassa affected a shocked expression, though it was doubtful that the Master believed it. ‘Of course not, Master. I will say nothing to Aneshti about any of this.’

‘Well and good. Under the circumstances, we’ll say no more about it.’

Sharassa gave him a smile. ‘Thank you, Master. I’ll go to see about providing our guests with beds for tonight and provisions for their onward journey.’

15 th Deokarte. 

‘The Master told you not to warn Aneshti, so you’re telling me?’

The ‘call’ had come through as Kana was working on a scroll of warming; the magic shop had requested that she make as many as she could manage thanks to unusual demand this year. It had been a surprise since Sharassa rarely contacted her, but it had come with Sharassa’s identifying avatar and Kana had accepted it because it seemed unlikely that the elf would go to the trouble without good reason. 

‘The Master told me not to warn Aneshti. He neglected to tell me not to warn you and I am choosing to take this as tacit permission to do so. The riders left this morning before sunrise, but it will take them some time to reach Hillock. Months, I would imagine.’

‘But not a lot of months… Okay, warning received. Has anyone come to any conclusion regarding Cadorian?’

‘His current location and motives remain unclear. We believe that he did take ship to Skonar. Beyond that, we have no news. We don’t know what he’s doing or precisely where he is. All we can

hope is that he’s working to defeat those wishing to return Serpens to the world.’

‘If this was an anime, that would be really ominous.’

‘You still believe you’re dreaming all of this then?’

Kana gave a shrug which Sharassa could not see. ‘Maybe it’s more a matter of hope now. I mean, as a dream, this sucks. I’m supposed to be an adventurer and I’m spending all my time making scrolls so people can keep their feet warm. I should just reinvent the kotatsu and have done with it. Hm… That’s not such a terrible idea…’

‘What is a “kotatsu?” It sounds like something I’d find very useful at the moment.’

‘Uh, basically it’s a low table with a blanket laid over it that reaches the floor. Then you put a heat source under the table. 

Traditionally, that was a little charcoal burner, but maybe someone up there could invent a suitable enchantment.’

‘And this is a good way to keep warm in winter?’

‘Oh yes. You kneel with your legs under the blanket. It’s wonderful. The only problem with them is that you’ll never want to leave once you’re in one.’

‘I do believe I’m willing to take that risk…’

~~~

‘We’ll just have to be elsewhere when they get here,’ Mimi said. 

‘If they can’t find you, they can’t take you back.’

‘We’ll just take a job somewhere south of here,’ Rain agreed. 

‘We’ve got at least a month before we need to worry,’ Constance added. 

‘More like two,’ Rain said. ‘With the weather the way it is, it’ll be a couple of months before they can get here. If we go south, we can be free of the worst of it and make better time than they can.’

Aneshti bit her lip and there was actually a tear in her eye. 

‘You’re sure that’s okay? It means travelling in winter and–’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ Mimi said. ‘You’re one of us now and what you’re facing is terrible. It’s archaic! No, it’s not even that because no elf should be forced into a marriage like that. It wouldn’t have happened ten thousand years ago! It can’t be allowed.’

The elf in question sniffed. ‘The shitagi picked up a lot of bad habits from human society in the north. Down here, the humans picked up customs from vertagi culture.’

Constance gave a grunt of displeasure. ‘You say that, but it’s really only Alabeth and Trefall where that’s happened. In Sintar, it’s not uncommon for daughters to be literally sold into marriage to clear a debt.’

‘Slavery is legal there,’ Rain said, as though that explained the matter. 

‘It is, but it’s illegal to take a free Sintari citizen as a slave. It is legal for a citizen to sell themselves into slavery and it’s a really amazing thing how many pretty daughters are willing to sacrifice their freedom when their family has financial problems.’

Rain gave a shrug. ‘Arranged marriages are a common thing in Skonar and Skangar. Skovir too, from what I hear. It’s not slavery, but I guess there can be little difference.’

‘You two make it sound like you were both running from arranged marriages yourselves,’ Kana said. 

Constance shook her head. ‘That wasn’t my problem. You know why I left Sintar.’

‘Same,’ Rain said. ‘I mean, I wasn’t escaping marriage. I just…

had to leave to be what I wanted to be.’

‘They didn’t want you to be an adventurer?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘Huh. No way.’

‘But your grandfather was one, right? He left you his sword and that breastplate you wear.’

‘Yes. Yes, he did.’ The bastard sword Rain wielded was actually a big deal as an inheritance. It was enchanted and of good quality. 

The breastplate was nothing special, but Rain was rather attached to it given that her grandfather had used it in his own adventuring days. ‘But my father thought that adventuring was foolish. He didn’t want me doing what his father did.’

Kana was not sure that that was all of it. There was still a bit of mystery about Rain, something she was not saying. The sword and armour were part of that. Would an old man, even an adventurer, from the paternalistic north have left his prized magic sword to his granddaughter? Maybe he had been more forward-thinking than usual. Whatever, Rain would tell her tale when she did. ‘So, what do we do now? I don’t think starting south with no idea where we’re going is a good idea. Not at this time of year.’

‘Well, no,’ Constance said. ‘Aside from anything, it’s almost new year. We’re not leaving before then. I’ll talk to Sonia. The guild has a network for passing on untaken quests. If something comes up in the south, we’ll hear about it. And for right now, I’m heading for the baths. Anyone else coming?’

‘I need to go check on some things at the stable,’ Rain said once everyone else had agreed to go. 

‘Sure,’ Constance replied. Rain never bathed with them, so it was hardly a surprise. It was just another thing adding to the mystery that was Rain. 

31 st Deokarte. 

Kana was pacing her drinking. It was the last night of the year and just about everyone was in the Sword and Staff. They would be there until dawn, drinking, singing, chatting, and generally making merry, and then they would troop off to bed. Some of them might even make it to their own bed and Kana intended to be one of those, hence the pacing. 

‘Well, it hasn’t been a bad year,’ Rain commented. There was a general feeling that it was almost midnight. The world would soon be entering the limbo period between the end of the last day of the year and the first light of the new one. People claimed it was a dangerous time, but Kana had never seen any trouble then. 

The only real danger came from drunks. 

‘We’re not dead,’ Constance said, ‘and we met two new friends. 

I’d almost be prepared to call it a good year.’

‘I would have liked a warmer end to it,’ Mimi said. 

‘Hey,’ Kana countered, ‘I’m making good money with warming scrolls. Don’t knock the cold.’

‘This isn’t cold,’ Aneshti said. ‘Southerners don’t know what cold is.’

‘There’s actually snow on the ground,’ Mimi said. ‘I can’t remember the last time we had snow here.’

‘Three years ago,’ Rain said, ‘but it wasn’t this deep and it didn’t last. Aneshti’s right though. Southerners are soft when it comes to the cold. Even humans are a much hardier breed up there.’

A spell Kana had worked from first principles earlier in the evening triggered and she heard her own voice in her head:

‘Midnight.’ ‘It’s midnight,’ she said aloud, though you could sort of tell since various mages who had clearly done the same as Kana were calling out to friends. Back in Japan, now would be the time to celebrate, but here it was dawn and several hours away. 

‘They’d better be hardy in the north. Dawn will be even later for them.’

‘Oh, they’ll be drinking for hours yet. They’re hardy in more than one way in the north.’

Skonar, 1 st Ankarte 6024. 

The humans were getting drunk. There were a few shitagi among them who were also doing their best to end up retching their guts up when dawn came, but Skonar was primarily a human city and elves were few and far between. 

Cadorian drank, but only in moderation and mostly to keep some feeling in his toes. Skonar Island was a frigid place; staying warm in winter was an exercise in futility. The ‘great city’ of Skonar was not that much different from the Ice Peaks: keeping your feet warm was next to impossible. 

In truth, Cadorian would have preferred to stay away from people, as he had been doing for much of his enforced stay in the city. 

Tonight, that would have made him stand out more than usual. The humans had taken their year-end celebrations from elf culture, at least in part. In the Great Forest, in Cadorian’s time, each clan would gather together on the last night of the year, sitting around a large fire they had built over the past week. There, they would wait for the coming of the first light of the new year and, yes, there would be a lot of drinking and making merry. 

Tradition had it that the sounds of happy elves kept the dark spirits who roamed that night away. Back then, Cadorian had suspected that it was just an excuse to get drunk, but now… It seemed as though the humans had turned the elven celebration into a ritual of determined alcohol consumption. One more reason to hate them. One more reason to punish the elves who had allowed these humans to proliferate. 

One thing Cadorian was sure of: this would be the last time the humans celebrated the beginning of a new year. He was going to make sure of it. 

Chapter Nine: The City, the Sea, and the Big-Ass Lizard Alabeth, 6 th Ankarte 6024. 

According to what Kana had been told, Alabeth was the largest city on Soken with a population of around two hundred thousand. 

Almost all of the people who lived there were human, even though there was a direct connection to the centre of vertagi territory via the portal outside of town. There was no such thing as a human capital of Soken, but Alabeth was that capital for all intents and purposes. 

The walls of Alabeth were huge and white. The white was not the natural white of limestone, however; fairly ordinary, basically

grey rock from the nearby Soansha’s Crown range was used for almost all the stonework in the city, but someone had paid for the entire outer facing of the city’s walls to be enchanted with spells which not only turned the rock a shining white never found in nature but also stopped dirt sticking to them! That kind of exorbitant magic use was apparently not uncommon in Alabeth. 

Once you got inside the walls, the public-facing buildings were all stone, occasionally dyed various colours in the same manner as the outer walls. Not only was stone the prevalent building material, but the buildings had clearly been designed and built by master craftsmen. There were ornate columns, gargoyles, intricately carved reliefs, and all sorts of other ornamentation. 

Alabeth looked a lot like the grand city it was supposed to be. 

Until Constance led them away from the main thoroughfares. Beyond the parts visitors to the city generally saw, the stonework got less ornate and gave way to wooden frames with stone lower floors, and then to wooden buildings. About that time, the streets became narrower and went from flagstones to cobbles to dirt. The area was hardly a slum, but it clearly was not as well off as other parts of the city. It was, however, relatively close to the docks and the docks were the reason they were in Alabeth at all. 

‘We’ll get settled and then Rain and I will go talk to some ship captains,’ Constance said as she led the way down street after street. ‘It’s going to take a couple of days to get passage south, I’d imagine. The sea’s landlocked, but it’s big enough that winter weather cuts the traffic across it.’

Aneshti was looking around with growing alarm, or maybe growing horror. ‘Where are you taking us, Constance?’

Constance flashed the elf a grin. ‘There’s a place I know where we can get some rooms at relatively reasonable rates. It’s not far now.’

‘Good because–’ Aneshti came to a stop as two women walked past, arm in arm. They looked quite happy. There was a skip in their step. Aneshti was not surprised to see two happy women walking together in a rough neighbourhood, however. Each woman was dressed in a long skirt, split into sections so that the fabric danced around their legs as they moved, and a corset which narrowed their waists. Neither had anything covering their breasts. 

‘It’s the local uniform for courtesans,’ Mimi explained, smirking at Aneshti’s surprise. 

‘Technically,’ Constance said, ‘if you’re following the strict letter of the law, your nipples need to be visible. High-class courtesans often wear thin silk blouses. For most, it’s easier to

just go bare-breasted. Get over your shock now. You’ll be seeing a lot more of it soon.’

‘Oh,’ Aneshti said. ‘That really sounds like a law created by a man.’

Constance shook her head. ‘Nahaina Whorebane got the laws on the statute about twelve hundred years ago. As you might guess from her nickname, she was dead set against prostitution, but the city makes a lot of money regulating it and there were plenty of politicians who did not want it gone for other reasons. So, Nahaina tried to regulate it out of existence through the back door. Unfortunately for her, she died before she could complete her plan, but it was a partial success. Public nudity laws stop prostitutes from working on any of the major streets. And we’re here.’

Here was a fairly large building which, unlike most on the street, had a stone-built ground floor with another of wattle and daub above it. It also had a gatehouse of sorts, built entirely of stone, which let visitors through into a courtyard within. 

Kana guessed that the exterior walls made a square of about a hundred metres on each side. The courtyard was obviously smaller, but it had a decorated well at its centre and stables built of wood on the right as you came in. The place looked like it was an inn of some sort, but it was well off the beaten track for visitors to the city and its actual role was, perhaps, suggested by the large number of topless women who could be seen walking across the flagged yard. 

‘It’s called “The Manor,”’ Constance said. ‘It’s the highest-class brothel in this part of the city. We’ll be staying here until we head south.’

‘In a whorehouse?’ Aneshti asked, though it was basically a rhetorical question. 

‘Don’t worry, Aneshti, as long as you keep your top on, no one’s going to ask you to do anything you don’t want to.’

‘I see. Well, that’s a cheery thought.’

~~~

The owner and operator of The Manor was a tall, attractive, buxom woman with long, honey-blonde hair named Faioona Golden. 

Presumably the nickname came from her golden hair, but it might have referred to her wealth, which did not seem inconsiderable for the madam of a brothel. She obviously knew Constance; there was hugging and some not-entirely-chaste kissing when the two met, and the party were invited to dine with their hostess that evening. It was a free meal, so how could they refuse? 

Dinner was had in a moderately large room at the back of the upper floor which, it seemed, was part of an apartment Faioona lived in. The hostess was wearing a somewhat skimpy gown which draped around her neck in such a manner that wardrobe malfunction seemed imminent, but she was not actually topless. The three young maids attending to the diners were, which left Kana feeling a little uncomfortable. 

‘They seem a little young to be working,’ Kana observed as a red-haired girl who appeared to be around fourteen served soup into Kana’s bowl, her small breasts not quite touching Kana’s shoulder. 

‘Oh, they are,’ Faioona said. ‘No one works, that way, in The Manor until they’re sixteen. I don’t cater to that kind of pervert. I do, however, employ a few girls as maids and I have them go bare-breasted when they serve me in private. It gets them used to dressing this way.’ She favoured the blonde currently serving her with a smile. ‘And I like the view.’

The blonde blushed. She looked a little older than the other two girls and the blush seemed like it was for show more than actual embarrassment. ‘Thank you, Lady Faioona,’ she said. 

Sixteen still seemed a little young to Kana, but this was not her world and she had had to make a number of adjustments. In truth, the absolute age of consent in Japan was thirteen, though sex with people under the age of eighteen was generally illegal. You could, at least theoretically, get married and have children at a young age, so long as your parents gave consent. Was this really that different? Well, yes, it probably was but who was Kana to judge it as wrong? 

‘Uh, this is a pretty amazing place, especially considering the area,’ Kana said. 

‘And the fact that it’s a brothel? Of course, it wasn’t always a brothel. The Manor was originally built as the residence of a rich merchant, back when this part of the city was a lot more genteel. This used to be where the shipowners and such had their homes. Not too far from the docks and not too close to the quarter where the rich landowners had their city homes. The neighbourhood went downhill, the merchant went bankrupt, and The Manor ended up as a whorehouse. Most of the other big homes have been demolished and replaced with smaller buildings, but this place has gone on, changing hands now and again. It’s the oldest surviving brothel in the city, going back two thousand years.’

Kana shook her head. ‘That’s actually pretty amazing, I guess.’

As a city, Tokyo was not as old as this brothel. Kana knew that there were a few village names surviving within Tokyo that went back several thousand years, but Alabeth had been built before there was anything much you could describe as civilisation where

Kana had grown up. Things like a two-thousand-year-old brothel tended to bring home that Soken was not Earth. 

‘I like to think so. Of course, it’s not like I’ve been running the place since the beginning, but it’s been in no danger of closing under my management.’

‘How do you know Constance?’

‘It’s not obvious?’ Constance asked. ‘I used to work here. When I first left Sintar, I came to Alabeth in need of money and Faioona helped me get on my feet.’

‘That’s part of it,’ Faioona said. ‘We were having a little trouble with a criminal gang at the time. They were making a nuisance of themselves all through the quarter. Demanding protection money. That kind of thing. Constance was a good worker and I enjoyed her company, but the fact that she took care of that problem made her a friend of The Manor for as long as we both live.’

Constance’s pale cheeks coloured. ‘It was nothing.’

‘It was, most certainly, not nothing. And, of course, you’re always welcome to come back and work for me.’ Faioona looked around at the other members of the party. ‘Your two elves could make a small fortune here if they wanted to.’

‘One elf,’ Aneshti said. She indicated Kana with her soup spoon. 

‘One woman who gets misidentified as an elf a lot. And, sorry, but I don’t think I’m quite ready to resort to selling my body for cash.’

Faioona grinned. ‘Such a waste.’ Her eyes shifted back to Kana. 

‘You’re really not an elf? Your ears say human. Your eyes…’ The madam frowned. ‘No. No, they’re not really… I’ve seen many people from all over the world in my time, but I’ve not met someone with your looks before, Kana. Elf or not, I’m sure I could make a fortune with you.’

‘Sorry. I’m not quite ready for that either.’ Kana felt her cheeks glowing. It was a sort of compliment from someone who presumably knew what was desired in the female form. ‘I take it you don’t have many elves here?’

‘There aren’t more than a thousand elves resident in Alabeth. 

It’s rare that one of them decides to make her living on her back. Even if they did, they’d likely be dressed in silks and catering to rich, personal clients.’

‘Shibella has shitagi prostitutes,’ Aneshti supplied. ‘Obviously. 

There are few humans there. It’s not as though elves have some major moral objection to the profession. I, personally, don’t

think I could do it.’ She pursed her lips and frowned briefly. ‘I lie. If it was this or starve…’

‘You could probably always fall back on your magic,’ Constance said. ‘When I came to Alabeth, I was trying to put my magic behind me. Of course, that didn’t exactly work out…’

‘I don’t care what you do, Constance,’ Faioona said. ‘You saved The Manor with that magic. You saved lives with it. You’ve nothing to be ashamed of.’

‘Oh, yes I do. It just so happens that helping out here isn’t one of them.’

7 th Ankarte. 

Given that Alabeth was slap bang in the middle of Soken’s major continent, it was maybe a little surprising that it was a port city. Then again, it did not really have the feel of a city beside the sea and the sea in question was the landlocked Heartland Sea. 

There were few very large ships tied up along the jetties. Most of the traffic across the sea was done in small and midsized ships owned and operated by their captains as independent traders. The largest ships were dedicated to transporting goods between Alabeth and a couple of ports on the southern coast of the sea, the Great Forest coast. Those were of no use to the party because they were not bound for vertagi lands. 

Constance and Rain were, therefore, talking to the captains of those smaller vessels which appeared to be still operating, despite the time of year. Kana had gone along mostly to see the docks, though she did have some interest in what kind of ship they might be spending several days on. 

The docks were, technically, outside the city walls. They were not outside the city’s defences, however. A pair of stone jetties ran out on either side, each with a round tower of about three storeys at the end some two hundred metres from the shore. Arrow slits were visible on the upper two levels of the towers and there was something which looked like a huge crossbow on the top of them. The defences were there, but limited. Clearly, Alabeth had never seen much in the way of invasion since its construction. 

The basic construction of the docks was stone. There were two additional stone jetties between the defensive towers, and those were where the bigger ships tied up. The smaller vessels sat against wooden piers, and those were more numerous, some of them extending out from the shore, others branching from the stone piers. It looked like an arrangement which had grown organically rather than having some designer behind it. 

The ships available were… variable. The biggest of them looked a lot like Chinese junks: square sterns and pointed bows, decking, and multiple masts. The smaller ones seemed to have a number of different design philosophies. Some looked like Viking longboats with a single mast and positions for rowers. Some were more like river barges, but bigger, and had no masts at all. Kana could see nothing that looked like a classic sailing ship, the kind with lots of masts and rigging, but maybe that kind of thing was overkill on the Heartland Sea. 

The reason the largest of the ships were not useful under the circumstances was the job the party had taken. Down on the edge of the Heartland Sea and the Blistered Swamp, there was a village named Gareea which was having some trouble with dracs. It was a fishing village with some outlying farms and a drac tribe from the swamp had apparently decided to extort food from the place. 

To Kana, it sounded like The Seven Samurai or maybe The Magnificent Seven . She had playfully suggested recruiting two extra party members but no one had got the joke. Taking the job had two distinct advantages: it got the party out of Hillock for an extended period and it potentially provided the White Castle with information on the state of the drac tribes in the swamp. 

Sharassa had been quite keen on the idea when Kana had reported the plan. 

So, they needed a ship which was trading down the east coast of the sea. Complicating matters was the need for a ship which could transport Ranulf along with five passengers. The plan was to return north overland, so having the pony along was a good idea. 

Ranulf was a placid animal, so that was not a problem, but he took up space which the captain would not be able to use for cargo. The negotiations were not going easily. 

~~~

‘I feel like I’m dragging everyone across half the world for no real gain,’ Aneshti said. Kana had left the docks to meet with Aneshti and Mimi in what Mimi called the ‘shopping district.’

They had stopped to drink not-tea at a little shop which would have been called a café back on Earth. ‘They’re paying four gold and we’re going to be spending a small fortune to get there.’

‘Four up front,’ Mimi corrected, ‘and two more each month or part thereof we have to stay to get the job done. We should get a gold apiece out of it and we won’t be paying for food or board while we’re there. We’ve taken worse jobs.’

‘And we may pick up more work on the way back,’ Kana added. ‘You know, this place kind of reminds me of home.’

‘Home? Oh, where you came from. Japan, was it?’

‘Yes, except that this is more like, um, Paris or something.’

‘Paris?’

‘Except warmer. They have cafés where you sit outside. And you don’t know what a café is, but you get the idea, right? And it’s full of designer clothes shops.’

‘Aren’t all clothes designed?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘No. Yes. This is different. A designer clothes shop sells things that some famous designer has… designed. And they put their name on it somewhere so you know it was done by them so you pay more for it. Usually a lot more. And then everyone else basically copies the design and you get cheaper copies later in the season.’

‘Then, why would you buy the original ones?’

‘To have the name on the label. The label which no one can see. 

But you know it’s there.’

‘Your world seems pretty crazy at times.’

‘I’m not going to argue.’

Heartland Sea, 14 th Ankarte. 

Travelling in winter sucked. The rain was beating down out of a grey sky, drenching anyone who spent more than a few minutes in it. The wind was, thankfully, favourable and not strong enough to give a huge swell, so seasickness was not an issue. Overall, however, the journey south had consisted largely of being damp and uncomfortable given that they were doing it in an open boat, surrounded by crates and sacks which were to be delivered to various villages down the eastern coast of the Heartland Sea. The crates and sacks got tarpaulins to keep them dry. Passengers had to fend for themselves. 

Things would have been worse if Aneshti had not been there. 

Declaring that she was not putting up with being soaked for ten or twelve days, she had put up a magical weather shield and she kept it up as long as she could every day. Unfortunately, she had to sleep. Sleeping meant huddling in as close to the boxes as possible and trying to hide as much of yourself under a tarp as you could, but when Aneshti was awake, things were moderately comfortable. 

That just left the boredom to contend with. There was nothing to do on the ship aside from reading and talking. Topics of conversation had run short after a couple of days. They were more or less down to talking about the weather. Kana had taught everyone how to play ‘I Spy,’ but there was a very limited choice of subjects, so that had failed after about two minutes. 

On the plus side, Kana was really getting ahead on her study of the Apportation spell. It was one of the most basic spells

dealing with the movement of objects. She thought of it as a weak form of telekinesis. Well, it could not move anything very fast, but it could, theoretically, lift some fairly large weights. It depended upon how much power you were willing to put into it. If she had mastered it, she could have casually assisted the seamen in unloading cargo while perched on the ship’s rail, kicking her feet. As it was, she risked dropping things in the sea, so she had not offered to help. Rain had been helping unload, using just her muscles, but that was an effort to stave off boredom as much as a desire to be helpful. 

‘According to the sailors,’ Rain said as they huddled beneath Aneshti’s shield one dismal Menora afternoon, ‘Gareea is about as boring a place as you can get. No stone buildings. It’s all wood and thatch for the roofs. No real fortification. It’s on the first bit of truly solid ground north of the swampland too. The dracs have to think of it as easy pickings. I’m surprised they don’t get more trouble.’

‘It’s a bad winter,’ Mimi said. ‘Maybe the dracs are having more trouble gathering food and have tried a different tactic.’

‘Maybe.’

‘It doesn’t really matter why they’re having more trouble now,’

Constance said. ‘They are and we’re going to put a stop to it. 

Have we an updated estimate on when we’ll arrive?’

‘If the wind stays as it is, it’ll be another week. They say the wind usually comes down from the north this time of year, so the estimate’s probably good.’

‘Another week of this? Such joy.’

‘It could be worse,’ Mimi said. Her joviality sounded a little forced. 

‘It could?’

‘Yes. I can’t think of how right now, but it could be.’

Gareea, 21 st Ankarte. 

Despite the fact that Kana was sure she was living an isekai story, narrative conventions did not kick in and the weather stayed about the same all the way to Gareea. It was, if anything, a little warmer since they were a week’s travel south of where they had been. Out of the wind, it was quite comfortable. 

Just after dawn, that was not the case. The ship pulled up against a roughly made jetty in the early hours of Menora morning and the party disembarked with mixed feelings. It had been warmer under Aneshti’s weather shield, but at least they were where they were supposed to be now. Except that where they were supposed to be was not much to look at. If anything, the sailors had oversold

the dismal little village which sat on slightly higher ground a hundred or so metres back from the shoreline. 

Still, shortly after Constance explained to a fisherman who they were, they had been taken to a hut which was to serve as their lodgings while they were in the village. It was built on a circular floorplan with a leather curtain over the doorway and a thatched roof which had a hole at its apex through which smoke from the firepit could escape. There was no firewood and the village elder would not be able to see them for a few hours, according to their guide who seemed more concerned with getting his boat out onto the sea than in seeing to the newcomers. 

‘Let’s get some sleep,’ Constance suggested. ‘They can wake us when they’ve decided their safety is important enough to bother talking to us.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Kana replied. She turned to the firepit, raised her hand, and said, ‘Create Fire.’ The hollow surrounded by stones filled with flame, the warmth from the fire rapidly spreading through the open interior of the hut. There was no smoke because nothing was burning. ‘I’ll keep this going for a while. I don’t think this hut’s been used for months. It feels damp.’

Aneshti was already laying out her bedroll. ‘It’s nice not to have to use my spell to keep us warm and dry.’ She looked up at the thatch. ‘Assuming the roof doesn’t leak, obviously.’

‘It looks solid enough,’ Mimi replied. ‘Did anyone else notice the burned huts?’

‘Yes,’ Rain said. ‘Further into town.’ The village was, like its houses, roughly circular. It seemed to have been built in concentric circles – each house built with its door facing south

– until they had given up on any form of regularity. Even then, there was a basically circular pattern. Their hut was on the third circle out from the middle. Inward of it, several gaps had been made in the circles, apparently at random, via the expedient of burning the huts to the ground. Exactly how many had been turned into bonfires was hard to judge, but it was evidence that the village had recently received more violent visitations. 

‘Something about that seems weird, but I can’t put my finger on what.’

‘We can ask when this elder turns up,’ Constance said. She stretched out on her blankets, pulling one over her body. ‘Right now, I’d like to be warm and asleep.’

‘You’d probably be warmer if you didn’t insist on dressing like a belly dancer,’ Kana pointed out. 

‘I have an image to maintain. Now, go to sleep. No, on second thoughts, you stay awake until I’ve gone to sleep. You’re maintaining the fire.’

‘Oh thanks.’

‘My pleasure. And I mean that literally.’

~~~

Tolar Greybeard turned up at about midday. He was an elderly man, though he seemed to be ageing faster than those Kana had seen in other parts of Soken. He looked like he was well into his sixties. He was bald with a long grey beard and bad teeth. His clothes were not exactly designer chic, but they did seem to be of better quality than those the fisherman had been wearing that morning. He wore a shirt with horn buttons and serviceable woollen trousers, and he had a cloak held in place with a silver, decorated pin. Tolar seemed like he was someone important in Gareea. 

He talked like he was someone important too. ‘We’re glad someone could finally find the time to come south and deal with this problem. Though I was expecting…’ His gaze swept around the collection of women sitting around another of Kana’s magic fires as he considered his choice of descriptor. ‘Warriors,’ he decided upon. 

‘Rain is a swordswoman,’ Constance said, ‘and Kana is both a powerful mage and adept with her staff. We are all quite capable of beating off a group of lizards.’ Clearly, she had decided she was not going to take lip from some old man hyped on his own meagre status. ‘If you’d prefer, we can head back to Alabeth and you can wait for some warriors to decide to come down here.’

‘You’re here now.’ To his credit, Tolar was not changing his attitude much. 

‘We are. Perhaps you can tell us what’s been going on.’

Tolar frowned, leaning in toward the fire as though the memories were unpleasant. ‘It started around the second week of Anokarte. 

Dracs came here in the evening, just as it was getting dark. They burned a few houses, killed those who fought them, but they mostly just scared everyone. We have trouble with them now and then. They steal cattle mostly. It’s unwise to go near our southern border alone. We’ve lost people to them once in a while due to that. They’ve never attacked the village before. Four days later, they returned. This time, they wanted to talk. They said we’d give them tribute. Meat. If we didn’t, they would come back in force and finish what they started.’

The old man looked up at Constance’s face. ‘We’re fishermen and farmers, not fighters. Or, the few fighters we had were killed in

the first raid. We can’t fight them off. That’s why I called for help. We need rid of them. Whatever it takes.’

‘When are you expecting them to return for more of their

“tribute?”’

‘In the next couple of days. No more than four.’

‘Then we’ll meet them when they turn up. In the meantime, we’ll need food and firewood.’

Tolar frowned. ‘You’ve got fire already.’

‘Kana is keeping that up with magic. That’s magic she can’t use to defend the village when the dracs return. We need firewood.’

‘We use peat from the swamp. I’ll see to having some brought. Can you cook for yourself, or will you need someone to do that for you?’

‘If you supply the basics,’ Mimi said, ‘we can do the cooking.’

~~~

It was bedtime and Kana was watching Rain. Rain was looking uncomfortable. Everyone was undressing to at least some extent for bed. They had a roof over their heads and sleeping in your clothes was not the best of ideas. Sleeping in leather armour, which was what Rain appeared to be debating, was an even worse idea. They had slept in their clothes when they had arrived that morning, but now it was decision time. 

‘Uh, there’s something I need to say,’ Rain said after several more seconds in inward debate. ‘Something I need to tell Kana and Aneshti. Constance and Mimi already know…’ She trailed off, frowning. 

‘Is this about you being born a man?’ Kana asked. 

‘She… What?’ Aneshti said. Aneshti had been one of the first to strip. She claimed it was far too warm for an ice elf and had been contemplating lying over her blankets. 

Rain was wide-eyed and staring. ‘How…’

‘How did I know?’ Kana asked. ‘Well, lots of things. You never bathe with the rest of us. You don’t seem that shy and the excuses have been getting tired. When we camp, you always sleep in as much clothing as you can or wait until it’s dark to undress. Again, shyness didn’t seem to cut it. The way you walk isn’t quite right. Women’s hips are different from men’s and I’ve known you long enough now to say that you walk like a man trying to be feminine rather than a woman trying to be masculine. And your chest is flatter than any woman I’ve ever met. You’re

flatter than I was when I first came to Soken and that’s saying something. I figured you’d say something eventually.’

Rain, still dressed in her leathers, settled onto her bedroll. 

‘You, uh, don’t seem to be… concerned about it.’

Kana grinned. ‘Why should I be?’

‘Well, a man who pretends to be a woman. A man who wants with all his heart to be a woman. That’s not–’

‘Yeah,’ Aneshti said. She had decided that being under her blanket was a good idea. ‘That’s not… usual.’

‘I’m not originally from Soken, remember,’ Kana replied. ‘Being born feeling like you’re the wrong gender is… Well, it’s not common in my world, but it’s not that rare either. It’s better back there because there are surgical ways of changing someone’s sex. I mean, it’s not perfect, but you can at least look like the gender you feel you are. Here, I guess you’re stuck. I used to know someone at school with the same problem. Not well. We weren’t best friends or anything, but I saw her struggling with coming to terms with who she was and what she wanted. This is why you left Skangar, right?’

Rain nodded. ‘I needed to get away. If I was somewhere no one knew me, I could be who I wanted to be. You’re not so good with this, are you, Aneshti?’

‘No,’ Aneshti admitted. She gave a sigh. ‘It’s mostly surprise. 

It’s not like you’ve tried anything inappropriate before now, so why should I worry about it now? I’ll just take a little time to get used to it.’

‘There’s nothing to get used to,’ Kana said. ‘Rain is still Rain. 

You know something about her you didn’t. Aside from that, she’s still the same person you knew before.’

‘I suppose… I’ll sleep on it. Tomorrow, I’ll probably have forgotten I’ve got a problem.’

‘And for now,’ Constance said, ‘get undressed, Rain. You know how much you stink if you sleep in those leathers.’

‘Thanks,’ Rain replied as she began to undo buckles. ‘It’s always nice to have someone willing to tell you you smell bad.’

‘I live to serve.’

22 nd Ankarte. 

Fish. The people of Gareea appeared to live on a diet of fish, bread, and potatoes, but fish was definitely the primary component of their diet. It was winter and the grain and potato stores were being rationed out to be sure they lasted until

summer. The dracs’ ‘tribute’ was not a drain on those since dracs were carnivores. To be precise, according to Aneshti, they ate meat and some varieties of fungus found in damp conditions, hence their preference for wetlands. The villagers were working hard to get fish in from the sea, because that meant they did not have to turn over so many of the cattle they farmed, most of which were there to provide milk and only becoming beef when they were too old for milk production. 

Luckily, Mimi was a fairly accomplished cook and could make fish and potatoes into something which was moderately edible. There was also porridge for breakfast, though for some reason it tasted of fish. It was decided that Kana would engineer a few stews now and then to break from the piscine fare. The alternative was likely to be insanity, or possibly growing scales. 

After lunch on the second day, the party split up to take a walk around the village and plot possible defences. Kana went out with Aneshti and they started off by walking through the centre of the village. 

There was not much of a centre to walk through. There was a circle of large stones in the middle of the settlement and the area within was kept clear of grass. There was evidence of burning in the soil, but it looked to both Kana and Aneshti like that was unrelated to the burned huts. 

‘Bonfires?’ Kana suggested. 

‘Seems likely,’ Aneshti replied. ‘There are a few wooded areas toward the mountains. I’d imagine they could manage a good fire once or twice a year.’

‘And they had one at new year, despite the dracs.’

‘Not doing it would risk even worse luck. There are things abroad on that night that you don’t want hanging around once the days start getting longer.’

‘Fair enough.’ Kana wandered over to one of the burned-out spaces where a hut had been. There was the floorplan of a hut just like the one they were using, but the only remnants of a building were a few blackened stumps and the darkened soil where ash had soaked in. ‘Does anything about this strike you as wrong?’

‘Um… Well, it looks like the occupants got out. Or maybe the bones were taken away. Doesn’t look like anyone even tried to put the fire out. I mean, there’s basically nothing left. What are you seeing?’

‘I’m seeing a drac raiding party rushing all the way into the middle of the village before deciding that they should set fire to some buildings. If they’d shot fire arrows into the village, I’d expect more random burns. Magic doesn’t fit either. For some

reason, instead of setting fires on the way through, they waited until they got here.’

‘Maybe there are other burned huts and we just haven’t seen them.’

‘Maybe. We’re walking around anyway… Except we were taking the north side and the dracs probably came up from the south. We’ll see what Rain has to say when we get back.’

~~~

‘No, there was nothing damaged outside those few in the middle,’

Rain said. ‘Yes, I thought it was a bit weird.’

‘If you’re going to sow fear, you don’t keep the terror tactics to one small area,’ Constance agreed. 

‘Unless the precision was part of the terror,’ Kana said. She held up a hand. ‘I don’t know why or how, but maybe there was something about it that was particularly frightening. Uh, like, maybe they were saying “look, we can hit you anywhere we want, and you can’t stop us.” I just can’t think how a drac raiding party could be worse for burning just a few select huts though.’

‘Unless there was something else.’

‘Yes,’ Mimi said, ‘but wouldn’t Tolar have said something if the dracs had a secret weapon?’

‘Probably. I’d certainly hope so.’

‘We could ask,’ Aneshti suggested. 

‘If he didn’t volunteer the information, he’s not likely to give it if we ask.’ Constance shrugged. ‘It’s either nothing or it’s something we’ll have to deal with if and when it turns up.’

‘That’s a terrible way to run a campaign,’ Rain said. 

‘I know, but it’s what we’ve got. We need a plan for dealing with the drac tax collectors when they turn up. Let’s go over what we have and see what we can come up with.’

23 rd Ankarte. 

Dracs were humanoid lizards about the same size as a human, but clearly not human. They had scaly, brown skin which was paler across the chest and stomach, tails, clawed hands and feet, and snub-nosed heads like a Gila monster or something. They walked on their toes. They wore simple leather aprons to cover their genitals. Kana assumed they had genitals, otherwise there would be no need for the loincloths. 

You could tell a lot about a monster from its eyes. Dracs had yellow eyes with slit pupils, but the important point was that they were on the front of their heads. Dracs were predators. 

Their weaponry seemed to fit with that idea too. They carried short bows and spears. A couple of the ones marching into the village from the swamp also had short swords strapped to their hips which appeared to be bronze. The dracs had never learned to make iron or steel weapons, but they had no trouble using stolen ones. 

Eight of the creatures were in the tribute party. They arrived in two columns of four. While leadership was not absolutely certain, one of the ones at the front was wearing a sword which looked to have some quite ornate carving on the hilt. Kana figured that was the leader. It was that one who spoke when Constance, flanked by Kana and Rain, stopped the lizards once they were past the first couple of ranks of huts on a reasonably broad path which led to the village’s centre from the south. 

‘What is this?’ the drac leader said. ‘Where is elder?’ The thing’s accent was so heavy that Kana had trouble understanding it. Its grasp of Alabethi was clearly rudimentary, but the lizard was also speaking it with a jaw structure not designed for human speech. 

‘Tolar won’t be coming,’ Constance said. ‘We are the renegotiation team.’ It seemed unlikely that the thing would understand renegotiation, but it was still a good line. 

‘No negotiation.’ Maybe it did understand. ‘Give tribute. Or else.’

‘Not happening.’

The next thing out of the drac’s mouth was, perhaps, to be expected. ‘Kill them!’ What Kana was surprised at was that the words were in Alabethi; the stupid lizard wanted them to know it was ordering their deaths. The fact that he was reaching for its sword made things fairly clear anyway. 

From the drac party’s flanks, one ball of rock and another of ice flew out to hit the drac rearguard. The results were unpleasant, for the dracs concerned, as the projectiles shattered ribs and ploughed the fragments into internal organs, and tossed the lizards into each other to further crush bones and rend flesh. 

Aneshti and Mimi began readying the next pair of projectiles as confusion began to hit the dracs; now they were dealing with threats from three directions and there was no immediate way to tell which was worse. 

The drac leader decided that he was more worried by the threat in front of him and started a charge toward Constance. He had about five metres to run and Kana was not going to give him a shot at her party’s leader. She brought her staff down as though holding

a firehose. ‘Flame Jet,’ she said. A red magic circle opened up at the end of her staff and a physically impossible stream of fire burst out of it to hit the drac in the chest. There was the sound of sizzling flesh and the lizardman let out something between a scream and a roar before falling to the ground, skidding on the damp grass. 

Meanwhile, Constance was stretching out her own staff toward the lizards, and a circle of dark hue appeared under them, swirling and rising rapidly as she gave it a name: ‘Fear!’ The result was not quite as dramatic as one might have expected. No one ran screaming from the village, at least not until Kana’s stream of fire swept toward the next drac in line. Then he let out a shriek and threw himself backward out of the way of the stream. He collided with the drac behind him and both of them went down, which meant that Aneshti’s second ice ball flew over its target. 

Mimi’s ball of stone hit home, however, and the resulting corpse fell onto the two downed lizards and that was all that was needed. 

The remaining four dracs ran, scrabbling in the dirt in two cases, back the way they had come, out toward the waiting marshland where they lived. 

‘Do we let them go?’ Kana asked. ‘I can probably drop a Fireblast on their tails.’

‘Let them go,’ Constance said. ‘They’ll take the message back that this village is protected.’

‘And you think they won’t come back?’

‘I’m not sure. Rain?’

‘I’m not sure why I’m here,’ Rain said, sheathing her unused sword as she did so. ‘As for the dracs… I’m not sure either. We’d better start patrolling tonight. If they do come back, they’ll probably want all the advantage they can get. Or they’ll come in force, but then we’ve got Kana’s big spells, so if we can spot them coming, she can destroy half of them before they get close.’

‘No pressure or anything,’ Kana said, frowning. 

‘Nah. We’re just counting on you to save our bacon.’

‘Right. Nothing major then. We should be fine.’

24 th Ankarte. 

‘Something’s definitely not right,’ Mimi said. ‘The entire village looks like they’re living on their nerves.’

‘They’re waiting for some sort of reprisal from the dracs,’ Rain said, ‘but they saw how we dealt with the ones yesterday and they seem a lot more worried than I’d expect.’

‘Has anyone seen Tolar today?’ Constance asked. It was midday, or thereabouts, and they were eating lunch in their hut. It was fish stew. Mimi was trying a new recipe one of the villagers had suggested, but the primary benefit appeared to be that they could reheat what was left over for dinner. When no one answered the question, she went on. ‘Apparently, he lives in a farmhouse outside of town and he doesn’t seem to have been in for a couple of days. I’m not saying I don’t trust the old bastard but… No, actually, I take that back. I don’t trust the old bastard.’

‘He does have the look of a travelling merchant about him,’ Mimi said. ‘I’m not sure there’s much we can do about it though.’

‘Just be ready for anything,’ Rain said. ‘I’ll scope out some good spots to watch from later. And we should probably grab some sleep this afternoon. I think it might be a late night.’

~~~

‘So, there was something I’ve been meaning to ask,’ Kana said. 

‘Since before I found out… about your gender feelings, actually.’

Rain, who was walking the southern boundary of the village with her, looked a little disquieted, but she said, ‘Go on.’

‘Well, you remember when we were in Hillock and Constance got drunk and you ended up spending the night with her and Mimi?’

‘I remember.’

‘The next day, you seemed like you were unhappy about it. But I also got the feeling that wasn’t the first time… A-and now I’m wondering whether it’s related to… you know. If you don’t want to talk about it then, just say.’

Rain let out a sigh. ‘It’s complicated. It’s partially my “gender feelings,” as you put it. It’s partially just Constance. Not even anything she really does… Okay, it’s something she does, but it’s like asking the wind to stop blowing. When she wants someone, she has a habit of getting that person. And, don’t get me wrong, she’s really good in bed and I enjoy every minute of it.’

‘But afterward…’

‘But afterward I feel used. She makes me feel like a man, or act like one. Kind of. She knows I don’t like it, but she gets drunk…

It’s not like I’m not attracted to her. I may want to be a woman, but I’m not attracted to men.’ Rain gave a shrug. ‘Don’t ask me. 

I just live in this body.’

Kana forced a grin onto her face and gave her own shrug. ‘Well, yeah. Of course you’re attracted to women. Men are gross. Naked men are even worse. I mean, whoever thought all that hanging junk was a good idea?’

Rain’s grin was a little less forced. ‘Soansha, supposedly.’

‘Ah, but didn’t humans come from another world? Like me, but in bulk. Soansha created the elves, but she probably didn’t create humans.’

‘Elf hanging junk is no different. Unless you believe the rumours.’

‘Rumours?’

‘Rumour has it that elves are, um, smaller. Like, a lot smaller. 

No idea whether it’s true.’

‘Maybe we could ask Aneshti. I’m pretty sure she’d blush like–’

‘Hush!’ Rain waved her hand to add emphasis to the command and Kana fell silent. They stopped walking and Rain looked out across the grassland which, after several hundred metres, became marshland. The only way you could immediately tell was because the grass gave way to reeds, and none of that was currently visible anyway since it was night and there was only half a moon to give light. 

‘I can’t hear anything,’ Kana said after a second. Then her eyes widened, partially at the utter cliché of saying it. ‘And that’s the point.’

‘There were night birds,’ Rain said, nodding. ‘A few other sounds. Now…’

The silence was a little oppressive. Nothing seemed to be making a sound for miles in every direction, as though someone had thrown a blanket over the village. ‘What could make everything shut up?’ Kana asked in a whisper. ‘Dracs, maybe, but a drac raiding party wouldn’t have this effect, would they?’

‘Something bigger. Maybe an ogre. Or… No! No way is it–’ Rain cut off as the sound which both had heard but not realised they were hearing became more obvious. 

‘Wings,’ Kana said. ‘Really, really big wings.’ They looked up just in time to see something dark pass overhead. Something large and dark. Kana guessed at something around seven metres in length with a pair of huge wings adding to its apparent size. There was only one thing it could be. ‘A dragon? A real dragon? No way is my luck this bad.’

‘It’s heading for the village,’ Rain said, and then they were both running, even if there was no way they could give any kind of warning fast enough. 

They were reaching the huts when two things happened at the same time. Rain looked back toward the marshlands, and the sky lit up as the dragon dropped in low over the centre of the village and

let out a stream of fire. ‘Shit!’ Rain exclaimed. ‘There are dracs coming up from the swamp. Quite a few dracs.’

‘Great. How do you kill a dragon? Are they fireproof?’

‘As far as I know, they’re no more fireproof than anything with a thick hide and big scales.’

‘Right.’

‘Dragon!’ Aneshti said, appearing from between a couple of huts and joining the rush toward the village’s square. 

‘We know,’ Kana replied. ‘Are they fireproof?’

‘True dragons are pretty much everything-proof. Lesser ones are just armoured. The fire breath is magical. You can breathe fire. 

That thing’s no different.’

‘Okay. Good, I think. Is it just me, or does it seem like there should be more things burning.’ They were running through the last ranks of huts now and there was, in fact, nothing on fire. 

The dragon was circling above them, raining down flame on the thatched houses below it, but the fire was not catching. 

‘It’s not that easy to burn thatch,’ Rain said. ‘The weather hasn’t been dry. Plus, that breath weapon seems to have lousy range.’ That was true – the dragon had to be about twenty metres up and its breath was barely reaching the ground. Mimi was crouching over a villager who looked like he had taken a hit from the monster in the sky; his clothing was burned, as was his skin, and Mimi looked concerned. Constance was watching the dragon, standing guard over Mimi. 

‘We have a problem,’ Constance said. 

‘Two,’ Rain replied. ‘There are dracs coming up from the marshes.’

‘Damn. At least that thing hasn’t set any fires yet. I think it’ll need to get a lot closer before it can torch any huts.’

‘Like it did last time it came,’ Kana said. ‘This explains the pattern of burned houses. I think it’ll land soon. That way it can burn things and use its teeth and claws.’

‘Don’t forget the tail,’ Rain said. ‘That tail could do real damage if it hits you.’

‘Good point. Can you guys hold the dracs in the lower village? 

I’ll handle the dragon and then come down to help.’

‘On your own?’ Rain immediately answered her own question. ‘I guess if anyone can…’

‘I’m going to use a lot of power. I hope the dracs back off after that thing’s dead.’

‘That would be good,’ Constance said. ‘And whatever you’re going to do, it should be soon. Here it comes.’

‘Help me get this man out of the way,’ Mimi ordered. 

Kana stepped forward a little as Rain and Mimi pulled the dragon’s first victim out of the way and everyone started for the southern side of the village where the dracs would be attacking first. The dragon had swept around to the eastern side of the village and was swinging in for a landing. Kana raised her staff, sweeping its tip in a circle over her head and transcribing a red magical circle in the air which dropped over her, leaving a trail of red sparks in its wake. Then she braced herself and began her next spell. 

The dragon landed with a very audible thump, stretched out its wings and neck, and let out a bellow. Calling it a roar was not quite right. It was half like the sound of an elephant trumpeting, half the sound of an angry bear. It had to be scary as Hell, Kana figured, if you were not hopped up on enough adrenaline to fell an ox. If it decided to just eat her, she was possibly in trouble, and the thought turned her stomach over. 

Still, she did not have the time to be scared right now. A red circle appeared at the end of her staff and she held it there, waiting for the spell to charge more. 

Kana’s first ever dragon was something to behold and strike fear into the heart. It was a classic western dragon, rather than something out of Chinese legend. It had four powerful legs, wings like a massive bat, large, thick scales like small shields, and its head had a ridged, horned frill which protected its upper neck. Jaws which could probably make a meal of anything human sized were filled with the kind of teeth you saw on the bigger carnivorous dinosaurs. Its feet came equipped with talons the length of small swords and possibly as sharp. Red, malignant eyes looked down upon the puny human who appeared ready to defy the creature on her own. The monster stretched out its neck toward Kana…

Then the world turned into heat and light. The dragon’s breath hit Kana right in the face at no more than two metres. Behind Kana, one of the huts started to burn thanks to the enhanced heat from this close up. The ground blackened as the dragon kept up the torrent of flame. 

Fire exploded out from the dragon’s eye sockets and then burned its way out from under the creature’s neck plate. More flames burned out from between the scales on its neck and it lurched back, collapsing into the middle of the village’s firepit. 

Kana was standing right where she had been, apparently totally unharmed by the creature’s breath. ‘Ha! You’re not fireproof, but I am. Baka!’ By now, it seemed like the dragon’s entire body was burning; Kana’s fireball had gone straight into the monster’s open jaws and then, it seemed, it had gone everywhere it could go, including right through the roof of its mouth and into its skull. 

Turning, Kana raised her staff once more and used magic to extinguish the flames on the hut. ‘Fire mages,’ she said as she started running toward the battle with the dracs, ‘your answer to pretty much anything.’
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As it turned out, there had not been much of a fight with the dracs. They had looked a little disturbed when Kana made it down to the outskirts of the village. Two of them had been felled, probably due to Aneshti and Mimi, but that did not seem to be sufficient cause for them to have held back. Nor was the threat of Rain’s sword. 

When Kana had shouted out that the dragon was dead, the reason became clearer. They had seen something in the distance that had made them worry, and the ones who could understand Alabethi had their worst fears confirmed. They began to break and ran back toward the swamp. Then it became a rout and Kana did not think that tossing fire after them would be a worthwhile use of her magic. Constance had seemed happy to let them run, so that had been that. 

Now, however, Constance was not happy, and the cause of her disquiet was Tolar. The elder had turned up in the middle of the morning, taken a look at the damaged hut and announced that the village would be unable to pay the entire amount of the party’s fee. 

‘You are joking, old man,’ Constance said, her voice low and dangerously calm. 

‘I am not,’ Tolar responded, pulling himself up to his full height, which was several centimetres shorter than Constance. The height disparity did not help his case. ‘You let one of the villagers get badly burned.’

‘And our cleric healed him of all his injuries within half an hour.’

‘And one of the huts was badly damaged.’

‘Badly?! Kana put the flames out within seconds. Any competent woodworker could fix that in a couple of hours. When the dragon came the first time, it did a lot more damage.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Kana had come out with Constance to stand in the drizzle which had set in that morning and see what Tolar had to say. They were standing beside the charred skeleton which was all that was left of the dragon. Setting fire to flesh was not a terribly easy thing to do, but Kana had used as much power as she could manage in her Firebolt; it had been very hot indeed. Now she used another spell and got exactly the result she expected. ‘Don’t lie to a mage, Tolar Greybeard,’ she said. ‘Once we knew about the dragon, the pattern of burned huts became a lot more obvious. It landed right here, where it now lies dead thanks to us, and it roasted a few huts to make its point. Why didn’t you tell us there was a dragon involved?’

The old man glowered at her. ‘We didn’t think anyone would come if we said there was a dragon.’

Kana gestured again. ‘Lie.’ She gave the man a rather malicious grin. ‘Don’t make me go searching around in your head for the real answer. It won’t be pleasant.’

‘He was hoping there would be more damage when it came again,’

Constance said. ‘That way it would be easier to claim we hadn’t done our job and stiff us on the payment. As it is, he just looks like a fool for trying.’

‘I would never–’ Tolar began, all affronted pride. 

‘Lie,’ Kana said. ‘Okay, so we have our reason. Your house is way out of town, right? You could leave a few villagers homeless without risking anything yourself. You’re going to pay us just exactly what we agreed. Personally, I hope it bankrupts you, but I suspect you’re the kind of miser with huge bags of gold hidden under his mattress. It would be best if we didn’t have to come looking for our money.’

‘I’ll… see to it,’ Tolar grumbled. He turned without another word and hurried away. There were a few villagers around, listening to the exchange. They did not seem especially surprised by Tolar’s ploy, but some of them looked a little angry, maybe at Kana’s assertion that the old man had not cared about their homes if it saved him money. 

‘Could you really have read his mind to find out what he was up to?’ Constance asked. 

‘Uh, well, maybe,’ Kana replied. ‘I know a spell to read surface thoughts and I probably could’ve hacked something together to dig deeper, but it was mostly just an empty threat.’

Constance grinned. ‘Awesome. Though, I’d rather you didn’t read my mind. Ever. I’m usually thinking something inappropriate.’

Kana giggled, turning to head back to their hut and get dry. 

‘Constance, I don’t need a spell to know that. I always assume you’re thinking something inappropriate anyway.’

Chapter Ten: Blighted

The Dragon Blight, 29 th Tankarte 6024. 

Kana was falling. Or flying. She was not entirely sure what was happening to her. She was spinning and tumbling in empty space and there was a sense of movement, but the rapid changes in orientation made it hard to work out whether she was going up, down, or anything else. That and the pain. 

The pain was like nothing she had ever felt before. She was fairly sure she was screaming, but she could hear nothing and see nothing. Taste was another matter. Taste and smell. She could taste blood in her mouth and smell burning flesh, probably her burning flesh. She was burning though she could see no fire. She was also freezing. The cold was working its way into her bones as the heat burned her flesh to a crisp. Her blood had turned to acid in her veins. Crushing pressure threatened to powder her bones at any instant. She was dying. She hoped she was dying. 

Blazing light filled the darkness and she screamed silently as her eyes burned out or felt as though they did. She was definitely falling now, toward that blinding light. It was rising up to swallow her. Something terrible would happen when she met that light. Something would change forever. She wanted nothing more than to stay away from it, but there was no stopping her motion. She fell into the light and out of it, onto a cold, stone floor on which was inscribed a magic circle. 

And then she woke up, screaming. She briefly heard Rain’s voice somewhere nearby, and then she blacked out. 

~~~

‘I was reliving how I got to Soken,’ Kana explained. She was huddled in a blanket beside the campfire, talking to Constance and Rain. Persuading Aneshti and Mimi to go back to sleep after their rude awakening had been difficult; Constance had, apparently, had her own nightmare and was not ready to try to sleep again. ‘I thought I’d forgotten. Or repressed the memory. I couldn’t remember when I first arrived, and it came back over about a month. I decided I didn’t want to remember it and I thought I’d forgotten.’

‘It sounded… bad,’ Rain said. 

‘When I arrived, I couldn’t even speak properly. My tongue ached and my throat was raw from screaming. Every muscle hurt. It was like…’ Kana shook her head. ‘I can’t explain how much pain I was in. Think of the worst pain you’ve ever had and then multiply it

by a thousand or something. The Master said something once about being remade during the transition. It could have been like I was torn apart and rebuilt, I guess. Anyway, that was what I was dreaming about. I’m sorry I startled everyone.’

Constance shook her head. ‘It’s this place. There’s something evil about this place. Why did your Master think it was a good idea for us to come here?’

Kana shrugged. ‘I was told “to see if anything’s changed.” When I can work magic worth a damn, I’ll let them know that nothing has.’

‘Well, tomorrow we’re leaving. I don’t care what the Master of the White Castle says, I’m not staying in the Dragon Blight another day. Or night.’

‘No argument here. What did you dream of?’

Constance frowned. ‘Torture. I was being tortured to death by my old coven. I got separated from all of you, captured, and…

Anyway, it was not a very nice thing to dream about.’

‘No kidding,’ Rain said. ‘It’s almost midnight and I’m supposed to get some sleep. I’m not sure I want to.’

‘Go. Sleep. We’ll take the watch for a while. I… want to sit here and talk to someone for a while.’

‘Okay,’ Rain said, getting to her feet. She looked around the dead, empty landscape of the Blight which only seemed worse in the dark. ‘The Dragon Blight. It’s a really appropriate name for this place.’

‘It certainly is,’ Kana agreed. ‘It blights everything that comes near it, including us.’

1 st Dekarte. 

‘We found the excavation Cadorian told you about,’ Kana said over her link to Sharassa. They had crossed the Blight and made camp as soon as the feeling of oppression from the place was gone. Now Kana was reporting her findings. ‘Nothing was different that we could see so we went into the Blight like you asked.’

‘And how was that?’ Sharassa asked, her tone neutral in the manner of someone who thought she already knew the answer. 

‘It was…’ Kana bit back on her immediate, angry, response and tried again. ‘It was next to impossible to work magic. Most of us are suffering from some form of sleep deprivation after one night in there. Constance and I had nightmares. As far as I could tell, and Aneshti agrees with me, it’s no different now than it was when Cadorian and the others were here. It’s the same as it’s

been for the past several thousand years, in fact. I don’t know why the Master thinks it would be different.’

‘He believes that the removal of the skull will result in the land returning to normal. He’s not sure how fast and wanted information on whether anything has changed in the time since Cadorian and Garan were there.’

‘Right. Well, the next time the old man wants to know what it’s like sleeping in a place like that, just because he’s curious, he can get off his behind and go there himself.’

‘Kana, that’s a little disrespectful. The Master gave you–’

Anger rose and this time Kana did not feel like stopping it. ‘I think you keep forgetting that the Master has given me nothing . 

I think he actually thinks I owe him something, but that’s just the way his antiquated mind works. Teaching me magic? I wouldn’t need to know magic if he hadn’t dragged me to this forsaken hole of a world in the first place. I don’t owe him anything , Sharassa. I wish I’d never even heard of the White Castle or the old bastard who runs it!’

Chapter Eleven: The Gift of the Slavers of Sintar Arabar, 17 th Dekarte 6024. 

Arabar was a cattle town – just like something out of an old Wild West movie – about twelve days’ travel to the north and west of the Dragon Blight. It did not have a guildhall for the Adventurers’ Guild, but it did have a noticeboard outside the town hall on which had been posted a flier indicating that adventurers were needed to deal with a band of cattle thieves operating in the area. Three days after arriving in the town, some of the bounty for the quest was being spent in a local tavern to celebrate the successful removal of the threat to local commerce. The first round had even been on the house since the owner’s brother was a cattleman who had lost stock. 

‘Okay, so I wouldn’t say this was the most pleasant journey I’ve ever been on,’ Constance said as the third round was being consumed, ‘but it has been fairly lucrative. Even if we don’t pick up another job on the way home, we’ll still be quite firmly ahead on gains versus costs.’

‘And I actually got to hit a few people,’ Rain said. ‘With you four around, it’s been hard to get a blow in before someone burns to death.’

‘You do know I’m the only one who uses fire magic, right?’ Kana asked, suspecting she knew the answer. 

‘You dropped an exploding ball of fire into the middle of their campfire, Kana. After that, the rest of us were on clean-up.’

‘It’s a valid point, I guess. Can I help it if I was trained to fight sieges? Big fiery death spells are what I know.’

‘Being able to say we have a dragon slayer in the party has been something of a benefit as far as publicity is concerned,’

Constance said. 

‘I’m not sure how many of the people you’ve told believed it, but I have to admit I’d never have thought my portfolio would include that.’ Kana grinned. ‘It’ll almost be disappointing to wake up and realise I just dreamed slaying a dragon.’

‘Still sure this is just a dream?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘Still hopeful. Maybe less hopeful since I’d have to give up being Kana: Slayer of Dragons. Maybe I could write it up as a script and get it made into an anime.’

‘You and your weird words,’ Mimi said. ‘ I think you’re here because Soansha wanted you here. Don’t ask me why, but I’m sure that nothing happens in Soken without Soansha wanting it. Or maybe not caring about it.’

‘And how does that explain the potential return of a certain draconic demon lord? I would not have thought Soansha would be okay with that.’

‘Has it happened yet?’

‘No… Okay, I get your point, but I’m really not the kind of woman who sets great stock in the works of celestial beings.’

‘You told me that there are shrines to various gods all over the place you come from.’

Kana nodded. ‘There are. That doesn’t mean I believe there’s anything real behind them. To be honest, I think that if there are spirits and gods working behind the scenes in my world, they expect us mortals to do the heavy lifting, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s the same here. It’s up to humans – or elves –

to make the world work the way we want it. That’s our job, and if we screw it up, we’ve only got ourselves to blame.’

Mimi gave a small shrug. ‘Well, that’s probably a good philosophy to live by even if Soansha might decide to pull our fat out of the fire. She’s a woman, if a really powerful one, and she’s bound to get fed up with us messing up eventually. It’s probably best if we try to do the work ourselves and keep the need for divine intervention to a minimum.’

~~~

Rain had escaped the near-inevitable result of Constance drinking

– a threesome which left her unhappy come morning – by going to the baths. Arabar had some fairly new baths thanks to a local

conscription raising the money on the promise that the cattle herders would smell less if they could bathe. Not bathe regularly, just bathe at all. It was Menora night, however, and the herders were busy drinking, if they were in town at all. Rain had had the men’s bath more or less to herself, which was just perfect as far as she was concerned. 

Bathing was one of those things that reminded her of her physical gender. She did not enjoy bathing unless she could avoid looking down and did not have to see the genitalia of others around her. 

Being able to close her eyes and soak in the hot water was wonderful, but there were generally male voices around her which meant she could not imagine she was just another woman in the women’s bath. Alabeth had mixed-gender bathing and Rain had been once with Constance and Mimi. It had just reminded Rain more of what she was not even though she was generally a gregarious woman who disliked being alone. Tonight, almost alone, she had almost enjoyed herself. 

Now she was scurrying back to the guesthouse the party were staying at, dressed in loose shirt and trousers which could be viewed as unisex if you wanted to think that way. Getting to and from the baths was another thing which made her think of things she preferred not to, but it was easier than the actual bathing and she was in a fairly good mood. Right up until the point where someone smacked her over the back of the head with a cosh. 

‘Are you sure this is the one?’ one of her assailants asked as he looked down at Rain’s unconscious body. ‘They said it was a female warrior.’

‘Matches the description,’ said the second. ‘She’s kind of flat-chested, but she looks like a girl to me.’

‘If you say so. Come on, we need to get… her out of sight before anyone notices.’

‘I know. I’ve been doing this for a while.’

‘Well, it’s still new to me. And this could make my name with the others. She beat an entire gang of rustlers. She’s going to make a great gladiator.’

‘We’ll see.’ The bigger and more experienced of the two slavers hefted Rain up and onto his shoulder. ‘Maybe she will, and maybe she won’t. No skin off my nose either way.’

18 th Dekarte. 

‘She’s not in her room or the stables,’ Mimi said. 

‘The owner of this place says he saw her go out last night,’ Kana added, ‘presumably to the baths. Didn’t see her come back, but he could have missed her.’

‘Her bed hasn’t been slept in.’

‘Well, she wouldn’t just run off and leave Ranulf here,’

Constance said. 

‘Not to mention her sword and armour, which are still in her room,’ Mimi said, nodding. 

‘So, we start looking for her.’

‘I could try casting a finding spell,’ Kana suggested. ‘I’d be working it from first principles…’

‘We’ll try searching around town first. It’s not that big a town. 

If Rain’s lying in an alley somewhere, we should be able to find her.’

~~~

Kana sat cross-legged on the floor of her room, concentrating on Rain. Rain’s sword was laid across her thighs as an anchor and Kana was filling her head with an image of Rain as she worked her way through the spell she had hacked together from her knowledge of that kind of magic. 

‘Let distance be no object. Let nothing bar my way. Bring unto me an image of that which I seek. No matter where, show me my friend. Show me Rain of Skangar.’

It felt right. A magic circle appeared beneath Kana, glowing a pale, icy blue. No image came to her mind. Not even a vague sense of direction. Kana frowned. 

‘Nothing?’ Aneshti asked. ‘I could try, but if you can’t get anything…’

‘I can’t get anything. I think the spell worked.’

‘It looked like it worked.’

‘Right, but it couldn’t find her which means, um…’

‘She’s too far away. Unlikely. Or someone’s hidden her. Or she’s in another world. I don’t think it would work if she were in another world.’

‘That last one sounds unlikely too. Do you get a lot of people stolen by demons here?’

Aneshti shook her head. ‘To my knowledge, demons can’t take people back to where they came from.’

‘Not that then. I don’t like that second option. It suggests kidnapping or something. Who would want to kidnap Rain?’

‘Don’t know. We should go down and tell the others what we found.’

Kana nodded and got to her feet, lifting Rain’s sword from her lap. The steel of the weapon felt a little weird, like it was sapping her of energy, but it also felt lighter than it should be; it was an enchanted weapon, graceful and easy to wield, but it was still a big piece of steel. ‘I’ll put this back in Rain’s room for now. You go ahead and tell them what I didn’t find.’

‘Okay. Will do.’

Sheathing the sword and putting it down beside Rain’s armour and pack made Kana feel immediately lighter, more energised. Iron really did stick it to mages. Once more, Kana looked around Rain’s room in search of anything which might indicate where she had gone. There was not much to it: a single bed and a chest of drawers upon which sat a wash basin and a jug for water. There was the armour, the sword, Rain’s bow and pack, and that was about it. No signs of a fight, but then the landlord had not seen Rain coming back. They had found no sign of her in the streets and alleys of Arabar…

Kana left the room and started down the corridor to the stairs. 

The party was meeting up in a tavern across the road from the guesthouse to discuss what to try next. As Kana reached the stairs, a woman came up them and Kana did a double take. The woman looked like she could have been Japanese. 

Seven or eight centimetres shorter than Kana, the woman had black hair which was plaited into a long tail, falling past her behind. 

She had an angular, or even triangular, face with a pointed chin, smallish mouth with full lips, and something of a button nose. 

Her eyes were larger than average and a distinctly unusual violet colour. She also had a trim figure and an impressive amount of cleavage on display thanks to a low-cut blouse. Leather trousers and boots with a tall block heel finished her outfit. Never mind Japanese, she could have stepped out of a manga. 

‘You’re one of the people looking for a lost friend, right?’ the woman said. 

‘Uh, yes. I’m Kana. We’re looking for Rain. She’s a warrior.’

‘My name is Sakka,’ the woman replied. ‘I think I know where your friend has gone.’

‘You do?’

Sakka nodded. ‘There have been slavers from Sintar in town. They were, rumour says, looking for suitable people to put into the gladiator rings in Sintar. They’ll make more for women. They left very late last night, which means they met their quota.’

‘Sintari slavers?’

‘Yes. They’ll have stopped outside of town, but they’ll have at least half a day on you if you mean to go after them.’

‘I’ll… talk it over with the rest of my party. Thank you for the information.’

Sakka grinned. ‘You don’t trust me. Why should you? We’ve never met before and here I am telling you that Rain is on her way to Sintar.’

‘That’s more or less my thinking.’

‘I’m not lying. Nor am I trying to trap you. I don’t like slavers and I think you and your party might do some of them more than a little harm getting Rain back.’ Reaching to her belt, she unhooked a small pouch, holding it out toward Kana. ‘Here, take this. I think you’ll find you need it before your journey’s done.’

Kana took the pouch but did not check inside. Yet. ‘Why would you just give me something you think I’d find useful?’

‘Because… Because Soansha thinks it’s something you should have.’

‘Soansha told you to give me a present.’

‘More or less. You should go talk to your friends. Rain is getting further away with every minute you wait.’

Whatever else, Sakka was right about Kana needing to discuss this news with the rest of the team. ‘I’ll say thank you, then, and assume that what you say is true. If it is, perhaps we’ll meet again and I can repay the favour.’

Sakka smiled and turned to head off down the corridor. ‘That will depend upon you, Kana, but I do hope we meet again.’

~~~

‘Sintari slavers would make some sense,’ Constance said. 

‘Actually, it could make a lot of sense. They customarily use anti-scrying spells on those they kidnap, especially if they suspect someone will come looking for them. That could be what stopped you from finding Rain with your spell.’

‘And this woman, Sakka was it?’ Mimi asked. Kana nodded a response. ‘She just came up and volunteered this information to you?’ Another nod. ‘And she gave you that?’ Mimi pointed to the ring sitting on the table in front of Kana. ‘No strings. Just handed it over.’

‘Because Soansha thought I might need it,’ Kana said. 

Mimi lowered her voice to just above a whisper. ‘A ring of Greater Wish. They’re incredibly valuable. You can do just about anything with one of those.’

‘Like wish herself home,’ Aneshti said. 

‘That’s the theory. And I’d point out that we’re only guessing about it being Greater Wish and that it could send me home. I’ll do a proper analysis later to check. All we have now is “powerful enchantment” and “wish related.” And I’m not going to wish myself home with it when Rain’s missing. Hell, if that’s what it is, maybe I could just wish her back to us.’

‘You’re not wasting an enchantment like that on something we can accomplish the usual way,’ Constance stated flatly. ‘Rain would never forgive you. You get one chance at a spell like that in your lifetime. At best. We get Rain back ourselves, and then…

Then you can see how you feel about trying to get yourself home. 


Now, are we going to believe this woman? Do we start hunting for Rain in Sintar?’

‘That wouldn’t be ideal for you,’ Mimi pointed out. 

‘My reputation would be shot if I let one of my party get turned into a gladiator slave and Sintar is a big place. I can get in there without raising any alarms. You know, satanists aren’t the local priests in that city or anything. The city’s authorities at least try to stamp down on necromancy and such. And I know something about the slavers, so we’re not going in entirely blind. It might take some unpleasant methods, but I think I can find out who took Rain and where she’s being held once we get there. Do we trust this Sakka? Is this the plan?’

Kana picked up the wishing ring and dropped it back into its pouch. ‘For what it’s worth, I think she was telling the truth. 

She was… weird, but I don’t think she was lying.’

‘You said she looked like someone from Japan,’ Aneshti said. 

‘Shouldn’t that make her less weird?’

‘Maybe, but then there’s her name too.’

‘Her name? Sakka is… not an especially common name, I don’t think.’

‘It’s not common in Sintar,’ Constance said. ‘I’ve never met a Sakka before.’

‘Well, “sakka” means something in Japanese,’ Kana said. ‘It’s the Japanese word for “writer.” I find that just a little weird. But I say we go to Sintar.’

There were nods and Constance said, ‘Okay. Let’s get our stuff together. Mimi, you’re taking care of Ranulf. We’ll aim to be on

the road in two hours.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘The road to Sintar. 

Well, I guess I had to go back at some point.’

Sintar, 24 th Dekarte. 

Rain’s eyes flickered open and she let out a soft groan. She felt like she had been sleeping on a wooden board for a week and, for the life of her, she could not remember when she had gone to bed. 

As sensation and awareness began to seep into her body, she started wondering when some other things had happened. When had she undressed? When had she moved into a room with stone walls and ceiling? When had she put on metal cuffs and collar? 

She was, she decided, lying on a thin straw mattress in a cell of some sort. A chain led from her steel collar to a ring in the middle of the floor. There was about enough room to walk three strides in any direction in the room, and there was no privacy thanks to the bars which made up one wall. That was where the door was too, and the lock looked very big and solid. 

She could remember doing nothing illegal, and most town lockups did not strip and collar their prisoners. That left one other alternative she could think of. She was about to allow herself to think about that alternative when she heard voices from outside and closed her eyes again. 

‘… not what we were expecting,’ one voice said. 

‘No, but we can fix it, right?’ asked a second voice. 

‘If you want to do that, you’ll have to cut the circle in on the profits. It’s not cheap.’

‘I know, but I’m going to have to pay for the control curse anyway. I can’t do it myself.’

There was a soft chuckle. ‘Work your way up the ranks and we’ll teach you. Of course, that’ll cost you too.’

‘I view it as an investment. That’s the one.’ The voices were standing right outside Rain’s cell now. She kept her eyes shut and listened. ‘I’ve got a buyer lined up. Can we do it tomorrow?’

There was a slight pause as though the other voice was considering. ‘Tomorrow morning.’

‘Great. I can make the sale in the afternoon. Everyone gets paid by evening.’

‘We do consider prompt payment when considering future projects. 

We might even cut you a deal on the percentage if we can get our money that quickly.’

‘That’d be–’

‘We might. Don’t hold your breath.’

25 th Dekarte. 

Sintar looked, to Kana, like the evil twin of Alabeth. The walls here were just as high as Alabeth’s, but they were a dark, dull grey and seemed to loom over you as you approached the gates. It was expectation as much as reality; Constance was not exactly a fan of the place, but even she had to say its reputation was not entirely deserved. Not entirely, but it was not entirely false either. 

Getting through the gate proved easy enough. No one stopped them. 

None of the guards seemed bothered, in fact. Within, Sintar continued to be grey and unspectacular. The buildings were stone, though there might have been wood behind the façade of the public streets. It was a few hours after sunrise, if still early, and there were people moving about just like the citizens of any other city. Except that some of them had steel collars around their necks. 

‘It’s not a legal requirement,’ Constance explained in a low voice as the party moved through the streets, ‘but it’s customary. Rich owners might give their slaves silver collars. Or silver plate anyway. Some owners like to lead their more attractive slaves around on leashes. “Look what I have.” That kind of thing. There are laws about the treatment of slaves, but they aren’t well enforced.’

‘What about these gladiator games?’ Kana asked. 

‘There are two main arenas. One in the north of the city and one in the south. The northern one is a little more… seedy. The rich folks frequent the southern one and it’s a bit more upscale. I’m guessing, but I’d say we’re more likely to find Rain in the southern one. Well, I hope so. Some of the stuff they get up to in the northern arena turns my stomach. It turned my stomach when I was evil.’

‘Huh. Well, if we can find somewhere to stay, I can try the finding spell again. Maybe we can locate her without resorting to anything we could get into trouble over.’

‘That won’t make much difference. We’ll be in trouble for breaking her out anyway. But we may as well try the easy route before we go the tough one.’

~~~

Chains now held Rain in a magic circle carved into the stone floor of a chamber somewhere underneath the city. She had worked out she was in Sintar from the accents she was hearing more than anything else. She had been captured by Sintari slavers – though she was not aware of any other variety, so maybe that was a given

– and now she was chained, naked, to the floor of what looked a lot like a magical ritual room. 

Getting free was just not going to happen. A short chain connected to her collar, meaning that she was pretty much forced to kneel in the centre of the circle. Her arms were pulled out to rings in the floor outside the circle, so she could barely move. 

Whatever they had planned for her, it was pretty unlikely that she was going to be able to avoid it. Rain had heard various stories about the Sintari slavers; none of them had mentioned magical rituals in underground rooms. 

‘Let’s get this started,’ one of the group of mages who would be doing whatever to her said. She recognised the voice from earlier. ‘We’re going to be at this for a while, and I have an appointment this afternoon. She’s blonde and I’m not missing out on her for anything.’

There was a rumble of laughter from the others. They were good-natured evil mages which was sort of a plus. There were six of them in total, five men and a woman. Rain had learned a little about circles like this from Constance; there was one principal mage and five assistants who basically supplied power for the spell rather than actively working magic. This kind of circle was often used in certain kinds of enchantment spells. And some of those certain kinds of enchantments were curses. 

The chanting began. At some signal from the leader, the six participants all began to chant at once. They all seemed to be saying something different, the sounds clashing and making it hard to work out what any one of them was actually saying. It had to be really hard to keep up your part of the chant, but the weird thing was that the overall sound was strangely melodious. 

Whatever they were doing, it was working, because the carved circle in the floor began to glow with a vaguely disturbing, yellow light and Rain felt herself getting warm. 

The heat began to build and sweat beaded on her forehead. After a couple of minutes it was uncomfortable, like she had a fever. Her throat was dry and the bones in her legs were aching. She felt as though she was coming down with the worst case of a cold she had ever had. 

And then the pain started…

~~~

‘Nothing,’ Kana said. ‘I’m still getting nothing, but it felt kind of different.’

‘How?’ Constance asked. Everyone was gathered in the room Kana and Aneshti were sharing. Constance had decided on a fairly upscale inn for the lodgings because they had the money after Arabar, lower-cost guesthouses in Sintar tended to have more

residents with four or more legs than with two, and it was fairly unlikely that anyone at this inn would recognise her since she had never been near it in her past life. The rooms were bigger than Kana had grown used to occupying, easily big enough to hold a small meeting in. 

‘Last time I tried, it kind of felt like the spell found what I was looking for, Rain, but couldn’t… lock on or something. This time it felt like it couldn’t find her. I don’t know. It’s a really vague difference.’

‘The slave pens probably have better warding over a wider area,’

Constance said. ‘Your spell could get close last time, but this time it’s more difficult. I’m guessing.’

‘Um, it would find her if she was dead, right?’ Mimi asked. 

‘Dead Rain is still Rain,’ Aneshti replied. ‘The spell is searching for her body, not her soul.’

‘And they probably wouldn’t hold a corpse in warded space,’

Constance said. ‘We can’t find her, but we can be reasonably certain she’s alive.’

‘Okay,’ Mimi said, ‘so what now?’

‘Now, we wait until it gets dark, and then we go find some slavers and politely ask them where she might be.’

‘Politely?’

‘Okay, not very politely.’

~~~

Once again, the woman’s back arched and she strained against the ropes tying her to the chair she had been secured in. That she was not in pain was apparent from the panting and moaning which accompanied the movements. For ten seconds, she was writhing in utter ecstasy, and then she was collapsing back into her seat. 

The sweat running down between her breasts was obvious thanks to the low-cut dress she was wearing; she had been off for a night on the town when Constance and Kana had captured her. She was being ‘tortured’ in her own home. 

‘That’s twice, Hepshiba,’ Constance said. ‘You know the spell. 

You’ve used it to addict enough slaves. The more I use it, the more you’ll want it. You’ll do anything for a fix and you know what the price is likely to be from the kind of people who know how to cast it.’

Kana watched from as much of a distance as she could manage. 

Constance was handling the interrogation and Kana was just there to check the truth of any information they might get. And in case they needed to fight their way out of something, but that was

looking unlikely in this case. She was not entirely comfortable with what was going on, but they needed to find out where Rain was and the slavers were unlikely to give up the information without a good reason, so…

‘I told you, I don’t know anything,’ Hepshiba said. She was an attractive woman dressed like a sex worker. Her sweat-coated breasts were almost hanging out of her dress. The skirt had a split in it all the way up the front to her crotch. Kana was painfully aware that Hepshiba was not wearing anything under the garment; all the thrashing had seen to that. Hepshiba had a dark seductress thing going and, in Kana’s opinion, was messing up a good thing by coating her face in too much dark make-up. 

‘And I don’t believe you,’ Constance replied. ‘You’ve got your finger in all the rings supplying the games. You’d have heard if there was a new influx of gladiators from outside the city.’

Constance turned and looked at Kana. ‘Hepshiba here is famous for supplying sex-addicted slaves to rich people, no questions asked about where they came from, and for her taste in gladiators. She likes them taller than her with lots of muscle and huge …

attributes.’ Constance turned back to her victim. ‘Speak or start worrying.’

‘I heard Radekar had a new girl starting in his harem. I’ve no idea if it’s the one you’re looking for.’

Kana gestured and then nodded to Constance. For what it was worth, the statement was true. It did not sound especially worthwhile, however, given that Rain was not physically female and a ‘harem’ did not sound like it had anything to do with gladiators. 

‘Radekar?’ Constance asked. Hepshiba nodded. ‘Go to sleep, Hepshiba.’ The slaver opened her mouth to respond, and then her head sagged forward as the spell took hold. ‘She’ll probably be out until morning. 

‘But she said Radekar’s harem ,’ Kana said. ‘Harems aren’t–’

‘It’s vernacular for a roster of gladiators where the owner only keeps women. Well, some people use it for female owners keeping only male fighters, but that’s not as common. There’s an implicit assumption regarding what they get up to when they’re not fighting.’

‘Oh. Figures. But wouldn’t this Radekar have noticed the obvious problem with Rain in those circumstances?’

‘You’d think so. Tricking Radekar with an illusion or something…

Might actually work. He’d be a little annoyed, but he’d want to be careful about how he responded. If it got around that he’d been sold a colt instead of a filly and hadn’t spotted the difference…’

‘Everyone would be trying it. His reputation would be ruined.’

‘Yup. Not that his reputation is anything to write home about. 

There’s one other possibility… But that’s more of a rumour than anything else. Ignore me, I’m rambling.’

‘Okay.’ Kana took one more look at Hepshiba who was now drooling onto her boobs. At least she was not snoring. Yet. ‘What’s next?’

‘We go see whether Aneshti and Mimi have managed to track down Guthman.’ Constance heaved a sigh. ‘Watching him writhe is not going to be as pretty. Unless he’s lost weight. A girl can hope.’

~~~

Guthman had not lost weight. He also knew nothing useful and the same had been true of the next couple of slavers Constance had worked on. And now they had a young man named Pashi tied to his bed and awaiting Constance’s ministrations. There was, however, a problem. Two problems, in fact. 

‘Pashi’s a cultist as well as a slaver,’ Constance said to the others, keeping her voice low so that her impending victim could not hear. Well, not hear much. There was value in making him nervous. ‘If he gets free, he’s going to tell everyone I’m in the city. He’s also a hedonist of the first order and I don’t think the ecstasy spell is going to give him much pause.’

‘So, what do we do?’ Kana asked. 

‘We… I handle this one alone. You can wait outside and… and I’ll deal with it.’ Pashi did not have the money Hepshiba had and his home was nowhere near as large, but it came with a lounge, bedroom, kitchen, and bathroom. They could wait in the lounge and try not to hear anything while Constance did her stuff. 

‘How are you going to know if he’s telling you the truth?’ Kana asked. She did not really want to see whatever Constance was going to do, but she felt like it was her duty. ‘What if he gets free or something?’

‘Once I get started, he won’t be getting free. I also think he’s going to tell me anything he knows before I really have to do anything to him. The threat should be enough. Also… Kana, I’m going to use a spell I wish I didn’t know existed . I don’t… I don’t want any of you seeing me using it.’

‘Uh, oh. Well, if you feel you have to…’

‘The other alternative is beating him up.’ Constance watched as her compatriots filed out of the room and then she turned to Pashi. 

‘You’re not getting anything out of me, traitor,’ Pashi said before Constance could get started. 

‘You say that now… Have you heard of the Curse of Unlife, Pashi?’

He had. You could tell he had because the colour drained out of his face. ‘No one would teach a traitor that spell.’

‘I wasn’t a traitor when they did. I was a rising star in the satanic firmament. I’m not exactly great at it since I’ve only used it once or twice. Just as an exercise, you understand. It’s not pretty.’

‘You wouldn’t–’

‘It takes maybe ten minutes for the curse to work its effect. It…

shrivels your insides slowly. The pain starts out bearable, but that doesn’t last. The way you treat your body, it might work faster. Maybe you’ll be in agony for five minutes or so before you die.’

‘No, you–’

‘And then, of course, you get to spend eternity walking around as a corpse that’ll do anything I tell it to do. It’s a truly horrible way to die, and even when you’re dead, there’s no rest. 

Shall we get started?’

~~~

Constance walked out of the bedroom and closed the door behind her. She looked unhappy. She was rubbing at her hands as though trying to wash away blood and her eyes were shadowed. ‘He didn’t know much, but Radekar’s name came up again.’

‘What about Pashi?’ Kana asked. 

‘He’s sleeping. I didn’t have to go all the way and, frankly, I didn’t want to.’

‘We heard him… screaming.’

‘Yeah. I didn’t have to go all the way, but he didn’t believe I could really do it until it started hurting. And I’m thinking that Radekar is probably our best bet. He has a house in the southern city, not far from the arena. The slave pens are supposed to be under it. If we wait until after midnight, it’s likely we can sneak in and locate Rain without too much trouble.’

‘That seems reasonable,’ Mimi said. ‘I hope she’s there. I want out of this city. It’s like Soansha is further from me here than anywhere I’ve been except the Dragon Blight.’

‘The elven pantheon isn’t much worshipped here.’ Constance glanced back toward the door. ‘There’s another reason I want to wait. I need a bath. I feel… Dirty doesn’t quite cover it.’

Kana flashed her a bleak grin. ‘That’s probably a good thing. 

Means you’re human.’

‘Means I’m not a satanist.’

‘And that’s a good thing too.’

26 th Dekarte. 

Getting into Radekar’s slave pens was surprisingly easy and unsurprisingly disgusting. When Constance had mentioned ‘sewers’

in her explanation of the best way into just about any house in Sintar, Kana had questioned her use of the term ‘best.’ Constance had amended her statement. 

It was winter and the rains had washed much of the stuff Kana was most worried about out of the tunnel they were walking through. 

The smell was another matter. It was difficult to see where the acrid stink was coming from since the bricks which lined the place seemed fairly clean. It was probably the kind of smell that soaked into the fabric of a place and stayed there. Kana suspected that it was currently working its way into her pores and that it would stay with her through a dozen or more very hot baths, assuming that she would be allowed into any public baths smelling like a sewer. 

‘This should be the place,’ Constance said, indicating a set of metal rungs sunk into the wall. Above was a metal grating which looked pretty solid. ‘Aneshti, you’re up.’

Aneshti climbed the ladder. Kana was glad it was Aneshti doing the climbing. She was not too keen on doing so herself for a couple of reasons. She did not really want to touch the metal with its acid-etched surface. She thought she knew what kind of acid had left the metal corroded like that. She was also fairly unsure that the rungs would hold her weight while she climbed, but it seemed like things were going okay for Aneshti as she got to the top. 

Aneshti was not too keen on the plan because it meant working with a dangerous substance and with a spell she was working from scratch. ‘Everyone stand back,’ she called down. ‘This might get a bit messy.’ Knowing what the elf was going to do, everyone moved out from under the grating. This proved to be a good idea since, a few seconds later, something began to rain down from above, narrowly missing Aneshti as it fell. The liquid hissed when it hit the floor of the tunnel and the acrid smell got worse. 

‘She managed to create it then,’ Mimi said. 

Up above, having created a pool of acid on the ground beside the grating, Aneshti used another spell to form the pool into a tentacle of noxious chemicals and have it reach over to the

padlock holding the grate closed. It took a bit more than ten seconds for the acid to eat its way through the internal workings of the lock, and Aneshti was biting her lip the entire time, worrying over losing control of the acid or being spotted. When the metal around the keyhole of the lock began to look melted, Aneshti pushed her pool – now a blob – of acid as far away from the grating as she could and then started down the ladder. 

‘We should probably wait a few seconds before touching that padlock,’ Aneshti said as her boots hit the bricks. ‘It was still hissing when I left it, but I’m pretty sure it’s not really holding anything closed.’

‘Well done,’ Kana said. ‘That’s a masterful bit of creative magic.’ The alternative they had come up with was for Kana to heat the lock up so that it was weak enough to break. It might have worked, but it would have likely left her drained of power and would have taken far longer. Theoretically, she could raise the lock to the melting point of iron, but that would take her about forty-five minutes and leave her dead from exhaustion. It had been decided that that was not a viable plan. 

‘I have my moments.’

Constance was the strongest of them, and their leader, so she went up to lift the grate. Their entry point was in the corner of a yard within the walls of the house. It was a fairly big house with its own stables and two wings of accommodation. The stables possibly explained some of the stink: horse urine seemed like an even worse effluent than the human version. Now, they needed to work out where to go next and the stables were as good a place as any to hide while they examined the area and chose a path. 

‘We need to go down,’ Constance said. ‘I have no idea how to go down from here.’

‘There don’t seem to be any guards,’ Kana observed. ‘I’d have expected guards.’

‘There’ll be some in the main building and there are sure to be some below. Some of the gladiators probably don’t mind the job too much, but most of them would run if they got the chance. 

That’s a fact we can use to our advantage, I think.’

‘Freeing slaves does sound like a noble goal,’ Mimi agreed, ‘even if slavery is legal here.’

‘Also a fine distraction,’ Aneshti said. ‘I figure we have to go inside and look for stairs down. No choice.’

‘They won’t be far from one of the doors onto this courtyard,’

Kana said. ‘They’ll be bringing slaves up from below and taking them to the arena. I doubt they want unnecessary corridors in the way of that.’

‘Valid point,’ Constance said, ‘but there were at least two doors. Which do we go for?’

‘No clue. We will need to get past the lock, however.’ Constance turned her gaze toward Aneshti. 

The elf sighed. ‘I’ll make some more acid. Is there a bucket around here?’

~~~

Things went downhill as soon as they got in through the door they had, by virtue of guessing, decided might be the closest to the basement access. Aneshti did her acid-tentacle trick with the lock and they slipped inside. No problem so far. 

Two seconds later, a man appeared through a door, appearing to step up into the corridor they were in. He was holding a candle in one hand and wearing a robe of sorts, loosely belted around his waist. The view was not one anyone wanted to see; the man was fat in the manner of someone who massively over-indulged. He had rolls of fat just about everywhere which gave him jowls, four chins, and small, piggy, bloodshot eyes which seemed too dark to be just brown. He was also bald, but it looked like the kind of bald you got from shaving your head rather than a sign of age. He was looking pleased with himself until he spotted the four women who had invaded the building. 

‘Thieves!’ he roared. ‘Thieves in my home!’ Presumably, this was Radekar. He pulled a dagger from somewhere behind his back – the robe’s belt did not seem like the kind of thing to hang a dagger from, but there was a dagger – and started forward, raising the weapon. The blade of the thing glistened as though coated in something. A poisoned dagger…

‘Shut up, you walking stereotype,’ Kana snapped. She jabbed her staff into his chest before he could get close enough to stab anyone. The blow did essentially nothing except maybe leave a bruise, but Kana had already charged the weapon with a fire spell. Flame burst across Radekar’s chest and he staggered backward, flailing and dropping his candle. The flailing did not last long. 

Two burly guards appeared almost immediately. They were big and, in one case anyway, bearded and carrying short swords suitable for use in the confined space of a house. They were also some three metres away and unsure of what they were dealing with. One of them never got to figure it out as he was hit in the chest by a sphere of rock which broke ribs and knocked him off his feet. 

Dead or alive, he did not get up. The second charged forward, raising his sword, and Aneshti threw her bucket of acid at him; the bucket was starting to leak anyway. The acid began to eat into his leather armour almost immediately, but the bucket possibly had more effect since it hit him right in the codpiece. 

He stopped in his tracks, his face contorted in pain and what looked a lot like confusion. He dropped his sword just before he dropped to his knees clutching his manhood. 

‘Go to sleep,’ Constance suggested to him, and he promptly fell the rest of the way to the ground, still looking pained. ‘That was a really nasty thing to do to someone, Aneshti,’ Constance said. She was smirking. 

‘I wasn’t aiming for his privates,’ Aneshti protested. ‘I actually hoped the acid would splash him in the eyes.’

‘I’m not sure that’s better,’ Kana replied. ‘To me, it looked like fatso came up when he came through that door.’

‘Me too,’ Constance said. ‘I’m hoping no one down there heard Radekar screaming like a girl. It’s likely that there are people at the bottom of the stairs.’

Kana began charging her staff again. ‘We’ll be ready for them.’

The stairs led down to a small room with various corridors off it, all of them lined with barred cells. The room held a table, three chairs – one with a busted leg – and a sweaty-looking man who ‘did not get paid enough to deal with this shit.’ He handed them the keys and, only because Constance insisted, sat down to wait for things to be done with. 

Kana was busy unlocking doors on one of the corridors – they had decided to open things up and let the occupants do what they felt like – when she heard a voice from the cell behind her which was both familiar and not. 

‘Kana?’

Kana looked over her shoulder, frowned, and then finished unlocking the door in front of her. ‘You’re free,’ she said to the woman inside, a tall blonde with more muscle than you’d generally see on a woman. If she had responded in a thick, barbarian-like accent, Kana would have marvelled at the cliché, but there was no response. Then Kana turned around to start on the next cell, the cell with the woman in it who seemed to know her name. ‘Do I know you?’ she asked, pausing with the key in the lock. 

‘Yes. A-and no.’ That voice really did sound familiar. The occupant of the cell was a little shorter than Kana, or would have been except for the block heels on her boots. She was decked out in what Kana would have described as a fantasy warrior woman outfit if it was not real and on a warrior woman. It was Wonder Woman before she left Themyscira. Sort of. There was a bronze breastplate with a leather corset beneath it. A single, diagonal, leather strap held the bodice up and an asymmetric skirt of black cloth was attached at the bottom. There were bronze guards around

her forearms and bronze greaves attached to her boots to protect her shins. It made a good gladiator outfit, Kana guessed. 

The woman herself was a redhead, her hair a lustrous red-orange wave which fell down past her shoulders. She had a slim waist and a not insubstantial bust. Her eyes were an amber sort of hazel, and she had a cute nose, pointed chin, and moderately full lips. 

And it began to dawn on Kana that she knew those eyes. And now she looked there were other things about her that…

Kana’s eyes widened. ‘Rain?’

‘That’s my name,’ Rain said, grinning rather timidly. 

‘Rain?’ Kana repeated. ‘But you’re– Did you wish really hard or something?’ Deciding that she was stalling, Kana unlocked the cell. Rain did not immediately attack her, so that was a good sign. One had to consider weird doppelgangers in a world where magic existed. Correction: in a world where magic and horrible clichés existed. 

‘Wasn’t me,’ Rain replied, following as Kana moved down the corridor to check the other cells. ‘They wanted a female gladiator. Obviously, I wasn’t. Apparently, that wasn’t stopping them. The cost of the ritual was going to be worth it for the pay-out.’

‘Uh, does that mean you’ll be changing back as soon as Radekar has checked your teeth, or whatever?’

‘No. It’s permanent. They wouldn’t risk it with Radekar. He’s got some sway in this city.’

Kana grimaced. The rest of the cells were empty, and Kana turned to start back to the jailor’s room. She paused. Rain was looking at her a little funny. ‘That might be a problem then. I killed Radekar on the way in here.’

‘You did? I’m not going to say I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘No… He, um, didn’t do anything to you, did he?’

‘Anything? Oh, that. No. One of the guards told me he likes to break in new girls the night before their first match. I wasn’t due to go into the arena for another week.’

‘Good. Come on, let’s get out of here. Everyone’s going to be pretty amazed to see you. Especially since it’s, uh, a new version of you.’

‘Yeah… Radekar left me alone for the night, but I have a feeling Constance is going to want to deflower me as soon as she can.’

‘I’m glad to see that being kidnapped and enslaved and turned into a woman hasn’t broken your sense of humour.’

‘I wasn’t joking.’

‘Well, yeah, she’s going to want you in a bed before we leave Sintar, but it sounded like you were smiling when you said it.’

Sintar Forest. 

Constance did not immediately express a desire to take Rain to bed. In fact, she seemed a little sullen along with being happy to see her friend safe and with boobs. Mostly, she was concerned that they should be out of Sintar before anyone official found the bodies. 

They stopped running, or at least walking at a brisk pace, around dawn in a clearing in Sintar Forest. It happened to be on the shore of a small lake and Kana really wanted to try bathing, but the water was freezing. Rain was the most rested of the group and said she would stand watch while they slept, so they slept, waking up in the late afternoon. Kana made some food, and the team sat down around a small fire to work out what they should do next. Of course, there was also some catching up to do…

‘They basically chained me in a circle and did two rituals on me,’ Rain explained. ‘The first one turned me into, well, what I always wanted to be.’

‘It turned you into what you would have been if you’d been born a woman,’ Constance said, a little sullenly. ‘I’d heard rumours, but I’ve never come across anyone who claimed they’d actually undergone the ritual. It’s one of the secret spells taught to the highest-ranking slavers. It can do it the other way too. If they need a man but they’ve got a woman, they can do the same ritual to swap genders.’

‘Is she going to change back?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘It’s a curse. Basically. If they did it as an enchantment, it’ll stick around until someone uses Remove Curse to remove it.’

‘Which I’d rather they didn’t,’ Rain said. ‘Seriously, this is like a gift. I got kidnapped and enslaved, but they made me into what I’ve always wanted to be.’ She looked down. ‘Might take me a little while to get used to these though.’

Kana giggled. ‘Did you spend the first couple of hours feeling yourself up to see what it was like?’

‘No!’ Rain went red, then scarlet. ‘It wasn’t more than half an hour.’

‘Yeah, it’s the classic joke when someone gets gender swapped in an anime. Well, male to female. It’s funny that way. I’m not sure how hilarious it would be the other way around. Uh, you said they did two rituals.’

‘Enslavement?’ Constance asked. 

Rain nodded. ‘They cast Enslavement on me and then changed the owner to Radekar when they sold me.’

‘But Radekar’s dead,’ Kana said. ‘So you’re free now, right?’

‘It… doesn’t work like that,’ Constance said. ‘Enslavement isn’t a spell I know much about, but I know it’s another curse and Remove Curse is the only way to remove it.’

‘So… So, she’s owned by a corpse.’

‘Uh, no. Ownership passes to the person who kills her previous owner.’

‘She… What?!’

‘It means that you’re–’

‘I got that. I don’t want a slave! We have to remove the curse.’

‘Could be a little difficult,’ Constance said. ‘To remove a curse, you need to know what you’re removing.’

‘I know that.’

‘I figured you would. Well, the number of people with experience of Enslavement is… not huge. It’s another secret spell. That means that if we went to, say, one of the temples in Alabeth–’

‘They might remove the gender curse by accident. I get it.’

‘It won’t make much difference,’ Rain said. ‘You’re not going to start ordering me around or telling me to do unspeakable acts. I have to defend you if you’re in danger, but I’d do that anyway.’

‘Right… This is going to end in tears.’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Constance said. She still sounded rather sullen. 

‘Okay, what’s up with you?’ Kana asked. 

‘What do you mean?’

‘You have been… sulky since we got Rain back,’ Mimi said. ‘It’s all good. Rain’s even got what she always wanted. Why are you acting like someone drowned your favourite cat?’

‘It’s… nothing. It’s stupid.’

‘Give, Constance. I’ve known you long enough to know we have to find out what’s bugging you now rather than later.’

Constance glowered. Then she gave in. ‘It’s Rain.’

‘What about me?’ Rain asked, surprised. 

‘You’re gorgeous! Look at you. I just want to sink my face between your breasts and other places.’

‘I’d have thought that would make you happy,’ Aneshti said. 

‘But she’s better looking than me!’ Constance wailed. 

Chapter Twelve: The Dragon’s Heart

Ice Peaks, Skonar Island, 27 th Nekarte 6024. 

It was still cold in the Ice Peaks. It was always cold in the Ice Peaks. Spring just meant that the days were a little warmer and the clear nights tended to be freezing. The journey out to the search area had not been pleasant. 

The cave they were searching in was, if anything, a little warmer than the landscape above it, but it was hardly the Great Forest at this time of year. Cadorian was wrapped in enough fur to swallow a bear and he still felt cold. That was not stopping him, of course. They had been hunting through the caverns, excavating where needed, for a week and he knew they were getting close. The others could feel it too and it was having varying effects on his men. Some, most of them the cultists from Sintar, were excited. 

Others, most of them the workers brought from Skonar, were nervous, wired, even scared. There had been a couple of cases of people vanishing. All of them had vanished along with their possessions, so it was not some supernatural event; these men had run, deciding that braving the mountains alone was safer than staying in the caves. 

Cadorian was taking turns at helping the excavation work. Aside from anything else, it was a way to keep warm. He was, however, taking a break when the call went up. He heard someone yell

‘We’re through!’ and got to his feet quickly, heading for the current excavation site to see whether ‘through’ meant anything useful this time. 

What he saw when he got to the cleared rockfall they had been working on was something quite extraordinary. The cave was formed within a sedimentary inclusion into basaltic rock. The world had been turned on its side at some point in the distant past. Or perhaps Soansha had just made it this way. The white rock of the caves was surrounded by grey and there were huge columns of slick, creamy stone which seemed to have been formed as the stone melted both upward and downward. Cadorian knew little about geology, but he found the spikes of stone which grew from floor and ceiling, sometimes meeting in the middle, to be quite fascinating. 

But in the cave beyond the rockfall, the world seemed to have decided on trying something entirely new. The white limestone was

black. Not the grey of the other rock the mountains were made of, but an unnatural, too dark black which seemed to swallow the light from the spells being used to light their way. The light spells were, however, glowing brighter here than they had been, as though some power fed them with more magic. From the black stone, crystals had grown. Huge, geometric slabs of varicoloured crystal which might have been some form of quartz had been extruded at all angles. It might have been quartz, but Cadorian doubted that it was. This was something else. This was something…

Soansha had certainly had no hand in. 

A sound echoed through the unnatural chamber and several of the diggers – big, fierce men of solid Skonari stock – stepped back as though shocked or scared. It was a dull thump and Cadorian realised that he had been hearing that sound for several days, dulled by the rockfall and the stone around them. He pushed forward rather than stepping back, ducking beneath a crystal the colour of a winter sky and winding his way through others of green and red and purple until he reached what seemed to be the middle of the new cavern’s floor. 

There, suspended within a cage of iron which had done little to suppress its nature, was the source of the sound, the strange crystals, and the blackened rock. Few would have said that it really looked like a heart since even those who had seen the heart of an animal or a man knew that hearts were not supposed to be jet black and apparently carved of obsidian. Cadorian had seen this heart before and knew what it looked like. He had cut it from the dead chest of Serpens himself. Even he was not expecting what came next, however. 

With a convulsive lurch, the smooth, black organ seemed to shrink and then return to its usual size. The action was accompanied by that same, dull, echoing thump they had all heard before. Dead for millennia, the heart of the dragon was still beating. There were a couple of screams from the mouth of the cave, and then the sound of running feet. 

But Cadorian Dragonbane just smiled. 

Chapter Thirteen: Family Drama

Hillock, 30 th Nekarte 6024. 

‘I’m not sure whether to bathe or eat first,’ Aneshti said as they walked through the gates of Hillock once again. It was approaching midday, so lunch was an option. In truth, had they pushed on the night before, they could have got to the town the previous day, but it would have been late and they would have been hunting a place to stay in the evening. Not the best of ideas. 

‘Bath,’ Mimi said. ‘I can wait for food, but I want to be clean. 

It feels like weeks since I last bathed.’

‘It’s not weeks,’ Constance replied. ‘Well, technically, it might be more than one week, but I still think you’re exaggerating.’

‘The question,’ Kana said, ‘is whether Rain will join us if we have a bath.’

‘That’s a good question,’ Rain said, her cheeks colouring. ‘And the answer is that if you go straight there, then I won’t. 

Because I really do have to take care of Ranulf. If you go this evening, you might get a different answer. I have to do it sometime.’ They had, in fact, not travelled all the way from Sintar without bathing, but they had not found a place along the way with public baths, so Rain was yet to join the party or get to openly use the female baths anywhere. 

‘Food then,’ Aneshti said. ‘Ranulf will be happy with a nosebag outside the Sword and Staff, then we can find lodging while you sort out our brave, four-legged warrior. And then we hit the baths.’

‘That sounds like a good–’ Constance began, and then she came to an abrupt stop as four armed men barred the way further into town. There were, in fact, five of them, but the last was in robes and standing back from the others. They were all elves. 

They were all elves with pale colouration: shitagi. 

‘What are you doing here, Correstir?’ Aneshti said before anyone else could react. She sounded annoyed rather than surprised. 

‘You know full well why I’m here, Aneshti.’ The speaker was the robed figure at the back. He was tall, for an elf, and he had the same pale hair as Aneshti falling down around his shoulders. His eyes looked bluer than Aneshti’s and his features were more masculine, but there was a clear family resemblance and he was a handsome man. Somehow, Correstir was related to Aneshti, though Kana doubted the same was true of the men with him. 

‘Then you can turn around and go home. Alone. I’m not returning to Shibella.’

‘You’ve a duty to–’

‘I do not. No one forced you to marry someone you hate in order to get easier access to shipping. How is Tellara, by the way?’

Correstir’s brow furrowed. ‘She’s well. Or she was when I left Shibella. You know she gave us our second daughter last year?’

‘I’d heard. Soansha’s blessing on your family and home.’

‘Thank you. Now, we have a horse ready for you to ride. I’ll expect to see you ready to leave in the morning.’

‘Then you’ll be horribly disappointed. Tell me something, brother, when your new daughter is of marriageable age, will you

be forcing her to marry some old man to further your mercantile goals? Will Tellara allow such a thing to happen?’

Now Correstir scowled. ‘Tomorrow morning, Aneshti. You’ll come with me one way or another.’

‘Go home to your wife and daughters, Correstir,’ Aneshti replied. 

‘That’s where your duty lies.’

~~~

‘Sorry,’ Sonia said. ‘I was hoping you’d get here before they spotted you. They’ve been here for a couple of months now. Asked around about you when they first arrived and then seemed to decide to wait rather than chase you south.’

Neither lunch nor bath had been chosen as an immediate destination. Instead, they had decided to check up on things with Sonia at the Adventurers’ Guild. As expected, she knew all about Correstir and his retainers. 

‘It’s not your fault,’ Aneshti told her. ‘I was not expecting whoever they sent to be ready to just wait. Then again, I was not expecting them to send Correstir.’

‘He’s your brother?’ Kana asked. 

‘The eldest. He’s a good fifty years older than me. Married with two children.’

‘And a mage,’ Constance said. 

‘Yes, but he learned from an old retainer my father kept on hand to work magic. Correstir took over from that man when he retired. 

Father must be annoyed with me to send his primary magical resource away for so long.’ Aneshti’s eyes widened in mock wonder. ‘Why, he’ll have to spend money hiring mages to take Correstir’s place.’

‘Does that imply that your brother is going to be highly motivated to drag you back to Shibella?’ Constance asked. 

‘He’s motivated,’ Sonia replied. ‘He was thoroughly obnoxious about it when he first arrived. If he’s made friends in Hillock, he’s done so by splashing money around, because he put more than a few noses out of joint in his first week or so here. Spent a lot of time insinuating that we were hiding Aneshti. His fighters were quick to put their hands on their swords in a threatening manner. You know the kind of thing.’

Constance scowled at no one in particular. ‘In that case, Aneshti, you’re not going anywhere alone. I doubt he’d even describe it as kidnapping.’ Aneshti scowled in turn but did not deny it. 

‘What kind of mage is he, Aneshti?’ Kana asked. ‘What’s his speciality?’

‘Well, he’s better with water magic, obviously. All shitagi are. 

Beyond that, he’s learned a lot of magic for use in negotiations.’

‘Negotiations?’

‘Yeah. Things to help Father get the best price. Mostly it’s just reading those he’s negotiating with and figuring out how low they’ll go, but he’s been known to use, um, more forceful methods. He’s not big on combat magic, but he knows a couple of spells.’

‘That kind of thing would get him locked up in Alabeth,’ Sonia said. ‘Using mind control magic is strictly limited to self-defence. Of course, people still use it, but if they’re caught, the sentence is long. Here, we’d probably just run someone out of town.’

Kana made a little groaning sound and Aneshti looked at her. 

‘What’s up with you?’

‘I just had a vision of how things are going to go from here. I really hope your brother has more originality than that.’

‘Uh, well, Correstir has never been a particularly original thinker. I doubt he’d be here if he was.’

‘I was really hoping you wouldn’t say that.’

~~~

Sinking into a hot bath felt positively heavenly. Kana let out a huge sigh as the water enclosed her body. No one commented, because they had done more or less the same thing when they had got in. Everyone except Rain, who was taking her time. 

‘Come on, Rain,’ Mimi said as Rain dithered over washing herself. 

‘You’ve got to take the, um, plunge sometime.’

‘I know,’ Rain called back. ‘I’ll be there soon.’

‘We’ve seen them already,’ Constance added. ‘No point in hiding them now.’

‘Not helping.’

Kana splashed water into Constance’s face before their leader could say anything else. ‘Just ignore Constance, Rain. We all know she’s just jealous.’

‘I’m coming.’ Looking distinctly bashful, Rain walked over to the bath and proceeded to sink herself up to her neck in the hot

water as fast as decorum would allow. ‘I’m here,’ she said. ‘You can stop encouraging me.’

‘You’re here and hiding everything,’ Constance said. Her own, quite substantial, bosom was hovering, iceberg-like, on the surface. No one had ever accused Constance of excessive modesty. 

‘I’m not used to this yet,’ Rain countered. ‘It feels like I’m in the wrong side, even though I know I’ve always wanted to be here.’

‘Trust me. If you had gone into the men’s baths, there would have been a lot of noise and you’d have got a lot of attention.’

‘Yeah. Look, it’s crazy, I know. I’ve always thought of myself as a woman, and I’ve always wanted this, but I’m just not used to it being a reality. I thought I’d got used to it while we were travelling, but I haven’t. Being among people, especially people who knew me… It’s… It feels like I’m faking or something. Even Sonia didn’t ask what happened or anything, but I feel like they’re all judging me.’

‘I think they’re all wondering how you went from cute and boyish to jaw-dropping beauty,’ Constance countered. ‘I think, if anyone asks, we blame the slavers. Blame might not be the right word. 

The slavers took you, decided you weren’t good enough for what they wanted, and used a secret enchantment on you to make you…

more voluptuous. Female gladiators have an image, just like the male ones. Big tits are part of the package.’

‘That’s even partially true,’ Aneshti said. ‘I mean, it’s almost entirely true, when you think about it. It leaves out one important part…’

‘That story works,’ Rain said. ‘I think that’s what we should go with. Aside from anything else, a story about a daring raid on a Sintari slaver is going to go down almost as well as Kana slaying a dragon. We don’t have anything else to tell and we do need to build our reputation.’

‘I kind of meant you might need help getting used to being you again.’

‘I know. I think, so long as you four don’t treat me any differently, I’ll get over it.’

‘You’re going to get propositioned a lot more,’ Constance said. 

‘You’d better get used to that too.’

Rain smirked. ‘I already am, Constance. Thanks to you, I’ve already had plenty of practice turning down offers to share my bedroll.’

Despite herself, Constance blushed, which resulted in more giggling with Kana joining in. ‘What can I say,’ Constance said, 

‘I’m nothing if not predictable.’

1 st Pakarte. 

‘Your brother just came in,’ Rain said, ‘and I have a bad feeling about him being here.’

‘He’s not going to do anything here,’ Aneshti countered. ‘There are too many people about.’ Breakfast was being consumed in the Sword and Staff. The pub was far from empty since more than a few adventurers ate most of their meals there. ‘I doubt he’d even cause a scene.’

‘Famous last words,’ Kana said, but then she shrugged. ‘You’re probably right, though I think we should be careful. How’s the job situation?’

‘There’s a village on the north side of the forest that’s got a goblin problem,’ Constance replied. ‘It’s been on the board for over a week and no one’s taken it.’

‘Pay’s lousy?’

‘The pay is… not exactly great. A lot of the bigger groups think hunting goblins is beneath them.’

‘But ridding a village of them is a noble goal,’ Mimi said. ‘Sort of. Anyway, it should be easy enough. Find the goblin camp. Kana drops one of her explosions into the middle of it. Then we mop up anything that survives. I kind of feel sorry for the goblins.’

‘I guess that works,’ Kana agreed. ‘Never let it be said I refused to drop a Firebomb in the middle of a goblin encampment.’

‘You do it to bandits too,’ Constance said. ‘Let’s not forget the bandits. I think that was more satisfying. I’ll let Sonia know and we’ll head out tomorrow. Shouldn’t take more than two or three days to get there.’

‘And it gets me out of town,’ Aneshti said. ‘Maybe Correstir will give up if–’ She stopped and shook her head. ‘What was I saying?’

‘Getting out of town would be good,’ Kana said before anyone else could respond. ‘Hold still a second, would you?’

‘Uh, okay…’

Kana gestured, circling her finger in the air, and a magic circle appeared beneath the bench Aneshti was sitting on. Kana smiled. 

‘Nothing to worry about. Just checking.’

‘Just checking what?’

‘That you haven’t put on weight since we left. I thought you were looking a little wider around the waist than the last time you were sitting there.’

‘Hey! That’s not funny.’ Aneshti’s assertion was countered somewhat by everyone else bursting into laughter. Then the laughter stopped. 

‘It’s time to leave, Aneshti,’ Correstir said as he walked up to their table. 

‘Of course, brother,’ Aneshti replied immediately. Leaving her breakfast half-finished, she got to her feet. 

‘Aneshti?’ Mimi asked, looking puzzled. 

‘I’m going with my brother,’ Aneshti said. 

‘Okay,’ Kana said, smiling and waving a hand to silence the others. ‘I’m sure we’ll see you again sometime.’

‘Sure.’

‘Come, Aneshti,’ Correstir said. Aneshti trooped along behind her brother without another word. 

‘Charm spell?’ Constance asked as soon as the door was closed behind the couple. 

‘Uh-huh,’ Kana replied. ‘I can’t counter it. I’ve never studied that kind of magic.’

‘I have, but I don’t know counterspells. That said, I do know of a perfectly good way to counter that spell.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes I do. If brother Correstir wants to play dirty, then I say we play dirty right back.’

Alabeth Forest. 

Not far north of Hillock, the road to Dvartim passed through the edge of the Alabeth Forest. Occasionally, travellers would be waylaid there by bandits of one sort or another and locals were extra careful when passing along that section of road. Anyone reasonably well versed in the ways of surviving road trips was more careful, in fact, and Correstir’s party was no exception. 

They were on the lookout for anything which might be a problem, but not really expecting anything. When fire began to rain from the sky in front of them, they pulled up their horses in surprise. 

‘Encircle Aneshti!’ Correstir ordered. It could have been an order to protect his sister, and it maybe even was meant to keep

her safe, but given that Aneshti was now riding with her wrists tied to the saddle and a cloth gag in her mouth, there might have been another reason. 

Like burning hot sleet, more fire began to fall on the road behind them. They could have pushed through the trees on either side, but the ground was uneven and they would have had to move slowly. Correstir suspected that going through the trees was the last thing he should be attempting. 

‘Not taking the only way out then?’ Constance said as she stepped out from behind a tree and walked up the slight bank to the road. 

‘We had traps and everything laid out in there. It would’ve been so much fun.’ Correstir raised his hand toward the necromancer. 

‘If you so much as start casting a spell, you’ll have an arrow and a Firebolt through your chest before you can gesture. I see you let the Charm spell lapse on Aneshti. How about you let her go and save us all a lot of trouble?’

‘She has a duty to–’ A sphere of rock rocketed past Correstir’s head and he jerked sideways, his horse shying in the process. 

By the time he had the animal under control, Mimi was standing beside Constance and she looked as annoyed as she ever got. ‘You call yourselves elves? Elves believe in equality of the genders. 

Your entire culture has taken far too much from the northern humans, but you… You and your family should be ashamed of what you’re doing. Say anything more about her so-called duty and I won’t miss with the second stone.’

‘I’m already feeling like shooting them and getting it over with,’ Kana said from the opposite side of the track. ‘The only thing stopping me is that I might hit the horses.’

‘I won’t hit the horses,’ Rain said from beside her. Rain had her bow drawn and aimed at the nearest fighter. 

‘It’s not looking good for you,’ Constance said. ‘Let Aneshti go, and you can go home without needing to stop to have your wounds tended along the way.’

‘There are five of us and four of you,’ Correstir countered. 

‘And you’ll all be on the ground before you can get to us. You’ve nothing with range, Correstir. Aneshti told us that you know a few combat spells. Maybe your friends have some since most elves can use magic if they learn. But we’ll drop you before you can get a spell off.’ Her face hardened. ‘We’re not joking. Cut her free.’

Correstir’s jaw tightened. He stared at Constance for a long second and then glanced around at the rest of his sister’s guards. ‘Cut her free,’ he said through gritted teeth. 

Free of the saddle, Aneshti hurried over to stand beside Constance and Mimi. The flaming rain on the road to the north died away as soon as she had done so. It was a clear indication as to what Correstir’s next action should be, but he did not move. 

‘How did you get ahead of us?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘Oh, Rain got us some horses on loan,’ Constance said, her eyes on the other elves. ‘Turns out, the people of Hillock don’t like the idea of someone using mind-controlling magic to take someone away to an arranged marriage. We had to turn down offers of help.’

‘Quite forcefully in Roland’s case,’ Mimi added. 

‘True. If I were you, Correstir, I wouldn’t think about trying to sneak back for another try. There are one or two people in Hillock who are likely to get a bit rough with you if they see you again.’

‘It’s not like this lot exactly made themselves welcome before they kidnapped Aneshti,’ Rain said. ‘The stories I heard at the stables…’

‘This is not over,’ Correstir said, but he pulled his mount around and started riding north, away from Hillock. The burning rain began again as soon as the horses were clear of it. 

‘I do like that Rain of Fire spell,’ Constance said. 

‘Yeah,’ Kana agreed as she walked over to join them. ‘I was thinking I might use it on the goblins. You know, for a change.’

‘No explosion?’ Aneshti asked. 

‘Maybe a smaller explosion, plus burning rain.’

‘I think you’re getting worse.’

‘Hey! My burning rain just saved your butt. Anyway, I can’t believe your brother went with the most clichéd way of handling this he could. We might still be wondering why you suddenly changed your mind and went with him if some sort of mind control wasn’t the clichéd thing to happen at this point.’

‘I did say that Correstir wasn’t big on original thinking.’

‘You did. Maybe this is an indication that I’m not dreaming all this.’

Aneshti frowned. ‘Oh. How so?’

‘Well, if I’m the author of all of this, I’d have hoped I’d display more imagination. Or at least given you a bit more

agency. Like having you overpowered and knocked unconscious before they dragged you off over the back of a horse.’

‘That sounds a lot more painful. Plus, that’s already what happened to Rain. Can’t have it happen twice or people will complain about repetition.’

Kana shrugged. ‘Just saying. We have a sucky screenwriter. Let’s get ready to cook some goblins.’

Chapter Fourteen: The Chase

Hillock, 19 th Pakarte 6024. 

‘So, basically, nothing to report,’ Kana said. She was talking to Sharassa, all the way north in the White Castle. There was nothing to report because nothing much had happened. Aside, anyway, from the demise of a small goblin tribe, its members either dead or still running and unlikely to pose a further risk to humans. 

‘As we suspected,’ Sharassa replied. ‘However, I have something to report to you.’

‘Huh?’

‘We’ve received word from another of our people that there have been some… unusual happenings in Skonar.’

‘Sharassa, this is a world where we have to chase off goblin tribes, dragons occasionally need killing, and there are talking trees. I have developed an entirely new understanding of

“unusual” since coming here.’

‘The cobbles along a five-hundred-foot stretch of road in the middle of town began to spontaneously rise into the air. A warehouse on the docks spontaneously exploded, which might not have been too strange except that it was burning with green flame. It also rained blood for an hour in the harbour.’

‘You mean, something like red water fell–’

‘No. It’s quite clear that it was actually blood. There hasn’t been anything else for two weeks, but something was causing weird things to happen up there.’

Kana sighed. ‘So, you want me to go to Skonar now? It’s just starting to get nice and warm here and you’re sending me to the icy north?’

‘No, the Master wants you to go to Skovir. Whatever was in Skonar has likely been taken aboard a ship bound for Skovir. He wants you to go there and see if you can detect any signs of it. Or of Cadorian. The two may be linked since we believe Cadorian went north. To make this a more… palatable trip, and to give you a

story to cover why you’re going there, you can pick up a pouch of fifteen gold pieces from the Adventurers’ Guild when you get there. It will, ostensibly, be payment for carrying a message securely to the city.’

‘Huh. Okay. Well, that’ll make Constance happy about a sudden trip to Skovir. After our side trip to the Dragon Blight, I’m not sure she likes doing favours for the White Castle.’

‘This time it’s a paid favour.’

‘And none of us are going to turn down a paid vacation to the sea.’

~~~

‘I wouldn’t describe Skovir as “at the seaside,”’ Rain said. ‘I mean, it has a port, but the place is not a vacation spot.’

‘We still get paid to go there,’ Kana said. It was time for dinner in the Sword and Staff, and Kana had told the others about the request from the White Castle. Well, she had called it a request, but they all knew that Kana and Aneshti were basically being ordered to go. 

‘I won’t turn down money,’ Constance said. ‘It’s going to be quite a trek, but there doesn’t seem to be anything else on at the moment.’

‘So, it’s decided then?’ Kana asked. Lifting a hand, she beckoned to the jug of ale they had bought to accompany the meal. It lifted into the air and floated across the couple of feet to her waiting hand. 

‘We’ll go. And you’re going to get bored with that spell pretty soon.’

Kana grinned. ‘Obviously. For right now, it’s fun. This would be absolutely great for retrieving the TV remote.’

‘Of course it would.’ Kana gave Constance a surprised look. 

‘What? At this point I just assume whatever you say makes sense and is probably funny.’

Skovir, 26 th Menkarte. 

‘It’s like Sintar, but shorter,’ Kana said. 

Constance considered that assertion for a moment. ‘Yeah, I guess it is. They’re both grey. And you’re right, Sintar has more taller buildings. I used to think they were majestic, but I’ve come to think “ominous” might be a better term.’

‘Skovir has fewer slaves,’ Rain said. 

‘Like none,’ Mimi added. 

‘Well, if you want to be entirely pedantic about it, I’m a slave. 

So there’s at least one.’

‘Don’t remind me,’ Kana said. 

‘Yes, Mistress.’

‘Don’t think I won’t hit you.’ The moment the words were out of Kana’s mouth, she knew it was the wrong thing to say. 

‘Oh yes, please, Mistress. Beat me soundly. Take me over your knee and–’

‘Let’s give it up while we’re ahead, shall we?’

~~~

‘The harbour’s in chaos,’ Rain said as they sat down for their evening meal. 

‘What kind?’ Kana asked. 

‘A ship that came in from Skonar a few days ago sank last night.’

‘It just sank?’

‘Pretty much. According to the crew, the hull under the main cargo hold just fell apart. They’d been trying to patch it since they got into port, but the planking gave in and… dissolved or something.’

‘Wood doesn’t dissolve. Okay, maybe here wood dissolves.’

‘Wood does not usually dissolve,’ Aneshti said. ‘Unless you make it into paper. That dissolves, but then that’s not really wood.’

‘So, wood doesn’t dissolve.’

‘And blood doesn’t rain from the sky and cobbles don’t fly.’

Kana nodded. ‘We need to talk to the captain of that ship.’

27 th Menkarte. 

The captain of the Endless Wave was a very busy man and he was not going to talk to anyone who happened to walk up to him asking questions. This was partially because he had lost his ship and, with it, most of his life, so he was spending his days drinking until he fell unconscious. 

His crew were another matter, thankfully. A lot of them were drinking to forget their last voyage, but they would find work elsewhere and they had less immediately disposable cash. Buy them a few rounds and they were happy to tell their tale of horror on

the high sea. Maybe the fact that five attractive women were doing the asking helped too. 

‘The wind was with us as soon as we left harbour,’ the bosun said. It was an odd start to a tale of woe. 

‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ Rain asked. 

‘Aye. Normally. The clouds were moving east to west above us, but the wind was right behind us all the way south. It’s not natural. 

Nothing was natural aboard that ship.’

‘Tell them about the barrel,’ another man, who had a beard you could have hidden a turkey in, said. Then he proceeded to tell them himself. ‘We was carrying salted fish in barrels as part of the cargo.’

‘Skonar is famed for its salted fish,’ Rain put in. 

‘And well it should be. Best in the world, so long as it stays dead.’

‘It came back to life?!’

‘Ten days in, a few of the crew were down in the hold, checking the cargo hadn’t moved.’ The seaman sniffed. ‘Not that any of us wanted to be down there.’

‘Not with that crate they brought aboard,’ another said. His beard was better trimmed, but his skin would have kept a dermatologist busy for months. Maybe the Endless Wave had specialised in employing ‘salty sea dogs.’

‘Aye, the crate.’ Slight pause. ‘But the men who went down heard thumping noises and they tracked it down to one of the barrels of fish. Dragged the barrel up on deck, they did, because they thought there might be someone inside. Stowaway, like.’

‘A stowaway who nailed themselves into a barrel?’ Kana asked. 

‘Wasn’t no stowaway. When the captain prised the top off, that barrel was full of live fish all thrashing around. Some of them flopped out onto the deck and still they was thrashing about. We threw the whole lot over the rail and said nothing more about it.’

‘It’s not natural,’ the bosun said. ‘We found the barrel of fish, and from then until we got into port, you could see light playing around the mast at night. Like the wood was glowing.’

‘Was demons,’ the man with the neater beard said. ‘Demons was guiding that ship. There’s no good going to come of that crate. 

You could hear it at night. Like a slow drumbeat. Drums of war. 

Demon drums of war.’

‘I never heard anything,’ the bosun said. He was lying. ‘But there was something wrong about that crate. Nothing was right from the moment it was brought aboard. Not that crate, and not the men who came with it.’

‘Men?’ Kana asked. 

‘Passengers. They brought the crate with them. Big thing. Heavy. 

Seven men and an elf, and that crate.’

‘Sintari,’ the big-bearded one said. ‘Seven Sintari and an elf. 

Not an ice elf either. One of the southern ones. Don’t know what he was doing this far north.’

‘Finding whatever was in that crate,’ said the third. ‘Demon war drum.’

‘Didn’t sound like a drum to me. Sounded like a heartbeat. Like a slow, steady heartbeat.’

‘And what has a heart that beats that slow?’ the bosun countered. 

‘Something they could fit in a crate no more than five feet on a side mind.’

‘Don’t know.’ The seaman strained the remainder of his current mug of ale through his moustache and slammed the vessel down on the table. ‘What manner of thing brings a barrel of dried, gutted, and salted fish back from the dead?’

~~~

‘The talking beard did have a good question there,’ Rain said. 

‘What manner of thing sits in a crate for weeks, sounds like a heart, and resurrects fish?’

‘Let’s not forget boiling the tar out from between the planks of the hull,’ Mimi said, ‘and then making the wood disintegrate, but only after it’s gone.’

‘No, the boiling tar shouldn’t be forgotten.’

They were in the Adventurers’ Guild which, like the one in Dvartim, was also a pub of sorts. Food was available and being eaten, and the matter of what had happened to the Endless Wave was being discussed. They had also learned that the warehouse the mysterious crate had been taken to was now being investigated by some of the local priests; the workers were refusing to go near the place because they said it was haunted. This was particularly odd since it was a new build, no more than two years old, and even the building which had been there before had had no history of ghostly visitations. Suddenly, there were ghosts. 

‘Well,’ Aneshti said, ‘there’s one thing I can think of which could explain all this, but it’s… It just doesn’t happen.’

‘What is it?’ Kana asked. ‘I’m going to need to report to Sharassa later anyway. I can ask if they think your thought is possible.’

‘Yeah… I need her thinking I’ve gone funny. Wild magic.’

‘Are you crazy?’ Constance asked. 

‘I thought that was a myth,’ Kana added. ‘Someone mentioned it in thaumatology class once and the teacher said it was just a hypothetical state of magic.’

‘For those of us without an education in magic?’ Rain asked. 

‘Okay,’ Aneshti said, getting her lecturer on, ‘you know that the magic of the world can vary in strength? It’s a little easier to work magic in some places and harder in others. Like the Dragon Blight, for example. It’s really hard to work any kind of magic there.’

‘Even clerical magic is hard there,’ Mimi said. ‘That place is just barely a sliver above dead.’

‘Right. Well, there are very few places where the magic goes the other way and makes it practically no trouble for anyone to cast a spell, but they exist. And there are theoretically places where you can’t work magic at all. Even worse than the Blight. It’s not just hard, it’s impossible. Sometimes a magical accident will temporarily cause an effect like that. It’s also possible, in theory, to go beyond the “trivial casting” level, and that’s wild magic.’

Rain smiled slightly. ‘I think I get it. If you go beyond a place where anyone can easily work magic, then you’d presumably end up somewhere where you don’t even need someone casting a spell for magic to happen. Spontaneous magic, right?’

‘Exactly what a wild magic area would be like is an open question. No one has ever reliably recorded one, though there are stories. Usually, wild magic areas aren’t stable. The theory even predicts that they won’t be stable. They don’t hang around to be studied. However, the theory also predicts that casting spells in an area with wild magic would be dangerous, unpredictable, and it says that spontaneous magical events could happen.’

‘Like fish resurrection,’ Mimi said. 

‘I don’t think they were resurrected. I think they were taken back in time.’

‘Which should be impossible,’ Kana reminded her. 

Aneshti shrugged. ‘Wild magic. All bets are off.’

‘Okay, but wild magic zones aren’t supposed to move around. You can’t carry one in a crate.’

‘I say again, it’s wild magic. But no, I’ve never heard of one migrating. All the stories suggest they’re fixed regions which generally collapse into a normal state after anything from seconds to days.’

‘This one,’ Constance said, ‘seems to have been around for longer than a few days. Presumably, this is what caused the weird stuff in Skonar. It’s six weeks by boat from there to here. If this is wild magic, it’s wilder than usual.’

‘And it looks like Cadorian and his Sintari friends are escorting it,’ Kana said. ‘We missed them. They have three days on us and they were seen heading east when they left.’

‘We go after them?’

‘I’ll talk to Sharassa, but yes, I figure we go after them.’

Bridgehead, 12 th Hankarte. 

Travel across the Alabethi Plains was not as simple as it could have been. This was caused by one major river which meandered down from the Dvartim Crest, across the plains in a wide curve, and eventually let out into the western sea. It was not fordable anywhere along its length and building bridges was something of a major project, undertaken only when one of the cities got involved. Hence, there were all of three bridges across it and the branch of it which went south to the Heartland Sea, all of them providing a crossing for major roads. 

The town of Bridgehead got its name precisely because it was on the western side of the river, right beside the bridge which allowed travellers between Skovir and Dvartim to cross the river. 

If you were going from Skovir to Alabeth, you also had to cross there, or go way to the south, through part of the Great Forest, and past Trefall. No one did that unless they also had business with the elves. 

Despite its position on a major road beside the only nearby river crossing, Bridgehead was no bigger than Hillock. It had one inn, and that was out of action at the moment. The party would be sleeping with Ranulf in the stables, but they were eating in the local pub and listening to stories about why the inn was not currently accepting guests. 

‘See, Wodon, the innkeeper, knew a bit of magic.’ Their storyteller was a man with a nose reddened by years of ale and watery eyes, but he was quite the gossip and he had actually seen what happened. ‘Used to be an adventurer. Always telling tales of how he fought two ogres at once and came out on top because he knew a couple of spells. Only thing I ever saw him do was light

fires, but he was good at it. Just a snap of the fingers, like, and he could light the fire in the hearth or a candle. Used to show off to the ladies with his little trick.’

The man drank from the ale Constance had bought for him, gazed lovingly at the necromancer’s barely restrained cleavage, and went on. ‘Well, not much call for fires this time of year, but he could still light candles on the tables and that was what he was doing a few nights back. Trio of women were in, travelling to Dvartim, or so I heard. Wodon puts a candle down on their table, right by the back wall, next to the yard where they stable guests’ horses. He snaps his fingers just like normal…’ There was another pull on his ale, which was certainly meant to span out the story. ‘The fireball killed Wodon and one of the women. The other two only survived because there was a priest of Soansha in town who knew healing magic. It took us an hour to get the flames under control too. It burned something fierce.’

‘That’s terrible,’ Mimi said. 

‘Aye, it was. Now, I never heard Wodon once say he could throw fire around like that. Some are saying that the gods finally got fed up with Wodon’s boasting, but me, I think it was something to do with that crate you were asking about.’

‘Oh?’ Kana asked. 

‘See, I said the yard was right out back of where it happened, didn’t I? Well, that crate was put up on a wagon right beside that wall. Seems like its owners upped and left in the night too. 

An elf and seven Sintari, just like you were asking about.’

‘And wild magic could make spells go awry,’ Aneshti said. 

‘Wild magic? Never heard of that.’

Aneshti gave their informant a smile. ‘And, hopefully, you’ll never hear of it again.’

Sintari Plains, 1 st Sokarte. 

They had begun to worry that Cadorian was heading for Sintar. 

That was not a place any of them wanted to return to in the near future, or possibly ever. The trail of strange happenings was leading them south, however, paralleling the line of Soansha’s Crown and heading in the general direction of the Dragon Blight. 

The party had stopped in Hillock on the way through and had been happy to discover that Cadorian had, apparently, bypassed the place. Considering the weird events they were following as they tracked the crate, the fact that there were none to be found in Hillock could only be described as a good thing. 

They had come across villages where buildings, often the stables, had burned down in the night. In one of those, there was a

witness to say that the crate had been right in the middle of one of the fires, but it and its wagon had remained miraculously undamaged. The well in another village had suddenly filled with water, right to the top and out in a flood which had only subsided the following morning, not long after the crate had been taken away. There were stories of talking cats, talking dogs, and one singing goat. Mysterious spirts had appeared in a number of places after the passage of Cadorian and his party. Kana and her friends had followed the trail for over a month now, always a day or two behind. 

Now, however, they were actually seeing something themselves, except that Rain was not buying it. Not entirely anyway. ‘Okay, so we saw a pillar of blue flame on this hilltop,’ Rain said, summarising. 

‘I saw it first,’ Mimi said, ‘but it was still there when we got to the foot of the hill.’

‘Right,’ Kana said. ‘It looked like one of the wild magic effects we’ve been following. It was visible from the road and that’s five miles away.’

‘But it vanished when we got to the foot of the hill,’ Rain went on, ‘and there’s absolutely no sign that anyone camped here recently. Why would you? There are better places down on the far side. This is exposed. You could see just about any fire up here from the road and this is not a place to be noticed by those wandering the area.’

‘And we’ve never heard a story about the crate just passing and affecting something,’ Kana said, realisation dawning. ‘It seems to have to sit still for at least a few hours before anything happens.’

‘If they didn’t camp here,’ Constance said, ‘either the thing’s getting worse, or this was something else. Do we follow it anyway?’

‘I think we have to,’ Rain said. ‘I did see cart tracks down at the bottom of the hill. Tracks from something heavy in a cart and I think there were seven riders with it. That’s Cadorian and his seven Sintari, one of them driving the cart. Or it could be someone else.’

‘I feel like this is the right way,’ Mimi said. ‘Don’t ask me why I think that, but I do. I think the flame was supposed to make us come this way. Maybe the crate wants us to follow it.’

Kana winced. ‘I really hope not, Mimi. Somehow, I don’t think I want help from the mysterious magic crate. If we keep going this way, we’ll end up back in the Dragon Blight, or maybe the Great Forest. Cadorian could be taking the thing in the crate to the

elves. Maybe it’s some sort of secret weapon.’ She frowned, looking south. ‘We can hope it’s some sort of secret weapon.’

17 th Sokarte. 

‘You think it’s them?’ From the top of a hill on the Sintari Plains, Rain and Kana were watching a group of riders heading south, trailed by a wagon. 

‘Seven riders and a wagon,’ Kana replied. ‘They’re heading in the general direction of the Blight too.’

‘Okay… We can probably catch up to them in a day.’

‘No, I think we hang back and watch. I’m not sure what Cadorian is up to, but the fact that he’s dumped his escort from the White Castle in favour of a bunch of Sintari who all look like mages makes me want to watch and learn before going up to him and asking.’

Rain grinned. ‘I think that sounds like an excellent plan. After spending a while in Sintar, I don’t think I trust any Sintari.’

‘Constance is a Sintari.’

‘Constance trusts them less than I do.’

~~~

They camped without a fire. Kana’s spell made hot food from grass, of which there was plenty, and they used light spells to see when it got dark. A fire might have been seen and they wanted to remain hidden from the party they were following for as long as possible. 

Cadorian’s group was not so circumspect. Their camp was visible about a mile away if you went to the top of one of the numerous hills. For plains, the region had a lot of hills. In this case, that was quite a good thing since it allowed them to watch Cadorian from a distance, even if all you could see was the glow of the fire and the occasional humanoid shape obscuring it. 

‘What I wouldn’t give for a good pair of sōgankyō,’ Kana said after coming down from such a watch. 

‘That’s another of those weird words you use,’ Aneshti observed. 

‘Uh, it’s… It’s two tubes with lenses in them. You look through the tubes and see a magnified view of things in the distance. 

There isn’t an Alabethi word for such a device, so I assume no one’s invented it. To be honest, I’m not sure it would help at night, but it might. It would give us a better view of their camp.’

‘There’s magic to do that.’

Kana frowned. ‘I guess there would be. I could give it a try tomorrow. Something to refocus the light… I think I could do that. Anyway, so far as I can see, they’re not doing anything we aren’t. Eating and getting ready to sleep.’

‘Hm. What in Soansha’s name is in that crate? And why do they seem to be taking it to the Blight?’

‘I had a thought about that,’ Constance said. ‘This thing seems to be a source of wild magic. The Blight is basically magically dead. If they put this thing in the middle of the Blight…’

‘It might suppress the wild magic,’ Kana finished. ‘It’s as good a theory as we’ve got so far, but then that leaves the why question. What does this have to do with Serpens? Why are they trying to neutralise the thing in the crate?’

‘Unless they’re trying to neutralise the Blight,’ Aneshti suggested. ‘Maybe they need to make magic workable there, so they’ve brought something which can raise the level of magic.’

‘That… makes more sense. But Cadorian’s not that much of a mage, is he? I thought his thing was cutting things up with magic swords.’

‘He almost certainly knows some magic. Even today, the forest guardians learn some magic to help them get around the forest. 

They like ambushing enemies from above. But I doubt he’s particularly versed in heavy combat magic like you are. Maybe that’s what the Sintari are for.’

‘Maybe you should report back to the White Castle,’ Constance suggested. ‘Maybe they’ve got some ideas about what’s going on.’

Kana shrugged. ‘I think they’ll just say they need more information, but it’s worth a try.’

18 th Sokarte. 

Contacting Sharassa had not been especially useful. As Kana had predicted, the elf had suggested they keep watching Cadorian’s group and to report in every night. There was too little information to do more than speculate on Cadorian’s goals, which Kana had known before Sharassa said it. 

The spell to provide Kana with magic binoculars proved easy enough to perform, but really did not provide a lot more information than they already had. Cadorian was definitely among the group. The others definitely looked like Sintari mages. The wagon was a flatbed design with something on the back of it covered by a tarpaulin. The something was a cube, maybe five feet on each side. 

Getting to the spot Cadorian had camped in the night before confirmed one other thing: the thing in the crate was definitely the source of the weird occurrences happening along the way. 

‘Those,’ Mimi said as they approached the site, ‘are spring daisies.’ The campsite was absolutely covered in small white flowers which were kind of daisy-like. Mimi sounded surprised to see them. 

‘And?’ Constance asked. 

‘And, if the name wasn’t a giveaway, they flower in early spring. 

It’s basically midsummer.’

‘Don’t remind me,’ Aneshti grumbled. ‘Why did he have to come south now ? I wouldn’t have minded a trip to Skonar at this time of year.’

‘We’re saving the world,’ Kana reminded her. ‘You should probably make allowances. So, the thing in the crate did to these flowers what it did to the fish on the Endless Wave . It sent them back along their own timeline to when they were flowering.’

‘Unless this is effectively next year’s flowering,’ Mimi said, nodding. ‘Timeline? I like that word. It sounds like a word someone educated would use.’

‘I suppose it is. I got it from reading manga. I suppose this is more to report to Sharassa. Let’s take a look around and see if they’ve left anything behind.’

‘So far,’ Rain said, ‘they’ve been pretty meticulous in not leaving things they can be followed by. It’s a good job this crate thing is leaving such obvious clues.’

‘Yeah. It’s like it wants to be followed.’ Kana frowned at the innocent blooms at her feet. ‘Why don’t I feel like that’s a good thing?’

~~~

‘There’s something going on over there,’ Rain reported as she marched down the hill from watching Cadorian’s new camp. It was still daylight, just, and you could see what was happening over there, but ‘over there’ was still a mile away, so the details were difficult to make out. ‘They’ve been joined by another group. A large group. And I don’t think I like the look of them.’

‘I guess I’ll go see what I can see then,’ Kana said, and she started up the hill the way Rain had come. Rain turned on her heel and set off to follow. ‘You don’t need to–’

‘Still your charmed slave, remember? There’s potential danger and I need to be there to protect you. Yes, even if you could burn

just about anything to the ground before I could get my sword out.’

‘I was trying to forget,’ Kana grumbled. ‘I’m going to find a way to fix that.’

‘I know it’s partially the curse, but I don’t really care.’

‘I know you don’t. That’s one of the reasons I want to get it done.’

At the top of the hill, lying on her stomach to reduce the chance of being seen, Kana cast her distant seeing spell and zoomed her vision in across the mile or so of grassland to Cadorian’s camp. 

There were more people there, that much was certain. Well, it was true if you classified dracs as people, which Kana did since they were sentient. 

‘Dracs,’ she said. ‘There are a load of dracs there. Some of them look like shamans or something.’

‘I don’t see fighting.’

‘Because they aren’t fighting. They look like they’re talking. 

Just talking. If I had to make a judgement, I’d say they know each other.’

‘The guy sent to stop the dracs from raising their dead god is friendly with drac shamans?’

‘I did not see that coming. I should have seen it coming. It’s a really obvious plot twist.’ Kana started to giggle, covering her mouth to keep the noise down. 

‘What’s funny about this?’ a bemused Rain asked. 

‘The Master summoned Cadorian because I wasn’t the “right hero” 

to stop Serpens. And Cadorian is helping to resurrect Serpens. 

It’s not actually funny, but it actually is.’

‘When you put it like that… We should get back down the hill and tell the others. Then you can tell Sharassa. Try not to rub it in too hard.’

‘I won’t. She didn’t summon me here.’

They were most of the way down the hill when Rain held out her arm to stop Kana. ‘Something’s wrong,’ she said, reaching for her sword. 

Kana frowned, lifting her staff and making a wide circle in the air with it. Nothing looked wrong down at the camp, but Rain had good instincts. If there was something there which was not obvious… Maybe the spell was a bad idea given that she needed to

cover a huge area to make it useful, but if there was someone with hostile intent there… Her eyes widened. 

Two dozen dracs carrying spears rushed out from cover on either side of the camp. More appeared over the crown of the hill and began running down toward Kana and Rain. Taking them down was something Kana could manage, but the ones surrounding Constance, Mimi, and Aneshti were another matter. They were not actually attacking, just surrounding. 

‘Lay down your sword, Rain,’ Kana said. ‘They want us alive. 

We’re just going to have to hope it stays that way.’

Chapter Fifteen: Heart of Darkness

Dragonspur Mountains, 28 th Sokarte 6024. 

It was hard going, trudging through the Dragonspur Mountains on foot toward an unknown destination. The fact that they were all walking with their hands tied and a rope tethering them to the back of the cart was not helping. The contingent of dracs who followed behind them, watching every move, was… also discouraging. 

On the plus side, they were all still alive. Cadorian had recognised Aneshti and known that she was from the White Castle. 

That had resulted in him recognising Kana, though only vaguely. 

If they were from the White Castle, then they were trouble, but he was unsure about killing them. The Master was powerful and might know if his minions died. Perhaps that was why they were here: Garan’s death had been noticed and more agents had been sent. It would be better to keep them all safe and unable to report back. One of the Sintari mages knew how to ward against scrying, so they would be warded and taken along with the crate to their final destination. 

Even Ranulf was spared. The dracs had wanted to eat the pony, but Cadorian had said no. Or rather, Cadorian had said that the dracs could eat Ranulf if they wanted to carry all the party’s gear the rest of the way. It was policy to leave nothing behind which might be used to trace their passage, and that included their prisoners’ gear. So, Ranulf was now tethered to the cart alongside them. 

Having made his decision, Cadorian ignored them. No one spoke to them aside from giving orders, and the orders were kept to a minimum. For the most part, everyone travelled in silence, but Constance had identified the Sintari as satanists from a few things overheard around the campfire. She was not sure they had figured out who she was. She seemed fairly certain that, Cadorian or not, someone would have slit her throat by now if they had. 

There was still no clue as to the content of the crate; if anyone spoke of it, they spoke of the container or the wagon, never of whatever was inside. 

There had been one surprise, and that came when the caravan swept straight past the Dragon Blight and continued up into the mountains beyond. It was, in some ways, a pleasant surprise because no one had been looking forward to spending more nights in the blighted lands. However, marching uphill while tied to a cart was not the easiest of things to do. It was tiring. Kana found herself quite ready to go to bed as soon as she had eaten, as their guards wanted. Maybe she should have been looking for a way to escape, but she had the weirdest feeling that she was supposed to be going wherever Cadorian was taking the crate. 

In the end, she decided that she was too genre-savvy not to see the coming ‘big showdown’ she was being taken to. The only problem she could see was that there was no absolute certainty that the good guys were going to rally to the flag and win. 

31 st Sokarte. 

Someone had cut a tunnel into a mountain. At least, that was what it looked like. The ‘cave mouth’ they entered did not look natural and, maybe a hundred metres in, it was blocked by large gates of thick wood. The gates looked fairly new, but the tunnel looked like it had been there for centuries. Someone had replaced an existing ‘gatehouse’ which had controlled access through the tunnel. 

Sintari and dracs manned the gate. The latter in particular seemed enthused about the arrival of the caravan, though Kana suspected that it was the crate they were happy to see. Somehow, whatever was in the crate was part of the ritual to bring Serpens back. That much was clear now, though why it had to be brought here, wherever here was, and why it was needed at all were still open questions. 

The first of those became a little more clear when, after a mile or so of travelling through the darkness, they emerged from the other end of the tunnel. They entered a bowl of rock. High, quite smooth walls rose around them and the reason for the tunnel was obvious: no one was climbing down the sides of the bowl without mountaineering gear. School geography lessons came back to Kana and she decided that this was probably a caldera. They were standing in what had once been the top of a volcano. There was no sign of volcanic activity now – which Kana was thankful of; lava was the kind of thing to be expected in the villain’s lair – but in the long distant past, this place had exploded so violently that it had left a hole in the mountain. The rocks were black basalt which almost sparkled in the morning sun, where the sun could actually reach the rock surfaces. This place would be dark long before sunset and it had to be a lousy place to live, but there were doors and windows cut into the rock of the walls; people lived here, in the gloomiest place on the planet. 

‘Serpens’ lair,’ Aneshti said, keeping her voice low. ‘He was supposed to have a stronghold in the Dragonspur Range It was

never found, according to the stories from back then, but this must be it.’

‘And he’s back,’ Rain said. ‘Part of him anyway.’

In the centre of the caldera, in pride of place, was a huge skull. That it was a dragon’s skull seemed obvious. It had a long snout, a bony neck frill, and massive teeth. It was bleached white and stood out very well against the black rock. It was supposition that it was Serpens’ skull, but it was twice the size of the dragon Kana had killed and it had to belong to a true dragon rather than one of the lesser sort. 

‘If they have that,’ Constance said, ‘why haven’t they already raised Serpens?’

‘Silence!’ one of the dracs ordered. The word came with some suitable sibilance which would have been sort of amusing in other circumstances. 

They were led around the edge of the caldera toward some of the habitation which had been carved out of the rock, and that was when the lich turned up. Dressed in black robes and carrying a staff which might have been wood and might have been bone, a figure emerged from one of the doors. It had to be a lich. It looked like someone had animated a mummified corpse. There was no hair and no nose. The skin was dark, almost black, but it was no natural pigmentation. This was age working on dry, withered, human skin. Thin lips were pulled back from yellowed teeth and laid tight across a narrow skull, and the eyes were deeply bloodshot, the irises a clouded, cadaverous blue. The hand which held the staff was bony and desiccated. Presumably, the same was true of the lich’s entire body. 

‘You have it?’ the lich said in a rasping voice. 

Cadorian dismounted, handing his horse off to an attendant who rushed to take it. Only then did he turn to the lich to answer. 

‘I have it, Habarus. I said I would get it. Have a little faith.’

‘We’ll begin preparations immediately. Who are they?’ Habarus extended his staff to point at Kana and the others. 

‘They were sent by the White Castle. Keep them alive until Serpens returns. I’m sure he’ll be hungry.’

Habarus’s dead eyes roamed across the group of prisoners still tied to the wagon. ‘That one. Her I know.’ He was looking directly at Constance, and Constance looked as scared as Kana had ever seen her. ‘She’s a traitor to Lord Satan.’

Cadorian gave a shrug. ‘Do as you will then. The shitagi and the tall one with black hair are the ones we must keep alive. I suspect the Master of the White Castle will know if they die.’

Habarus smiled. It was a really unpleasant sight. ‘I assure you that none of them will die quickly. It’s possible that even the traitor will survive for Serpens to feed on.’

~~~

All in all, being chained to the wall of a dungeon was not as much fun as it sounded. Given that Kana had never thought such a position would be much fun, being in it was not ranking high on her favourite times to be alive. At least she was not hung by chains from a wall. The dracs had put a collar on her which was attached to a ring set into the wall, and then they had added manacles. It was all heavy iron and it was severely sapping Kana’s store of magical energy. Or blocking her from it. The exact mechanics were unclear, but she had little energy to work magic with. She was not letting on that she had some available because she was not sure when the meagre supply would be useful. 

Also, she was not an elf. Aneshti had been locked in the same cell. She was attached to the wall by a single manacle, but it looked like someone had stuck her arm in acid. She was visibly weakening, even with such a small contact with the metal. The elf they had been locked up with was looking worse. 

‘They come and unlock us every couple of hours,’ the woman said. 

She was, on better days, a very attractive vertagi with lustrous black hair, dark eyes, and a substantial bust. Right now… This was not one of her better days. Her clothes looked like they would have been considered ‘finery’ when new. Now they appeared to have been through several hedges, a few mud puddles, and a war. ‘Well, they unlock me every couple of hours to recover. If they want you alive, they’ll do the same to you.’ She was talking to Aneshti. Now she glanced at Kana. ‘You I guess they’ll leave chained up.’

‘Great,’ Kana said. ‘Who are you and what caused you to incur Cadorian’s displeasure?’

‘My name is Reyanna Ravenhair. I haven’t incurred his displeasure. He just doesn’t want me running away.’

‘Huh?’

‘He wants me as a consort. When the ritual is done with, he says he’s going to take me south. He says there’s a land to the south which Serpens won’t go to.’ It was fairly clear that Reyanna was not happy with the idea. Or the iron was weakening her to the point where she just looked sick all the time. 

‘That’s nothing but a legend,’ Aneshti said. ‘The land beyond the southern sea. It can’t be reached anyway. The currents in that sea will carry any ship out into the open ocean. You’d be lost forever.’

‘That’s what I said, but he seems sure that there is a way.’

Reyanna shook her head. ‘He’s gone mad. Maybe he always was mad.’

‘He’s helping the dracs bring Serpens back,’ Kana said. ‘So are a bunch of satanists. I don’t get it. What do they want from this?’

‘The satanists believe they can control Serpens when he turns up. 

Serpens and Satan have a deal, apparently. I’m not sure I believe it and I’m sure Cadorian doesn’t. He expects Serpens to do exactly what you would expect: destroy everything. He can’t stand what’s happened to the world since he left. He hates humans for weakening the elves, and he hates the elves for letting the humans take Soken. He sacrificed the army we vertagi gave him to fight Serpens to prove to the dracs that he was sincere about helping them. And he knew what the satanists were missing from their ritual.’

‘The thing in the crate,’ Aneshti said. 

‘He found it?! He found the heart?’

‘Heart?’

‘To bring Serpens back, they need his skull and heart.’ Reyanna’s words were rushed, worried. ‘When Cadorian killed the creature, they knew he could be resurrected, so they buried the skull beneath what’s now the Dragon Blight and they moved the heart to somewhere in the north where it would never be found. He didn’t know exactly where they were taking it, but he knew the general location. And he’s found it. We… We’re doomed.’

‘Maybe,’ Kana replied. ‘They have to prepare, which gives us time to think of a way to stop them. Stories like this always have a point where it looks like the heroes can’t possibly win. Then they do.’

‘This isn’t a story, human!’

‘It’s Kana. Kana Shimizu, to be precise. And I think this is a story, or an anime. We haven’t hit the credits yet.’

Reyanna looked at Aneshti. ‘What in Soansha’s name is she talking about?’

Aneshti shrugged. ‘Give her a couple of hours and she can explain all that stuff, but we should really be working out how to stop Cadorian, so I think you’ll have to go unenlightened.’ Aneshti turned her attention to Kana. ‘I’m more worried about the others.’

‘Yeah,’ Kana agreed. ‘Especially Constance. I’m not exactly sure who Habarus is, but he didn’t seem like he was going to serve her tea and cakes and discuss her betrayal in a civilised manner.’

~~~

Constance was terrified. She was not chained to a wall, but she was chained to something. They had stretched her out across a heavy oak table with enough iron to make her magic essentially useless. Habarus had watched while she was secured. Aside from the chains, she was naked, but the lich appeared not to notice. 

Constance had always wondered what becoming a lich would be like. 

It appeared that you lost any libido you might have had, which was a good reason not to do it in her book. She would have been laughing her ass off at that if it were not for the fear. 

When she had spent the night in the Dragon Blight, she had dreamed of being captured by her ex-friends among the satanists. 

She had dreamed of torture, mind-numbing pain. The one difference she was expecting here was that she was going to die from it. In her nightmare, she had never got to that part, but here…

Not that they had done anything to her aside from chaining her down. Habarus had told her that he was not going to deal with her himself. Others were better suited to the task. More passionate. 

He had left and so had everyone else, and Constance had been left alone. 

It was a form of torture. She was being left to worry over what was about to happen to her. It was, she had to admit, very effective. Ever since the Blight, she had been afraid of dying alone. She did not think the others had noticed, but she spent as much time with at least one of them as she possibly could. The alternative was being alone and worrying what might happen. It was not exactly a paralysing fear… normally. Now…

She heard the sound of a key in a lock and voices from beyond the metal bars of the cell door. They were coming. It was about to start and there was nothing she could do about it. 

~~~

There were… sounds. It was hard to be sure, but they sounded like screams. It was putting Kana off her food. More off her food. The food which had been brought in was not exactly appetising. 

Mystery-meat stew and bread which looked like it had been made with the husks of the wheat. That was bad enough, but there were the sounds too. Somewhere in the complex of tunnels cut into the mountain, someone was being tortured. Kana was fairly sure she knew who. 

A pattern of sorts had been established. Every so often, a trio of dracs would enter the cell and unchain Aneshti and Reyanna. 

They would be allowed to recover their strength for a while and then they would be chained up again. Without it, the draining caused by the iron would sap their strength to the point of death. With the evening meal – or what Kana thought was the evening meal since there was no way to really tell – had come the longest respite while they were allowed to eat without the chains. The elves had. Kana remained attached to the wall. 

Their gaoler only bothered to lock the cell door when the prisoners were unchained. It was counterintuitive, but Kana thought she understood. Mages were only a real danger when they were not constrained by iron. With the prisoners chained to the wall, the dracs figured there was no chance of them escaping. 

Kana had decided that that would be their downfall. Eventually. 

She had to work out the best time to do something. 

That now was not the best time became clear when Cadorian appeared at the barred door, demanding to be let in. The dracs opened up the gate and locked it behind him. Even with the elf hero there, they were taking no chances. Maybe because the elf hero was there they were taking no chances. It was tough to tell with dracs, but it did not really look as though there was much trust going around. 

‘It will be over tomorrow, Lady Reyanna,’ Cadorian said, ignoring Aneshti and Kana. ‘We begin the ritual in the morning. By midday, Serpens will be here. You and I will leave in the evening.’

‘As you say, lord,’ Reyanna responded. 

Cadorian heaved a sigh. ‘You’ll come to see that this is for the best, lady.’

‘I have come to see that I’ve no choice. When I allied myself with you to take an army into the swamp, I made myself, unknowingly, into a traitor.’ Reyanna held up her hand to forestall his response. ‘Whatever you may think, the vertagi will see me as a traitor. I can’t go back, even if you fail. My future is intertwined with yours, Lord Cadorian.’

‘It will be a bright future.’ Cadorian’s gaze shifted to take in the other two women in the room. ‘For some of us.’ Then he turned and started for the door. 

‘Not if I can help it,’ Kana muttered. 

1 st Thokarte. 

It started as the drac gaoler finished locking Reyanna into her manacle and headed for the door of the cell. Breakfast had been served and eaten. Unless Kana was really unlucky, he was going to pull the door closed behind him but not lock it, which meant that the keys he kept hung from a hook on his belt would not be used. 

Kana beckoned to the keys just as the guard put them back on his belt after unlocking the door. They lifted from the hook and then dropped down low to the ground before slipping silently to one side. The guard pulled the door closed behind him, took one look in through the bars, and then walked off down the corridor. Kana let out the breath she had been holding and pulled the keys across the cell and into her hand. 

She figured she had at least thirty seconds. The guard was not going to notice the missing keys until he needed to open another lock or he sat down. That had to give her thirty seconds, right? 

She began to unlock her chains as fast as she could manage under the circumstances. 

Reyanna’s eyes were bulging, but she had the sense to stay silent while Kana unlocked herself and then handed the keys to Aneshti. 

Outside, the ritual to raise Serpens from the dead had either started or it would be starting really soon. The gaoler had handled breakfast with only one assistant this morning because everyone else was getting ready for the ritual. The assistant had run off as soon as Aneshti was locked up again, leaving the gaoler to deal with Reyanna. They really did not think much of the vertagi noblewoman. 

Then again, they had severely misjudged the amount of magic Kana had at her disposal, even when clapped in irons. With the metal removed, Kana could feel her power flooding back. She was going to need it. It had not been anything like thirty seconds when the gaoler appeared outside the cell again, barking something in his rough language. Kana pulled together a Firebolt spell as quickly as she could and was throwing it as soon as the drac had the cell’s door open. The ball of flame burned into the guard’s chest, stopping him in his tracks. He fell forward, dead before his face hit the stone. 

‘One down,’ Kana said, ‘no idea how many to go.’

‘There are over two hundred dracs here,’ Reyanna said. ‘Probably around twenty satanists. And there’s Cadorian. You can’t hope to fight him. He’s… he’s a legend.’

‘He’s going to be there for the ritual, right?’

‘I believe he intends to be, yes.’

‘Then the plan holds.’

‘Plan?’

‘Yeah. We’re going to take off and nuke the site from orbit. 

Well, except we can’t actually take off…’

Reyanna frowned. ‘You’re not making sense.’

‘She does that a lot,’ Aneshti said. There was a click as Reyanna’s manacle unlocked thanks to Aneshti and the key. ‘You’re going to Firebomb the ritual?’

‘Can you think of a better way to deal with this?’ Kana replied. 

‘Not right at this moment. You’re the one with training in military tactics.’

‘Well, it was more of some pointers than training. Rain’s the one who knows tactics, but I somehow think that five people storming a couple of hundred bad guys performing a ritual falls under

“don’t do it” as far as tactics is concerned.’

‘We find Rain anyway?’

‘We find Rain, Mimi, and… and Constance if she’s still alive.’

Aneshti’s face fell. ‘The screaming stopped a few hours ago.’

‘Yeah. I know.’

~~~

They found Constance in a cell further into the complex of tunnels. It was a little difficult to be sure that it was her, but the general size was right and the blood-matted hair was probably black. 

Reyanna was noisily sick in the corner while Mimi bent over her friend to check, uselessly, for a pulse. There was no way there was a pulse. Kana had never seen an accident victim, but she imagined this was what it was like to see someone hit by a truck. 

Blood coated everything . Constance was still tied to a table, but her arms looked the wrong shape and there was a bone sticking out of the side of her right shin. How much control the manacles provided was open to question because the limbs were probably quite capable of bending in directions human limbs were not supposed to. Constance’s beautiful face was a livid bruise under the blood. 

‘They didn’t spare their efforts,’ Mimi said. Her voice cracked on the last word and there were tears in her eyes. 

‘They’re going to pay for this,’ Rain said. ‘I need my sword.’

They had not bothered stripping her of her armour, which was not much use without a weapon to go with it. In fact, neither Rain nor Mimi had been chained up. Iron did not affect clerical magic, so their cell door had been locked and a guard placed outside it. 

Until that morning when the guard had been relieved to take part in the ritual. 

‘Last I saw,’ Aneshti said, ‘all of our gear was on Ranulf.’

‘A pack animal?’ Reyanna asked. ‘They’ll have taken it to the stables. We’d need to go outside and about a hundred paces around the wall to get there.’

‘That gives us a chance to see how bad things are out there,’

Kana said. Her gaze scanned once more over Constance’s body. She did not want to imagine half of what had been done to her friend, but the images kept popping into her head whenever she noticed an injury. Cuts, bruises, signs of… other forms of torture. The

woman had no fingernails left… Kana’s jaw tightened. ‘They’re going to pay. I just hope we’re fast enough. I’m fast enough.’

‘How are we going to get through two hundred dracs?’ Mimi asked. 

‘Probably not two hundred,’ Reyanna said. ‘I mean, there are that many here, but if they’ve started the ritual, the numbers are dropping.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Part of the ritual involves sacrificing a hundred of them. They have to have their hearts torn out and burned. Then their bodies will be subsumed into Serpens’ body when he materialises.’

Mimi grimaced, but Aneshti just looked thoughtful. ‘That gives us at least an hour, probably two, to stop the ritual,’ Aneshti said. ‘It can’t take less than half a minute to tear someone’s heart out and toss it on a fire. It’s a ritual, so I’m guessing there’s some ceremony to it. It’ll be one at a time with the hearts presented to the other ritual participants before burning. 

And then there are bound to be a few preliminary and final steps to go through. It’ll take a while.’

‘Well, good,’ Kana said, ‘because we’re not ready yet. I need to recharge some more and we need to find our gear. But we don’t know when they started, so it’s probably best that we get moving. 

We’ll… We’ll come back for Constance when we’re done.’

‘Or you’ll all be dead and it won’t matter,’ Reyanna said. 

‘Thanks. That’s very helpful.’

‘I’m just being realistic.’

Kana laughed. ‘There’s nothing realistic about any of this. This entire world is crazy, an anime made real. And in an anime, no matter how bad the odds, the heroes always win.’

‘I don’t think things work like that.’

Kana started for the door. ‘They have to. Otherwise Constance is dead for no reason.’

~~~

That the ritual had started was fairly obvious from the screams. 

A drac screaming sounded weird, but it was still the sound of pain, a relatively universal concept. Out in the middle of the caldera, Habarus was the centre of attention as he tore the hearts out of dracs who seemed to have volunteered for the process. He had to be using magic; like that scene from that Indiana Jones movie, the lich was just reaching into the chests of living creatures and pulling their hearts out. Unlike that

scene, Habarus was leaving a bloody, gory hole where his hand went. 

‘That’s sick,’ Aneshti whispered. The party were sneaking around to the stables and did not want any attention. Luckily, everyone else in the caldera had their attention fixed on the gory spectacle. Maybe luck was not a factor; Kana was beginning to suspect either divine intervention or narrative imperative. Maybe they were the same thing. Cadorian seemed like a bright guy; he should have made sure there were more guards posted. 

‘Goes with the territory,’ Kana said. ‘The important point is that they’re most of the way through the sacrifices.’ Of course they were! What kind of anime would it be if the heroes did not cut things close? ‘We need to get moving.’

Finding Ranulf was fairly easy. Rain was annoyed almost immediately since her pony had been stuffed into a corner stall still laden down by all their gear. ‘I promise I’ll come back and give you a really good rubdown as soon as we’ve saved the world,’

Rain told the pony. Ranulf gave a huff which probably meant ‘I want it now, but I suppose you’ve a good reason there.’ Ranulf could be terribly expressive when you were imagining what he was saying. 

‘Sword,’ Rain went on, pulling her sword free. ‘All the staffs…’

Something fell to the straw covering the stall’s floor and Rain bent to pick it up. She tossed it to Kana. ‘That’s yours, I think.’

Kana caught the small pouch and looked at it. ‘Oh. I guess it is. 

Well, if it comes to it… We’ll try the explosive resolution first.’

‘You just want to set off a really big explosion,’ Aneshti said. 

Her grin was somewhat forced. 

‘Too right.’ Kana took her staff from Rain, looked at it, and then leaned it against the stall’s wall. ‘Okay, so here’s the plan. I’m going to rush the ceremony and do my stuff. I’m putting everything I have into this, so if there are any bad guys still standing, I’m toast. I’d appreciate it if you all rushed in to save my butt. However, stay out of sight until then because I’m honestly not sure how big a bang this is going to be.’

‘We saw the one at the bandit camp,’ Mimi said. ‘We don’t want to be anywhere near that.’

‘This one is going to be bigger.’

‘Oh.’ Mimi glanced at the others. ‘We’ll stay under cover until it’s over.’

‘Good idea. Uh, I’m probably going to have to banter with Cadorian and maybe Habarus before I drop the bomb.’

‘What?’ Aneshti asked. ‘Are you crazy? Just get in there and fry them!’

‘That kind of thing never works out. I’ll give it a go, but there’s going to be banter. I’ve been trying to work out what I should say just before the explosion since we got here.’

‘This anime thing of yours is going to get you, and everyone else, killed at this rate.’

‘It’ll be fine, assuming I don’t screw it up somehow. Let’s get moving.’

Habarus was down to two sacrifices when they got back to the caldera. Kana took in the scene and prayed that there was still a ritual to perform after the last heart was burned. A ring of dracs surrounded the middle of the caldera where the skull and, presumably, the heart were. She could not see the heart. She guessed the angle she was looking at hid it behind the skull. The skull, however, was visible and glowing . That could not be a good thing. Kana was going to have to break through the ring of dracs, which meant that summoning up the power for her spell beforehand would be dangerous. If she lost control of the spell, she could set it off in the wrong place and mess the whole thing up. 

‘I knew there would be banter,’ Kana muttered. Then, without saying another word, she started sprinting toward the circle of dracs. 

It was not a huge caldera. It was maybe two hundred metres across, but that was still a bigger number than Kana wanted right now. It took her about ten seconds to reach the ring of dracs. 

One of them heard her and turned to see what the sound was, but she was barging past him before he could really react. She continued her mad charge into the circle as the commotion of her entry made Cadorian turn to look. He smiled. 

Time slowed and Kana got a chance to see what was happening in horrifying detail as her adrenaline high reached its peak. The heart was there, a lump of black flesh hidden under the frill at the back of the skull, and it was beating . You could see it vibrate as the dead muscles clenched and relaxed. Habarus threw the last of the drac hearts onto a brazier beside him. There was a flare of blueish flame and the ex-owner of that heart collapsed onto the rock. Bright, blue light flared in the eye sockets of the dragon’s skull. 

Cadorian drew one of his swords as Kana skidded to a halt, and time decided that it should operate at normal speed. 

‘You’re too late,’ Cadorian said. ‘Serpens is rising. The ritual is complete and there is nothing you can do to stop it. There was never anything you could do to stop it.’

‘Says the man coming toward me with a drawn sword,’ Kana replied. 

Despite what Cadorian was saying, Habarus was still chanting something or other. The ritual was not complete. Yet. ‘It’s not over until the fat lady sings.’

Cadorian stopped advancing. ‘What fat lady?’

‘It’s a saying from… Never mind that.’ Behind him, the skull lifted as though it was trying to rise into the air. Something, a misty presence, began forming in the air. It was huge and indistinct, but it looked a bit like a dragon. A dragon far bigger than the one Kana had killed. Serpens was rising. ‘I’m not going to let you destroy this world. I just got to like it and I haven’t got to rub the Master’s nose in the fact that he screwed up summoning you.’

The misty form was solidifying rapidly and both the skull and the heart were now rising up to take their places within it. Cadorian stepped forward again, raising his sword. ‘You’ll never get to do that, and I’m genuinely sorry about that.’

A wave of fatigue swept over Kana as she drained all the energy she had to spare to power her spell. She had come up with any number of ideas about what she should say at this point, but they suddenly felt like too much effort. Cadorian was smiling at her as he prepared to slice her open and she doubted she had the energy to dodge the blow. Only one thing came to mind. 

‘Screw you, elf boy.’ Kana raised her hand and the red circle spinning slowly in her palm flared into life. ‘Firebomb,’ she said in weary tones. 

And then the world exploded. 

And when the light died away, Kana found herself on her hands and knees, watching as Habarus made his way toward her, a dagger in his hand. The skull was no longer glowing, and it had fallen to the ground on its side. The heart was burning. Flames enveloped the dead flesh and thick, black smoke rose into the air above it. 

There was no sign at all of Cadorian and it seemed like the other cultists were dead or unconscious. Kana was not sure what had happened to the dracs, but there seemed to be a lot of screaming going on. Habarus had, however, survived and he seemed just a little annoyed. 

‘You’ll pay for that,’ the lich hissed. ‘I’ll–’

‘Oh, get a life,’ Kana said. She shifted to sit down and wait for him to get close enough to use his knife. At least she would be comfortable when she died. She giggled. ‘Get a life. Get it? 

Because you’re a lich. You lost. You should make a run for it while you still can.’

‘Not until I’ve ripped your heart out of your chest. No one defies the will of Lord Satan and survives. No one! You’ll–’

‘Ice Missile!’ It was Aneshti’s voice and it was accompanied by the passage of a large sphere of blueish ice through the air over Kana’s head. It hit the lich in the chest and the sound of splintering bone was horrific. Habarus was catapulted through the air, his body falling apart as it went. By the time the fragments were coming to a land on the basalt, there was nothing much left of him aside from bone shards and torn, desiccated skin. 

‘Too much monologuing,’ Kana muttered. ‘Gets them every time.’

‘Liches,’ Aneshti said as she rushed up to stand protectively over Kana, ‘are highly susceptible to blunt force trauma.’

‘Good to know. What about the others? The dracs?’

‘Unconscious or rolling around in pain. Burns really hurt. Rain, Mimi, and Reyanna are taking care of them.’

‘Sorry I can’t help. I feel like I just ran a marathon.’

Aneshti looked at the burning heart and the dead skull. Of the misty shape which had been forming, there was no sign. Serpens was gone. Again. ‘I think you did enough. Let the rest of us take some of the load.’

Kana let herself fall backward. The rock floor of the caldera was not exactly comfortable, but after the enormous heat Kana had subjected it to, it was warm. ‘I am not going to argue. If anything wants to kill me, you’ll have to do the objecting for me.’

‘Seems reasonable. You saved the world, I think you’re allowed a little nap.’

Chapter Sixteen: Home

Dragonspur Mountains, 1 st Thokarte 6024. 

Kana had suspected the caldera would get dark quickly and it did. 

She stood watching the bonfire she had made out of corpses. There was no way they were going to bury that many bodies, so they had piled them all together and Kana had used her magic to set fire to them all. 

‘What I don’t get,’ Rain said, ‘is why the heart burned. I mean, if it was that easy to get rid of it back in Cadorian’s time, they’d have done it then, yeah? And it survived millennia in a damp cave, but then it burns here. I don’t get it. Please don’t say something about magic or narrative causality.’

‘No idea,’ Kana replied. ‘If you want a guess, it became vulnerable because it was being used in the ritual. Until then, it couldn’t be harmed.’ She grinned. ‘In… Uh, that’s going to take too long to explain. There’s a kind of game back home where you play at being an adventurer in a fictional world. They have these things called “boss fights,” and we just did one. The weird thing is that, often, the boss is basically invulnerable until you do something to make him vulnerable. So, this invulnerable monster keeps something around his lair which you can use to make him vulnerable.’

‘That’s… stupid.’

‘Certainly is. I guess this is like that. Serpens had to become vulnerable in order to return. We exploited that and saved the day.’

‘You exploited that and saved the day.’

Kana shrugged. ‘I would never have got here without you guys. And I’d be dead now if you hadn’t been here. I call it a group effort.’ She paused, looking up at the darkening sky. ‘And speaking of the group…’ Turning, she headed back through one of the doors in the side of the caldera. 

‘Where are we going?’ Rain asked. 

‘I made a decision.’

‘Okay…’

‘I made a decision and it’s time to act on it. We’re going to see Constance.’

While Rain and Kana had been finishing up with the bodies, Mimi, Aneshti, and Reyanna had been taking care of Constance. They had taken her from the table she had been chained to, washed her body, and dressed her in one of her spare dresses. Then they had laid her out on a bed in one of the better rooms cut into the mountain. She would have looked like a sleeping princess waiting for her prince, except that they were usually blonde and did not have cuts and bruises all over their bodies. 

Kana walked into the room, tugging the leather pouch from her belt. Opening it, she took out the ring given to her by the mysterious stranger, Sakka, in Arabar. 

‘Wait!’ Mimi said, grabbing Kana’s hands. ‘That’s the ring that’s going to get you home. I want Constance back, but you–’

‘Can’t go back,’ Kana said. 

‘Of course you can,’ Aneshti said. ‘You just have to wish it and that ring will make it true.’

‘First, that’s a theory, not a certainty. It might work. It might do nothing. It’s not even a certainty that I can go back.’

‘If it’s possible, that ring can do it. You’ll just wake up from your coma and be back with your family.’

‘Knowing how to function here, not there. I’ve been here for years, Aneshti. I’ve missed so much school. And I’ve just been on an adventure to save the world. Do you think I can really just give this up and go back to being a perfectly normal teenager…

I’m not even a teenager! My birthday was last week and I totally forgot. I’m the hero of my very own epic fantasy here. There I’m an unemployable twenty-something.’ Kana looked down at the body on the bed. ‘And one of my friends gave her life to get me here, which won’t do. I wish that Constance was alive and well.’

There was, obviously, a light show. Constance’s body began to shine with blue light which turned white as it brightened to the point that everyone had to look away. Then the light subsided and Constance said, ‘Okay, I’m sure they killed me, but I seem to be alive.’

Mimi let go of Kana’s hands to wipe a tear from the corner of her eye. ‘Kana used her wishing ring to bring you back.’

Constance sat up on the bed and stared at Kana. ‘The ring that was going to take you home?’

Kana smiled and shook her head. ‘I’m already home,’ she said. 
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