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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BLIZZARD BROUGHT with it driving winds, but Farmer-883-PR8 wasn’t giving up. He pushed on relentlessly toward the temple. With one hand held out to shield his face, in his other he held the dearest of burdens: a rosy-cheeked little boy sleeping peacefully despite the cold, gusting air. The father wasn’t worried about his son’s health—he was under the protection of the god. No snow, wind, or even stray arrows or spells could have hurt the child until it was initiated. The few passersby turned and stared, surprised to see the naked man carrying an equally naked child. It was only the snow-white underwear created by the god that covered their shame. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” The guard statue at the main gate came to life and held out a threatening hand. A blue light enveloped its fingers as it prepared for combat. 
 
      
 
    “I want to ac-c-ctivate my so-o-on.” Unlike the child, Eight, which was what everyone called the man, felt the snow, wind, and cold, sharp rocks under his bare feet all too keenly. Already down to ten units, his shield level was slipping lower with each passing minute. He had to make it in time. 
 
      
 
    “Access confirmed. Welcome.” The glow left the guard’s fingers as it stepped to the side and turned back into a lifeless statue. Unwilling to leave the job to humans, the god always protected its temples. 
 
      
 
    The man walked stiffly inside. It was his fourth time there. The first had been when he was little, when they’d brought him in for activation. Since his parents had been poor, they hadn’t been able to afford a bonus to get their third son a good roll, though to be fair, they wouldn’t have gone for it even if they’d had the money. All they owned had gone toward their oldest, though he’d died a year before Eight had been born. His roll had been unlucky—less than twenty. That wasn’t even good enough to pick out a name, so they’d had to go with the randomly generated one. A good half the people in the small town of Culmart had similarly random names. 
 
      
 
    The other three times he’d been there had been with his wife to bring their elder children. Three times, they’d bought a +5 for the roll. The eldest had rolled a 13 and become a hunter. Ten years later, he was killed tracking boar in a local forest. Both daughters had rolled a 45, giving them a great shot at solid attributes, only there had been a raid. It was unexpected—there had been no way of knowing it was coming. Ringold’s green lixes had swept in to grab all the initiated girls. And by the time the baron’s forces had burst into the town, it had been too late. The whole thing was over. The lixes had disappeared into a portal, their captives disappearing along with them. Eight’s wife was beside herself. Her grief wasn’t for long, however, as she found herself pregnant once again that very same evening. But the god turned its back on her that time—even with her chances of dying during childbirth just 2%, she got incredibly unlucky. 
 
      
 
    Left alone with his son, Eight got to work. He took any job he could find no matter how much it paid and even if it meant leaving the child alone for weeks. That was fine—the god’s servants took care of children. And after living as ascetically as possible, Eight had come up with an unheard-of amount: a hundred and two gold. Of course, he had to sell his house, not to mention the clothes off his back, to pick up even that little bit extra. But there he was in front of the altar, resolute in his determination to do everything he could for his son. 
 
      
 
    “Farmer-883-PR8, welcome to the temple. What brings you here?” the god asked lifelessly. Eight shivered. The voice, bereft of emotion, raised the hackles on his neck, giving him the urge to fall down on his face before the god’s majesty. But he couldn’t do that without losing the blessing. There was something else he was there to do. 
 
      
 
    “My son’s initiation.” Eight held out the year-old boy. Lithe silver snakes appeared, wrapped themselves around the child, and pulled it toward the shimmering film by the wall. The locals called it the eye of the god. 
 
      
 
    “Your initiation request has been approved. Would you like to modify the initial data?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Eight replied decisively. “I’m giving all my coins for the bonus as well as…” 
 
      
 
    The man faltered. Saying the words turned out more difficult than he’d been expecting. Back home, as he’d practiced his short speech, it had been easy to get out. But there, in front of the god, Eight stopped short. Who was he to ask something like that? 
 
      
 
    “One hundred and two gold were deducted from your account. The current bonus is +10. Would you like to modify the initial data?” 
 
      
 
    “I give my life for my son!” Eight blurted out, finally gathering the courage. His body shook. That time, it wasn’t from cold; it was the fear. He’d just doomed himself to certain death. 
 
      
 
    “Offer received, currently processing. Note! Confirmation needed. By sacrificing yourself for your uninitiated child, you don’t just give him additional bonus points. You also spawn a monster whose main goal in life is to kill the child.” 
 
      
 
    Eight hadn’t heard about that. Actually, it hadn’t been that long before that he’d found out it was even possible to sacrifice his own worthless life. Busy cleaning some animals, he’d overheard a conversation between two traders who’d somehow found themselves in his neck of the woods. One of them had been boasting about buying his son two victims, having paid their families large sums. The move had significantly boosted his son’s initial chances. Eight liked the idea. And while he couldn’t afford any slaves, what he was able to give for his son was his own life, doing everything he could to make sure his son’s was anything but the one he’d been cursed with. Death was worth the reward. Of course, he hadn’t known about the monster, but that wasn’t bad enough news to give him pause. If it took creating a monster, so be it. He had confidence that his son would be equal to the task. 
 
      
 
    “I confirm it!” he said as he hit the green square in front of him. When the god demanded confirmation, mere words didn’t cut it. Action was required. 
 
      
 
    “The life of Farmer-883-PR8 is valued at +22 to the bonus. Current bonus: +32. Initial settings accepted, the monster was generated. Rolling now. Farmer-883-GGN43 rolled a 71. Applying bonuses. Note! Farmer-883-GGH43 was renamed Tailyn Vlashich. Note! Tailyn Vlashich rolled better than 100. Mana initiating. Village elder informed. Tailyn is released from paying taxes until sixteen years of age. Between sixteen and twenty-one, the tax will be one crystal a year. Beginning at twenty-one, the tax will be adjusted to account for his achievements. Tailyn Vlashich’s activation is complete.” 
 
      
 
    But Eight heard none of that. His body had crumbled to the ground, a black dust that seeped away, after he’d done everything he could for his son. At the same time, somewhere deep in the Black Mountain, a black lix opened his eyes. His mother gone, the child was alone. If he was strong, he would survive. If not… His dozen brothers and sisters also needed food. Before she’d left the cave, his mother had glanced over at her youngest child and grinned. She knew which of her children would be leaving the cave they’d been born in. The newborn had a mana bar below his life meter, the first of the black lixes to have one. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    You found an Ordinary Loach (32). 
 
      
 
    TAILYN VLASHICH grinned happily as he dropped the flower into his bag. The god was merciful that day. It wasn’t so often he found more than five flowers, and that made thirty-two in the space of just the morning. Mistress Valanil was going to be happy to see him. And if he could come up with another eight loaches by the end of the day, he would have four silver coins coming his way—a fortune for a ten-year-old kid. 
 
      
 
    The boy gave himself another mental pat on the back for his courage and ingenuity. Heading up into the ruins had been the right move. While the adults generally kept their kids away from the ancients’ ruined city, Tailyn’s guardian couldn’t have cared less about him. The god’s laws made it illegal to send anyone with a mana bar to do physical labor, and the town elder wasn’t about to invest time and energy in someone leeching off society. Paying for the kid was enough of a burden. 
 
      
 
    For a long time, the boy just wandered the streets, unsure of what to do. His friends were all off working the fields, chopping wood, or mining stone, picking up at least one specialization in the process, but that wasn’t an option for Tailyn. Master Isor, his guardian and the village elder, announced that the treasury just didn’t have the thousand gold it would have taken to develop the sponging slacker. And while the god gave kids without mana a random work specialization when they turned six, Tailyn was going to have to wait until he turned twelve. Only then would he be permitted to stand before the god and find out what his life held. 
 
      
 
    It was only Mistress Valanil, the local herbalist, who took pity on the boy. She couldn’t teach him the herbalism skill, though what she could do was draw the flowers she needed and explain where they grew. And with that, the boy became an herbalist, albeit without the requisite skill, crawling around the fields as he compared every flower he found to Mistress Valanil’s sketches. It was quiet outside the city. The guards had long since destroyed all the monsters, leaving nothing there to threaten Tailyn. And the herbalist even paid him one silver coin for every ten flowers, which stunned and amazed him. Without his own expenses, as Isor begrudgingly paid for everything, the boy had managed to save up enough over two years of work to buy one divine gold. One day, he would have the courage to head over to the temple and make that happen. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had decided to pick his way through the ancient ruins not far from the city that day. It was a forbidden area, which was why boys headed there to pick up their “valor stone” as soon as they turned six. That proved they were grown up and ready to work for the good of the town. And while the adults didn’t like it, a quick glance at their own stone sitting on a shelf reminded them to keep their mouth shut. Nobody had any intention of stopping a tradition that had already lasted more than a thousand years. 
 
      
 
    Even Tailyn had a valor stone. It was lying on a shelf in his room. Otherwise empty, the shelf made it painfully clear that he had no other evidence of his bravery—no weapons, no loot, nothing he’d mined or chopped himself. Even the flowers he picked for Mistress Valanil refused to find a home there. Until the boy unlocked herbalism, the plants wouldn’t be accepted. 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath, Tailyn headed onward, his path taking him higher and higher. His notes told him ordinary loaches grew in the sun, peeking out between rocks, with three bright-red petals each. Everything similar except for a different color was the dangerously poisonous shark flower. Mistress Valanil had instructed the boy not to touch them—doing so could result in the kind of enormous burn she’d earned herself when she was little. A shark flower had cut straight through her protection. 
 
      
 
    After finding his way to a high ridge that turned out to be free of flowers entirely, Tailyn decided to take a quick break. He pulled up his attributes. For whatever reason, staring at the semi-transparent window floating in front of him calmed him down. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Status table 
  
      
 
       
       	  General character information 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tailyn Vlashich 
  
       	  No class 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Age 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  Coins 
  
       	  0 
  
       	  Gold 
  
       	  0 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield level 
  
       	  60 
  
       	  Mana level 
  
       	  60 
  
      
 
       
       	  Attack (physical) 
  
       	  14 
  
       	  Attack (magic) 
  
       	  16 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  None 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The numbers in the table were low, lower, in fact, than any of the other children in the town above the age of six. But there was nothing Tailyn could do about that. 
 
      
 
    The most important entries in the table both clocked in at one: his level and his yearly tax. And while his level more or less made sense—it only increased when he did something extraordinary like enrolling in the magic academy or completing a mission from the god, should it deign to come down and offer one—things were more complicated when it came to the tax. Everyone paid a tax starting when they turned sixteen, be they a lowborn peasant or the emperor himself. May he enjoy many years of health. Crystals were extracted from the ancients’ deepest mines by the country’s most esteemed workers: miners. Being a miner meant prosperity. It meant everything. And since people with mana weren’t sent to the mines, Tailyn was worried his fate lay elsewhere. Crystals were all sent to the capital, where the emperor personally gave the god its due on behalf of his subjects. 
 
      
 
    Nobody knew what coins were. At least, none of the other boys had ever heard so much as a rumor. Gold, sure—that was what you could buy at the god’s temple for two hundred silver coins so you didn’t have to worry about anyone stealing your treasure. 
 
      
 
    The shield level was his personal protection. It formed around everyone as a gift from the god they received at birth, increasing by one with each passing year. From what people said, it also had something to do with your level, though there were too few people in the town who’d gotten past level one to tell. Mistress Valanil, who was all the way up at level twelve, had promised to tell Tailyn all about that when he turned twelve and got his class. 
 
      
 
    The mana level was something like the shield level. It also increased with each year, only Tailyn had no way to use it. Without special skills, mana was just as useless as the magic attack value that was tied to it. The boy really had no idea what it was about—Master Isor, the only adult with mana, categorically refused to answer any questions on the subject. Of course, there was one more “lucky” kid with mana, Master Isor’s son Dort. He was a year older than Tailyn and already had the designer skill. The town had obviously come up with the money for him. But no matter how hard he tried, Tailyn couldn’t make himself call Dort master. The kid was small, scrawny, a young version of Master Isor. Three years before, Dort had been torturing an innocent dog when someone gave him a walloping. Master Isor had lost it, assigning to him a couple adult blockheads looking to become city guards. The thirteen-year-olds had clear orders to protect his darling Dort from all enemies. Six months later, the whole thing had gone to Dort’s head, and the rest of the kids were under his sway. That went for Tailyn, too. Every week, he was supposed to pay one whole silver coin, otherwise his back was introduced to a club. And that was as dangerous as it was painful. With each year that went by, the guards grew stronger, and it was only a matter of time before they were going to be able to take out his personal shield, leaving him defenseless against the world. Getting the shield back would have been nigh on impossible… The only option would have been to head over to the temple and beg the god for pity—he certainly wasn’t going to find an elixir off in the middle of nowhere. 
 
      
 
    If that last attribute, physical attack, had been higher, Tailyn would have tried to stand up for himself. It determined how hard he could hit with his bare hands. And yes, if he’d had a club, his attributes would have increased his attack strength, but who was going to give a nameless parasite a real weapon? 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Tailyn heard the sound of rocks falling. He froze, straining his ears. While the city of the ancients had long since been explored from one end to the other, weirdos occasionally did show up to see if they could find something valuable. 
 
      
 
    “Careful!” called Dort’s annoyed voice. Tailyn pressed himself against the rocks in an effort to disappear. It was a good thing he’d gotten as high as he did—the elder’s son never traveled alone, and if his guards caught Tailyn, he would be in for a beating. Just to make sure he didn’t spy on them. They’d even take his flowers, which meant he needed to stay quiet and hope they didn’t notice him. 
 
      
 
    “What’s he doing here?” one of the guards boomed. A boy of sixteen, Meron’s voice had just started to change, making it easily recognizable. 
 
      
 
    “None of our business,” Dort shot back, and Tailyn practically stopped breathing. The elder’s son was usually polite to his own. But something had happened, he was nervous, and that intrigued the boy hiding among the rocks. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you little ruffians, I’m over here!” an adult voice shouted. Taking a risk, Tailyn poked his head up. Just a bit below where he was hiding, there was a man who definitely wasn’t a local. His bonus clothing gave that away instantly. Only Master Isor and Mistress Valanil had access to them, and the voice didn’t belong to either. Tailyn’s stomach tightened—a stranger had shown up in their valley. Did the elder know? What was he doing there? 
 
      
 
    The hood pulled low over the stranger’s face kept it hidden. Soon enough, Dort appeared riding on Meron’s back. Climbing up the rocks was apparently too great a humiliation for the elder’s magnificent son, though he was annoyed with how the big lunk kept losing his footing. 
 
      
 
    “We agreed you’d come alone!” the man snarled rudely. Dort begrudgingly climbed down and gestured for Meron to head back where they’d come from. The latter was only too happy to beat a hasty retreat. 
 
      
 
    “Did you bring them?” 
 
      
 
    “Father told me to take a look at the goods first,” Dort replied. “That was the deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Go for it.” The stranger pulled his cloak open; Dort gasped. Tailyn’s curiosity skyrocketed. “Good enough?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes.” The elder’s son had even developed a bit of a stutter. “H-how many do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “Plenty. What about the crystals? How many did you bring?” 
 
      
 
    “F-five. Here, l-look.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s eyes grew wide as saucers when the warm blue light bathed the area. Dort was holding its source in his hands—a translucent crystal. Just owning one was tantamount to treason, a crime punished by death with no chance for appeal. 
 
      
 
    “Just five?” the stranger asked, dissatisfaction tingeing his voice. “Why so few?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re c-closely monitored,” Dort replied, though he was quickly interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “The deal was for ten!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll have the other f-five in a month.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s when you’ll get the goods! But I’ll take these five now.” 
 
      
 
    “What?! No!” Dort exclaimed as he hid the crystals in his pocket, though the man’s arm shot forward in response. A rope snaked its way around the boy’s neck. The stranger was holding the other end, and a jerk pulled Dort over to him. Unable to breathe, the boy wheezed. Cold metal flashed. 
 
      
 
    “Either you hand them over nicely, or I pick them off your dead body.” The heavy voice boded nothing good. Sweeping along Dort’s leg, the dagger blade left a long bloody streak—the boy’s entire protection was gone just like that. He squealed like a pig and tried to pull away, but the man was holding him too tightly for that. 
 
      
 
    “You have five seconds to… What was that? You were followed?!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s stomach sank. In an effort to see just a little more, he’d leaned forward slightly and accidentally knocked a pebble off the edge of the ridge. And while it may have been small enough to be barely noticeable, the sound it made as it hit the ground was like rolling thunder. The stranger whirled around, and the boy practically hiccupped in horror when he realized he’d been spotted. Jerking Dort closer, the man growled into his face. 
 
      
 
    “The crystals! Now!” 
 
      
 
    The elder’s son squeaked inarticulately as the space around them was once more bathed in blue light. The stranger grabbed the crystals and squeezed his fist closed. Something snapped, and Dort’s body twisted in agony, thrown to the side as the man dashed up the ridge without even taking the time to check the boy’s inventory. He couldn’t let anyone see him there. There would be time to deal with the idiot who came with the elder’s son later—in the meantime, he had to deal with the spy. 
 
      
 
    Dropping the crystals into his inventory, the man began clambering up the rocks. And while his whip remained ready to pull back anyone he found, there was nobody to be seen. He leaped up onto the ridge, looked around, and cursed quietly. Someone had definitely been lying there. Not long before, even. But while the man didn’t have any tracker skills, he didn’t need them to figure out which way the spy had dashed off. He set off running into the heart of the dead city, finding the spy his only option. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn ran senselessly. All he could see was Dorn lying broken on the rocks. Behind him, something hissed, and he ducked just in time, a snap above his head eliciting a cloud of rock dust. Sweeping straight through the stone, the tip of the magic rope left a deep furrow behind it. Just a little lower… 
 
      
 
    That kind of fear had never gripped Tailyn. His reason out the window, he was left nothing more than an animal fighting for its life. He slipped, his body hit the ground, and that was when he heard the next hiss—with another cloud of rock dust, the whip cracked directly above him. His pursuer was barely an arm’s length away. 
 
      
 
    “Stop right there!” yelled the stranger practically in the boy’s ear. Crazed by fear, Tailyn leaped toward some thorn bushes, and the man’s swing came up empty. He cursed and unfurled his whip yet again. It was time for the final blow. The boy, a nimble little lizard that kept squirting out of his grasp, needed to be destroyed. Nobody could know that a crystal fence had been in the area. 
 
      
 
    The whip stretched toward its victim and…wrapped itself one more time around nothing but air. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn could only see what was happening directly in front of him—his peripheral vision was gone. His hearing was, too. The world was a place bereft of sensations, fear having taken complete control of his body. All he could do was run. Straight ahead. Straight— 
 
      
 
    The area where the thorn bushes were growing looked firm enough, only looked was the key word. Before he’d taken two steps, Tailyn felt the stone give way beneath his feet. The fear kept him running, unable to swing his arms, but there was nothing left in front of him. It was empty space. Tailyn was hurtling downward, not even noticing the whip’s last futile attempt to grasp hold of him. 
 
      
 
    Darkness and uncertainty came up to meet him. 
 
      
 
    Hitting the ground practically did Tailyn in. His head spun, and he saw stars, but his shield held up. Landing on an earthen mound, he tumbled down the incline. And with his crazed mind still pushing him to run, he leaped to his feet as soon as he stopped rolling, picked up speed, and hurtled downward without paying any attention to where he was going. There was barely time to watch where his feet were landing. All he could think about was putting distance between himself and the scary person who had killed Dorn. 
 
      
 
    It was the fear that saved Tailyn’s life. He wasn’t watching where he was going and didn’t even notice that he was running like a crazed stallion—all he did was push on ahead. The earthen mound ended. His feet found their own way, jumping from rock to rock. The light barely filtering in through the hole was enough for his subconscious to just make out the boulders. But he had to slow down, one final leap taking him over to a rough stone wall. Noticing a slight glow, the boy ducked into a recess and stopped still. His body shook, and he wanted to gulp down air, but the fear had taken him from flight to freeze. And while his head spun from the lack of oxygen, the boy held on, trying to breathe as infrequently as he possibly could. The stranger’s shadow blocked out the sun. Tailyn stopped breathing entirely—it was time to play dead. 
 
      
 
    The crystal fence carefully made his way over to the crack. It was an unlucky break, exactly the reason he hated the old cities. There were tunnels and gaps everywhere, all formed as the buildings left behind by the ancients millennia before had crumbled and decayed. Everything that could rot had rotten, metal included. All that was left was the stone and some unusual structures the ancients had made by mixing stone and metal—stone blocks had somehow been fitted right around iron cables. In a word, all that was left of the ancients were the rare items given them by the god that had managed to survive the thousands of years since. 
 
      
 
    The man listened intently. Nothing. Looping a rope around some nearby rocks, he carefully made his way over to the very edge. It was a deep fall, at least five stories. Presumably, the boy’s body had shattered on impact. It wasn’t visible, but that was probably because it had rolled off down somewhere among the rocks. Still, there was a reason the crystal fence was still alive and kicking—if there was any doubt, he had to see for himself. There was no way he could leave behind any witnesses. 
 
      
 
    Tugging on the rope to make sure it was knotted tightly, the man tossed the other end into the gap, eased himself over the edge, and started down. He had to find the boy. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn watched the assassin as he descended, the boy somewhere between living and dead. He’d done everything he could—run, hide, almost die. But it hadn’t been enough. The dangerous enemy was coming for him. Coming ever closer. Coming to end the life of the nobody who sponged off everyone else, which was how Master Isor put it. Tailyn shoved himself deeper into the niche he’d found, finally stopping to make sure the strange glow was completely covered. Presumably, he was sitting on some mushrooms. He needed to get rid of them, as they were going to tell the assassin exactly where he was, and so Tailyn twisted slightly. But he froze just before his foot kicked at the treacherous glow. 
 
      
 
    There were no mushrooms. 
 
      
 
    Instead, three strangely shining items were lying on the ground—gifts from the god. One looked like the same kind of bag Mistress Valanil had, only with more compartments and pockets. The second was a bent metal device fitted with a button. Tailyn had never seen anything like it before, the same true of the third item. It was a square with something you pushed. His hands were reaching out on their own when a message popped up: 
 
      
 
    You found the place where Lavr Nalin, a level 23 human, died. 
 
      
 
    Virtual inventory with 36 slots received. 
 
      
 
    KORT-II ray pistol received. 
 
      
 
    Last Statement recording received. 
 
      
 
    Everything inside Tailyn went cold—it was an ancient. The spot was presumably the grave of one of them, and the little idiot had just disturbed it. A thousand calamities were going to come crashing down on him, the god was going to turn its gaze away, and… To be fair, the god had already turned its gaze away. What could have been worse than the assassin making its way down the rope? The stranger had just gotten to the earthen mound and was looking around to find the boy’s tracks. Tailyn swallowed and pinned a hand against his stomach as he felt the spasms beginning. But suddenly, the god decided to begin talking with him. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to integrate your virtual inventory? 
 
      
 
    The usual square buttons appeared in front of the boy, who tapped yes. Something changed. Next to his status table, there was a new picture the god used to open a large field full of cells when he hit it. That was a surprise, and it told the boy that nobody had turned their gaze away from him after all. The god was still there regardless of the fact that he’d found the grave. Apparently, the other kids had been shooting hot air—there was no punishment for finding the ancients. 
 
      
 
    With newfound confidence, Tailyn picked up the L-shaped device. There was only one way to press the button, and when he grabbed the device the way it was supposed to be held, it began modifying right in front of him. 
 
      
 
    KORT-II adapting to new user. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn squeaked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that’s where you are!” the stranger called happily when he noticed the boy. “You’re a hardy little guy.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn turned and pressed himself deeper into the niche. Fear began to cloud his mind. It wasn’t every day a terrifying assassin wanted to squash you like a bug, and so he cowered, holding his shaking hands up to shield himself. 
 
      
 
    While it wasn’t a great spot to use his whip, the crystal fence didn’t particularly need it. The boy was right there. He was alone, defenseless, holding… 
 
      
 
    “Hey, what’s that?” the man asked in surprise. “Where did you find it?” 
 
      
 
    The boy was definitely clutching something from the world of the ancients. It would go for a good hundred gold in the Zarila market, maybe even more. Heading down had turned out to be the right decision—besides the five crystals, he was going to be picking up a mysterious device. It was the kind of great day he was going to celebrate with a nice bottle of booze. 
 
      
 
    Through the haze of fear, Tailyn saw the stranger getting closer and closer. He cursed the moment he’d decided to head into the ruins looking for flowers, the moment that damn pebble had fallen over the edge of the ridge, the moment he’d slipped into the hole in the ground. All he wanted was to be home listening to Master Isor yell at him. 
 
      
 
    The stranger’s hand reached out, and Tailyn closed his eyes, squeezing himself into a tight little ball. It was the end. 
 
      
 
    After a short shriek of pain, a silence fell in the cave. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn saw the messages the god was sending him even through tightly closed eyelids. 
 
      
 
    You killed Elass Jing, a level 4 human. 
 
      
 
    Note! KORT-II marked for disposal. 
 
      
 
    KORT-II ray pistol removed from circulation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Compensation received for lost item: you can begin the initiation and receive the attendant specialty. 
 
      
 
    Analyzing human Tailyn Vlashich and his belongings. 
 
      
 
    3 alchemical scrolls detected. 
 
      
 
    Generating class… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Your new class: Alchemist. 
 
      
 
    Attendant specialty unlocked: Alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s body bent over double in excruciating pain. He wanted to howl, only he couldn’t breathe, and the yell stuck somewhere in his throat. As his mouth foamed, his eyes opened wide and threatened to pop right out of their sockets, only for darkness to finally fall an eternity later and bring relief. Still, Tailyn’s body continued to convulse as he went through the initiation. The boy was becoming a full-fledged member of the world he lived in. 
 
      
 
    A world the game had arrived in several millennia before. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    TAILYN’S CONSCIOUSNESS returned slowly, easing its way back like a frozen piece of toffee from Master Glion’s shop. Peeling his eyes open, the boy looked up to see the rough stone wall the ancients had built. His head was heavy. The thoughts running through it were heavier still. Tailyn knew he was supposed to do something, supposed to decide something, but his brain was in no mood to recall what that was. 
 
      
 
    Pulling himself up into a crouch, the boy stared in confusion at the dark skin. It looked odd and unnatural in that wilderness of stone and sand. But a few moments later, his consciousness kicked in, and he realized it was the stranger’s cloak. 
 
      
 
    It all suddenly came crashing down on Tailyn. Wherever the strength came from, he found it and dove back into his little recess. Everything was right there. He remembered how the monster had killed Dort before trying to hunt him down, too. But the god had somehow decided that he, Tailyn, was the stronger in their uneven fight, even giving him a reward. It was impossible. He, a ten-year-old boy, shouldn’t have been able to take down the enormous bull and its magic rope. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of which, the whip was right there next to the skin. Tailyn shrank back from it instinctively only to accidentally trip over the ancients’ device. It squeaked strangely. Then, a heavy, tired voice began speaking, interrupting itself with fits of coughing. 
 
      
 
    May seventh, two thousand thirty-five. This is Lieutenant Lavr Nalin, unit three. The beasts got to me, though I was able to fight them off. I’m in a metro tunnel. No coins, no regeneration. The wound is deep; I can’t stop the bleeding. This looks like the end… The commander’s mission was executed successfully—the containers are well-hidden. The White Order won’t be able to get to them. The coordinates are in the control room farther down the tunnel. But be careful—I left some surprises along the way. Don’t trigger any of the traps. Earth will be ours. Over and out… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    New mission: Look for Coordinates. Description: head farther into the tunnel and find the coordinates of the hiding spot Lavr Nalin was talking about. Just be careful, as there’s probably someone living in the tunnel. Note! This is a secret mission, so you can’t tell anyone about it. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn found himself shaking still harder, no matter how impossible that had seemed just a minute before. Only that time, it wasn’t fear; he was shaking from excitement. A mission from the god, the kind you got level promotions for. Nobody he told was going to … Suddenly, the boy stopped—he couldn’t tell anyone. The god tracked everyone carefully, and if it said he shouldn’t tell, then he wasn’t supposed to tell. Almost as if reading his mind, the strange device disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    His nerve returning, Tailyn bent over the stranger’s dead body. It was true—he’d never seen the face in town before. Definitely an outsider. The boy had heard on many an occasion about how valiant warriors stripped the bodies of their vanquished foes, so he knew exactly what to do. As he pulled the cloak back so he could rip it off the stranger, Tailyn caught a glimpse of the many pockets and froze. That was presumably what Master Isor and his son had been looking for. He pulled a small pouch out of one of the pockets, and that was when a message popped up in front of him: 
 
      
 
    Designer’s Arcane Dust. Description: ingredient used to create Arcane Ink. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn looked over the packets and couldn’t figure out what they were good for. Even pulling one of them open to see what was inside, he stared in confusion at the green powder. What was so valuable about it? The name was funny, too—arcane ink. Perhaps, he could give it to Master Isor? The powder wasn’t anything he needed, so that seemed like a good idea. His guardian would definitely know what to do with it. 
 
      
 
    Pulling off the cloak, Tailyn accidentally brushed a hand against the man’s body and froze. He’d never seen a message like that one. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to search Elass Jing’s body? 
 
      
 
    Nobody had ever told him anything about that, not even kind Mistress Valanil. But what did the search entail? Without taking long to think about it, Tailyn hit the green square. 
 
      
 
    Loot received. 
 
      
 
    Rough Waterproof Bison Cloak (1). Description: an ordinary item that protects the wearer from bad weather and the hot sun. Shield level +20. 
 
      
 
    Rough Leather Boots (1). Description: an ordinary item that protects the wearer’s feet. Shield level +5. 
 
      
 
    Designer’s Arcane Dust (79). Description: ingredient used to create Arcane Ink. 
 
      
 
    Crystal (5). Description: none. 
 
      
 
    Bloodthirsty Whip. Description: enchanted ordinary weapon, dangerous in agile hands. Attributes: physical attack +100, Bloodletting ability. Required skills: Whip, Agility. 
 
      
 
    Poisoned Knife. Description: enchanted ordinary weapon, dangerous in agile hands. Attributes: physical attack +50, Poison ability. Required skills: Melee Weapons, Agility. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gold received: +22. 
 
      
 
    The cloak and all the packets of powder disappeared. Tailyn stared, dumfounded, at the almost naked body, not really sure what had just happened. Where was everything? Where had it gone? 
 
      
 
    But everything made sense as soon as he pulled up his status table. His heart began beating in double time when he saw the twenty-two gold in his account—he was fabulously wealthy. Noticing a new icon next to the status button, Tailyn remembered the virtual inventory he’d picked up and tapped it. That opened a familiar field with cells that now held the items he’d just received. Only they were all in miniature. And they weren’t alone. His inventory also held three small scrolls, one of which was sparkling green. They hadn’t been in the list of loot, which meant the scrolls had already been in his inventory. Were they a gift from the ancient one? Could he have been an alchemist, as well? 
 
      
 
    The boy reached out to grab the shimmering item only to have his palm slip through the field as if it weren’t there. Scratching his head, he tried some experiments. There had to be a way to get at everything—Mistress Valanil had mentioned that on many occasions. He stared at the simple scroll. But as he tried to figure out how to reach it, the item suddenly began blinking. Just below it, a green square labeled materialize appeared. That did the trick. 
 
      
 
    Mouth open, Tailyn stared at the little miracle forming in his hands. The thick piece of paper was building itself out of nothing, out of thin air, slowly revealing a florid script in a language the boy didn’t know. But while he couldn’t read the message, the majesty of the moment was in no way diminished, and the god itself explained what Tailyn was holding as soon as it finished appearing: 
 
      
 
    Alchemical scroll: Shield Restoration Potion. Description: teaches you how to make a potion that restores personal shields. Alchemy skill required. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Would you like to use it? 
 
      
 
    Tailyn even hiccupped in his hurry to agree. 
 
      
 
    Recipe learned: Shield Restoration Potion (ordinary recipe). Current level: 1. You learned how to make potions that restore 1 shield unit. The amount of shield they restore depends on the recipe level. Required ingredients: Alchemical Retort (1), Ordinary Loach (1), Ordinary Lavender (2). Potions can only be made in an alchemy workshop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Would you like to boost the recipe level? 
 
      
 
    Sweat broke out as Tailyn read the message. Who wouldn’t want to? 
 
      
 
    Select how many levels you would like to increase the recipe. 
 
      
 
    1-2-3-4-5. 
 
      
 
    Obviously, the only right answer to a ridiculous question like that was five. 
 
      
 
    Shield Restoration Potion level +5 (6) 
 
      
 
    Crystals (5) were used and removed from your inventory. 
 
      
 
    The boy’s stomach dropped when one of the cells in his open inventory was suddenly vacated. The very same crystals you could be executed for having had just disappeared. If Master Isor found out, he was going to have Tailyn’s head. And that made it final—the boy wasn’t going to be saying a word about either the crystals or the mission. 
 
      
 
    His gaze fell on the next scroll, and it immediately started to blink invitingly. It took a while, but Tailyn’s curiosity won over. Both papers were in his hands a couple minutes later. And yes, one of them was somehow shimmering. The boy stared with round eyes at the green light, the sparks that weren’t hurting him, the mystical magic he could only dream of. 
 
      
 
    Recipe learned: Mana Restoration Potion (ordinary recipe). Current level: 1. You learned how to make potions that restore 1 mana unit. The amount of mana they restore depends on the recipe level. Required ingredients: Alchemical Retort (1), Ordinary Lavender (1), Ordinary Daisy (2). Potions can only be made in an alchemy workshop. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Recipe learned: Magic Enhancement Elixir (rare recipe). Current level: 1. You learned how to make elixirs that increase magic attack strength by 1 for 24 hours. The attack strength increase depends on the recipe level. Required ingredients: Alchemical Retort (1), Ginseng (1), Edelweiss (2), Lily of the Valley (1), Pasqueflower (3). Potions can only be made in an alchemy workshop. 
 
      
 
    Both recipes looked useless to Tailyn. He couldn’t help but think he should have sold them to Mistress Valanil rather than learn them—who needed magic? There was no way he could use it, anyway. It was just a fancy way of lighting up an area. 
 
      
 
    The dark cloak looked ominous, so Tailyn refrained from materializing it. The boots, on the other hand, fit him perfectly. But that was no surprise—the boy knew the god personally made bonus clothing. It was just nice to finally have something that gave him a boost, as Master Isor had never let Tailyn close to any of his things. 
 
      
 
    Elass Jing didn’t have anything else of use to offer. Tailyn wasn’t about to strip him of his underwear, as it wouldn’t have done him any good, he wouldn’t have been able to sell it, and he didn’t really want to touch the body, anyway. Suddenly, he had an idea. His breath caught in his throat. Flowers packed his pockets, and it occurred to him that it might be possible to drop them into his inventory. Pulling out all thirty-two loaches and placing them on the nearest stone, Tailyn concentrated. Finally, he let out a happy cry. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to place Ordinary Loach (32) in your inventory? 
 
      
 
    The answer to that question was obvious, and Tailyn quickly opened the field and scanned the cells. There they were, all in the same one. The only problem was that Mistress Valanil’s drawings categorically refused to hide in the inventory, though the boy was able to slip them into one of his boots. That left his pockets empty. If he was waylaid on the way home, there wouldn’t be anything to rob him of. 
 
      
 
    Pulling open his status table, the boy had to smile. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Status table 
  
      
 
       
       	  General character information 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tailyn Vlashich 
  
       	  Alchemist 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Age 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  Yearly tax (crystals) 
  
       	  1 (beginning at age 16) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Coins 
  
       	  0 
  
       	  Gold 
  
       	  22 
  
      
 
       
       	  Main parameters 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield level 
  
       	  65 
  
       	  Mana level 
  
       	  60 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical attack 
  
       	  14 
  
       	  Magic attack 
  
       	  16 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemy 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield Restoration Potion 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mana Restoration Potion 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Magic Enhancement Elixir  
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t bad at all for a ten-year-old kid. That number six in the line for the shield restoration potion was especially heart-warming—none of the people Tailyn knew working in the forests or on the farms had a single skill above one. And there he was, all the way up at six. But he wasn’t going to say anything. He hadn’t seen any crystals, after all. Although, why hadn’t anyone known you could use them to boost your skill levels? 
 
      
 
    Stepping gingerly around the corpse, Tailyn headed toward the rope hanging from the hole above him. But he stopped. There was the mission. He was supposed to get to the control room, whatever that was, and find instructions there. But which direction was he supposed to go? Which way was “farther into” the tunnel? Both sides were blocked off, and that still left the problem of which was in and which was out. The rough stone had collapsed to keep him from going anywhere. Really, he was going to need a shovel, a pickaxe, and oceans of free time. The good news was that he certainly had the latter. 
 
      
 
    Clambering up the rope turned out to be much harder than Tailyn had been expecting. A couple times, the boy just about fell, and right around the middle, he stopped and looked down for whatever reason. It would have been a long drop. Frozen with fear, his hands grew slick with sweat, and he began to slip lower. But no matter how hard he squeezed, it was useless—he couldn’t hang on. 
 
      
 
    Time after time, the boy headed up the rope. Time after time, he got no further than halfway. Once, he fell and just about broke his neck as he slipped down the incline. He burst into tears when he got to the bottom. It was all in vain—there was no way he was getting out. In a week, he was going to die from hunger, and nobody would ever hear about his achievement. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone alive down there?” A threatening shout broke through the boy’s sobs. The voice was unfamiliar, though Tailyn was too scared to think straight. All he cared about was getting out of the hole he was stuck in. 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes!” he called back. “It’s me, Tailyn Vlashich. I’m stuck. Can you help?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes… I mean, I am now,” the boy replied with a glance at the body. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know him?” the stranger asked someone off to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it’s a kid the elder looks after. He brings the herbalist flowers.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s heart skipped a beat—he knew that voice. It was the head of the guard, Master Motar. He was a good guy who’d given the boy some treats a few times. 
 
      
 
    “It’s me, Master Guard!” Tailyn yelled as loud as he could. “I can’t climb up the rope. Please help!” 
 
      
 
    “How did you get down there?” 
 
      
 
    “I was running away. I happened to see this stranger kill Dort, and then he came after me. But the god was kind and punished the killer.” 
 
      
 
    All the sounds coming from up above suddenly stopped. 
 
      
 
    “The god punished the killer?” asked the surprised voice. “Wait right there—I’m coming down. I need to see this.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn expected someone to come sliding down the rope, which meant he nearly jumped out of his skin in fright when he saw how the stranger actually descended. He was flying. Literally. The hole was flooded with a bright blue glow coming from a pair of highly unusual boots. Chills ran down the boy’s spine—he’d never seen anything like that. Soon, a body was visible through the light, and that was when Tailyn turned into a statue. The boy knew exactly who was allowed to wear snow-white mantles in the empire. He was looking at an actual mage from the academy itself. A mage. In Culmart. 
 
      
 
    After casting an appraising glance over Tailyn, the mage pulled out a small card, held it up to his face, whispered something, and then blew as if to clear the dust off. The only difference was that a yellow mist came off it to fill the cave instead. Suddenly, it was as bright as day, and the niche Tailyn had been hiding in began to glow. 
 
      
 
    The mage started with the body. Waving a hand over it, he turned to Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “I want to know everything that happened here. I need your logs.” 
 
      
 
    “My…” 
 
      
 
    “Worthless…” the mage muttered under his breath before continuing in his usual voice. “Do you know how to copy your logs?” 
 
      
 
    “N-no, Master,” the scared boy replied. “What-t are they?” 
 
      
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
      
 
    “T-ten, Master.” 
 
      
 
    “And you still don’t know what logs are? What kind of nonsense is that?! Who taught you?” The mage’s expression was tinged with a threat, and Tailyn shrank back. 
 
      
 
    “Nob-body, Master,” he whispered almost inaudibly. 
 
      
 
    “Ridiculous… Tell me everything you did from the moment you left the city. Clearly and with every last detail.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay-y, Master,” Tailyn squeaked before beginning his story. He’d never been that scared. The rumors that swirled around mages were so contradictory that he forgot to breathe, doing his best to spit out his adventures as fast as he could. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! You have herbalism? How did you find the flowers?” 
 
      
 
    “Using these pictures.” Tailyn pulled the three sketches out of his boot—a loach, a lavender, and a daisy, all ordinary. From what Mistress Valanil said, they were the only plants that grew in the vicinity. 
 
      
 
    “Just pictures?” the mage asked, surprise creeping back into his voice. “And you were able to use them to find something?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master,” Tailyn replied just a bit more confidently. “I picked thirty-two loaches today.” 
 
      
 
    “Using pictures? Thirty-two flowers?” The mage laughed. “You can’t pick flowers without the skill, you idiot! What you picked looked like the real thing, but it’s just trash. Okay, keep going.” 
 
      
 
    The mage tossed the pictures to the side before turning back to the body. He’d lost interest. 
 
      
 
    “But…” The boy just about burst into tears. Those sketches were the only valuables he owned, and he couldn’t let anyone treat Mistress Valanil’s work like that. Deciding to prove to the mage how wrong he was, Tailyn pulled up his inventory and began materializing all the flowers. It was time for the truth to come out. 
 
      
 
    “I’m waiting,” the angry voice shot back. “You got to the city and…” 
 
      
 
    The mage stopped short, his gaze fixed on the bouquet. Tailyn, in turn, was bewitched by the materialization process even if it was old hat for the mage. 
 
      
 
    “This is getting interesting,” the latter whispered. The boy had pulled a surprise out of his sleeve: a virtual inventory and real, honest-to-goodness loaches. Where had the little ruffian come up with them? 
 
      
 
    “See?” Tailyn held his prize out to the mage and continued, his firm voice surprising even himself. “They’re not trash! The god says they’re real flowers.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you’re right, they’re not trash,” the mage said calmly. Suddenly, he remembered why he was there—he was an investigator, and his job was to figure out what had happened to the city elder’s son. And it sure looked like that Tailyn knew something. The kid needed to talk. The mage’s true word card had just three charges left, but if there was ever a time to use it, it was right then. The ignorant child was just babbling. And since he couldn’t string together a coherent sentence, Forian was losing time trying to understand him. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s surprise knew no bounds when a small card appeared in the mage’s hands. The process was the same as the one he’d just discovered, only much faster, and the mage once again held the card to his lips, whispered something, and blew on it. Only that time, he blew in Tailyn’s direction. A strange golden glow enveloped the boy, who suddenly realized he no longer feared anything. Not the mage, not the unusual tricks the mage was pulling, not even Master Isor, who was going to take out on him his rage at the loss of his son—none of it. The terror subsided, giving place to peace and…something else. Understanding? 
 
      
 
    “I need your logs from the moment you set foot in the city until you heard my voice,” the mage said. Oddly enough, Tailyn understood what he was asking for. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t give them to you, Master Mage, since I’ve only been through the first part of the initiation. I haven’t stood before the face of the god, yet. In exchange for a KORT-II ray pistol that was taken out of circulation, I was given a class and a skill, but I don’t have access to any other functionality.” 
 
      
 
    “There was a ray pistol here?!” the mage explained, though he quickly regained control. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
      
 
    No less surprised than the mage, and really more so, Tailyn began his story again without missing a single detail. Like never before, he used impressive words, most of which he was hearing for the first time. He talked about how he was looking for loaches, how he saw the stranger, how the stranger strangled Dort, how he found himself being chased, how he fell, how he got the virtual storage with three alchemical scrolls, how the KORT-II pistol adapted to him, and how he’d taken out his assailant with one lucky shot by pressing the activation button. After that, the pistol had been deactivated. The god had given him a class, though it hadn’t unlocked access to the main functionality: logs, the mission list, groups, clans. With an enormous feat of willpower, Tailyn was able to keep the crystals and voice recording out of his story. For whatever reason, he was positive that if the mage had found out he used the crystals on himself, it would have been curtains for him. 
 
      
 
    “So, you can’t open your status table for me?” the mage asked, and Tailyn shook his head. He really couldn’t. “How about your inventory?” 
 
      
 
    There was no problem with that, and the rows of cells once again appeared in front of the boy. To his own amazement, Tailyn mentally tapped one of the corners and selected demonstration in the list that popped up. His inventory was projected right on the ground between him and the mage. 
 
      
 
    The investigator had a hard time remaining calm. Thirty-eight cells was more than impressive for a boy ten years of age, though that was nothing compared to the seventy-nine units of arcane dust. Even by his standards, that was a huge number. Each packet in the boy’s inventory was worth at least a hundred gold—why had Elass Jing, only at level four, headed off to some god-forsaken backwoods town loaded with a treasure like that only to attack some kids? He’d even gone dashing over the rocks like a madman, risking his own neck in the process. And then, there was the fairly dangerous weaponry. Neither the whip with its bloodletting ability nor the poisoned blade were there for self-defense. No, they were for killing. But why did Elass need them? Had the mage really gotten lucky enough to happen across a crystal fence? 
 
      
 
    It was just a shame Elass was already dead. If the mage could have, he would have given the ignorant kid’s life for a chance to talk with Elass without a second thought, only that wasn’t an option. The boy was right—the god had punished his assailant, not him. Finding a level two ray pistol and being able to use it was an incredible coincidence. What else could have explained that chain of events besides divine intervention? And not only had the kid been able to use it; he’d scored a hit. He really was lucky. The mage made a mental note to tell the dean about him. 
 
      
 
    The spell ran out, and Tailyn sighed noisily. As his inventory was still projected between the two of them, he went back into the list he’d found and unclicked demonstration. The boy’s eyes shown in wonder—he knew what he was doing. Even Mistress Valanil hadn’t told him how to work with the god’s tables, and there it was, almost as if he’d known and subsequently forgotten. That alone was worth the fear he’d been dealing with. 
 
      
 
    “Come here.” The mage called the boy over and tied the rope around him. There was no way he was getting out on his own—without the agility skill, it was impossible. Although… The mage took another look at the boy, who’d managed to calm down. Before that day, he’d assumed it was impossible to collect flowers without the requisite skill, but the armful of loaches Tailyn had shown him had put paid to that idea. Perhaps, the boy would have found a way out if he’d left him there, but he wasn’t going to test that out. The city guards wouldn’t have understood. 
 
      
 
    Looking around the cave again and giving orders to pull Tailyn up, Forian Tarn, second-class investigator and level twenty-five mage, activated his vertical takeoff and flew up toward the hole leading out of the cave. Elass had definitely been a crystal fence, and his meeting with the city elder’s son could only mean one thing: they’d been trying to agree on a deal. The arcane dust was perfect for Dort’s designer skill. His father had presumably bought his beloved son the ability to make magic cards, though the question there was where he’d come up with the coins. Without them, he wouldn’t have been able to buy anything, and the arcane dust would have been useless. 
 
      
 
    A grin spread across Forian’s face. If everything went according to plan, not only would he ferret out illegal crystal trade; he’d also get his hands on a dirty elder. Bribe-takers had no place in the empire. There were enough of them at the academy as it was. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN THEY GOT to the spot where Dort had been killed, Tailyn found himself staring in surprise at a first aid tent. He shivered involuntarily—there was another man in a white mantle stepping out of it. Two academy mages in their town was unheard-of, something the townspeople would be gossiping about for years. 
 
      
 
    “How is he?” asked the mage who’d pulled Tailyn out of the hole. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll make it. In ten hours or so, he’ll wake up, and he’ll be back to normal in three days. He’s lucky we were in the city. The locals wouldn’t have been able to handle a broken neck, and his back was in bad shape, too.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no such thing as luck. Everything that happens was foreordained by the god, so just the fact that we were here means that was its will. Can we move the kid? I can’t stick around here three days. Before we move on, we need to finish the mission.” 
 
      
 
    The god had already shown Forian what was next for him. He needed to figure out who was involved in the illegal crystal trade, and he couldn’t leave the city until the job was done. 
 
      
 
    Finally, it hit Tailyn that the mages were talking about Dort as though he was alive. But that was impossible—his neck had been broken. The crunch had been so loud, everyone in the general vicinity had to have heard it. 
 
      
 
    “I already sent a messenger for a wagon, so it should get here in about three hours. But who’s this?” The second mage nodded in Tailyn’s direction, and the boy wanted to melt into the ground. The subject of the mage’s intent gaze, he had the uncomfortable feeling he was completely transparent, all his innermost thoughts right there for anyone to see. And that wasn’t too far from the truth. The mage frowned. 
 
      
 
    “How has he only gone through the first initiation? And he has mana, too, plus, he’s an alchemist. Forian, what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tell you in the city—there’s no time now. Although… You said the wagon will only be getting here in a few hours? Tailyn, come here.” 
 
      
 
    The boy walked stiff-legged over to the mages. 
 
      
 
    “Did you grab your pictures?” the mage Tailyn assumed was named Forian asked. The boy nodded. He certainly hadn’t been about to leave his treasure in the cave. Forian pulled a deck of cards out of his inventory, finding one labeled Herbalism—loach. It wasn’t his most useful, as evidenced by the fact that it still had all fifty charges available, but it finally had a chance to shine. He needed to know for sure if there were any of the flowers in the area. Whispering the activation phrase, Forian warmed the card with his breath, watched the image materialize, and blew it away into the air. The area around transformed for him as the ancient city turned out to be surprisingly rich in loaches. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Tailyn, you have three hours to find ordinary loaches and bring them to me. If you pull it off, you’ll get a reward. If you don’t, I’ll be disappointed. The more flowers you find, the better your reward will be. Got it? All right, get to work.” 
 
      
 
    New mission: Flower Collector. Description: find ordinary loaches for Forian Tarn. The more flowers you find, the better your reward will be. The flowers in your inventory don’t count toward the mission. Time limit: 3 hours. Not a divine mission. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn froze, staring at the message in front of him. Everything inside fluttered and pounded. He wanted to jump and shout for joy, only that might have scared the two mages. It was a mission, and it was for him. The kind he could take care of right there. Of course, he wasn’t going to get promoted to level two, but he would still be getting a reward. 
 
      
 
    “Did I stutter? Why are you still here? Get going!” Forian yelled in a rage when he saw the boy was in no hurry to head off. That did the trick, and Tailyn was gone. Pulling the pictures out of his boot, he found the one of a loach and began picking his way through the rocks. 
 
      
 
    “The academy’s apparently a bad influence on you,” Keran Tisor, a level 24 healer mage, said thoughtfully. “The boy doesn’t have herbalism. What kind of flowers are you expecting him to find? Trash? And where did you even find someone like him who isn’t even completely initiated? Also, how is that possible?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could say it was a long story, but lying isn’t a good idea. It’s like this…” 
 
      
 
    Forian went back over everything that had happened in the cave, at least, the way he understood it and the way the boy had told him under the influence of the true word spell. Without interrupting once, Keran just occasionally glanced over thoughtfully at Tailyn, who was crawling around on his stomach off in the distance. Unlike his partner, the healer had herbalism with advanced loach, which meant he could see all the available flowers in the area. The boy had somehow stopped exactly where they were growing, and he was busy comparing each plant to his drawing, after which he plucked the right ones and went on looking. In the short amount of time it took Forian to tell the story of the crystal fence and the mission, Tailyn found at least five flowers. It was incredible. Food for thought. How was the useless kid able to find the divine plants? By smell? 
 
      
 
    “We should take him to see the dean,” Keran said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I was thinking, too. We’ll be back in the Gray Lands in a year, a year and a half. If the god really wants to give the boy a different fate, it’ll make sure he lives to see our return.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, you’re going to help him along with that,” Keran said, sarcasm creeping into his voice. He knew what kind of person his partner was and why the latter had initiated the mission. 
 
      
 
    “A card or two won’t change whatever the god has planned,” Forian replied with a shrug. “If Tailyn gathers more than ten flowers, he’ll have earned a quick lesson.” 
 
      
 
    “Just don’t tell me you see yourself in that street urchin,” Keran grimaced. “Don’t even try that with me.” 
 
      
 
    Forian said nothing. Coming from a long line of the-god-only-knew-how-many mages, he had nothing to prove or explain. At his activation, his father had made sure he had a +500 bonus, the highest possible, which meant the god had given him both a mana bar and four skills right off the bat. When he turned six, Forian went through initiation and got to level two; at twelve, he joined the academy. He even stayed there after his studies were complete. By the time he turned thirty-two, he was one of the most promising mages in the magic card department, and the dean had gone so far as to send him to the Gray Lands on a secret mission. If it hadn’t been for the guard’s crazed kid running into the city yelling about how the elder’s son had been killed, he wouldn’t have lifted a finger to help Tailyn. He hadn’t even known the kid existed. But the god’s ways were inscrutable. The fact that it had put the boy in Forian’s path meant it wanted the mage to give him a shove in the right direction. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was doing his absolute best. Mistress Valanil would have been proud—two and a half hours later, he’d clambered over innumerable ridges and secluded corners, the kind loaches liked to hide in, and found fifteen of the flowers. An entire fifteen. The only problem was that his luck had run out. Over the previous twenty minutes, he hadn’t found a single one. The boy climbed higher and higher, balancing on weather-beaten rocks, but it was useless. There weren’t any more loaches. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a shimmering, or rather sparks, caught his eye. He’d seen something like that when he’d materialized the scroll for the rare elixir. The boy crawled closer. The little green stars were coming from an unusual plant that kept alternating red and blue. It was like it was alive, pulsing in time to inaudible music, the shifting colors a kind of dance. One of the boy’s hands reached out, but he was able to jerk it away in time. No good. It could have been a poisonous shark flower, in which case it would have been curtains for him. Still, the boy was so bewitched he couldn’t tear his glance away. Crouching down nearby, he forgot everything else, focused entirely on the flower and the otherworldly beauty that was the halo of green sparks. 
 
      
 
    Flower Collector failed. You didn’t make it back to Forian in time. 
 
      
 
    The message popped up in front of the boy, and he sniffed in annoyance. But while the words distracted him from the beauty, the habit instilled in him of carefully reading whatever the god had to say made him focus on the text. He’d failed a mission? And who was Forian? 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s already-wide eyes widened still further. The loaches. He was supposed to collect them for the mage, not sit there like a little idiot. Jumping up, the boy dashed off dangerously quickly in the hopes that Master Forian would have pity and accept the mission. 
 
      
 
    But it was not to be. The guards were already loading Dort’s body onto a stretcher, the cart having arrive to carry the wounded boy back to the city. A panting Tailyn ran over to the mages, though they ignored him. Only Forian responded coldly without looking away from the ongoing process. 
 
      
 
    “You’re late. I wasted my time on you.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, I gathered fifteen flowers,” Tailyn replied, holding out the plants. Nobody paid any attention. “I completed the mission, Master! I found fifteen—” 
 
      
 
    “Motar, he’s getting in the way,” Forian said to the head of the guard. The latter snapped at Tailyn, and the boy’s head drooped. Tears appeared in his eyes. But nobody cared about yet another kid coming up with some excuse or other. Suddenly, however, an angry resolution came over Tailyn. He knew whose fault the whole thing was. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all because of that stupid glowing flower,” he muttered to himself. “I should have picked it and stomped it to death!” 
 
      
 
    “A glowing flower?” One of the mages turned suddenly to Tailyn’s surprise. Not Forian, the other. The healer. “Describe it.” 
 
      
 
    The order was unusual, but the boy followed it. And as soon as he told how the plant changed colors, Forian turned, as well. Pulling the pack out of his inventory, he went through them and showed a card to the boy. There was a picture of a flower on it. 
 
      
 
    “Is this what you found?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn glanced at the picture and shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “It’s close, Master Forian, but that’s not it. The flower I saw had little compressions on the leaves. The petals were curved the other way, too.” 
 
      
 
    The mages glanced at each other, and Tailyn thought he saw confusion in their eyes. Forian dropped the thick deck into his pocket and pulled out a different one. The second was much thinner, with just a dozen or so cards. Pulling one out, he showed it to the boy. Tailyn’s eyes lit up when he saw yet another magic trick. Unlike the others, that card was alive—the flower changed colors, and green sparks were coming from the card itself. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it!” Tailyn exclaimed happily. “That’s what I was watching so long I lost track of time until the god told me I failed the mission.” 
 
      
 
    “That can’t be!” The healer mage yanked the card out of Forian’s hand and shook it in front of the boy’s face. “Are you positive? You found an amilio?” 
 
      
 
    The mage’s behavior took him aback, and Tailyn cringed in expectation of a blow. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, Keran. He has no idea what you’re asking about,” Forian said in a soothing voice. “Tailyn’s just going to show us where he found the flower. Do you remember where it is?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes, Master,” the boy replied with a nod. He pointed in the direction of the ancient city. “Over th-there.” 
 
      
 
    “Lead the way,” Keran said. They got to yet another ridge, and Forian grabbed Tailyn by the hand so they could soar up together. The quick flight took the boy’s breath away as he clung to the mage. Apparently, his fear of flying was worse than his fear of Forian, though that at least made their trip much faster. A few short flights later, they found themselves in a small open area. It was somehow hidden by dilapidated walls and thorn bushes. They were what kept the sparkling little miracle from being seen by the world. 
 
      
 
    “It really is an amilio,” Forian snorted as he eased Tailyn to the ground. The boy’s mind sailed away once again as soon as he laid eyes on the flower, though that time he was careful enough to look away. There was no way he was going to let the stupid thing interfere with his life yet again. “Can you handle it? Or do you need help?” 
 
      
 
    “Hush.” Keran pulled out a long, slender knife, crouched down, and began crawling slowly forward. A few times, he swung the knife, cutting threads only he could see. Amilio, which meant the “color of thunder,” was such a rare plant that the god made sure it was kept safe. It created around the plant an entire protective network of webs the normal eye couldn’t see, and touching any of them would have resulted in the plant disappearing and reappearing somewhere else randomly selected. And that could have been a step or hundreds of kilometers away. Nobody knew when or where amilios grew. 
 
      
 
    The process took Keran half an hour to complete. Finally, he reached out, grabbed the shimmering plant, and jerked it out of the ground. There was a gong, and a message popped up in front of Tailyn: 
 
      
 
    You found an Amilio and helped extract it. 
 
      
 
    Analyzing character… 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich has yet to complete the initiation process. Adjusting… 
 
      
 
    Herbalism specialty unlocked. 
 
      
 
    Amilio unlocked (1). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Amilio. Description: a very rare plant that does not grow like other flowers. Used for unique and rare recipes. Current search skill: 1. From now on, you will see flowers within a radius of 26 meters. [Search skill * 10 + magic attack]. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn groaned and collapsed onto the stony ground. Pain gripped his body, though it wasn’t as bad as when he’d gotten alchemy. The mages stared. 
 
      
 
    “The god just gave him herbalism,” Keran said in shock, activating his perception skill. 
 
      
 
    “It thinks he deserves a share,” said Forian, completely unsurprised. Once the boy had pointed at the picture of the amilio, he’d been prepared for anything. Even for the boy to unlock a new skill without doing anything for it. “Who’s taking the flower?” 
 
      
 
    “I need it more. You know what the dean thinks of me—the flower will soften him up.” 
 
      
 
    “An amilio will do that, yes,” Forian replied. “Just remember, the god decided the boy deserves a share.” 
 
      
 
    Keran sighed, though he didn’t push back. His partner was right. There was no other explanation for what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “Here’s three thousand, three hundred, and thirty-three gold,” the healer said, materializing a coin and holding it out to Forian. “A third of the flower’s value.” 
 
      
 
    “Where have you seen amilios going for ten thousand?” the latter asked in surprise. “I think I’ll go pick up a few!” 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Keran exploded. “I’m not going to give that nobody a third of the real value! And you and I can come to an agreement.” 
 
      
 
    “No, my friend, no agreements here. I’m not going to risk my second investigator rank by going against its will. It sees all, and anyone who should be on the side of truth but ignores a crime will get their just desserts. Either you give the boy his rightful share, or we give the amilio to the god. That’s it.” 
 
      
 
    His partner’s fanatical adherence to the god’s injunctions always got under Keran’s skin. If the mage wasn’t free to make his own choices, he was no better than a slave in chains, though he decided to let his partner get the win when he saw the unpleasant flash in his eye. 
 
      
 
    “Thirty thousand.” After a quick change of the settings, the coin in Forian’s hand glistened even more brightly. “A third of the amilio’s market price…when one hits the market.” 
 
      
 
    “The starting price, you mean,” Forian replied, though he accepted the offer. “I’ll agree that you paid me my share for the flower.” 
 
      
 
    But after thinking for a moment, he continued. 
 
      
 
    “The last flower that was auctioned off went for three hundred thousand. Oh, and I wouldn’t give the boy gold—it’s useless to him. If I’m correct, thirty thousand gold is worth three skills and three upgrades to level two. The god unlocked a new skill for Tailyn, and you’re the best herbalism instructor I know, so I’d say that would about do it.” 
 
      
 
    “Forian, I knew you had something up your sleeve!” Keran exclaimed. “Admit it—you engineered this whole thing so I’d teach him. Since you can’t handle that yourself, you decided to make me pay for it? Do you know how hard it is to get your hands on training points?!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Forian replied with a laugh. “What, you think I grew the amilio there and organized the whole thing just to help some piece of street trash? Tailyn is nobody to me; I’m just following the path the god has placed in front of us. And since it so wished to give the boy herbalist, it’s not for us to stand in its way. We just have to help. Finish up here so we can head back to the city and get down to the real work.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn, who had long since recovered, was sitting there listening to the mages with his mouth hanging wide open. The boy’s world had been turned upside down. Not in his wildest dreams could he have imagined that he’d be given the opportunity to learn how to collect divine plants. 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” Keran said to the boy with a sigh. “Tailyn, I’m going to teach you three new herbs and boost them to the second level. In return, you need to agree that I paid you your share for the amilio. Got it? Nod if you understand.” 
 
      
 
    The boy quickly nodded, afraid the mage would suddenly change his mind. 
 
      
 
    “You can be proud, you little delinquent—it took me two years to save up these training points! I’d been planning on taking on some students and giving them to whoever proved most worthy, but it looks like I’m just going to be handing them over to you. Close your eyes and keep hitting yes. Nod if you understand…” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn nodded again as he squeezed his eyes shut so tightly they hurt. All he cared about was making sure the mage saw him following instructions. 
 
      
 
    Keran Tisor, a level 2 trainer, would like to teach you three new skills: 
 
      
 
    Herbalism—Ordinary Loach, Ordinary Dairy, Ordinary Lavender. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to accept the changes? 
 
      
 
    Tailyn mentally tapped the yes button, and his body once again doubled over in pain. Only that time it wasn’t nearly as bad. It was over a second later, too. 
 
      
 
    Keran Tisor, a level 2 trainer, would like to give you skill points to promote Herbalism: Ordinary Loach, Ordinary Dairy, Ordinary Lavender. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to accept the changes? 
 
      
 
    Of course, he wanted to. Tailyn was so overjoyed he very nearly forgot to hit yes. It was a miracle. That very day, he was going to run to the temple and pray to the god on behalf of the two gentlemen who’d been so generous to him. His curiosity getting the better of him, the boy opened the first description. 
 
      
 
    Ordinary Loach. Description: an ordinary plant growing in mountains and other stony areas. Used in ordinary and rare recipes. Current search level: 2. From now on, you can see all plants within a radius of 36 meters [Search level * 10 + magic attack]. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Keran asked, and Tailyn quickly replied with a hiccup. 
 
      
 
    “I agree that I received my share for the amilio.” 
 
      
 
    He looked around and couldn’t help a quick shriek of joy—a loach was shimmering not far away. While Tailyn had missed it his first time around, he could see it and a couple other flowers with his new skill. He was heading over to add to his supply when Forian’s menacing shout stopped him in his tracks. 
 
      
 
    “Not right now! We have to head into the city, and you’re coming with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master,” the boy replied, not even squeaking when the mage grabbed him to fly down off the ridge. 
 
      
 
    The guards had finished loading Dort up and were patiently waiting for the mages to finish whatever they were doing in the city of the ancients. They’d all been there when they were young, some of them spending booze-fueled weeks in search of ancient treasure. But it had all been in vain. Dead for millennia, the city had already been looted clean. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.” The mages settled onto the covered wagon, unwilling to trouble themselves by walking, and gestured for Tailyn to join them. Yet again, the boy felt a pang of frustration. He wanted to try out his new skill, but the stubborn mages just wouldn’t let him go. It was like they were laughing at him. 
 
      
 
    Still, as soon as he sat down in the wagon, he forgot everything but curiosity. Dort was shrouded in a blue glow, his neck was wrapped in strange, thick cloths, and his head was held stiff and high. And while he was sleeping, his face made it abundantly clear that his dreams were anything but pleasant. The muscles twitched; the boy moaned. 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t finish the mission in time, so you’re not getting a reward,” Forian said as soon as the procession started forward. “And I shouldn’t be doing this, but you did collect fifteen flowers before you found the amilio and lost track of time. That’s not bad for someone without the right skill. So I’m going to give you these.” 
 
      
 
    Forian pulled two cards out of his inventory and held them out to Tailyn. The boy stared wide-eyed at the mage, not daring to take them. Magic cards were something he’d never once heard about before that day. And the mage was going to give him something that valuable? 
 
      
 
    “Take them,” Forian said with a laugh. He understood the boy, for whom the simple cards were invaluable. “And learn how to use them.” 
 
      
 
    With shaking hands, Tailyn accepted the cards. And he just about dropped them when a description popped up. 
 
      
 
    Electric Strike-I. Description: an ordinary magic card that can be activated to do damage equal to the holder’s magic attack. Distance to target: between 0 and magic attack * 2 but no more than 100 meters. Includes 50 charges. Charges remaining: 50. Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Shield-I. Description: an ordinary magic card that can be activated to increase shield level by magic attack for 12 hours. Includes 50 charges. Charges remaining: 50. Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    “To use them, you need to say the key phrase, warm the card, and blow on it,” Forian said. “The default phrase is on the back of each card, though I’d recommend changing it immediately. If an opponent gets their hands on a card, you wouldn’t want them being able to use it.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you change it?” Tailyn asked, scaring himself with his own audacity. The terrifying academy mage was turning out to be just as human as everyone else. He was just stronger, more experienced, and burdened with important work. 
 
      
 
    “Hold the card up to your mouth and blow on it. That should warm it up.” 
 
      
 
    Would you like to change the settings? 
 
      
 
    Tailyn shot a quick glance over at Forian and decided to make the change. Once he hit yes, another message popped up: 
 
      
 
    Current card owner: none. 
 
      
 
    Current key phrase: “Activate card.” 
 
      
 
    Would you like to make changes? 
 
      
 
    After pausing for a second, Tailyn made himself the owner and changed the phrase to Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich, whispering it to the card. 
 
      
 
    Changes made. 
 
      
 
    Current card owner: Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare forget your phrase,” Forian continued. “If you do, you’ll have to reset the card, and you won’t be able to handle that yourself. Oh, and don’t use them unless you have to. They only have fifty charges, and while you can recharge them, you need a special skill for that. You can get it as an alchemist, only nobody will teach it to you until you’re a student at the academy. You’ll have to be studying in our department, too. Okay, does that all make sense?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.” Tailyn repeated the process with the second card before dropping it into his inventory. They were going to be his secret weapons. And even though he didn’t know what he’d ever need them for, just the fact that he had something magic up his sleeve gave him a thrill. 
 
      
 
    “You have seventy-nine packets of arcane dust in your inventory. What are you planning on doing with them?” 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to give them to Master Isor,” Tailyn replied with a measure of embarrassment. He hadn’t been expecting that question. “But I can give them to you if—” 
 
      
 
    “Give them to the god,” Forian said. “Today, go straight to the temple and sacrifice them to it—all of them. If you do, it’ll give you eight thousand gold.” 
 
      
 
    The boy gasped. 
 
      
 
    “But you have to be smart about what you do with the gold. As soon as the god gives it to you, ask for its indulgence and four attributes. You need intellect, mysticism, armor, and wisdom. That will cost you four thousand. Spend the rest on clothing. It doesn’t matter what, but you need anything you can find that will boost your magic attack or add extra mana. Where you find it is up to you. Make it yourself for all I care. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Master.” It was astounding, but Tailyn somehow knew exactly why he needed those attributes. Intellect increased his mana level; mysticism restored his mana; armor was for his shield; wisdom let him use higher-level magic cards. Forian had given him level one cards, which meant there had to be level two and higher ones out there. 
 
      
 
    “That won’t make you an actual mage, of course, but it’ll open the door to the academy. In a year or two, we’ll be back to see how you’re doing. If you’re still alive, you’ll come with us. Do you have an idea what you’d like to spend your time doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Tailyn replied. He actually had been thinking about that. “I have herbalism and alchemy, so I’ll make a thousand potions to unlock level two.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” Forian replied with a frown. “I’ve never heard of anyone leveling-up by working their fingers to the bone like that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s how all my friends do it,” said a surprised Tailyn. “Some are already up to level two; others are still getting there. Of course, they’re not alchemists. They’re herbalists, lumberjacks, masons, farmers. But all of them say you get level two as soon as you collect a thousand units of whatever material you’re supposed to find, and that’s exactly what happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, that’s what you’re talking about,” Forian chuckled. “Yes, they do. The god gives a task to everyone who’s initiated correctly, aligning it to their class. Your friends apparently all got a task that has them collecting materials. The second mission will be for ten thousand, the third for a hundred thousand, and so on. Don’t forget to ask the god to finish your initiation, and you’ll get a mission like that, too, probably for potions—you’re right. Though it definitely won’t be for a thousand. You don’t have enough mana for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Master, we’re here.” The curtain was pulled back, and Motar peered into the wagon. 
 
      
 
    “Finally!” Forian looked over at Tailyn one more time. “Don’t disappoint me. I’ll be back in Culmart a year from now, and I’d like to find you alive. Okay, get out—you’re not going any farther with us. Get to work on yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn hopped out and watched the wagon trail off. Everything in him wanted to dash off and tell his friends about his loot and new skills, but he knew all too well that he had more important things that couldn’t wait. Master Forian had told him exactly what to do. And there was no way the boy was going to disappoint him a second time. 
 
      
 
    It was time to head over to the temple and speak with the god for the first time. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE TEMPLE WASN’T far from the central square. It was the biggest, most beautiful building in the city, even the elder’s palace lagging far behind its grace and elegant lines. In fact, every time Tailyn walked by it, he wondered if the city had been built ages before around the existing temple. It looked too unlike the buildings around it. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn paused by the entrance. He’d never been inside—they said the god didn’t like empty talkers or loafers. You couldn’t get inside just because. Looking around and looking for some kind of support, the boy noticed the wagon. The mages had gotten to the square much faster and were already in a meeting with the elder. That kicked Tailyn into gear, as he remembered Forian’s instructions. He couldn’t disappoint the mage. Sighing deeply and still looking for a source of bravery, he remembered the two cards in his inventory. They were perfect. Pulling them out, he felt much more confident just holding them, almost like he was a real mage. As he gripped them tightly, he stepped firmly up the stairs. Nothing scared him anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” The guard came to life and held out a hand. The boy replied resolutely. 
 
      
 
    “I have an offering for the god, and I’d like—” 
 
      
 
    “No entrance! Come back after the attack,” the guard jumped in, dropping its arm and turning back into a statue. Tailyn froze in confusion. He’d never heard of the god refusing to let someone into the temple, and he wasn’t sure what to do. What attack was he supposed to wait for? 
 
      
 
    As if in response to the question in the boy’s head, the city’s hustle and bustle was interrupted by a hysterical shriek. 
 
      
 
    “Lixes!” 
 
      
 
    It was a simple word, but everything inside Tailyn froze in horror. Once in a while, usually every two or three years, Ringold’s green lixes built up their forces and attacked the border cities. Eleven years before, their army had even swept through Culmart, Tailyn’s native town, though the raids since then had spared them. The people had grown soft. And it was in that moment that the green beasts showed up. 
 
      
 
    Three shimmering circles appeared in the square, lixes beginning to jump out of them. And since Tailyn had never seen the terrifying beasts before, he froze, unable to move so much as a finger. 
 
      
 
    In a way, the lixes were similar to people: they had muscular, humanlike torsos featuring two pairs of albeit shriveled arms. But that was the end of the parallels. Their hind legs and heads were more reminiscent of awe-inspiring dogs that had been through more than their share of battles. All of them were riddled with scars, they were pockmarked, and sharp fangs peeked out of their open jaws. They moved around on four legs, the front and hind ones, while the middle legs were used to grab hold of their victims. And as the enormous red eyes of the nearest monsters stared at Tailyn, the boy felt something warm begin to trickle down his legs. The beasts roared, crouched, and leaped toward him. 
 
      
 
    “Forbidden!” called a voice from behind Tailyn, and the lixes were thrown back by a protective field. The boy had gotten lucky—the guard was defending the house of the god. But one attack wasn’t enough for the lixes, so they dashed forward once again after they gathered themselves. That time, the guard said nothing. It just hurled them away. One more attack, and the monsters’ snorts made it clear they’d had enough. They ran off down the street. 
 
      
 
    A loud screeching and scraping sound broke out. Tailyn, still rooted to the spot, turned to see that the lixes were dragging the mages’ wagon toward one of the shimmering circles. It was only then that the boy noticed the modified lix standing next to each of them. Standing on two legs, they were wearing armor, there was a long stick topped with a bright light in their middle paws, and the upper pair of paws held cards in the air. At least, Tailyn couldn’t for sure see that they were cards, though there was nothing else the little shining rectangles could be. A shadowy arm was reaching out of each card to embrace the circle next to it, almost as if protecting it from the dangers of the world. 
 
      
 
    Something deep inside the boy told him what they were: portals and the cards that opened them. Out of the portals jumped lixes, while the beasts already in the city dragged loot back into them—furniture, supplies, and, worst of all, living people, primarily women and boys. The wagon was included in their loot. The horses harnessed to it whinnied in terror, though the lixes dealt with them simply. About a dozen of the creatures threw themselves at the animals, tore them to pieces, and tossed chunks of hot flesh right into their mouths. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn vomited, even having eaten nothing the previous twenty-four hours. The site was sickening for the ten-year-old used to his peaceful, quiet life on the outskirts of the empire. Meanwhile, having polished off the horses, the lixes dragged the wagon over to the nearest portal and tossed it inside. Their cheer told the boy how happy they were with their loot. 
 
      
 
    “Shields up! Hold the line! Attack! One step forward! Attack!” 
 
      
 
    Motar’s voice rang out from the other side of the square. From around a corner, an even line of guards appeared, driving the lixes back as they came. They moved slowly, shoulder to shoulder, keeping their green opponents the length of their spears away. And even as sharp claws flashed, they proved powerless against the line of shields. With each barked order, the troop jabbed their spears forward in an effort to connect with the lixes, though the latter were just too fast. The monsters dodged, leaped over to the shields, and did their best to break through. And what had originally looked like a relentless forward press turned out to be anything but as the guards moved slowly and uncertainly. The line was far from even. As soon as they got out into open space, they came up against a new problem, too: the creatures started attacking from the sides. 
 
      
 
    “Semicircle! Hold the line! Attack! Don’t let them get any further!” 
 
      
 
    The guards’ triumphant forward march had come to an end. They blocked off the street leading to the trade district, beyond which was where the city’s wealthy citizenry lived. But still, just standing in place, the guards began sustaining losses. Tailyn watched in horror as an especially nimble lix jumped over to the shields only to grab one with its middle arms and yank it back instead of trying to beat through. Not expecting that move, the guard flew out of the line. A few seconds later, and the poor soul had been torn to pieces. His place in the formation was taken by another guard, but the lixes had a new strategy. One guard after another flew into the middle of the square with a wild shriek. A moment later, their shriek was reduced to a gargle as they choked on their own blood. 
 
      
 
    “Retreat! One step back! Hold the line!” 
 
      
 
    Motar quickly figured out that he had no business being there and decided to save the remainder of his troops. That helped—the pikes were crowded closer together in the narrow alley, keeping the lixes from getting in between them. But the green beasts kept pouring out of the portals. Unable to get through to the trade quarters, they headed up the other two streets. One of them led to the main gate, which wasn’t a problem; the other led directly to where the regular townsfolk lived. 
 
      
 
    With happy shouts, a few of the beasts dashed over to the portals, the senseless bodies of women flopping on their backs. Girls, actually—Tailyn recognized one of them as a friend of his. Ten-year-old Bula was a farmer who’d already gotten to level two. Tailyn’s face fell. He wanted to help, but there was nothing he could do. As soon as he left the steps, he would have been devoured. 
 
      
 
    “Push, boys! We have to stop them! Attack the beasts!” 
 
      
 
    A warm feeling grew in Tailyn’s chest. On the street leading to the residential quarter, an armed crowd appeared. It wasn’t as uniform as Motar’s crew, and half of it was just farmers and lumberjacks, but there were some city guards in among them with shields and pikes. Tekhor, Motar’s second-in-command, was heading them up. 
 
      
 
    The second group took losses as well, though they pushed the lixes back onto the square with sheer numbers. Equally unable to land any hits on the creatures, they still kept coming, teeth gritted. Retreat wasn’t an option—their defenseless families were behind them. The lixes quickly applied their newfound strategy by jumping over to the guards and trying to toss them out onto the square by their shields. And though it took them a while to begin making ground, the first guard was finally yanked out of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    He landed not far from the stairs to the temple. Another meter, and he would have been within the protection of the god, but he was not so lucky. The crazed animals descended on him. Once again, the whole thing happened so quickly that nobody had any time to react. 
 
      
 
    Almost nobody. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    You used Enhanced Shield-I 29 times. 
 
      
 
    Guard Georn’s shield was enhanced by 464. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 21 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn only stopped when his lungs ran out of air and he was no longer able to blow on the card. A crowd of lixes were on top of Georn, but none of them was able to break through is new shield. While Tailyn was still just a weak mage, and his card was just at level one, it was still enough for the guard to get his wits about him, pull out his sword, and bury it in one of the creatures. A wail was heard round the square as the lix was too slow to dodge the attack. It was the defenders’ first victory. 
 
      
 
    “Come here, Georn!” Tailyn yelled. “Onto the stairs! The god won’t let them through!” 
 
      
 
    “Stay there, boy!” The guard took another few monsters straight to the chest before sending his sword flashing once again. Another one bit the dust. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn knew his shield wasn’t going to hold up for long. And he wanted to help, though he also wanted to hold onto the card’s remaining charges. The guard pulled himself to his feet. He began swinging his sword to beat back the lixes, but one of them got around behind him before he could notice it. Tailyn definitely wasn’t going to be able to make himself heard through the heat of battle. 
 
      
 
    The decision was an easy one. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Strike-I. 
 
      
 
    You did 16 damage to level 3 green lix 778-R332 and stunned it for 30 seconds due to its weakness against electricity. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 49 of 50. 
 
      
 
    The lix dropped to the ground in a fit of convulsions, and a spear pierced it immediately. Tekhor and a squad of five fighters had come to Georn’s aid. The leader yelled over to Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “Can you do that again?” 
 
      
 
    Instead of replying, the boy looked over at the next lix and activated his card, blowing on it just once. The situation repeated itself exactly. One charge down, one beast dropped to the ground, one quick thrust with a spear. 
 
      
 
    “Bravo!” shouted Tekhor. “Stay there and keep taking them out. We’ll do the rest!” 
 
      
 
    Five charges of electricity… Ten… Fifteen… Thirty… Forty. 
 
      
 
    The more lixes Tekhor’s squad took out, the more appeared out of the portals. And they were all level three, terrifying and angry, throwing themselves immediately at the squad of defenders without paying any attention to anyone else. Tailyn even had to use the remainder of his shield card to save Tekhor from a lix coming at him from above. Another wave poured out of the portals to join the fray. Tailyn used the last of his attack card and ran back up onto the steps, having done everything that had been in his power. The mountain of dead animals was a testament enough to that. He felt bad for Tekhor and the guards, but he was just a ten-year-old kid. What more could anyone have expected of him? 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 0 of 50. 
 
      
 
    “Retreat!” Tekhor quickly figured out why Tailyn had made his way back to the steps. The boy had bought them a few minutes, and the baron’s troops were going to be showing up soon to beat back the invasion. It was just a shame he and his boys weren’t going to live long enough to see that happen. But that was okay—he’d lived honorably, and death held no fear for him. Most important was that the women and children were safe. 
 
      
 
    Three lixes leaped onto Tekhor all at once. Covering up with his shield, he awaited the blow, only it was not forthcoming. There were no flashing shields, no dying cries coming from shredded people, no exultant howls from the beasts. And when Tekhor risked a peek out from behind his shield, his eyes widened. The monsters were all convulsing on the ground, having been stunned by bolts of lightning coming out of the sky. The portals were gone, too—the lixes that had been holding them open were just as affected as the rest. 
 
      
 
    “Wipe them out! You only have thirty seconds!” Tekhor looked over to see the two mages standing on the wall of the city elder’s palace. They didn’t need to repeat their order. Both Tekhor and Motar sent their detachments rushing in from the adjacent streets, weapons at the ready. Spears and swords worked diligently to bathe the square in the blood of the invading army. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stared triumphantly at the mages who had managed to turn the tide of the battle. It didn’t occur to him to wonder why they hadn’t showed up sooner. Just the fact that they hadn’t meant they’d had a good reason, and it wasn’t for him to question them. The storm cloud hanging over the city began to recede; the sun began to break through. 
 
      
 
    Even with how fast the guards were working, they weren’t able to finish off all the lixes. About twenty survived. Jumping up onto their paws and realizing what was going on, they showed surprising mental acuity and dashed out of the city. Nobody bothered chasing them. The guards were exhausted, and they were right in the middle of sinking to the ground when the god made its decision. They were heroes. 
 
      
 
    A surprised Tailyn read the message that popped up in front of him: 
 
      
 
    The attack on Culmart was repulsed (2 waves). 
 
      
 
    All participants in the local event receive +2 levels. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You were among the five locals to contribute the most to the defense of the city. 
 
      
 
    Level +1 
 
      
 
    You earned 8% of all loot collected from the dead lixes. 
 
      
 
    To receive your reward, speak to the city elder. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Note! Since you haven’t completed the initiation, you cannot level-up. 
 
      
 
    Character modification ongoing. 
 
      
 
    You unlocked attributes. 
 
      
 
    Attribute received: Enhancement (3). 
 
      
 
    Enhancement. Description: An attribute given by the god in unusual cases that serves to increase all other parameters. Anyone who receives Enhancement demonstrated incredible mastery bordering on heroism to the god. Don’t forget to prove worthy of this gift. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Level in the formula used to calculate your main parameters was changed to level + Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn, shocked, pulled up his attributes and stared at the changes in surprise. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Status table 
  
      
 
       
       	  General character information 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tailyn Vlashich 
  
       	  Alchemist 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Age 
  
       	  10 
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       	  3 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemy 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield Restoration Potion 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mana Restoration Potion 
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       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism 
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       	  2 
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    The table was really starting to grow, and Tailyn decided to hide all the recipes he’d collected. If he needed them, they could always be pulled right back up. But the fact that he had another field without a colored background was fantastic news. His main parameters had jumped up as though he’d actually gotten to level four—it was a shame he hadn’t, but what he had gotten was solid already. The only problem was figuring out how enhancement was leveled-up. What did he have to do for the god to consider it an achievement worthy of the title? 
 
      
 
    “Great work, kid!” Tekhor’s powerful fist slammed down on Tailyn’s shoulder, knocking a couple shield points off. The excited guard had forgotten his own strength. “You saved us all!” 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t me, Master Tekhor,” the boy replied in embarrassment. “The mages cast the lightning.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if it hadn’t been for you, I wouldn’t have lived long enough to see it! So, I’m in your debt. If there’s anything you need, just let me know, and I’ll be happy to help.” 
 
      
 
    “And you saved my life twice!” Georn piped up. “Your shield kept them off me, so I owe you, too, Tailyn. Remember that!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn shrank back in confusion. At just ten years old, he wasn’t used to being the center of attention. Everyone had always done their best to avoid him thanks to Master Isor’s unpleasant temper, but there the townsfolk and even the god were singing his praises. It was both incredibly flattering and awfully scary. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, sure,” he finally squeezed out as the crowd parted. The pair of mages were making their way over, only their faces didn’t share the general exultant sentiment. Instead, they were focused and seriously frustrated about something. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the wagon?” Forian asked Motar as the two stepped closer. The head of the guard frowned, looking back at his troops for support, but none of them were in any hurry to say what had happened to it. 
 
      
 
    “I said, where’s the wagon with the suspect?!” Forian’s voice was climbing in pitch, and the victors fell silent. The rank and file guards began edging away from the furious mages—nobody wanted to get in their way. Unsure what to say, Motar just blushed, though that was when Tailyn stepped in to help. 
 
      
 
    “The lixes dragged it into one of their portals, Master Mage. They ate the horses, too. I watched them do it.” 
 
      
 
    “One of their portals?! Motar, please tell me you’d already moved Dort the way I told you to?” 
 
      
 
    “No, Master Mage!” The red-faced head of the guard suddenly turned deathly pale, though he replied crisply and clearly. “When the lix attack began, Dort was still in the wagon.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to—” It was Forian’s turn to flush bright red, though he was interrupted by a menacing shout. 
 
      
 
    “In the name of the baron, nobody move!” 
 
      
 
    Hooves clattered across the cobblestones, and a detachment of armored horsemen rode out onto the square. Baron Equire’s troops had arrived to defend the city. 
 
      
 
    “Where are the green lixes? What are academy mages doing here? Does Baron Equire know you’re in his city?” 
 
      
 
    To his surprise, Tailyn realized the mustachioed commander wasn’t fazed in the least by the threatening mages. He behaved as though they were equal to or even below him. And what was even more incredible, Keran, the healer mage, replied. He even replied calmly, without expressing a shred of annoyance that their conversation with the guards had been so rudely interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “We’re just traveling through. The town elder asked us to stay for a couple days, so we did. Why was the town left unguarded?” 
 
      
 
    “None of your business!” the mustachioed warrior shot back. “The baron isn’t responsible for defending just this hole; he has to take care of the entire Gray Lands. But I haven’t heard an answer to my question. Where are the lixes?” 
 
      
 
    “Open your eyes and look around the square.” Forian released Motar from his withering glare and turned to the commander. “I’m Forian Tarn, second-class academy investigator. And you are?” 
 
      
 
    The arrogance was wiped off the commander’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Darod Bifo, commander, fifth detachment, second unit of Baron Equire’s guard.” 
 
      
 
    “The baron will be receiving a report on your actions today,” Forian said harshly. “Leaving level three guards alone in the city and only showing up twenty minutes after the invasion is the height of negligence! I was forced to violate our agreement to avoid using magic within the town and involve myself in the battle. At least twenty-two lixes were able to escape the city, so do your duty, Darod Bifo, and take care of the town. You’re free to go.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn shivered. The already formidable warrior became even more so as he turned red, his face twisted in rage, and his eyes looked ready to pop out of their sockets. But Forian had turned away. Swallowing his pride, the commander barked an order to his troops, and they galloped out of the city. 
 
      
 
    Forian glanced back at Motar, who was pale once again, and thought about what to do next. The god had turned out even more unpredictable than he’d expected. After handing the mage the mission to find the crystal fence and his accomplices, it had organized the invasion. And while Forian had been busy getting the green light from the dean to protect the city without the baron’s personal authorization, while the pair of mages had been trying to find a work-around for the rules, the lixes had just about won. Tailyn had once again distinguished himself, too. The boy really was an intriguing case. Having set up within the safety provided by the temple walls, he’d helped the guards fight off the first wave and boosted the reward in the process. And then, the mages had been able to react faster when the second wave showed up. The dean had personally vouched for the use of magic, and Forian had used one of his rare cards to bring lightning down on the lixes. 
 
      
 
    Three levels—two for the victory and one for contributing to it—would have been a great result for the surprise turn of events if it hadn’t been for one thing. The god had canceled the crystal fence mission. It had decided that Forian had lost the only suspect, without which it was impossible to get to the truth. If Motar had just followed instructions… 
 
      
 
    Forian just sighed heavily and let his eyes droop closed. 
 
      
 
    “I have nothing against the city guards.” 
 
      
 
    His wasn’t to understand the ways of the god; all he needed to understand was that taking his rage out on the guard would have been silly. Forian hadn’t personally made sure Dort was delivered to the prison, which meant it was partially his responsibility, as well. 
 
      
 
    Motar let his breath out. Bowing deeply, he disappeared quickly, in a hurry to get away from the crazed mage. But the latter had already forgotten about him. The mage was focused on the boy. 
 
      
 
    “I want to know why you didn’t follow my instructions. You were told to head to the temple.” 
 
      
 
    “The god closed it, Master,” Tailyn replied, stunning even himself. The battle behind him, he no longer felt the least bit of fear conversing with the mage. “The guard told me to come back after the attack.” 
 
      
 
    “You were too slow.” Forian ignored the boy’s attempted reply, instead continuing on. “But that’s a good lesson for you. When a mage tells you to do something, you drop everything else and get it done as fast as possible. Every guard who did the least bit of damage to any of the lixes got two levels. But you wasted the cards I gave you without ever getting past level one. You disappoint me, Tailyn Vlashich.” 
 
      
 
    The mage turned away from the boy, considering the job done. There was no reason for him to stay any longer in the town, which meant he could put it behind him as soon as he got his share of the loot. It was very possible he wouldn’t be back, too. Following his instructions slowly was just as bad as not following them at all in his book. 
 
      
 
    “You’re wrong, Master!” Tailyn called after him, and Forian stopped. There wasn’t a trace of pleading, begging, or anything similar in the boy’s voice. Instead, there was a confidence the mage hadn’t yet heard in him. 
 
      
 
    “And what exactly am I wrong about?” Forian retraced his steps and towered over the boy. The latter shrank back and hung his head, though he replied firmly. 
 
      
 
    “The only reason the god didn’t promote me up three levels was because I haven’t completed the initiation. But he gave me the enhancement attribute and changed the formula…for something…” 
 
      
 
    Finally, it hit Tailyn who he was speaking to in that kind of tone. Forian could easily have punished him just for breathing in the mage’s direction, and there he was arguing, trying to prove a point. 
 
      
 
    “Keran?” Forian said. 
 
      
 
    “Just a second. No, the boy isn’t lying. His parameters are on par with level four, though he’s still at level one…” 
 
      
 
    Forian looked back at Tailyn. The fact that the boy had level three enhancement changed quite a bit, to the point that it looked like he was going to have to keep his promise to the dean and take on a student. 
 
      
 
    “What did the god write to you? Tell me everything word for word.” 
 
      
 
    The boy didn’t dare do anything but exactly that, especially since there wasn’t anything secret in the messages. 
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well…” Keran said slowly, placing a hand on Forian’s shoulder and beginning a mental conversation. One benefit to being a healer was that you had to have a way to communicate with patients who’d lost the gift of speech. Do you understand what this means? 
 
      
 
    Of course. Either the dean isn’t telling us something, or he himself doesn’t know. I’d imagine it’s the latter. We need to test out that upgrade mechanism on someone else—Tailyn could just be a unique case. 
 
      
 
    Maybe. But where are we going to find someone who’s only half-initiated? 
 
      
 
    I know how you get them, and that’s enough. There are plenty of criminals in the world, plenty of ray weapons, too. I’ll make it happen. 
 
      
 
    What are we going to do with the boy right now? 
 
      
 
    Keep testing him. It actually turned out to be a good thing that he took his time with the job I gave him. 
 
      
 
    Keran pulled his hand away, and Forian looked back over at Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “I’m forbidding you from going through the complete initiation right now. Just do it the normal way—when you turn twelve. And that’s an order, Tailyn Vlashich. Repeat it back to me!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not allowed to complete my initiation until I turn twelve,” the boy said. He received another mission a second later. 
 
      
 
    New mission: Initiation at Twelve. Description: complete your initiation when you turn twelve. If you complete this mission, Forian Tarn will take you on as his student. Deadline: 1 year 7 months. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to take me on as a student?!” Tailyn asked in shock. Keran was no less surprised, staring at his partner as if seeing him for the first time. Something had happened to Forian in that town—he was acting awfully unlike himself. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll talk about that in a year and a half. In the meantime, give me the cards back so I can recharge them. And remember, my potential student, if I see you taking your time with my instructions again, you’ll be harshly punished! Oh, and don’t tell anyone about your abilities. That’s an order, too! The only person you can trust is me. Forget about everyone else. You don’t need to repeat that back to me, too, do you?” 
 
      
 
    It took practically no time at all to recharge the level one cards. As soon as Tailyn got them back, he bowed low and dashed off up the stairs. The guard didn’t bother to ask him the reason for his visit that time, just opening the door to the temple. 
 
      
 
    “On the job,” Keran said. “He’s a good kid, quick on the uptake. But what’s Finiel going to say? You know she won’t be happy about some little rascal, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Forian replied. “But for now, let’s go see what kind of loot we got. The Gray Lands are waiting for us.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    TAILYN DASHED into the temple, the only thing on his mind taking care of Forian’s assignment as fast as he could. Rushing by, he just barely noticed the décor, not giving his subconscious enough time to so much as grasp at the general details. Everything was different from the usual homes in the town. The walls were bare steel, there were labels written in a foreign language, and the many sculptures were so detailed they looked like giants frozen in time. Actually, Tailyn did notice all of that, though he didn’t stop to look around. His attention was occupied by the shimmering window surrounded by iron snakes—the eye of the god. That was his objective. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Tailyn Vlashich, to my temple. What brings you here?” 
 
      
 
    The film vibrated slightly to give off the sound, and all Tailyn’s determination vanished in an instant. He’d only ever seen the god’s messages, never hearing it speak. And as the cold, lifeless voice enveloped his body, all he could do was drop to the ground in reverence before divinity. All his plans and desires disappeared in favor of servility in the face of the god. 
 
      
 
    “Are you here to complete your initiation?” the god asked, having not received an answer to its first question. Tailyn picked his head up with an effort and mumbled a response. 
 
      
 
    “N-no, Master… I… I brought… I want to donate to the temple… To the god…” 
 
      
 
    His thoughts jumbled, fear swept over the boy, though he was even more afraid of Forian being displeased with his weakness. If he let the god complete the initiation, he could kiss the academy goodbye. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want to donate, Tailyn Vlashich?” 
 
      
 
    “Arcane dust. All of it,” the boy replied. As he began to come to grips with his fear, firmness crept back into his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Your donation is accepted.” The god said nothing for a little while, finally addressing Tailyn mentally: 
 
      
 
    You received 8034 gold. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s eyes widened when he saw the amount hit his account. Forian had been exactly right. No longer afraid, the boy got to his feet—the god had accepted his offering, which meant his future instructor had been speaking the truth. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like to complete your initiation?” the god asked again. Tailyn was ready with an answer that time. 
 
      
 
    “No, Master. I want to just do it the normal way—when I turn twelve.” 
 
      
 
    “Application received… Processing… Approved. You will be automatically initiated when you turn twelve, with no need to return to the temple. Is there anything else you need, Tailyn Vlashich?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Tailyn perked up, having successfully handled such an important problem, and felt a surge of confidence. “I want to unlock some attributes!” 
 
      
 
    You spent 4000 gold to unlock attributes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Attributes received: Intellect (1), Mysticism (1), Armor (1), Wisdom (1). 
 
      
 
    Intellect. Description: an attribute that boosts your base mana level. The level + Enhancement parameter for mana calculation formulas was changed to level + Enhancement + Intellect. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mysticism. Description: an attribute that restores one mana per hour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Armor. Description: an attribute that restores one shield per hour. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wisdom. Description: an attribute that lets you use magic cards. For simple cards, the ratio of card level to Wisdom is 1:1. For rare cards, the ratio is 1:2. For epic cards, the ratio is 1:4. For legendary cards, the ratio is 1:8. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything else you need, Tailyn Vlashich?” the god asked as dispassionately as ever. The boy bit his lip. Master Forian had told him to just spend four thousand and use the rest to buy himself mage clothing, but what kind of mage was he if he only had two cards? And even that pair didn’t count—fifty charges was nothing unless he learned how to recharge them. The recent battle was proof enough of that. He hadn’t even had enough charges for all the lixes. 
 
      
 
    But could he ask for that? Tailyn decided to start with something smaller to get the god warming up to the idea. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to donate my cloak, whip, and dagger to the temple, all good items. I got them—” 
 
      
 
    “Your donation is accepted,” the god said. 
 
      
 
    You received 38 gold. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like the ability to replenish cards,” Tailyn blurted out as soon as the god took the items from him. It was pushing the limits, of course, but what was the harm in trying? If the god was generous enough to give the boy 38 gold for the trio of items, it might be generous enough to grant that request, as well. Master Forian hadn’t told Tailyn he couldn’t pick up extra attributes. 
 
      
 
    “According to the agreement with the academy, that opportunity is unavailable to initiated and uninitiated creatures alike,” the god replied coldly. “You’ll have to visit the academy to receive that skill.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’m neither initiated nor uninitiated,” Tailyn replied in surprise. The god was apparently equally surprised. Falling silent, it began processing its own words: 
 
      
 
    Request received. Wait for the response! 
 
      
 
    A minute went by. Then, a second. A fifth. Tailyn stood there, unsure what to do next. Every twenty seconds, the god let him know it was still thinking by asking him to wait a little longer. The silence fell again. Finally, another message popped up in front of Tailyn: 
 
      
 
    Decision received! 
 
      
 
    The first initiation stage does not fall under the agreement with the academy! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You spent 1000 gold to unlock a skill. 
 
      
 
    Alchemy skill learned: Card Saturation. Current level: 1. A rare ability that lets Alchemists transfer their mana to cards in order to restore the number of available charges. To restore 1 charge for a simple card, the ratio of card level to the amount of mana transferred is 1:10. For rare cards, the ratio is 1:40. For epic cards, the ratio is 1:160. For legendary cards, the ratio is 1:160. As the skill levels-up, the amount of mana required is reduced by skill level for simple cards, skill level * 2 for rare cards, skill level * 4 for epic cards, and skill level * 8 for legendary cards, though no less than 2 mana per charge. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything else you need, Tailyn Vlashich?” the god asked dispassionately, almost as if nothing unusual had occurred. Perhaps, that was the case. Tailyn couldn’t utter a word—he was too afraid the god would pull its gift right back. Never in his life had he seen such a detailed description, and his head was spinning. All he wanted to do was jump for joy and try out the new skill. 
 
      
 
    “N-no, Master,” Tailyn replied with a boy. The shimmering film ceased vibrating and turned back into a mirror. The god had left the boy alone, though there was plenty for him to do. Next, he needed to head over to get his reward from Master Isor. And he needed to hurry—soon, the best would all be gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    At that moment, Master Isor Barka, head of Culmart, was sweating rivulets as he answered the questions being posed to him by the second-class investigator while quietly praising the god for sending the lixes to take away his idiot son. He felt bad for the kid, of course, though he felt worse for himself. Why would Elass have tried to betray him? He’d come so highly recommended, everyone saying he was a completely trustworthy supplier. And since Isor had grown used to trusting his informants, the betrayal stung doubly. Obviously, he was going to wring his due out of them by slightly twisting the facts—Elass had killed his son!—but first, he had to assuage the interest of the mages who’d shown up at the worst possible moment. And then there was Meron, damn him. Who’d asked him to completely download his logs? At least, they’d clearly shown that Dort and Elass had agreed the former would show up alone. 
 
      
 
    And it was because of that exact point that the academy mage was trying to figure out what an eleven-year-old kid had been doing cutting a deal with a crystal fence. Isor was sweating, but he kept up a strong façade—he had no idea, and he couldn’t hand over his own logs. They included information on imperial business that didn’t concern the academy. 
 
      
 
    The fact that everything was going smoothly told Isor the investigator had nothing on him. If he had, he would have brought it up long before. 
 
      
 
    The interrogation, as the city elder called it, or the friendly conversation, which was Forian’s version, wrapped up. Neither had been able to get the other to budge. Although, there was one thing: Forian was demanding his reward. Thirty percent of the loot earned for contributing the most to the victory was a drop in the ocean of the town budget, but he wasn’t about to leave it to someone as corrupt as the elder clearly was. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Isor said hurriedly, sensing the end of the unpleasant conversation and holding a piece of paper out to the mage. “Here’s a complete list of the loot and distribution. Your share comes out first.” 
 
      
 
    “Five thousand gold?” Forian said in surprise. He hadn’t been expected that kind of a number. 
 
      
 
    “Magic equipment, Master Mage,” Isor replied. “You stunned three mages. The lixes didn’t have time to destroy their clothes, and the all-seeing god valued them highly.” 
 
      
 
    “Master Isor, Tailyn Vlashich is here to see you.” At that moment, the office door opened, and the elder’s aide peeked in. He paled when he saw the mages. 
 
      
 
    “Tell him to come back later,” Isor snapped. 
 
      
 
    “Let him in,” said the mage with a nod at the piece of paper. “It looks like he earned himself a reward, too. Hm… One thousand, three hundred gold. Not bad at all for ten years old.” 
 
      
 
    “Master Mage, come on, what does he need a reward for?” Isor asked nervously. He’d already spent the boy’s money in his head. “The kid just happened to be passing by, and he got lucky to be protected by the temple. Don’t worry, I’ll pay him what he deserves.” 
 
      
 
    Forian very nearly lost his temper. The worm was daring question the wisdom of the god’s decision? The lix spawn wasn’t aware that the god never made a mistake? As long as it decided that Tailyn influenced the course of the battle, it wasn’t for him to disagree! 
 
      
 
    “Have Tailyn brought in, otherwise, I’m going to assume that you’re refusing my student his rightful reward!” Forian shot back coldly. It was done. The word had been said, and the rest of Tailyn’s journey to become a student was merely a formality. 
 
      
 
    Isor’s skin turned whiter than Forian’s mantle. Tailyn was studying under a mage? And not just any mage, but a second-class investigator, a favorite of a department dean? That was impossible! What could the useless clod have done to grab the eye of someone like that? Forian’s power was not Isor’s to dispute—the elder had seen for himself how the mage had immobilized an entire army of lixes with a single blow. But Tailyn was different. He was a stupid ten-year-old from a tiny village! What could the academy want from him?! 
 
      
 
    But there was a reason why Isor was the town elder. He know how to deal with emotions. Tailyn would get his reward, but the guards could kiss theirs goodbye. After all, they only ever drank it away in the taverns. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Master Investigator. By all means, call in Tailyn.” 
 
      
 
    The boy walked into the room and paused when he saw the mages, having assumed they’d already left town. Bursting to show off his new skill, he jumped right in. 
 
      
 
    “I followed your instructions, Master Forian. Even more! I—” 
 
      
 
    “You’re here to report back to me?” Forian barked roughly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry… I… No, not that…” The boy was taken aback, though the correction was a fair one. “The god told me I earned eight percent of the loot. I’m here to collect it.” 
 
      
 
    A twinge of greed swept through Isor, though the mages’ intent gaze made it clear that he wasn’t going to be let off the hook. Instead, he handed Tailyn the list of loot and a coin. The god would add the right sum. 
 
      
 
    Nothing was going the way Isor had planned it. Once again, the investigator mage was ruining things for him. 
 
      
 
    “I’d say giving that kind of amount to a ten-year-old child would be foolish and unwise,” the mage said. The city elder’s breath caught in his throat—was Forian really going to suggest they cut the reward, leaving a pittance for the boy? How had he not thought to suggest a share for the mage himself? Berating himself for missing that trick, the town elder made a mental note to pull it with the guards. 
 
      
 
    “Like I was saying, this loafer doesn’t deserve—” Isor started, though Forian cut in, continuing his thought. 
 
      
 
    “It strikes me that Tailyn would be better off with the loot you received from the lixes rather than the money. That would be smarter. After all, where else is my student going to find magic items in this hole? Esteemed God, I ask you to recalculate Tailyn’s reward!” 
 
      
 
    Isor watched, his mouth gaping wide, as the list of loot changed in front of him. Never before had he witnessed firsthand the workings of the divine will. Of course, everyone got messages and went through an initiation, but for the god to respond to a summons by someone who was still just human, well, that was new. Isor would have tossed the piece of paper away like a poisonous viper if that had been an option. But the god might have been offended. 
 
      
 
    “A ring and a hundred and five gold,” Isor said, reading off the changes. The ring appeared right there next to the coin. In a hurry to get rid of it all, he held it out to the boy. “Here’s your reward. Take it!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn accepted the god’s gift with thanks. He’d seen for himself how the ring had appeared, and he still couldn’t believe what was going on in his life. After ten years of meaning nothing to anyone, one thing after another was happening. It was enough to make anyone wonder. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think there’s anything else for us to do here. Just don’t forget my letters—the baron had better get them no later than tomorrow. Tailyn, let’s go. You can check your reward out later,” Forian said, stepping out of the room. The boy hurried after him like a well-trained puppy. Finally, Isor could wipe his brow, shakily pour himself some wine, and down it in a single gulp without so much as a grimace. Never again did he want anything to do with mages. And he needed to be done with the crystals, too—they were getting more and more dangerous each time. The whole thing had even cost him Dort. Although, the elder had never really cared much for his son, who had been yet another mouth to feed. They were practically innumerable, everyone wanting something from him. 
 
      
 
    “Master, the guards are here for their reward,” his aide said, peeking through the door once again. 
 
      
 
    “Get rid of them!” Isor exploded, cutting loose his pent-up rage. “I’m not seeing anyone else today! They can come back tomorrow, or better yet, in a week. I’m not here! Where is the damage report? And send those damn letters to the baron. Why are they still on my desk?” 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, the author of the letters was just leaving the elder’s palace, having long since forgotten about Isor. One thing they taught you at the academy was to clear your head of everything that didn’t need to be there. 
 
      
 
    “So, what trouble did you get yourself into this time?” Forian asked the boy. For some reason, he suspected that was precisely what had happened. 
 
      
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Tailyn replied hurriedly. “I did everything exactly the way you told me to. I unlocked the attributes, asked the god not to complete the initiation…and then I asked for the ability to recharge cards.” 
 
      
 
    “Obviously, the god refused,” Keran said, an invisible shadow flitting behind his partner. The mage couldn’t wait to get out of the city, finish the job the dean had given them, and get back to the academy. Nothing about the arguments, children, and other nonsense in the town interested him in the least. Although, getting a good look at the boy would have been interesting. Only partially initiated… Keran had never heard of that. 
 
      
 
    “I’m afraid the god actually agreed,” a frowning Forian replied before the boy could say anything. “Tell us everything that happened word for word.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was stunned to see something other than a positive reaction. He’d been expecting to be praised for his initiative, maybe even rewarded, but definitely not reprimanded. Still, he recalled everything that had been said, everything that had been done. 
 
      
 
    We can’t leave him here! We have to take him with us. Keran’s indifference was gone, and he began speaking to Forian using the healer connection. The fate of the academy is at stake! 
 
      
 
    You want to take him with us into the Gray Lands? He won’t last a week. 
 
      
 
    He’s going to die regardless, so he might as will die under our care. Can you even imagine what will happen if Crobar finds out you can get a skill outside the academy? 
 
      
 
    You and I are the only two who know how to get the first initiation stage. Crobar is far away, and they couldn’t care less about some kid. After he joins the academy, everything will be fine, so don’t get carried away. I don’t want to bring him with us. He has potential, and I’m not about to waste that. The dean is already in the loop. If the god decides we’re unworthy to return, the dean will get the boy himself. But we do need to rein him in a little—that attitude is going to get him in trouble. 
 
      
 
    Out loud, Forian had a different message. 
 
      
 
    “You were instructed to spend four thousand gold on attributes and the other four thousand on clothing. But you didn’t listen. Yet again. I don’t know that I’m going to have time to deal with you, and I certainly don’t want to listen to your excuses.” The mage saw the boy about to say something. “Orders are orders! As a punishment, I’m going to take your ring. You’ll get it back if you make it to the academy. Okay, we’re done here. Keep getting into trouble, and the academy will be nothing more than a pipe dream for you.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn watched wide-eyed as the ring evaporated in his hand and appeared in Forian’s. The god had recognized the mage’s right to punish him. 
 
      
 
    Not far away, a luxurious carriage was waiting. And with nothing left for them to do there, the mages settled into it, Keran took up the reins, and the horses started off. Their pace was slow, as they were anxious to avoid trampling anyone. To be fair, that would have been difficult to pull off. Regardless of the fact that the square was packed, the people in front of the carriage cleared a path, filling back in as soon as the mages were gone. Hammers pounded, saws buzzed, and the delicious aroma of freshly baked bread filled the air. The city was getting back to normalcy following the invasion. And nobody had time for a stupid young boy. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stood there amid the bustle, unsure of what to do with himself. A couple hours before, he’d been a hero, but everyday life was already beginning to close in. The same everyday life that had kept him busy for each of his ten years. Nobody was about to offer him a job; there was nothing he could do on his own to be useful to the city. Of course, he could have hauled a few boards or helped someone else hold them, but nobody wanted to get him involved. That would have just led to a conversation with Master Isor about why a boy with a mana bar was doing primitive labor. No, no good. The kid was better off minding his own business out of everyone else’s way. The sooner the inveterate idler left everybody alone, the better… 
 
      
 
    The only thought that crossed Tailyn’s mind was to go see Mistress Valanil. His ring had been taken away from him, but the herbalist presumably knew where he could find something else with magic power. 
 
      
 
    But his hopes were in vain. As soon as Tailyn got to where her stand had been, he found it had been reduced to ruins the neighbors were picking through. And they weren’t even trying to get to the bottom of what had happened. They were looking for whatever they could use themselves. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Tailyn asked indignantly, trying to stop the thieves. 
 
      
 
    “She won’t be needing any of this,” a man shaking loose a thick beam said. “The lixes got the herbalist—Master Isor’s going to have to find a new one. We can’t not have an herbalist! Hey, could you go let him know? Ah, forget it. You’re useless—we’ll go ourselves. Wait, where are you going? This is my spot! Find your own!” 
 
      
 
    The last few phrases were yelled at someone else looking for free wood. It was always that way, wasn’t it? One person’s catastrophe was another’s opportunity. Tailyn saw how excited the man’s kids got when he finally worked the beam free, and that gave him an idea. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the alchemy table? Did someone already take it?” he asked someone picking through the ruins. 
 
      
 
    “No, what are we going to do with it?” came the reply. “Check that pile over there, the one we’ve been tossing trash into. If something catches your eye, it’s yours. Everything’s getting thrown out, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn went over and sighed bitterly. The implements were crushed, bent, or otherwise ruined. After checking a few of them, he couldn’t find a single one in working condition. It was all useless. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Tailyn, get over here!” called the man who’d grabbed the beam for himself. “You might like this.” 
 
      
 
    He was pulling a heavy box out of the rubble, and something was clinking inside it. Pulling back the lid, Tailyn saw a mountain of broken glass as well as a dozen flasks that had somehow remained intact. The god told him immediately that they were alchemical retorts. 
 
      
 
    “Can I have them?” the boy asked, looking over at the man. The latter nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Go for it! I don’t even know what they are, anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn quickly pulled the intact retorts out of the box and hid them in his virtual inventory. Just like the flowers, they only took up one spot. The trick didn’t go unnoticed, however, as the man took a step back. 
 
      
 
    “Wait a second. Where…? What…? Okay… Tailyn, is it true that you fought off the lixes along with the guards? You got a reward?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn noticed in surprise as silence fell over the area—everyone was waiting to hear his answer. Embarrassed, he nodded. 
 
      
 
    “All I did was stand on the temple stairs and use my magic cards. The guards killed the lixes.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell us all about it! We’re all dying to know what happened,” said someone in the group. A dozen heads bobbed. They were indeed intrigued. 
 
      
 
    Sitting down, Tailyn told the story, highlighting the best parts without embellishing or lying about them. There wasn’t any point in that, as the people gathered around wanted the truth. They weren’t there to hear tall tales. 
 
      
 
    By the time the boy finished, there was a veritable crowd surrounding him. Nobody said a word for a little while as they paid their respects to those who had fallen or been dragged off by the lixes, though regular life slowly returned. A saw got to work. Axes began hacking away. Everyone went back to scavenging for wood among the rubble of the demolished building. Life went on, with no time to grief the lost. As he watched everyone begin working, it suddenly hit Tailyn what he needed to do. 
 
      
 
    There was no time for him to grieve or cry, either. He had a mission that needed to be done in the coming year and a half, which meant he had to find a long ladder, a pick, and a shovel. There was going to be a lot of digging. That reminded him—he needed torches, too. It was awfully dark down in the cave with the strange name of metro tunnel. 
 
      
 
    Lavr Nalin had given him a job to do. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    THEY WEREN’T LETTING anyone out of the city. For three days, Baron Equire’s guards swept the area in search of the escaped lixes. And of the twenty-two that had gotten away, they were able to find and take out twenty-one, the last one gone without a trace. It was almost as if it had disappeared into the ground. The farmers were nervous, refusing to head out into their fields for fear of the toothy beast finding and shredding them in seconds. None of them had a shield capable of standing up to it for long. Of course, the guards led by Motar and Tekhor did their best to assist the troops, but they still came up empty-handed. 
 
      
 
    “This is pointless,” Darod Bifo, the commander of the baron’s troops, announced after yet another fruitless raid. “We’re just wasting time—the animal already headed back home. Let’s go! Motar, the defense of the city is on your shoulders. I’ll be expecting a report in a week.” 
 
      
 
    Their horses squealed as spurs dug into their sides, the detachment galloping out of the city and leaving the townsfolk to look at each other. The same question was plastered across all their faces: what if the lix hadn’t gone home and was actually hiding somewhere? 
 
      
 
    “What are you all waiting for? Let’s go! It’s our job to defend the city!” Motar was the first to come to his senses. Boots tramped dully across the pavement as the guards rushed off, and the commander twirled his mustache in satisfaction before turning to Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kid, don’t go too far. I want you to be visible from the wall at all times, got it?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn nodded, still completely out of his element. Over the previous three days, he’d become a town legend complete with all the fables that came with the title. The guards didn’t help; instead, they threw in their own embellishments. In fact, it got to the point that everyone considered Tailyn the hero of the battle, having completely forgotten about the mages. Gone and more feared than respected, they were better scrubbed right out of the picture. But Tailyn was there and one of their own. They could give him a cuff or a slap if he didn’t listen, and who doesn’t like giving it to a town legend? 
 
      
 
    Motar’s order completely derailed Tailyn’s plans. He’d already asked the plumber to make him a ten-meter ladder, the guy having been taken aback by the unusual request until he’d been handed a nice, little coin. That had been enough for him to get to work. By the time the finished product was ready for Tailyn to pick up, an enormous crowd had gathered to mock the kid. Being a hero certainly didn’t mean they were going to let him live his life in peace. No, everyone wanted to feel just a bit superior, and so there they were to laugh at the absurdly long piece of equipment. The boy was surprised and embarrassed to see everybody there. Not understanding what was going on and without thinking twice, he dropped the ladder in his virtual inventory. There, it joined enough food for two weeks, a few large bottles of water, a shovel, a pick, a sleeping back, coils of rope, torches, and even a few bundles of firewood. The cave presumably didn’t have anything to burn in it, and the boy was definitely going to be looking to warm up during the cold nights. The expedition was going to be a long one. At least, Tailyn was planning on staying down there until he’d dug far enough to reach the tunnel. 
 
      
 
    A surprised gasp rippled around the workshop as soon as the ladder disappeared, further accentuating the legend of the great warrior. Tailyn’s guardian couldn’t be bothered with him—he’d spent the previous three days locked up in his palace letting nobody inside. Everything was perfect, which made Motar’s order that much more frustrating. Still, he left the city. Sitting around was getting on his nerves, and he wanted to cheer himself up. 
 
      
 
    “Remember what the boss said?” the guard at the gate asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, gather my herbs and come right back. When the new herbalist shows up, she’ll need them,” Tailyn replied. Rumor had it that Master Isor had written the baron and asked for someone to step in for Mistress Valanil. The replacement for the woman who’d been kidnapped by the lixes was supposedly going to be showing up shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Good, just don’t go far. The god only knows where that lix is hiding.” The guard peered out at the area surrounding the gate, doing his best to spot their foe. Needless to say, it was nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    For two whole days, Tailyn followed Motar’s instructions to the letter, gathering flowers right by the city walls. Surprisingly enough, there were plenty of them—there were lots of herbalists in the city, though none dared venture outside it. A level three lix was an excellent reason to call in sick and spend a few days at home. At first, Tailyn shared their concern, constantly looking around and keeping his electric strike card clutched in one hand. But nothing happened, and the anxiety gradually subsided. Tekhor’s squad continually patrolled the surroundings in a fruitless attempt to find the last beast. Quite possibly, it really had run off back home. People slowly began leaving the city and getting to work. The first few headed out, then whole groups left, and finally, Motar was forced to lift all restrictions and call off the hunt. The lix was assumed to have run off. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s two days of work resulted in 112 daisies, 87 lavender flowers, and plenty of sideways glances from the other herbalists. And as soon as the quarantine was lifted, the boy headed straight into the ancient city. He was accompanied by a veritable crowd of boys looking for their first stone, with adults and a few guards standing somewhat farther off. Just in case. 
 
      
 
    But nobody had any desire to venture any deeper into the city. The boys, looking around nervously and expecting the evil monster to come leaping out from behind every rock, grabbed a stone and dashed back to the safety of the adults. Meanwhile, Tailyn “accidentally” ducked behind some ruins, waited for everything to die down, made sure everyone had headed back without noticing he’d gone missing, and then headed higherup. He was on his way to the hole. 
 
      
 
    It took the boy a few hours to reach his destination. Never in his wildest dreams would he have imagined that there could be so many loaches growing in the city of the ancients. And since there was no way he could leave the loot just lying there on the ground, by the time he got to the hole, he had 94 flowers in his inventory. If he could find an alchemical lab somewhere, he was finally ready to make elixirs. But where was he going to find one of those in a border town? 
 
      
 
    Everything was as quiet by the hole as it was in the rest of the dead city. Materializing his ladder, Tailyn rubbed the nape of his neck—he hadn’t thought about how he was going to get the enormous piece of equipment down below. It weighed quite a bit, almost as much as the boy himself. And he didn’t just have to get it down into the hole; feeding it into the opening meant getting it almost vertical. Tailyn wasn’t sure if he was strong enough for that. 
 
      
 
    He needed help, but he also knew asking an adult for it would have led to some awkward questions. The god had made it clear that nobody was supposed to know about the mission, so that wasn’t an option. Tailyn was going to have to figure something out himself. 
 
      
 
    But how? His first thought was to head back to the city, stop by the temple, and entreat the god to unlock strength for him. It was a required skill for guards, miners, blacksmiths, and everyone else who had heavy things to lift as part of their job, but the question was what Master Forian would say. The last thing Tailyn wanted was to upset his tutor. He’d already lost the ring, and he didn’t want to lose his spot next to the mage, too. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he realized what to do. As he was going through his inventory, his gaze fell on the rope. Eureka! He could tie one end of it to the ladder, pull the end up, and drop it down into the cave. Then, when he needed the ladder back, he could just pull the rope up. The plan was a good one. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn loved the idea he’d come up with, and he didn’t even bother to look around. Tying one end of the rope around his waist, he tied the other to a rung, hauled the other edge to the hole, and lifted his side with a heavy grunt. The ladder’s own weight began pulling it down into the hole. Slowly at first, it began picking up speed, and the boy barely had time to let go of the rung before it yanked him into the hole. The ladder was vertical. 
 
      
 
    Proud of his own ingenuity, Tailyn gripped the rope. It was plenty long enough to make sure the long wooden ladder didn’t pull him in. Standing on the edge, he began pulling it back up, the going easy before it tightened. It was time to pull up the ladder. And Tailyn already knew how he was going to do that. There was a small tree growing nearby, and wrapping the rope around it a few times the way construction workers did when they were erecting buildings would take some of the load off. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn began stepping slowly away from the edge, keeping the rope tight, when something happened that he wasn’t prepared for. The ladder began slipping farther in, and the boy was pulled toward the hole. Letting go, Tailyn watched as the rope slithered farther and farther away. What was going on? And then, he looked down at himself and blanched. He’d tied the rope around himself. Fingers shaking, he tried to untie the knot, but it was too late—the rope was all the way underground, and he was being hauled along with it. The boy fought back for a little while, gripping the rocks around him, but it was like someone was yanking away down below. Finally, Tailyn flew head-first over the edge with a loud scream. The impact of hitting the earthen incline just about wiped out his shield and knocked the wind out of him. His head spun, stars danced in front of him, he had a hard time breathing, and a darkness gradually slipped over him. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir, a level three lix and commander of one of the many squads assigned to the Culmart raid, was hovering over the boy. He recognized him immediately—the boy was the one who’d used the magic that had helped the city wipe out almost the entire first wave and necessitated the second. Drool formed. The lix hadn’t eaten in five days, and his inner animal was doing battle with his rational side. The former demanded meat, the food that would buy it another couple days. But he also knew that killing the boy right then would just postpone his own death. If they could come to an agreement, on the other hand, he had a shot at surviving despite the broken hind legs that were causing so much pain. He snarled. Without food, he couldn’t heal itself, and his inner animal was starting to get the upper hand. But it was right then that the string bean in front of him opened his eyes. 
 
      
 
    The impenetrable darkness Tailyn found himself in was filled with an unbearable stench. Grimacing, he opened his eyes slightly only to have them widen when he saw the drooling lix standing menacingly over him. The throaty growl and bared teeth boded nothing good, and the boy froze as motionless as one of the many statues in the god’s temple. Only his wildly beating heart spoke to the fact that he was still in the land of the living. 
 
      
 
    His foe’s behavior very nearly snapped the tenuous reins Ka-Do-Gir was using to keep his inner animal under control. The latter sensed prey, sensed its prey’s fear. It longed to feast on the boy, and it took an unearthly feat of will for the lix to regain control. He wasn’t some digital beast. No, he was a commander. And even though his troops were all dead, that didn’t change his status or rank. Doing his best not to frighten the boy, he retreated, still ready to leap forward the moment he saw a magic card. The child wasn’t a threat without it. With it, on the other hand, Ka-Do-Gir was a goner. And it couldn’t let that happen. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s brain was overwhelmed with fear. He’d already reconciled himself to the fact that he was going to die, said goodbye to his friends and mentor, cursed the day he’d gotten the stupid mission, regretted ever being born… Eventually his thoughts began running in circles until he realized something: he was still live. Not only that, but the lix had backed off. Its growl was still just as menacing, only something about it suddenly didn’t seem as terrifying. A thought crossed his mind—the creature wanted to defeat him in battle like a true warrior. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir sensed the changes in the boy at once. Really, even little mages like that couldn’t stay scared for long, and that left the most important part. They had to figure out how to communicate. The lix wasn’t a tutor and couldn’t give Tailyn the linguist skill. On the other hand, there was a way around that, and it wasn’t even far off. The lix had spent the five days he’d had been in the cave going over it backwards and forwards in search of a way out, and he’d found something interesting on the other side of some debris. He could sense a crystal they could dig out and use to teach the skill to the boy. Just as long as the latter didn’t pull out his card. If he did that, it was all over. 
 
      
 
    As he prepared himself mentally for the final battle, Tailyn pulled himself to his feet. The most important thing he’d learned from Motar is that warriors did their best not to die without a fight. If you did put up a fight, you got to go somewhere nice after you died, even if nobody knew exactly where that was. But everyone did know that it was for those who died well. And it was a great place. The fear gripped his body, and his legs were weak, but the boy was able to straighten up and even look around. The ladder was lying not far away. The rope was being gripped tightly by the lix, as it had apparently pulled the boy down. His virtual inventory appeared in front of him; the lix stepped forward, fangs bared. It obviously didn’t like what Tailyn had in mind. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir knew all too well what it meant when a mage’s gaze went slightly blank. Their clan’s wizard did the exact same thing when it was reaching into the god’s storage. While the boy had been unconscious, the lix had checked all his pockets, not finding a single card. And that was why he tensed up when the boy’s eyes lost focus—while he didn’t have much strength left, he did have enough for one last attack. 
 
      
 
    A sixth sense told the boy that if he materialized one of his cards, the battle would be over before it ever began. He wouldn’t get a second chance. But while the odd lix didn’t attack, he could keep himself alive, and that meant he was going to have to get by without his cards. Somehow, just making that decision gave him a kind of confidence. He stared over at the lix, the latter getting less and less aggressive as time went on. In fact, as soon as he decided not to materialize his cards, his foe calmed down. That was interesting. Apparently, he didn’t want to kill Tailyn in battle. 
 
      
 
    The lix let out a sigh of relief when the mage decided against using his cards, apparently figuring out that he wouldn’t live long enough, regardless. Despite his age, the boy turned out to be able to use his head. Ka-Do-Gir even appreciated the chance to work with such a threatening enemy, and so he pulled himself up on his front legs to head over to the embankment on the right. The crystal was right behind it. The mage would presumably figure out what to do—he had to. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn practically stopped breathing when the lix got up and crawled off to the side. Its hind legs turned out to be broken, most likely, from the fall. Of course, the baron’s guards might have had something to do with that, too. The lix made it over to the embankment a few snarls later and began scratching at the soil with its claws. It worked pretty well, especially given the fact that the embankment was blocking off one of the passages. Then, stopping for a moment, the lix gestured for the boy to join it. The motion couldn’t have been more humanlike, in fact. Tailyn’s eyebrows shot up when he realized what the creature wanted—it was digging a hole through, and it needed help. But that was impossible. Lixes were dumb animal bereft of reason, and there one was trying to accomplish complex tasks. It snarled again, that time a bit angrier, and pointed at the soil one more time. Looking over at the ladder, his way out just a few steps away, he went over and dumped it into his virtual storage to make sure nothing happened to it. Then, he decided to materialize the shovel and pick. As long as the lix wanted him to dig, the shovel was going to make the job much easier. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir started crawling over to the mage, though he realized he was going to be too late. He’d let down his guard and waited until his opponent was too far away. Apparently, the hunger and broken legs were taking their toll—that was a mistake he never would have made before. But he wasn’t about to give up. If he was going to die, he was going to die fighting, though he froze a few steps away from the mage. The boy wasn’t materializing his cards. Instead, two items the lix recognized appeared in his hands. The prisoners the lixes had in their camps used similar devices to dig up the soil, making them nearly as productive as the lixes themselves even without claws and steel arms. Ka-Do-Gir stopped near the boy, his tongue dangling from his mouth. His strength was running out, his inner animal was taking over, and all he wanted to do was enjoy some meat and forget himself for a while. That would have bought him a couple days he could have used to think something up. Just then, his nose picked up the delicious smell of food. His consciousness faded completely. Opening his maw wide, he spent his last bit of energy to rush forward and latch his teeth into the pliant flesh. Fried, juicy, delicious, life-giving flesh. 
 
      
 
    As his pick and shovel materialized, Tailyn suddenly felt his stomach growl. The last time he’d eaten had been that morning in the city. Then, there had been the hike, hiding from everyone else, the hole… It had been quite a while, and his stomach was making that abundantly clear. The boy noticed the lix creeping closer as he materialized the food. Suddenly, it hit him that the creature has smelled the fried meat, and with enough to last him the week, Tailyn decided to share. The adults always scared the kids with stories about how lixes only knew how to kill and eat, but meeting one face to face had already shown the boy that not all their stories were true. And since he knew he wasn’t going to be able to get the ladder up on his own, the boy decided to share a bit of food with his adversary. He had plenty of it, after all. The lix came over; the boy tossed some roast goose on the ground. He wasn’t going to feed it, of course. The hungry creature threw itself at the meat, looking awfully animalistic in that moment, crunching through bone and flesh alike before swallowing without bothering to chew. Apparently, it had spent the previous five days with nothing to eat. Tailyn looked down at the piece in his hand and tossed it over to the creature, too. 
 
      
 
    The boy was no longer even thinking about his cards. 
 
      
 
    Reason returned slowly, unwillingly to Ka-Do-Gir. The pleasant heaviness in his stomach reminded him yet again that he wasn’t getting out of the cave without the mage. Meanwhile, his hind legs began to tingle—the restoration process was kicking in. Six hours, and he’d be as good as new, maybe even good enough to dig himself a hole out. Maybe. 
 
      
 
    Sniffing slightly, the lix quickly opened his eyes to see another piece of roast meat lying not far from him. His mouth watered as his front paws shot out to grab the food. Powerful jaws crunched through the thin bones, and the lix turned to look at the mage. He was sitting a little farther off, alive and well. And judging by the chewing motion his jaw was making, he was eating, as well. He noticed that the lix had come to and pointed at the ground. Ka-Do-Gir gathered himself to pounce on his opponent, but he looked around at the moment to see…water? Yes, it really was water. Forgetting everything else, the creature dashed over to the life-giving liquid. Lixes could live without food for three weeks; they could only live for one without water. And his week was almost up. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn watched the terrifying monster lap down the water, and he was reminded for some reason of the neighbor’s dog. It was dumb, unpleasant, and a biter, only liking its mistress because she fed it choice meat. The same was true there—the more time he spent with the lix, the less he worried for his life. If the monster had wanted to kill him, it would have done that long before, back when he’d been lying there unconscious. And the fact that he was still alive meant the creature needed something from him. Really, that was so intriguing that the fear began to be replaced by intrigue. Nobody was going to believe him when he got back to Culmart. 
 
      
 
    Grabbing his pick and shovel, Tailyn went over to the embankment blocking the passageway. The lix had clearly wanted to dig there, and that was fine with the boy. He wasn’t sure which way the control room was. He wasn’t even sure what the control room was in the first place. And so, why not start in that direction? Rearing back, the boy brought the pick down on the stone, knocking off an enormous piece. The packed earth meant it was going to take him quite a while. A couple minutes later, the lix joined him, growling and heading up to the very top, up by the stone ceiling. It barked at Tailyn and gestured for him to join it. 
 
      
 
    The boy shrugged, headed up, and got to work on the stone. There wasn’t much light filtering down through the hole, so Tailyn decided to materialize his torches. No longer growling, the lix just watched him, though the boy froze once he had two torches in his hands. He hadn’t thought about where he was going to get the fire. But that was when the lix stepped in. Grabbing one of the torches, it slashed its claws across some stones, eliciting sparks it caught with the tar. Tailyn’s mouth gaped in amazement. It was impossible, absolutely unthinkable. The enemy of humankind jabbed the flickering torch into the soil on its side, gesturing for Tailyn to do the same on his. The boy lit his torch and followed suit. With much more light to work with, the pair built a system—Tailyn hacked away; the lix dragged off what the boy had knocked free. They quickly found themselves a meter deep. Just then, Tailyn realized what his foe had been thinking, as the soil up there was looser. There were fewer rocks and steel rods, too. 
 
      
 
    As he slammed his pick into the embankment yet again, Tailyn found himself toppling forward. Instead of being pulled out by his tool, the block he’d been working on fell away from him, and the boy was stunned to see the space filled with a pleasant blue light. He leaned up against the hole and stared in surprise at a bright blue crystal. No, it wasn’t the kind he’d seen the first time. Instead, it was growing right out of the ground like some kind of flower, and it was big enough to reach his waist. The lix growled and pulled the boy back. There was work yet to do—they needed to be able to get through the hole. 
 
      
 
    With their goal in front of them, the pair began working even faster. The lix took care of the few steel rods getting in their way with powerful blows from its paws, as time had not been kind to the iron stripped of its stone encasing. And after pulling out a few more stones, Tailyn was finally able to get through the hole and stop short a couple steps away from the crystal. They weren’t getting any further—the tunnel was blocked off by an ancient stone wall complete with steel rods. Even the lix wasn’t getting through. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir crawled in after the young mage. He hadn’t been wrong about the boy, who had in fact turned out to be a well-prepared fighter showing up there in search of booty. Actually, Ka-Do-Gir had been able to smell the boy in the air as soon as he fell in. Finally, it made sense why he’d been equipped with a shovel, a pick, an axe, and even torches—he was there for the crystal, too. Any other time, the lix wouldn’t have thrown away such a prize, but it was the only way to bridge the communication gap between them. 
 
      
 
    The lix pushed Tailyn closer to the crystal. The boy stared in confusion at his foe, unsure of what it wanted. Fear awoke in his chest. All he could think about was how anyone caught in possession of a crystal was subject to the death penalty with no chance for appeal. But the monster’s threatening expression made it clear—the creature wanted Tailyn to take it. 
 
      
 
    How, though? 
 
      
 
    He was no miner, and he didn’t know what to do with crystals. Was he supposed to hit it with his pick? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir couldn’t figure out what the mage was waiting for. He was obviously there for the crystal, so what was the problem? Did he really not have the crystal miner skill? Suddenly, his stomach growled, as the food the boy had given him had all gone toward healing his legs. His inner animal was awakening yet again. And that couldn’t happen, not then, when they had a shot at surviving. Frustrated with the wait, Ka-Do-Gir decided to help the mage. His skill activated automatically, so all he had to do was smash the crystal and leave the small blue fragment to drop to the ground, the jewel everyone in the world cared so much about. Placing one paw on it, the lix clutched at the young mage with the other and summoned the god. It was time to learn. 
 
      
 
    Crystal received. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to teach human Tailyn Vlashich the Linguist skill? 
 
      
 
    Of course, he did. The mage was obviously no orator if he didn’t even have that skill, and the boy began groaning. Everything was working exactly the way it was supposed to. 
 
      
 
    As far as Tailyn was concerned, it was his first time going through training like that. While he’d been trying to figure out which side to hit the crystal from, the lix had just destroyed it with a single blow. And then… 
 
      
 
    That’s when the training started. And it was incredible. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir, a level 3 lix, would like to use a crystal to teach you a new skill: Linguist—lix language. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to accept the changes? 
 
      
 
    He hesitantly agreed. 
 
      
 
    Skill received: Linguist (1). 
 
      
 
    Linguist. Description: a skill that lets you learn other languages. The skill level determines how many languages you can learn. The general tongue is not included. 
 
      
 
    You learned a new language: the lix language. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn pulled up his table to see the changes and realized he was going to have to hide that line, too. The interesting part was that you couldn’t upgrade the languages you learned, as they were apparently just learned once and for all. 
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    His head was spinning, his consciousness faded for a few minutes, and suddenly Tailyn heard a strange voice. It was gruff, heavy, somehow croaking, nothing like the way the lix had growled before. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Ka-Do-Gir. Nod if you understand me.” 
 
      
 
    A shocked Tailyn nodded, and the lix sighed in relief. 
 
      
 
    “Finally! I need to go home. I won’t kill you; you don’t kill me, either. Partnership? The god controls.” 
 
      
 
    Lix Ka-Do-Gir would like you to join Partners. While you’re in the group, you are not permitted to attack each other. The terms for dissolving the partnership: Tailyn Vlashich returns to Culmart, Ka-Do-Gir returns to his camp (name hidden). 
 
      
 
    Would you like to join the group? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    “MAGE, WE NEED to decide right now how we’re going to share loot.” 
 
      
 
    The lix asked his question as soon as Tailyn waved away the god’s messages. The boy frowned, not sure what he meant, and Ka-Do-Gir pointed at something. Turning, Tailyn could barely suppress a gasp of surprise—something was glowing underground. With the light from the crystal gone, and the darkness of the cave broken only by the torches, the remains of the ancient couldn’t have been more apparent. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t…” Tailyn stammered, completely unsure of how the loot should be split. Generally speaking, whenever he got something, Master Isor, his son, or one of the older kids took it. And he never really got anything, anyway. 
 
      
 
    “Let the god decide,” Ka-Do-Gir said when he saw the mage’s hesitation. Having shown up there in search of loot, the little person clearly hadn’t been planning on sharing it with a lix. But they were there. And they were partners. The split had to be fair, though the lix still expected the boy to push back. To his surprise, all he got was a nod. 
 
      
 
    Loot division type selected for Partners group: divine will. 
 
      
 
    The lix relaxed. When it came to loot stripped from the bodies of the ancients, he would have done just about anything, including killing the mage and eating the resulting penalty, but that was even better. They weren’t going to hide things from each other or have to keep an eye on each other’s work. Since the god saw everything, it knew who needed what. After glancing over at the smoky torches disagreeably, the lix leaped over to where the ancient creature had died and pushed away the soil. 
 
      
 
    You found the final resting place of level 15 human Ecroleb Bala. 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Virtual Inventory with 12 slots. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives body armor from BRO-I set. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives bracers from BRO-I set. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives OG-I flamethrower. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Last Statement recording. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir always did his best to keep his emotions under control, but that time it was too much. The ancient who’d died there had been a great one. And even though he’d been human, he’d made the lix one of the strongest in his tribe. The two items he’d just received decreased the damage he took by 10% and significantly boosted his shield level, both even giving him a strength bump of one. That was like getting two new levels. A new button danced in front of him, the same inventory their shaman was so proud of, and Ka-Do-Gir was positive he’d have it full before long. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn felt a pang of jealousy when he saw the god’s decision. The lix had gotten all the ancient’s armor, not to mention his inventory, and all he, a human who’d made the whole thing possible, had gotten was a simple note and a strange piece of metal. Was that fair? Next to his inventory, another button appeared, that one two circles joined by an arc. Audio. It blinked invitingly, and the upset boy tapped it just so it would stop. A voice began speaking. Suddenly, Tailyn realized he was the only one who could hear it—while the voice wasn’t playing in his head, the lix didn’t so much as twitch an ear when it began speaking. 
 
      
 
    The troops carpet-bombed the city, deciding to get rid of the mutants. The bastards didn’t even think someone besides me might have survived. Animals… They’re all animals… The monsters, the troops, the whites, all of them. Leah always said not to trust anyone. As soon as she started giving in, she was a goner. Like everyone else I know. Although… Wait a second… There’s someone here. I can hear voices. Is that a new kind of monster? But those animals don’t talk… They usually… 
 
      
 
    Quick footfalls sounded in the background followed by unintelligible murmurs, a cry of pain that was quickly reduced to a gurgle, and a happy shout. Tailyn froze. It really did sound like speaking—the ancient had been killed, killed by someone intelligent. 
 
      
 
    New mission: Ancient History. Description: dig into the events of the past and find out who the monsters, troops, and whites are as well as what they were fighting about. This is a secret mission, so you can’t discuss it with anyone besides level 3 lix Ka-Do-Gir. Note that most people have this mission, so be careful about asking questions in order to avoid raising suspicions. The punishment will be harsh. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn looked over at his partner. Having slipped on his new armor, it was like the lix had leveled-up on the spot, becoming even more dangerous. The ancient armor had modified itself to fit the monster’s body and was hiding the green color. All you could see was red metal, six bare limbs, and the befanged head that gave away the scourge of the border lands. Sure that the god never did anything without a reason, the boy asked him a question. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know anything about the war of the ancients?” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir stared closely at the mage, once again amazed by the person fate had linked him to. He hadn’t just gotten a message; he’d gotten an entire divine mission. The white glow around him spoke to that, something only his tribe’s shame could boast of. And that meant Ka-Do-Gir had no right to turn him down. 
 
      
 
    “Not much. The ancients were the ancestors of today’s humans; we came from the monsters they fought with. Nobody came out on top in the war, almost everyone died, much more was lost. That’s all I know. I’m a soldier, not a storyteller.” 
 
      
 
    Updated mission: Ancient History. Update: you found out that the ancients were the ancestors of humans, and they were fighting with monsters that were the ancestors of the lixes. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn even found the strength to grin—he’d already known all of that. Before sending their kids out into the city, the adults told them those “secrets” in an attempt to scare them even more than they already were. But the worst part was that he couldn’t ask his mentor. The mage would have known immediately that his ward had the mission, after all. And what did that leave? It was hard to say… The boy began twirling his other piece of loot around in his hands, a long stick with a bulge in the middle, a hole on one end, and a button on the other. 
 
      
 
    “Why torches?” The lix’s unexpected question pulled Tailyn out of his reverie. 
 
      
 
    “What?” the boy asked in confusion. 
 
      
 
    “Having torches in caves is too dangerous since different gasses can build up and catch fire. Also, they flicker and wave in the wind. They go out. So why did you bring them with you instead of a lantern? Lanterns are easier, safer, and brighter.” 
 
      
 
    The boy’s face flushed scarlet. As he’d been getting ready for the trip, he hadn’t thought about the details on that level, and it wasn’t like he’d brought the torches along with him as a weapon, either. They didn’t do any damage—you couldn’t have beaten through the weakest insect’s personal shield with them. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get out of here.” Ka-Do-Gir had realized that he wasn’t going to get an answer and moved on. Apparently, the mage had his own reasons for using torches, he wasn’t going to tell the lix, and he didn’t want to disappoint his partner with a lie. It was downright respectable, especially for a human. 
 
      
 
    Feeling guilty, the boy quickly clambered up the embankment and ducked through the hole. He looked up once he was out in the main cave. The hole was high up—too high up. Materializing his ladder, he stared at it as if seeing it for the first time. He had no idea how to get it up there. 
 
      
 
    “Grab the rope,” the lix said. Turning the ladder on its side, the monster braced himself and began lifting the enormous thing. Tailyn quickly understood what Ka-Do-Gir wanted him to do. Grabbing the rope, he began to pull in an effort to share the load. They were faster together, and a few moments later, the ladder was vertical, only Tailyn felt nothing but a pit in his stomach. The top rung was still a few meters short of the hole. 
 
      
 
    “Whoever made this thing for you got it wrong.” It didn’t even occur to Ka-Do-Gir that the worker might actually have made exactly what the mage asked him for. “You’re going to have to punish him when you get back.” 
 
      
 
    “If I get back…” the boy muttered, his eyes misting over. 
 
      
 
    “There are plenty of rocks around here,” Ka-Do-Gir said, deciding to pretend he didn’t notice the mage’s emotions. “We’ll build up the embankment and stick the ladder there easy enough. I can handle that.” 
 
      
 
    Hope kindled once again for Tailyn—meeting the lix really had been a stroke of good fortune. He never would have gotten the wooden giant up by himself, nor would he have thought to use the rocks. And they were such an easy solution, too. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir let go of the ladder, leaving it to crash down onto the embankment. But the lix was no longer paying it any attention. Instead, he was focused on the rocks crowded around the second cave-in. And while the enormous boulders were buried in soil, the lix took the mage’s pick and quickly pulled a few out. The two extra strength points were doing the trick. What had once seemed impossible was easy enough, and it was starting to look like they were going to make it out. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn found himself left to his own devices. With his parameters, he couldn’t help the lix with the boulders—he would have just gotten in the way. But the mound was growing as it was, and the boy decided to keep himself busy on his own. After materializing meat for Ka-Do-Gir, he had some himself, after which he went back to the loot he’d gotten. While the recording made sense—he had to find information on ancient history—the flamethrower raised far more questions. What even was a flamethrower? Did it throw flames? If so, where was cold metal going to find the fire, especially millennia after the ancients had died out? Tailyn decided to figure it out while he had time. 
 
      
 
    The boy sat down and began checking the device out from different angles. The one thing he could tell was that you were supposed to press the button, something like the ray pistol he’d gotten his hands on. But where did the fire come from? Was it really possible that it popped out of one of the ends? How? After glancing over at the lix, who had just wrapped up stacking the boulders they needed, Tailyn decided to give it a try. He held the device as far away from himself as he could, squinted, and pressed the button. 
 
      
 
    A fiery column burst out of the small tube, growing and growing until it was a tornado of flame. It was suddenly light and warm, something smelled like ash, and the terrifying crackle of burning wood hit the boy’s ears. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?! Stop it, mage!” the lix yelled as he got as far away as he could. But it was like Tailyn was in a trance. He pushed the button harder and harder, squeezing every last little bit he could out of the flamethrower. The fire bewitched him, warmed him, robbed him of his capacity to think for himself. 
 
      
 
    “Stop it!” Ka-Do-Gir leaped over to the mage and knocked the device out of his hands. The move burned his paws, but the new bracers kept him mostly safe. 
 
      
 
    Note! OG-I marked for disposal. 
 
      
 
    OG-I flamethrower removed from circulation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You were awarded compensation for the lost item. 
 
      
 
    Analyzing human Tailyn Vlashich and his belongings. 
 
      
 
    2 magic cards, Alchemist class, Card Saturation skill detected. 
 
      
 
    You received a card: Wave of Fire-I. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wave of Fire-I. Description: an ordinary magic card that can be activated to create a wave of fire in the shape of a right sector with exact edges. Sector angle: Magic Attack degrees, though no more than 45. Range: Magic Attack meters, though no more than 100. Fire does Magic Attack damage every second. Duration: Magic Attack / 10 seconds. Includes 50 charges. Charges remaining: 50. Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You own 3 or more cards. Deck functionality unlocked. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to build an active deck? 
 
      
 
    The boy’s attention was completely occupied by the card in his hand and the god’s messages. A deck? The word was familiar, but what was it supposed to mean in that context? Presumably, it was something good—the god wouldn’t have given it to him, otherwise. Tailyn eventually decided to agree to the offer. 
 
      
 
    You built an active deck using 3 cards (maximum: 15). 
 
      
 
    Use Card Activation to quickly summon them. 
 
      
 
    Combat (status) functionality unlocked. 
 
      
 
    A few changes were instantly visible in the surrounding world. First of all, an icon depicting two crossed swords appeared up at the top of the boy’s vision. They were grayed out, almost as if they were behind a gray film. As soon as he focused on them, a message popped up: 
 
      
 
    Combat inactive. You can modify your active deck. 
 
      
 
    At the bottom of his vision, down where the inventory, status, and audio were, another icon had appeared—there were several gold cards laid over top of each other. The boy tapped them. Immediately, the three cards Tailyn owned appeared in his hand. Another tap, and they disappeared without a trace. Something was also off around his waist, where his inventory was. Looking down, he saw a bulge that hadn’t been there before, and it turned out to be a bag that held his deck of cards. 
 
      
 
    “We’re definitely not getting out of here now.” Something in Ka-Do-Gir’s voice pulled Tailyn away from his self-admiration. The fire had almost died out. There in the cave, there wasn’t anything flammable, just sand and rocks. But something had burned up. The ladder. The city carpenter’s beautiful piece of work had gone up like a flare, illuminating the entire cave. And there was nothing left to save—just a few pieces of charred wood were all that was left. The boy’s mouth went dry, and he realized he’d just destroyed their only shot at survival. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir had realized that the god really did know everything when he saw the fire. As their shaman said, everything in the world strove for equilibrium. He’d been given an incredible gift, turning him into a powerful warrior, but he’d also been stripped of the ability to get back. Just like the mage, he was doomed to spend a couple weeks there in the cave before starving to death. It didn’t even occur to him that he could kill and eat the boy. The mage was a partner, and partners weren’t food. 
 
      
 
    The pair stood there mutely for a long time. The fire had died out, embers the only reminder that they needed to do something. Tailyn began going through his inventory in a frantic attempt to find something that could help them survive. He had enough food and water to last the two of them three days. The rope that had been tied to the ladder had burned up. There was firewood, the sleeping bag, a couple torches… As it turned out, he didn’t have nearly as much as he’d initially thought. 
 
      
 
    “Could we pile up enough stones to climb out?” the boy said with a hopeful glance at the lix. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a terrible helper, and I can’t do that alone,” the latter replied calmly. “We don’t have the strength or the stones. You just need to accept your fate, little mage.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to accept anything!” Tailyn barked back angrily, though it came out more like an annoyed squeak. “If it hadn’t been for you, nothing would have happened! Who asked you to jerk on the rope? I would have gone back and asked for a longer ladder!” 
 
      
 
    The lix stared in surprise at his partner, who had gone from an intelligent, sensible mage to a whiny child in the blink of an eye. The transformation was so abrupt, in fact, that it really got under his skin. With one quick motion, he leaped over to where the boy was standing and grabbed hold of him. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t make me regret partnering up with you, mage!” he growled. 
 
      
 
    It was like someone had dumped a bucket of cold water over Tailyn. The anger was gone, replaced by fear of the monster. Barely sure of what he was muttering, the boy replied through the tears that had appeared. 
 
      
 
    “But there’s got to be a way out. There has to be!” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir let go of the boy and thought to himself. He’d spent enough time in the cave that he’d been able to go over every inch of it, and there weren’t any secret passageways out. No weak points, no ancient hiding spots. All he’d found were the two collapsed tunnels, plenty of rocks, and the hole up above them. And they weren’t going to be able to climb up to the latter, nor were they going to be able to get through the wall blocking off one of the tunnels. That left one options. Or rather, two. They could wait to die or…try to dig a hole through the second cave-in and see what was on the other side. It wasn’t much of a shot, but at least it meant they’d go down fighting. And that did it. 
 
      
 
    “Grab the pick and shovel, little mage. It’s time to dig.” 
 
      
 
    “Dig what?” Tailyn asked through his tears. “You found a way out?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, hard to say. Over there.” The lix pointed a paw at the cave-in. “Are you coming? Or would you rather sit here and wait to starve to death? Just so you know, before I die, I’m going to have to eat you.” 
 
      
 
    The boy leaped to his feet and got to work immediately. Ka-Do-Gir had found how to motivate him, having himself already clambered up to the top of the cave-in and started pulling away the rubble. The large blocks were stuck together with something that looked like dry clay. It was far tougher than dry clay would have been, however. With each blow from the pick, it crumbled and broke, freeing the blocks, though it took the lix quite a while to free just one of them. It was impressive the kind of exact cubes they were. Even thousands of years later, the right angles hadn’t been worn down, and an entire wall of them had broken through the roof of the cave. That was what had opened up the hole. The lix looked sadly at the priceless stone—building a home with them would have been simpler than simple. Even Li-Do-Ga, the most beautiful female in their tribe, wouldn’t have been able to resist a treasure like that. She would have immediately agreed to share the joys of children with him, a commander, if a commander of a small and even nonexistent squad. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn couldn’t have cared less about the blocks. Scared half to death, he dug through the earth to get to the stone, caring only about work and the terrifying lix threatening to eat him if he didn’t carry his weight. Every swing of the pick rattled his entire body, but he didn’t think about the pain. The only thing on his mind was what the monster was going to do to him if he paused for just a second. 
 
      
 
    It all happened so quickly that even the nimble lix didn’t have time to react. The two partners had dug more than a meter deep, and when Ka-Do-Gir yanked the next enormous boulder toward himself, he heard a bone-chilling roar. The roof dropped right on top of him. His leap was powerful but late—there was no way he was getting out of the hole completely, and he was buried in the avalanche. His limbs exploded in pain as they were crushed by the stone. It became hard to breathe, and warm, salty blood oozed from his mouth, but the lix was still alive. He was even conscious. It was a faded consciousness, but it was consciousness, nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    The collapse caught Tailyn outside their little tunnel as he’d been busy carrying the rocks down below. Rushing back up, he saw the lix’s head, his body having been completely engulfed by the building blocks. Even though Tailyn was in a group with him, he couldn’t see his status, the functionality not yet available. But even without the god’s status reports, one thing was clear: Tailyn’s partner was a goner. 
 
      
 
    Unless someone gave him a hand… 
 
      
 
    The boy mentally tapped on his new button, and his deck of cards appeared in his hand. Something told him all he needed was a charge from his Electric Strike-I. The lix was barely breathing, anyway, and a bit of magic would have polished off him and the fear he represented. There would be nobody left to eat the boy. A fire burned in Tailyn’s chest as he imagined finishing off his foe, digging him up, and taking his armor. Even his inventory. Everything the lix had received from the god would be Tailyn’s. Why not? 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    The boy blew for all he was worth, filling the lix with magic. Only instead of hurting him, the magic was there to save him—having given up on the idea of betrayal, Tailyn was trying to protect his partner. 
 
      
 
    You used Enhanced Shield-I 30 times. 
 
      
 
    Lix Ka-Do-Gir’s shield was enhanced by 1020. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 20 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Hiding his cards, Tailyn went back to digging. It was possible he’d wasted all those charges—the lix looked like he might die, regardless—but it had been his only option. That time, he didn’t carry the rocks away, just tossing them a little further down the incline and going back for the next one. New blocks kept falling down to replace the ones he was getting rid of. Soon, however, they started wedging themselves into place, and the avalanche came to a halt. Ka-Do-Gir groaned and tried to say something. But the boy couldn’t tell what it was, as the lix’s voice was more gurgle than anything else. 
 
      
 
    After tossing aside yet another block, Tailyn could barely hold back a wave of nausea. He’d freed one of the lix’s legs only to find that it was no longer in one piece. The bones not covered by the bracer were completely shattered. And while the blood kept oozing out, it just soaked into the earth and sand. The stones above quivered threateningly as if complaining that someone was there to take the treasure they concealed. Everything in Tailyn tensed up, but he wasn’t about to give in. After freeing a few more boulders, the going got easier, as the fallen rock wasn’t wedged together by the force of the millennia that had gone by. But the lix wasn’t even wheezing. Only his labored breathing showed he was still alive, and Tailyn tried to pull him out as soon as he got most of his body free. But it didn’t work. The lix’s legs were still stuck. And to get them out, Tailyn was going to have to crawl forward and shove free a couple more blocks. He was going to have to crawl into the deadfall. 
 
      
 
    It took him a while to make up his mind. A couple times, he tried pulling the lix out again but with no more success than he’d had the first time. Time ticked by. Blood kept flowing out of his partner’s body. A little more, and there wasn’t going to be anyone left to save. Not only that, but the loot would all be Tailyn’s. It wouldn’t be tainted with the stain of betrayal, either. Still, driving away those dark thoughts, the boy crawled into the hole. Panic overwhelmed him. His breathing came faster. There underground, there wasn’t much air, and his head began spinning, but he finally made it the last few centimeters and reached the block pinning Ka-Do-Gir’s legs. It just wouldn’t give, however. There were too many of its friends holding on to it from above. The panic intensified, and instead of pulling, the boy started pushing the block away from him. Somehow, it began to move. Unwillingly, the enormous boulder edged backwards. Tailyn crawled further in to completely free the lix’s legs. Like his other four limbs, they were nothing more than a shattered mess. The boy’s vision faded, his chest was bursting from the lack of oxygen, and he took that moment to give the boulder one last shove. 
 
      
 
    Warm air hit his face. Suddenly, everything was better. Lighter. Through the haze covering his eyes, the boy could see a wide tunnel lit with a pleasant green light. There were no rocks, no dust, no dirt. Everything looked clean, fresh, cared-for. Stunned by the view, Tailyn forgot how bad he was feeling and wiggled his way forward and out of the hole. Then, he turned and began dragging the lix in with him. The body slid backward. But the rocks above began to tremble yet again, smaller pebbles began raining down, and it suddenly hit Tailyn that there was about to be another cave-in. Forgetting the tunnel behind him, he pulled Ka-Do-Gir as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    The lix just barely made it out. No sooner had his head cleared the edge of the hole, than the latter was filled in with falling boulders. Rock dust and soil covered the boy’s face. There was no getting back through—the pick and shovel were on the other side. 
 
      
 
    There was a gasp. The lix was still fighting for its life. Far from a healer, Tailyn had no idea what to do in situations like that, so he just materialized his entire supply of food and water, placing it all right next to Ka-Do-Gir. The lix didn’t respond. The boy had to try something else, overcoming his fear to pour water straight into the creature’s mouth. Then, he tore the roast goose into small pieces and stuck them into his partner’s mouth, too. It looked like it helped—the lix started swallowing. Once half his supply was gone, Tailyn stopped. There was no way of telling how much time they were going to have to spend down there, so they needed to ration their precious food and water. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, Ka-Do-Gir fell silent, losing himself in a deep sleep. Tailyn didn’t like his irregular breathing, but there was nothing he could do about it. Everything was up to the lix himself. For his part, Tailyn headed down to the bottom of the incline and froze in a moment of indecision. It was clean. Too clean. There was no dust, no weeds. Really, it was incredible the millennia hadn’t had the least effect on the area. But recognizing that standing in place wasn’t the smartest idea, the boy had to take a step forward, and that elicited a message from the god: 
 
      
 
    You’re the first person to enter the City of the Dead location. 
 
      
 
    Level +1. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Note! Since you haven’t completed the initiation, you cannot level-up. 
 
      
 
    Character modification ongoing. 
 
      
 
    Enhancement +1 (4). 
 
      
 
    Something like a heavy sigh sounded behind the boy as the lix leveled-up, the first green lix to step into the location. Ka-Do-Gir’s thoughts were jumbled, and it took an exertion of willpower to keep himself conscious. The food the mage had jammed into his mouth had helped stop the bleeding, though it hadn’t been enough to heal his body. He needed something more. Something that would let him restore his shattered limbs. Something that… Ka-Do-Gir slipped into oblivion without ever seeing the message the god had sent him. 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Tailyn had other things to worry about—he was excited to see his attribute leveling-up. But he didn’t have much time to enjoy it as an unpleasant scream shattered the silence a few seconds later. It was the same as the ones Tailyn had heard in the recording. The gray, semi-transparent icon with the crossed swords at the top of his field of vision filled with blood and began to pulse, nearly giving the boy a heart attack when he focused his attention on it. 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
      
 
    You cannot modify your active deck. 
 
      
 
    Opponents remaining: 20. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    FEAR CURLED its sticky fingers around Tailyn, tightening his stomach. He wasn’t getting enough air—the boy had forgotten he needed to breathe. All he knew was that his head was starting to spin, though his body got to work on its own. His active deck appeared in his hand. Not even sure how he hit the active cards button, he knew twenty targets was too many to take out using lightning. They would have gotten to him before he had enough time to finish them off. And that meant he needed to try out the card the god had given him. Soon enough, black dots appeared far off, only to quickly approach. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    The boy waited, his breath held. The enemy group was moving too quickly, and soon Tailyn caught a glimpse of who he was up again. Actually, it was good he was just barely remaining conscious—there was no second wave of fear. They were black blotches, just dark heads with thick appendages replacing their arms and legs. The only difference was that they were practically innumerable. As they got still closer, red eyes and somehow white beaks became visible, especially against the dark background. The creatures were clacking the very same beaks at each other as they came. 
 
      
 
    The black avalanche rushed closer, but Tailyn held his fire. He was terrified, he peed himself, and he shook, but he held his fire. Even the boy himself had no idea where the resilience was coming from. Perhaps, it was that he knew he needed to protect his wounded partner. Alternatively, it could have been that he wouldn’t get into the magic academy dead, not to mention the eye roll he knew Master Forian would give whoever told him what happened to his student. But whatever it was, Tailyn couldn’t say. He just stood there and waited until the entire horde of monsters was within range of his ability. 
 
      
 
    The screaming was nearly on top of him when Tailyn began blowing as hard as he could. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 30 times. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed 20 level 15 creatures. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 20 of 50. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You destroyed more than 10 creatures at least 10 levels above you. 
 
      
 
    You received a level-up for one random attribute. 
 
      
 
    Wisdom +1 (2). 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    The space in front of the boy turned into an inferno. Thirty simultaneous walls of fire might sound like a waste, but they were the difference between survival and the alternative—the enemy would have been strong enough to just run through the fire if Tailyn had only used one charge. Or five. Even ten. But against thirty waves that did 40 damage every second, they didn’t have a chance. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn wasn’t aware of any of that. Just like any ten-year-old who’d just been through an enormous emotional shock, he emptied his stomach before flopping down onto the ground, curling up into a ball, and falling silent. He shook violently. Finally, he even fell asleep. Only judging by the moaning and jerking, he definitely wasn’t dreaming about Mistress Bervan’s pies. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir woke up and stared at the bright light that for some reason had a green tinge to it. The lix had no concept of life after death, so he figured out immediately that he was still alive. The memory of his last few minutes were jumbled in his head, but that was fine—he had a different way of figuring out what happened. His logs told him the story. There would be time to look around later, as the fact that he was still alive meant there weren’t any immediate threats. 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t have foreseen or gotten out of the way of the cave-in. The ancient armor he was wearing helped him survive the initial blow, though his personal shield had been almost completely wiped out. If it hadn’t been for the young mage blowing a thousand shield points into him, there would have been nothing left to save. And save was right—to his own annoyance, Ka-Do-Gir had to admit that Tailyn, as the god called the boy, had been the only reason he’d gotten out. The lix didn’t see anything about how he’d been dragged to freedom in the logs, though the list of damages elicited a whimper. Nobody needed him without his appendages. While lixes could heal serious wounds, the same process didn’t work for lost limps. And that meant Tailyn had risked his own skin for naught, as Ka-Do-Gir was headed straight for ritual suicide. That was better than spending the rest of his life an invalid. Having made up his mind, the lix held one front limb up to his mouth to stick the stump as far down his throat as it would go and die, but he froze when he saw the paw. It was whole and intact. Quickly, he checked the rest of his limbs and found that they, too, were in perfect condition. Even the scars he’d earned himself in past battles were gone. 
 
      
 
    Confused, Ka-Do-Gir went back to his logs in an effort to figure out what was going on. He found the answer fairly quickly: Regeneration +1 (1). It was an attribute he’d never heard of that gave him the ability to restore his body. After digging into the description, the lix couldn’t help cutting loose a yelp of jubilation—the attribute was unavailable for his tribe per what he was reading, but there in the location of the ancients, the god had gone ahead and added his name as the second exception. And Ka-Do-Gir snarled unpleasantly when he saw who was before him. It was the leader of a small but incredibly powerful tribe of black lixes named Halas, and suddenly everything made sense. The lixes told each other Halas couldn’t be killed, that the god itself protected him. But it turned out he just had regeneration. 
 
      
 
    The logs didn’t stop there, however. Ka-Do-Gir saw to his surprise that his regeneration had leveled-up once after a victory over an enemy he knew nothing about. An approving growl escaped his lips when he saw what level they were at and how many there were. Tailyn was strong. Incredibly strong for a level one human. And where was he, incidentally? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir stood up and glanced down at his hind legs to see that they too had completely restored. The tunnel that was as straight as it was wide led off into the unknown, making a turn somewhere far off in the distance, while the green light was coming from something that looked like lamps only without smoke or fire. A shiver ran down the lix’s spine when he realized he was looking at the light of the ancients. That meant there could be loot lying around. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wasn’t far away. Judging by his even breathing, the boy was sleeping. Ka-Do-Gir went over and gave him a gentle nudge with a paw—it was time to wake up. The little human had saved his life three times already, and the lix felt keenly how deeply in his debt he was. It was an unpleasant feeling. 
 
      
 
    “What?! No! Leave me alone!” Tailyn leaped to his feet and began whirling around in search of the enemy. His cards were clutched in one hand, ready to go at a moment’s notice. Finally, his confused gaze fell on the lix, and the boy just about attacked before he remembered he was looking at his partner. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” In the lix’s mind, he’d just asked a simple question, which made what happened next even more of a surprise for him. Instead of replying, the boy threw himself forward and wrapped his arms around the lix. Then, the mage who’d handled a group of fearsome adversaries on his own burst into tears like a little girl. The few phrases the lix was able to pick out of the boy’s jumbled stream of consciousness put the finishing touches on his confusion. 
 
      
 
    “You’re alive! I thought you were dead! But you’re alive! And you’re fine! We’re stuck here—I lost the pick.” 
 
      
 
    It took an effort to avoid hurting the kid, but the lix was finally able to peel himself away, shake the boy, and set him back down on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” he asked again. 
 
      
 
    “It’s called the metro,” Tailyn replied as he snuffled and wiped his nose with his sleeve. “We’re… I… I dragged you here, the hole collapsed, then some monsters showed up, but I burned them up. And after that—” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know it’s a metro?” The lix could see the mage was about to start crying yet again, and he’d had enough. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Look for Coordinates. This is a secret mission, so you can’t tell anyone about it except level 4 lix Ka-Do-Gir. 
 
      
 
    The shocking news was enough to make Tailyn forget he’d been planning on sobbing away the rest of his life. The god had judged the lix worthy. That was huge. 
 
      
 
    “I have a mission.” Sadly, Tailyn wasn’t able to pull up the mission text without the required functionality, so he had to tell his partner what he could remember. The story included what had happened after he’d dragged the lix over to the side of the cave-in they were on. For his part, Ka-Do-Gir wasn’t familiar with the monsters the boy was describing, though the one thing he did know was that there was going to be loot. And the loot level fifteen creatures left behind was presumably very interesting, indeed. 
 
      
 
    But just as he was about to head over to their remains, the lix turned toward the tunnel and growled angrily—they weren’t alone. Tailyn saw his partners reaction and spun around. He didn’t hold his cards up to his mouth, however. Even the little experience he had told him there wasn’t going to be a battle right then, which was why he went so far as to place a restraining hand on one of the lix’s paws. It was doubtful Ka-Do-Gir would have been able to do any damage to the creature headed in their direction. 
 
      
 
    Fighting ghosts is useless. 
 
      
 
    A small, transparent barrel equipped with an array of arms was heading along one of the walls, stopping at each of the dim lamps. The process was odd: its arms shot out, pierced straight through them, and returned to their initial position. That done, it started tugging and pushing on something, after which its arms went back to the lamp in an effort to put it back. Only the whole thing was a show. The lamps weren’t taken out or replaced. After the ghost was done with them, they glimmered just as dimly as they had before, though the ghost couldn’t have cared less. It moved slowly but surely regardless of the result. In Tailyn’s head, the name of the location popped up—the city of the dead—and he realized he was staring at one of those very same dead inhabitants. The ghost, which quite possibly remembered the ancients, went about its work regardless of years slipping by. 
 
      
 
    The closer the barrel got to the cave-in, the odder its behavior became. It flickered, and its shape occasionally distorted itself, but it always went back to its original form. And when it got just a few steps away, the boy saw one more creature, a little box no larger than his fist. That was why he hadn’t noticed it at first. The box was giving off a few sun-like rays that broke through the gloom, the difference between it and sunlight being its many different colors. The rays reached out to the ghost and followed its every movement, even the most unexpected. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir noticed the box, as well. But the lix only had two responses: ignore or attack. He chose the second, unused to sitting back and waiting, and leaped forward to send the box flying against the wall. With a crash, it sparked and died. The rays and the ghost both disappeared. 
 
      
 
    But they were replaced by something else. Once again, the screaming Tailyn had heard from the black creatures broke out. 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
      
 
    You cannot modify your active deck. 
 
      
 
    Opponents remaining: 620. 
 
      
 
    “S-six hundred and twenty opponents?” The lix tensed up when he heard Tailyn’s surprised exclamation. And when he saw the mage glance down at his cards in confusion, almost as if seeing them for the first time, he realized what was going on. They didn’t have a shot. The way out was blocked, leaving them precious few options. 
 
      
 
    “We have to find cover!” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir knew he could run much faster than the boy, so he swept him up with his middle limbs and dashed off toward the enemy. Tailyn was in shock. He wasn’t going to be able to take out that many opponents—his wave of fire only had twenty charges left, and the boy still hadn’t tested out the process for recharging cards. And he wasn’t even sure he could have done anything if he’d had all his charges still remaining. There were just too many. Having already kissed his life goodbye, Tailyn wasn’t expecting the lix to jump in like an incredibly uncomfortable but fairly quick horse. The tunnel stretched on endlessly. The cave-in behind them faded into the distance, though nothing changed in front of them as the tunnel just gently and eternally curved to the right. The only change was the growing intensity of the screaming. 
 
      
 
    After a minute spent sprinting as fast as he could go, Ka-Do-Gir realized they weren’t going to get out of the situation. Something dark was approaching them quickly from the front. The tunnel hadn’t had anything branching off, not to mention niches in the wall, nothing where they could hide, and they were fast approaching their collision with the enemy. Level fifteen… The lix wondered if he’d be able to so much as scratch one of them. Cutting through their armor was going to be trick, but with his new strength… 
 
      
 
    “Wait, up there!” 
 
      
 
    The mage was yelling right in his ear. The lix stumbled and slammed his face against the smooth ground. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, hurry! Toss me!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn surprised himself with his own agility. He could see the dark horde, as well, and he’d rolled his eyes upward to beg the god for mercy only to see something in the ceiling. Ka-Do-Gir had run up to it quickly, but the boy had still had enough time to notice that it was a passageway. Not a hole; a passageway. And that was when he’d yelled to stop their headlong dash. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir realized what Tailyn wanted him to do. There it was, his chance to repay his debt. The mage had saved his life on several occasions; it was time for him to repay the favor. After gauging the distance, he grabbed the boy and heaved him upward. The mage disappeared into the hole, and the lix tried jumping up after him. It didn’t work. Even before his attempt, the lix could tell he wasn’t going to be able to jump that high, though he didn’t want to give up. It was too high. The enemy was getting closer, close enough for Ka-Do-Gir to make out their features. The human’s description had been right on the money—they were the nastiest things he’d ever seen. And there were so many of them. They filled the entire tunnel, turning the whole thing into a quivering mass. But as the lix crouched to leap at them and try to do a little damage, at least, the mage yelled down at him again. 
 
      
 
    “Take my hand! I’ll pull you up!” 
 
      
 
    The little human was hanging out the opening, holding one arm out to the lix. His other arm was latched onto a handle set in a small wall right above the hole. It looked sturdy enough. Figuring he’d have time to throw the mage up one more time if it didn’t work, he leaped, grabbed Tailyn’s hand, and found himself dangling in midair. The boy wheezed but held firm. He even tried to pull the lix up, only he just wasn’t strong enough. Ka-Do-Gir had to do that himself, using his four upper limbs to clamber up the boy. Grabbing the same handle Tailyn was holding, he let go of the boy and shoved him deeper into the hole. The mage rolled across the stone, screamed like a wounded animal, and clutched at his arm. 
 
      
 
    They found themselves in a poorly lit part of the metro. The tunnel was something like a wide manhole, only much darker and dirtier. It was only there by the hole that there was room to turn around. But when the lix did just that, he growled—the dark beasts were climbing on top of each other to get closer to the ceiling. Soon, they were going to fill the tunnel and reach the opening. And nothing was going to save the two partners then. 
 
      
 
    “Mage, can you roast them?” the lix asked, though he suddenly realized there was no help coming his way. Tailyn was writhing in pain and whimpering like a beaten puppy. Gathering up the cards that had fallen to the ground, the lix was ready to shake the whiner until he explained how to use them when his gaze fell on the wall with the handle. At least, he’d thought it had been a wall, the one Tailyn had been holding on to. But it was a cover. The metallic disk was old and rusted, time having done its part. And while the upper layer had crumbled away to dust, it was so thick that there was plenty of it left. The lix heaved, but it wouldn’t give in. With a roar, he tried again, throwing every ounce of strength he had left into it, and the cover finally gave in with a loud crack. As dust billowed up, it crashed down into the hole, ducking the space around the lix into complete darkness. He ran a paw over the cover. There weren’t any levers or brackets. They weren’t going to be able to pull it back up, and the only light in the space they were in was coming from off in the distance. Apparently, it was another tunnel. They needed to seal it off, too. 
 
      
 
    The screaming died away. While the creatures were still there, it was harder to hear them. And since Tailyn couldn’t go any further, the lix decided to take a break. The boy’s groans melted into a troubled sleep. Apparently, the injury was more serious than he’d at first thought, though the lix didn’t have time to think about that—there was a knocking at the cover he’d dropped into place. The black monsters had gotten to the ceiling and were storming the barricade. By then, Ka-Do-Gir’s eyes had gotten used to the gloom, and he glanced over nervously at the cover. Was it going to hold? How strong were the monsters below? 
 
      
 
    It looked like everything was going to be okay. Time passed, and the iron barrier stayed right where it was. Meanwhile, Tailyn woke up and groaned again as he clutched an arm the lix thought looked unnaturally bent. But it wasn’t broken. No, it was jutting out wrong the same way it happened with kids learning to climb trees, and that told Ka-Do-Gir what he needed to do. The mage’s shoulder was dislocated. It needed to be popped back into place. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn would never have thought himself capable of screaming so loudly. And no, it wasn’t a yell; it was definitely a scream. While his arm had been in serious pain before, that turned out to have been nothing. When the lix yanked on the damaged limb, almost as if he were thinking about tearing it off and eating it, the boy found that what he’d been going through before had been nothing more than a walk in the park. But the pain receded quickly, at least, and Tailyn fell silent. His arm felt much better. And even though it was still aching, the best part was that he was able to slowly wiggle his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “Here are your cards.” The lix handed Tailyn his deck. The boy grabbed them and clutched them to his chest, not even remembering dropping them. In the meantime, the lix looked around the dark space and tried to figure out where to go next. Pitch darkness was behind them; some kind of light was ahead. But Ka-Do-Gir had to doubt the treasure of the ancients was worth their lives—the enemy was just too strong. The mage helped him make the decision. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going to find the control room?” Tailyn asked hopefully. 
 
      
 
    “That depends on you. Why didn’t you use your cards?” 
 
      
 
    “There aren’t many charges left, and I haven’t tried recharging them…” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t even try to fight back,” the lix snarled. “Why not? You’re okay dying without a fight?” 
 
      
 
    Yet again, Tailyn’s cheeks flushed a deep red color. How was he supposed to explain to the enemy that he was just a kid who should have been playing soldiers under the castle wall somewhere, chasing imaginary monsters rather than coming up against them in a scary dungeon? 
 
      
 
    “You need to grow up, little mage. If you want to get to the control room and collect whatever loot is waiting for you there, you need to forget your tears, being scared, and all your excuses. It’s all I ever hear from you. As soon as anything happens, you whine like a puppy. Think about who you are. Either you’re a partner and we keep going, or you’re a kid and we turn around. We’ll dig a way back out.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn even stopped breathing as he listened to Ka-Do-Gir tell him off. Nobody had ever been that hard on him, not even Master Forian. And the worst part was that it was an adversary rather than another human. Master Isor, his aide, and everyone else in the city had never given the boy the time of day so long as he stayed out of their way. 
 
      
 
    Instead of replying, Tailyn looked down at his wave of fire card and pulled up the card saturation skill. It didn’t turn out to be nearly as difficult as he’d been expecting—a small field with a recess and all his cards popped up in front of him. His electric strike was fully charged and therefore grayed out, unavailable for that particular purpose. On the other hand, his wave of fire and shield enhancement were blinking to grab his attention. The recess in the field was card-shaped, so Tailyn mentally dragged his wave of fire over to it. That worked—a few new buttons popped up. The good part was that there were explanations everywhere, too. In one field, you selected how many charges you wanted to add to the card, making your choice using what the help tip called a “slider.” It went from one to thirty charges. That made it easy to avoid making mistakes, and Tailyn worked the slider around, checking to see how much mana the different options were going to run him. Completely recharging the card meant handing over 300 mana. Finally, the boy had figured out what mana was for—mages were nothing without it. 
 
      
 
    Pushing the slider all the way to the top, Tailyn tried to hit the charge button, only it didn’t work. 
 
      
 
    You can’t charge cards during combat. 
 
      
 
    The icon with the crossed swords was still blinking red—the black creatures hadn’t forgotten about the fugitives. 
 
      
 
    “We need to get to the control room,” Tailyn said. “I’ll… I’ll try… No, I won’t try! I’m going to grow up. We’ll be partners!” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir appreciated the boy’s attitude. He’d already realized that humans grew up much slower than lixes, and he was looking at nothing more than a child if still a powerful one. That explained it all—the poor preparation, burning the ladder, the erratic behavior. Ka-Do-Gir hadn’t even expected his little speech to get a reaction, but he was made of flesh and bone, too. He’d felt the adrenaline coursing through his veins and gone off on the kid. 
 
      
 
    They could only crawl through the tunnel on all fours, so Tailyn led the way. The lix followed him. A couple minutes later, the boy froze—there was a long snake on the wall right in front of him. It was just hanging there, however, not making any move to attack. But even as Tailyn began to panic, he remembered his promise, kept a grip on his emotions, and noticed that the snake was motionless. The lix gave him a push from behind. He made a few movements forward, but the snake did nothing. And once he was just an arm’s length away, Tailyn couldn’t help reaching out and touching the creature, at which point something crunched. The whole thing collapsed in a pile of dust. What he’d thought was a snake had actually been some kind of ancient device time hadn’t been kind to. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, they finally got to the illuminated area. There was no hatch like the one they’d climbed through, just a thick window that let them see into the tunnel below them. Tailyn gulped—there was no sense even trying to count the black creatures. With the crossed swords still blinking red, the boy focused on them and gasped in surprise. 
 
      
 
    Current status: combat. 
 
      
 
    You cannot modify your active deck. 
 
      
 
    Opponents remaining: 933. 
 
      
 
    Almost a thousand monsters. Tailyn shared the terrible news with the lix, though a smile lit up the latter’s face. 
 
      
 
    “If there are that many of them, they have to have something to eat and drink. There’s food, water, and air here. And where do they get all of it from? Yes, the location apparently isn’t closed! It had to be connected to the surface, and we’re going to find a way out. Keep crawling, little mage. We need to find the control room and figure out what secret the ancient was talking about.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    THAT POSITIVE MESSAGE popped up in front of Tailyn half an hour later. Not only did crawling around on all fours turn out to be incredibly awkward, the arm the lix had popped back into place ached constantly. All the boy wanted to do was stop, curl up in a ball, and forget the world around him, only his energetic partner kept pushing him forward. They’d passed windows down into the lighted tunnel a few times—the black monsters were still down there. And that made the message all the more unexpected. 
 
      
 
    After explaining to the lix why he was stopping, Tailyn pulled up his card saturation yet again. That time, it went off without a hitch. As soon as he tapped the button, his wave of fire went back over to join his other two cards and grayed out. Only his shield enhancement continued blinking, though Tailyn wasn’t about to spend the rest of his mana on it. 
 
      
 
    Wave of Fire-I recharged. Charges remaining: 50 of 50. 
 
      
 
    You spent 300 mana. Restoration speed: 1 mana per hour. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn sighed. He was going to need almost thirty days to get all his mana back. If the god was kind enough to give him another crystal, he knew exactly what he was going to be spending it on—mysticism. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the ceiling opened up, which let Tailyn stand and stretch his cramping back. Crawling around was exhausting. The dim light filtering in through the distant window let him look around, and he found they’d reached a niche with a passageway heading down below. The only problem was that it was closed off. A massive cover blocked their way, and when the lix tried to lift it by the handle, the handle just came right off. Time had not been kind to the piece of metal. 
 
      
 
    But there was something new about that niche: it also had a second passageway leading off to the side. The long dead snakes turned sharply and headed off along it, actually leading in from both sides of the tunnel. Even though Tailyn was tired of knocking them off, he really had to go to work there in the new tunnel. 
 
      
 
    “Is that the control room?” the lix asked reasonably, though Tailyn just shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t get any notifications. Let’s go see.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be hard to get in there,” the lix replied as he looked over at the side tunnel. But the boy wasn’t listening to him, busy as he was crawling forward and clearing a path. The long snakes disintegrated into dust, giving them much more space. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, little mage, let’s see,” Ka-Do-Gir muttered as he headed in after his partner. He didn’t like how the new passageway was heading off to the side. His nose told him there wasn’t any fresh air there, and that meant they weren’t going to be getting out that way. And what was the sense in wasting time? But the human was moving constantly ahead, and the lix didn’t want to lose his partner. 
 
      
 
    “What?” No more than a minute later, the lix bumped into the boy. The latter had stopped too suddenly. No light was getting in, so they were crawling in complete darkness. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a hole here,” came the answer. “It’s really wide, too wide for me to reach the other side. Here, can you light this torch?” 
 
      
 
    The lix complied with a quick flash of his claws, and the space around them lit up. The many cobwebs in the area instantly flared up to illuminate the path forward—the tunnel was about to hit a dead end. There was no way onward. 
 
      
 
    And then, there was the hole. An enormous boulder had ripped through the ceiling and floor to block off the tunnel below them—immediately on the other side of it, the lower tunnel stopped at what looked like a time-worn door. One panel was missing; the other was just barely hanging on. There was also no light despite the fact that Tailyn could see a number of lamps below them. Apparently, the ancients’ magic didn’t work there. A thick layer of dust told them none of the black monsters ever made it that far, so they didn’t have to worry about a surprise attack. 
 
      
 
    “Lower me down,” Tailyn said, holding a hand out to the lix. He could have jumped down onto the boulder, only it would still have been a long way down to the ground. Ka-Do-Gir helped the boy down before jumping himself, kicking up a wave of dust as he did. For his part, Tailyn sneezed, held the torch up high to see better, and froze. Right on the other side of where the door had once been, there was a pile of monsters blanketed with dust. The passage of time hadn’t touched them—even from a distance, the boy could see the fangs, their rough skin, and their sharp claws. But his crossed swords stayed gray, so Tailyn was able to keep his wits about him and avoid screaming in horror. He even took a step forward, watching carefully to make sure none of the beasts moved. The whole scene looked peaceful and quiet. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir had also noticed the strange pile. The lix immediately estimated there were at least thirty of them, and they weren’t moving, giving no signs of life. They didn’t even smell. The lix sniffed a few times, but either the dust was blocking his olfactory sense, or the pile wasn’t giving off anything. The little mage headed gingerly toward the door, and Ka-Do-Gir had no option but to follow him. He couldn’t show the human that he, a squad commander, was scared. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, they look like you,” Tailyn said suddenly. He’d made it all the way over to the monsters and was even brushing the dust off one of them. The millennia hadn’t faded the colors in the least—the monsters looked like they were sleeping, definitely not dead. But when Ka-Do-Gir placed a paw on one of them, expecting to feel a heartbeat, he was disappointed. They were dead. The boy had been right, too. The monsters had six limbs, fangs, and powerful, flexible bodies. And it was all rough, almost as though cut out with a dull chisel, but the resemblance to Ka-Do-Gir was undeniable. 
 
      
 
    “Are these the monsters?” Tailyn asked. “Your forefathers?” 
 
      
 
    That was what the god had been waiting for, and it immediately popped up a message. 
 
      
 
    You found the final resting place of 34 inferior and 2 superior monsters. Give their bodies to the ashes to earn a reward. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You found out that there were different kinds of monsters: inferior and superior. The way the monsters look has been recorded in the Creatures section of your journal (you will receive access to your journal once you complete your initiation). 
 
      
 
    A wave of excitement ran through Ka-Do-Gir’s body—nobody from his tribe, not even his shaman, knew what their predecessors looked like. All they’d been able to do was come up with fairy tales about enormous bodies, fantastic intellects, and other-worldly strength. But the truth turned out to be much simpler. Their ancestors didn’t much differ from them. The lix pulled up the creatures section in his journal and looked over the three-dimensional depictions of the monsters, happy he’d have something to shut the talkers up with. Nobody from his tribe, or really, none of the green lixes at all, would have any reason to doubt him. He had the proof. 
 
      
 
    “What does it mean to give their bodies to the ashes?” Tailyn asked. To his embarrassment, he hadn’t heard that expression before. 
 
      
 
    “We’re supposed to burn them,” Ka-Do-Gir explained as he looked around. The millennia had destroyed everything flammable, so getting the reward wasn’t going to be easy. There were no windows or other doors in the small space, and the things the mage called snakes hung from the ceiling just short of reaching a run-down device. While most of it was gathering dust on the ground, some of it still stood tall, a monument to the majesty of the ancients. Ka-Do-Gir took a few steps to the side and called Tailyn over—there was another body on the other side of the device. 
 
      
 
    Only that one was human. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir took the torch from the boy and stood up on his hind legs, holding the light up to illuminate the whole room. The human was lying against a wall with eyes fixed on the door. The armor he was wearing had turned a dirty green color from age, there was a ray pistol in one of his hands, and the other held something neither Tailyn nor Ka-Do-Gir had ever seen before. It was some kind of clear container with a liquid inside and a needle on one end. The needle was halfway into the dead man’s leg, and judging by the position of his hand, he had been trying to push on the other end. But it hadn’t worked. 
 
      
 
    You found the body of an ancient. Give his body to the ashes to earn a reward. 
 
      
 
    “You humans didn’t change as much as we lixes did,” Ka-Do-Gir said with surprise. The man lying there didn’t differ in the least from those he’d killed or been forced to run away from. Even his partner, with a couple more decades under his belt, would have looked similar to the ancient. As the lix bent over to brush the dust off the armor, the god decided to give them their loot. 
 
      
 
    You found the final resting place of level 32 human Kili Argal. 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives ray pistol KORT-II. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives attribute syringe. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives BRO-II armor suit. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Last Statement recording. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stared in shock at the perfectly clean metal shell that appeared in his hands. However, as soon as it did appear, it began to change, losing its luster and turning into a mess of cloth, leather belts, and pockets. The end result looked nothing like what the ancient had been wearing. 
 
      
 
    Analyzing human Tailyn Vlashich and his belongings. 
 
      
 
    Modifying BRO-II armor suit. 
 
      
 
    BRO-II armor suit changed to OGM-II outfit. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loot received 
 
      
 
    OGM-II outfit. Description: rare item. Outdoor garb for mages that lets them survive the hardships of life outside their tower. Adjustable slots and pockets can change their size depending on the height of the wearer. Waterproof boots. Can regenerate when less than 30% of the surface area is damaged. Does not include OHM (outdoor headgear for mages). Shield level: +50 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +50 * (level + Enhancement); magic attack: +5 * (level + Enhancement); Mysticism +1. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn could barely breathe as he read the god’s message. It was so incredible, so impossible that he wanted to jump and shout for joy like a child. And that was exactly what stopped him—he’d promised the lix that he would grow up. Doing his best to get a grip on his inner jubilation, he therefore just held his breath, turning his attention to the audio button. Yes, right, the last statement. What could that ancient have wanted to pass on to his descendants? 
 
      
 
    Tapping the icon, Tailyn heard a low, heavy voice that coughed practically after every other word. 
 
      
 
    They’re not getting in. The power plant is well shielded, and the cell towers don’t reach down here. Come on, keep coming, you bastards. It’s going to be a warm welcome… That’s ten, but I need more. I want all of them. Every last one in the metro… The syringe isn’t going in. That’s no good. I don’t have regeneration, and the store isn’t working even though I have coins. Can’t buy anything. My pistol…useless. The shield isn’t just killing the monsters; it’s killing me, too. But whatever, that’s fine. Twenty. Hey! I’m over here! Come on, you bowlegged bastards! Another few… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You found out that the ancients and the monsters they found couldn’t survive without access to cell towers, whatever those are. The ancients also had access to a store, a personal connection to the god similar to the one you can find in any temple. And they didn’t pay with gold, instead using something called coins. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had so much information to process that he completely forgot about his partner. The lix was standing a little way off experiencing mixed emotions—the ray pistol the god had given him had turned into a fairly convenient set of steel claws that boosted his physical attack and strength by one. Also, the physical attack bonus was expandable depending on his level. With a weapon like that, the lix was comfortable going up against even the black level fifteen creatures. But what had Ka-Do-Gir confused was the attribute syringe, the god’s second gift. It had also modified, turning into a blue crystal. Just like the one he’d used to teach Tailyn linguistics, it could teach him something, and their shaman would have traded an amplifier, a gift from the god that leveled you up, for it. One crystal—one level. Unlike humans, lixes didn’t have to pay a tax on their existence. Ka-Do-Gir was therefore trying to figure out what he wanted more, a parameter boost right then or a level-up bonus when he got back. Leveling-up would also have let him boost one of his attributes, but the complicating factor was the steel claws and the fact that the damage they did depended on his level. Faced with two good choices, the lix couldn’t make up his mind. But as he glanced over at the boy, he suddenly realized that he was going to ask him. The mage, after all, had been the one to insist they check the side tunnel and drop down into the room. It was his decision to make. 
 
      
 
    “Mage, I need your advice.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn heard the mage out, his eyes fixed wistfully on the crystal. But while he wanted one, too, he recognized that the OGM-II he still hadn’t made up his mind to slip on was also incredibly valuable. And just when the boy was about to tell the lix to wait until he could meet with the shaman and level-up, he remembered his own outfit’s description. It had more than just the level. 
 
      
 
    “Go with the attribute, but ask the god to unlock enhancement for you. Check out what it does…” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir had never heard of enhancement, not from his trainers, not from the shaman, not from the lixes under him. But he liked the description, and so he decided to address the god directly. It was much easier for lixes—they didn’t need to stop by the temples. Even shamans were just sources of knowledge and unique items rather than serving as intermediaries. 
 
      
 
    Unlocking new attributes costs 1000 gold. You have 0. 
 
      
 
    “The god would ask a lix for gold?” a shocked Ka-Do-Gir said as he read the answer to his request. “Where am I supposed to come up with it?” 
 
      
 
    The lix’s surprise was so genuine that Tailyn was taken aback. A thousand gold was the kind of sum he’d only ever been able to dream about, but he had the opportunity to do something nice for the lix in that moment. He could show how useful he was. And why not help his partner get stronger? That would give them both a better chance at surviving and getting home. The decision was made. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go.” Tailyn moved the slider into position and materialized one large coin. Master Forian was going to kill him when he found out, but there was nothing else the boy could go. Partnerships were more valuable than gold. 
 
      
 
    To say Ka-Do-Gir was surprised would be to say nothing at all. The lix understood that he and the mage were only partners while they were down in the metro, that they would resume their enmity when—if—they got back. And since he knew that, he assumed the mage knew it, too. Still, the boy was willing to make his sworn enemy stronger. The amount of help being provided was growing even more lopsided—four to one in favor of the human. Ka-Do-Gir couldn’t return saddled with that kind of debt, so he was going to have to find a way to repay it. 
 
      
 
    While the lix was busy with his doubts and new attribute, Tailyn finally got over his timidity and pulled on the OGM-II suit. He did have to give up his rough leather boots, of course, as they refused to go on over top. But the suit fit the boy’s body perfectly, not impeding his movements in the least. Actually, it looked like something an advanced hunter might wear rather than giving away its connection to the ancients. The belt he’d already gotten matched so well that it felt like it had been made for the outfit, and there was even a separate spot for empty alchemical retorts. The description called them “quick access slots.” Tailyn was worried that just moving around would reduce the retorts to piles of broken glass, but he frowned when he tried to pull them into his inventory. His sleeve passed through them as if meeting a ghost. And while the glass felt completely real to his touch, his sleeve wasn’t unique—stones, the wall, and even the lix, who Tailyn asked to give it a try, just passed right through the retorts without hurting them in the least. The only person who could interact with the quick access slots was Tailyn himself. Or rather, his hands. The boy’s breath caught in his throat as he realized that he could make himself shield potions as another way to survive when he was in a bad spot and his cards had run out of charges. 
 
      
 
    Without showing much care, Ka-Do-Gir grabbed the useless body of the ancient, hauled it over to the pile of monsters, heaved it onto the top, and looking around. There definitely wasn’t anything that could burn. And that meant he was going to have to ask the mage for help yet again. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn pulled out his wave of fire card but took a long time making up his mind to do what the lix was asking him to do. It was one thing to burn monsters; it was quite another to burn a human, even a dead one. But the god hadn’t given him a choice—it wanted all the bodies turned to ash. So be it. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 49 of 50. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Partners destroyed the remains of 34 inferior monsters, 2 superior monsters, and 1 ancient human, receiving 254 coins (34 coins for inferior coins, 10 coins for superior monsters, 10 coins for the ancient human, 200 coins from Kili Argal). 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives 0 coins. Lixes do not have the ability to store coins. Compensation received: one random attribute improvement. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Enhancement +1 (2). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives 254 coins. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Store functionality unlocked. Visit any temple to receive access. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn quickly pulled up his status window to see the changes. 
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    While he was still a level one human, the ancient’s gift had pushed his shield and mana levels up on par with level ten. His magic attack was lagging slightly behind, but even that value was enough for him to take out any other level one creature with one electricity strike. 
 
      
 
    But the boy wasn’t permitted to enjoy looking himself over for long. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand why the god asked for a thousand gold from me, though it didn’t ask you for it when you unlocked linguist,” Ka-Do-Gir said to Tailyn as if the latter should have known the answer. The boy blushed and frowned—he didn’t. He really wasn’t sure why the crystal came with a cost in one case and not in another, and “because you aren’t human” didn’t strike him as the reason. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go. We need to find a way out.” The lix understood what the boy was trying to say without him saying it. The bonfire had burned out without a trace, leaving nothing behind of the monsters or the ancient. There wasn’t even any ash to remember them by. Not having found anything else interesting, the lix tossed Tailyn up onto the boulder and climbed up behind him. They passed the fork, got to the next window, and looked down. There weren’t any of the black monsters to be seen. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was thrilled by how easy the going was. His new outfit balanced the load, turning hard where it needed to and soft where that was better. But the gloves were the best. The boy couldn’t have imagined how soft and comfortable they would be, and he no longer had to worry about the dust, sharp rocks, or the remains of the countless snakes. Also, they weren’t too thick. When Tailyn picked up a stone, the sensation was the same as if he was holding it in his bare hand. 
 
      
 
    They made their way past niches with hatches a few times, but they were all closed. Every time, Ka-Do-Gir yanked on the handle; every time, it disintegrated. There was no way down. And with no tunnels leading off to the side, their only option was to keep crawling forward into the pitch darkness—there were no more windows. Lighting their last torch would have been a mistake, so they had to crawl ahead by feel. An hour later, the lix stopped Tailyn suddenly. 
 
      
 
    “Careful, there’s something up there. I can sense it.” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir’s instinct was on the money—there was in fact something up ahead. A few meters later, Tailyn felt his head bumping up against a barrier. His stomach fell when he realized they’d traveled so far through the maze in vain. As he felt his way along the barrier, he found that it was a single impenetrable wall. Any attempt to give it a shove came to nothing. The stone had passed the test of time, remaining as solid as ever. 
 
      
 
    “Check the snakes,” the lix said. “Do they lead straight?” 
 
      
 
    It was a smart idea. The walls on either side were still there, but there weren’t any snakes on them. And when Tailyn checked the floor, all he found was an enormous pile of dust. It was all that was left of the endless cords. But something didn’t make sense—there was too much dust. The boy checked again, and it really did feel like his hands were drowning in it even as there hadn’t been nearly that much just a few meters back. Confused, Tailyn stood up, completely forgetting that he was in a small tunnel. And just as might have been expected, he banged the back of his head, only it was against something behind him rather than above him. He rubbed the spot and started exploring the area. As it turned out, the tunnel turned sharply upward. 
 
      
 
    “Can you climb that?” the lix asked, the only reply being an unintelligible squeak. No, the boy couldn’t—he definitely didn’t have the strength. Grabbing Tailyn with his middle limbs, Ka-Do-Gir wedged his back against one side of the shaft and pushed against the other with his free limbs. It wasn’t difficult going, even if it was dangerous. 
 
      
 
    Their ascent was over just a couple minutes later. The next tunnel was horizontal, though there was something new. Off in the distance, there was light filtering through another shaft. The pair perked up, both tired of crawling through the darkness. And when they got to the light, Tailyn peered up cautiously to find that the shaft ended five meters up before taking a turn to the right. And he especially appreciated seeing how bright and green the light was. It had to be the ancients’ lamps. 
 
      
 
    After just ten minutes, Tailyn and Ka-Do-Gir got to the edge of the next tunnel. A grille had once stood there, though it was no more than a memory at that point, and the open area on the other side was so enormous that the boy’s head spun. He would never have imagined that there could be such a big cave underground. And the ancients hadn’t even made it, at least, they hadn’t made all of it. There was plenty right outside the tunnel exit that pointed back to them—the usual green light, columns holding up the ceiling, a narrow area two well-lit corridors opened into. One was below them; the other was off to the side. The lix growled when the boy tried to crawl out and get a better view of the wall, yanking him back in. They could have been spotted. 
 
      
 
    There was no doubt about that. 
 
      
 
    And if they were going to be spotted, it was most likely going to be where the ancients’ structure ended, and the giant cave began. It looked unnatural, superfluous, and almost as though it had appeared there accidentally. But it was there. 
 
      
 
    The cave housed an entire city. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    You discovered City of the Dead. A picture of the city was recorded in the Locations section of your journal (you will receive access to your journal once you complete your initiation). 
 
      
 
    TAILYN HAD NEVER seen such a glorious city. Culmart, where he’d spent all of his ten years, looked like an abandoned village next to that wonder. Just the walls were incredible to look at. They were bright, shimmering, gleaming with all the colors of the rainbow. But what about the tall towers, the enormous buildings, the long bridges held in place by magic? His breath caught in his throat. Never in a million years would he have thought that the mountain the abandoned city of the ancients was built on hid such an incredible location. And how did none of the adults know about it? 
 
      
 
    Unlike his partner, Ka-Do-Gir cared nothing for the city’s charms. It was just another handmade structure there to be looted. Lixes never cared much for beauty or grace, and he was focused instead on details that were much more important to him. The city was right about at the level of the metro, perhaps a meter lower. And the space it was set in wasn’t exactly even. Instead, there were boulders strewn about, and the lix growled even frustration even as he saw how easy it would be to get to the wall under their cover. The problem was that he didn’t see a way over the three-meter barrier. The city itself wasn’t that big, either, smaller even than the one his partner was from. But while everything in his city had been spread out, there everything was much more compact. The cave housing the city was perfectly round. And the space had appeared there rather than being created—the fact that the tunnels were abruptly cut off spoke to that. Far off in the distance, over at the other end, they continued off into the unknown. The ancients couldn’t have been wasteful enough to destroy their own buildings, and so they weren’t the ones who brought the city there. But in that case, who had? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir wasn’t just enjoying the local sights, however. He was looking for enemies and quickly found them—the area littered with boulders was packed with the same strange black creatures, the ones with the white beaks. Unmoving, if it hadn’t been for their bright red eyes, he would have been forgiven for thinking they were asleep. And that was where they’d all come from. Burning them all up right then and there would have been great… Only the black monsters weren’t the only unpleasantries. The low walls let the lix look into the city, where he saw the rest of that location’s creatures. Somewhat similar to the black creatures, they were much larger and completely white. Flexible bodies were hauled around on six long appendages that served as legs. They had arms, too, neither of which looked like they had any bones in them. Their movements were too supple. And the fact that they weren’t anything meant that he wouldn’t be getting any loot from them. 
 
      
 
    But even that wasn’t all the enemies the pair was up against. Both in the city and right outside the walls, there were ghosts everywhere. Different barrels, boxes, flat dishes, the works. And Ka-Do-Gir snarled when he realized they weren’t all helpless ghosts—a few of the barrels were very much real. They turned out to be able to replace the lamps. Not only that, but the black monsters always stepped to the side to avoid the denser ghosts. Or maybe not ghosts? Perhaps, they were something belonging to the ancients. It was hard to say. Grabbing one and taking it home to show the shaman would certainly have been nice—Ka-Do-Gir was sure the kind of reward he would have gotten would be— 
 
      
 
    But he wasn’t able to finish that thought as he felt a gentle vibration run through the tunnel. It was unpleasant, almost as if someone was climbing in. And as the vibrations intensified with each passing second, the black creatures standing motionless by the city wall started acting up. They ran around clacking their beaks, red eyes fixed on the tunnels. Ka-Do-Gir jumped up and gave Tailyn a shove to bring him to his senses—the boy’s glassy eyes were still fixed on the city. 
 
      
 
    Both the vibrations and the sense of danger picked up. Ka-Do-Gir didn’t know what was going on, and since that made him nervous, he kept looking around to find the foe he expected to show up at any moment. That’s why he saw the danger a few moments before it reached them. 
 
      
 
    It was fire. A red glow exploded out of the vertical tunnel, quickly to be replaced by licking tongues of flame. Slamming into the ceiling, they made the turn and brought with them a fiery torrent that swept away everything in its path. A moment later, it reached the spot where the lix and the boy were. At least, the spot where they’d been—Ka-Do-Gir had grabbed Tailyn with his middle legs and jumped down into the area below them. The column of fire burst out behind them, singed the lix, and hid them from view. The boy’s combat status didn’t change. 
 
      
 
    After he hit the ground, Ka-Do-Gir rolled, made sure to keep the boy safe, and dashed off. They could go straight—that was where the city and monsters were. The corridors, both right and left, were the same story. They were traps. Sooner or later, they would end, and the black beasts would catch them, leaving just one way for them to go. Back. The interesting thing about the space they found themselves in was that it led both forward and backward. The lix took a few steps and looked up to see that the passageway hit a steep incline. But while that looked like it could lead to freedom, closer inspection told them it was blocked by enormous boulders. There wasn’t any fresh air making its way down, either. Beaks clacked behind them—the black monsters were hurrying over to see what was going on. With just seconds to make a decision, Ka-Do-Gir saw an open doorway in front of him and ducked into it. The pair were in what turned out to be two rooms bereft of light and windows. There was nothing in the first, though the lix just about panicked when he peered into the second. The floor was littered with black monsters. They were dead, however. Their bodies were shredded as if riddled by crossbow bolts, the holes visible even without light. As the screaming neared, Ka-Do-Gir noticed a small niche right up by the ceiling, the “snakes” coming out of the walls leading directly toward it. The ancients had apparently stored something important there. And so, with no better options, the lix tossed the boy in before climbing up himself, trying to get them both in as deep as possible. 
 
      
 
    The screaming made it to the first room. Ka-Do-Gir moved around to make sure he had a view of what was going on, and so he saw the first black monster appear in the doorway. Its red eyes darting around terrifyingly, it saw its fallen comrades and decided not to come in. More showed up behind it. The screaming intensified, and the monsters chose a victim to do the dirty work. It entered slowly, head jerking from side to side. After a clack of its beak, it hurried back out, clearly unwilling to spend any more time in danger. The rest followed it out—the area had been declared clear. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir grinned. They’d gotten away, and he’d narrowed the rescue gap—it was four to two in the boy’s favor. The boy was still ahead, but the lix was getting closer. 
 
      
 
    The mage himself did his best not to move. He’d had no idea why the lix had suddenly lost it and jumped forward, pulling him out of the tunnel, and the column of fire exploding out behind them had scared the boy to the point that he’d just held onto his partner even tighter. And when the lix threw him into the niche to hide him from the black monsters, Tailyn had stopped breathing altogether. That was the moment the god had decided to tell him what was going on. 
 
      
 
    You happened across the metro control room. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Look for Coordinates. You found the control room, though the stash Lavr Nalin left here is gone. Someone stole the equipment and everything else, including the ancient’s book. Judging by the bodies of One’s inferior minions (appearance recorded in the Creatures section of your journal), they were able to overcome the ancient traps and possibly get everything to their lair. Check Lavr Nalin’s backup copy to get the coordinates of the stash. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You took the first step on a difficult journey and earned a reward. 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
      
 
    Card saturation +1 (2). 
 
      
 
    “So, this is the control room?” Ka-Do-Gir guessed when he saw the god’s message. The lix didn’t care much for the skill—he was a warrior, not some worker, and picking up +1 to his crystal gathering skill didn’t do much for him. It was useless, in fact. Strength or agility would have been much better. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Tailyn said with a heavy sigh as he jumped down. “Only the inferior minions stole everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Inferior? You found out what those black things are called?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn recounted the mission update as he overcame his disgust and began touching all the bodies lying there one after another. There was potentially loot to be had. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to touch every body, little mage,” the lix said. “If there were something here, the god would have given it to you as soon as you touched the first one. Let’s go. We need to find out how to get out of here. I saw an incline, so let’s check it out.” 
 
      
 
    Peeking out over the doorway, Ka-Do-Gir couldn’t see any of the inferior minions. They’d all headed farther on. The incline wasn’t visible from the wall, so the lix headed up and stopped at the boulders. There were plenty of them packed in tightly. And all his new weapon did was spark when he slashed it against them—the god’s gift wasn’t designed for digging. It was there to take lives, not burrow through rock. No, they needed a pick, a shovel, and something to muffle the noise. 
 
      
 
    “We need to find a different passageway,” the lix said, though he stopped and stared at the mage in surprise. The boy was pointing back at the enormous cave. 
 
      
 
    “We have to find the backup copy.” 
 
      
 
    “The god was pretty clear—it’s in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, we need to get into the city.” The boy was resolute. “We haven’t come this far only to give up now, have we?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not just going to give up; we’re going to beat a retreat,” Ka-Do-Gir replied firmly. “Remember, little mage, the most important thing for warriors, and for mages, too, is to stay alive. The longer you can do that, the more enemies you can kill. There will always be plenty of time for dying later. Grow, build your strength, and come back. Maybe, with an army. There’s nothing the two of us can do here.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s face fell. His partner was making too much sense to ignore. However, the boy wanted so badly to get into the city that his mind refused to listen. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” the lix said, interpreting the mage’s silence in his own way and pointing toward the passages the led off ahead. “We’ll see where those go. Maybe, the way out…quiet!” 
 
      
 
    Grabbing the boy, the lix dashed down the incline in an effort to get to the control room as soon as possible. The black monsters were coming back, though they weren’t what had him so nervous. It was the strange voices. 
 
      
 
    “So, what are we going to do?” asked the first. 
 
      
 
    “Prepare the victims. Lirhart was wrong—there’s nobody here. We just wasted the card,” the second replied. 
 
      
 
    “But someone had to kill twenty of the inferiors, no?” 
 
      
 
    “The boss can worry about that. Our job is to take care of the prisoners!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was shocked to realize he could understand what the pair was saying. They were gruff and broken, suspiciously lix-like. Letting go of the boy, Ka-Do-Gir crept cautiously over to the door. Tailyn followed him. And as he looked out, he barely muffled a gasp of surprise—there were two lixes walking along surrounded by the beaked creatures. Both were twice as tall as Ka-D-Gir and three times as powerful, with the kind of muscles even the city guards couldn’t boast of. Clad in strange clothing that covered their body but left their limbs free, they walked around on two legs rather than four like the lixes Tailyn was used to. Both upper pairs were used as arms. But the strangest part was that the pair’s skin was as black as the monsters with the beaks. 
 
      
 
    The group quickly made its way to the end of the path and jumped down onto the level area the city was on. The inferior minions followed them, staying right with them and making no move to attack. In fact, it was the opposite—they were afraid of the lixes and did their best not to get in their way. The black creatures all got to the city and leaped right over the walls. Tailyn had to doubt his partner was capable of the same. 
 
      
 
    “We’re staying,” Ka-Do-Gir said in a voice that was strangely not his own. “You wanted to get into the city? Well, we’re going to. We’re going to find your backup copy.” 
 
      
 
    “Who was that?” 
 
      
 
    For a long time, Ka-Do-Gir didn’t reply, his gaze fixed on the city. A fire was burning inside him. He wanted to tear and throw, hurl himself into battle in hopes of revenge, but he showed restraint. There would be time for that. Finally, his emotions under control, he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Black lixes. They enslaved my tribe. They killed my family…” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me the story?” the boy asked, looking over at his partner. 
 
      
 
    Seven years before, a tribe of black lixes had swept in from the far mountains. And while they’d previously been thought of as weak and helpless, not worth the time of day, everyone was surprised to see the enormous warriors headed up by a very young leader by the name of Halas. The god had given him just a single name the way it did for all lix mages, the only problem there being the fact that the black lixes didn’t have any mages. He was a terrifying foe answering to nobody but himself. One after another, the lix tribes were enslaved, with many of them, Ka-Do-Gir’s parents among them, killed outright. The green lix tribes, in fact, were required to deliver two thousand slaves to the blacks every year, and they had to be human. When they couldn’t come up with them, a quarter of the lixes in all tribes were killed at random. That’s why the raids had grown so frequent—the greens didn’t have a choice. Fighting back wasn’t a choice, either, as any attack on a black lix resulted in half the tribe being tortured to death. And the other half was forced to watch it happen. In fact, the green lix who killed the black was left alive and handed over to their tribe so the survivors could take their grief out on him. The blacks ruled harshly, with no thought given to anyone else. All they cared about was the will of their leader. And there, Ka-Do-Gir had seen two of the fighters that had attacked his tribe. There, in the land of the humans. If he killed them, nobody would know it had been a green who had done the job. Nobody would threaten his tribe. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You learned that there are different types of lixes: green, black, red, and brown. However, they all come from the same ancestor. You need to find out why the split happened. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir hadn’t said anything about the last two types, so the god must have dug around in Tailyn’s memory to round out the description. Mistress Valanil had explained something about them to him. Mistress Valanil, who’d been kidnapped by the green lixes and… 
 
      
 
    Wait a second. 
 
      
 
    “The black lixes were just talking about prisoners,” the boy said in alarm. “Do you send humans to them immediately or once a year?” 
 
      
 
    “First, to the shaman, then to them,” Ka-Do-Gir replied, unsure what the boy was so agitated about. “We have to run the numbers—how else are we supposed to know how many more we’re supposed to hand over, and how many we can keep for food?” 
 
      
 
    The boy shivered. He hadn’t needed to hear that explanation. Still, he continued. 
 
      
 
    “Could the ones you kidnapped from my city be here?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t think so,” the lix replied, even scratching his head as he thought. “It hasn’t been enough time.” 
 
      
 
    “But they could be?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure. The blacks have really lost it recently, always asking for more and more humans. They might have sent yours over as soon as they counted them…” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then we have to free them! Have you already figured out how we’re going to get into the city?” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir just sighed—that was the weak link in his plan. With all the inferior minions there, they weren’t going to get across the open area with the boulders undetected. But the lix wasn’t about to just say that. He needed to think it over. Perhaps, when they fell asleep… 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast, little mage. First, we need to wait for nightfall. The blacks may have all kinds of stamina, but they need to sleep, too. That’s when we’ll get in.” 
 
      
 
    “Nightfall?” Tailyn replied in surprise. “Does that happen here? The lamps are on all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Ka-Do-Gir said. “Black lixes also need sleep. Okay, we need to get some rest, too. This is going to take all the strength we can muster.” 
 
      
 
    The lix turned statuesque, closing his eyes and lying down on the stone ground like a dog. A couple moments later, he was already asleep and preparing for the coming battle. Tailyn looked at him enviously. With so much on his mind, and everything that had happened to him recently, the boy didn’t think he was going to be able to sleep. Still, he laid down next to his partner and stared up at the ceiling. There wasn’t much light filtering in, but his eyes had long since grown accustomed to the dark. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, all thoughts of sleep were gone. The ceiling wasn’t all one piece. It was made up of tiles placed one on another that had passed the test of time, and Tailyn noticed that one of them had been edged to the side. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to pique his interest. There was something there. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn jumped up into the niche he and the lix had hidden in and stretched toward the hole. No, he wasn’t going to reach it that way. His gaze fell on the next tile over, then the one after that, and so on, finally reaching the one over his head. Following his instinct, he pushed it up. The tile budged unwillingly, but that was all. Tailyn wasn’t strong enough. 
 
      
 
    “Move over.” Ka-Do-Gir had woken up right when the boy had climbed into the niche. When he saw what his partner was reaching for, he snarled in annoyance, frustrated with himself for missing that. And for a while, he laid there quietly, aware that they were going to need a boulder to stand on before they could reach the tile, though he perked up when the mage started working on the tile above his head. He leaped over to the boy and carefully lifted the tile ever so slightly—it banged up against the next ceiling. Instead of going higher, he was forced to slide it over to the side so he could stick his head into the hole and look around. There was definitely something over there. 
 
      
 
    “Let me,” Tailyn said, and the lix moved over to give the mage a hand up and get ready to catch him if one of the tiles broke. But the mage clambered up quickly without him. A couple seconds later, and he already had a hand on whatever was over at the other end. 
 
      
 
    You found a stash hidden by level 193 Shurvan Mortus Gar. 
 
      
 
    DR-III drone received. 
 
      
 
    Item marked for immediate disposal. 
 
      
 
    Last Statement recording received. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Partners was compensated for the item removed from circulation. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Summon Bukamonster rare card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Last Statement recording. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Well, that’s that… It’s the end of the line for Shurvan Mortus Gar in this release. Robbed blind… And it was all going so well—I had so much! Damn marauders. But whatever, I’ll get them back! First, let me tag the drone and hide it so I at least get something when the release ends. There aren’t many humans left. They’re miserable little cockroaches you can’t get anything from. One is going to regret setting up its lair here—there’s a service tunnel that leads toward the castle. I’m going to take the bastard out! That’ll teach it to come after a free player! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You found out that humans weren’t alone on the planet. Right before the cataclysm, there were other races, too, one of which was called Shurvans. You need to find out why they showed up in the world. Also, you learned a new word: “release,” or the current era. The ancients called themselves players. You need to find out why. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was barely listening to the recording. He’d already figured out they were stored in the audio section, where he could go listen to them whenever he wanted to. Instead, the boy jumped down to the floor and couldn’t pull his eyes away from the blue sparks coming off the card Ka-Do-Gir was holding. That was the real prize. 
 
      
 
    The lix was also confused, turning the card around in his paws. He was well aware of how valuable it was. But why had the god given it to him, someone who very much wasn’t a mage? Presumably, it had its reasons. The rare status was all he could read in the description—everything else was hidden. And so, for the moment it was useless, if something to put away for later. He was pretty sure his shaman would give him two levels, maybe more. Noticing his partner’s gaze, the lix dropped the card into his virtual inventory, happy to finally have something to stick in it. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the human. It was just better to be safe than sorry. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn could tell immediately that he wasn’t going to get a look at the card. And that irked him. He knew well enough that the lix couldn’t use a rare card without the wisdom attribute, and the boy just so happened to have it. Not only that, he had his up to level two, the requirement for rare cards. Only instead of handing it to Tailyn, the lix had hidden it in his inventory even after the boy had given him a thousand gold without thinking twice. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated and upset, Tailyn walked out of the control room and froze, staring at the scene in front of him. He’d found out the area spreading in front of him was called a platform, not to mention that it included a service tunnel leading into One’s city. A real, honest-to-goodness service tunnel. One of the rocks in the middle of the platform flickered as if to announce that the tunnel started beneath it. 
 
      
 
    “Lix,” the boy said quietly, “I know how to get into the city, but I’m going to need your help. I can’t pull it off myself.” 
 
      
 
    “The blacks aren’t asleep yet,” Ka-Do-Gir replied, though he came over. 
 
      
 
    “What if they don’t sleep at all? What if they’re killing the prisoners right now? No, we can’t wait. See that slab by the column?” 
 
      
 
    “There are slabs everywhere. Care to be more specific?” 
 
      
 
    “The second one next to the column. There’s an entrance to the city under it—I found that out in the last statement.” 
 
      
 
    “Great bit of loot,” the lix replied seriously, which made Tailyn feel even worse. “Now I get why the god has its eye on you. Appreciate that.” 
 
      
 
    The boy was so frustrated by everything the lix had just said that he wanted to burst into tears. The damn creature was laughing at him. And all after stealing the card that should rightfully been his. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir slipped noiselessly over to the slab the mage had pointed out. It was no different from the rest, but the lix made a habit of trusting the god’s gifts. Claws found their way into a crack; the slab lifted easily. There really was a tunnel opening up under it—the mage had been right. 
 
      
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Ka-Do-Gir was surprised the boy was just standing there. The thick columns hid them from the city, so they didn’t have to worry about being spotted. “We need to try this out, so go ahead and jump in.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn threw a withering glance at the lix, though he obeyed and ducked into the tunnel. All he wanted to do was find out who the prisoners the dark lixes were holding were. After covering up the entrance to make sure the inferior minions didn’t come across it accidentally, Ka-Do-Gir headed after the mage. The slight incline ended in a narrow tunnel leading in the direction of the castle. A light glimmered—that had to be the way out. 
 
      
 
    As Tailyn made his way forward, he muttered under his nose all the curse words he’d learned from the cards. But the closer he got to the light source, the quieter he got, to the point that he fell completely silent when he got to the end of the tunnel. He listened carefully, but it was quiet. Too quiet. 
 
      
 
    The passageway ended in a small shimmering film that separated the little tunnel from a small empty room. Tailyn crawled over to the very edge and touched the film. There was no lightning, no explosions, no cold, no wild howling. Nothing at all. Gathering his wits about him, he stepped through and found himself in the room. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the world around him filled with sound. It wasn’t the kind of sound a ten-year-old boy would want to hear, however, as someone was screaming in unbelievable agony a little way off. 
 
      
 
    “No-o-o! Ah-h-h! Please don’t!” 
 
      
 
    You’re the first free person to enter the City of the Dead. 
 
      
 
    Level +1. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Note! Since you haven’t completed the initiation, you cannot level-up. 
 
      
 
    Character modification ongoing. 
 
      
 
    Enhancement +1 (5). 
 
      
 
    The lix appeared next to him bathed in a wave of light. Ka-Do-Gir had just gotten to level five. 
 
      
 
    The scream was heard again. That time, it seemed somehow familiar to Tailyn. If he ignored the squeals… 
 
      
 
    “My father can pay! Stop! Father will pay!” 
 
      
 
    It was Dort, the city elder’s son. The boy the lixes had kidnapped during the attack on Culmart. 
 
      
 
    “Get your cards ready, little mage,” the lix said with a nasty snarl as he stepped closer to the door. “Let’s see what the blacks are like when they don’t have their chief to back them up.” 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Ka-Do-Gir leaped in. And while Tailyn held slightly back, he ended up heading in after him—he couldn’t let his partner kill the humans. 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
      
 
    You cannot modify your active deck. 
 
      
 
    Opponents remaining: 3. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    TAILYN DASHED through the door, his electric strike clutched in his hand—he’d already hit the card activation button. But what he saw when he entered the room stopped him in his tracks despite how ready he was to attack. They were in an enormous space with several others already there, a few in cages, others lying along a wall as dried-out as old man Bardun. Dort was lying on a strange table tilted almost upright. His hands and feet were tied with thick belts, his body was stripped open, and a thick trickle of blood was running off the table into a groove that led to a tall dark rock in the very center of the room. And when Tailyn saw how the blood was soaking into the rock like some kind of wet rag, his stomach practically turned inside out. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, run! Save yourself!” screamed a familiar voice, and the boy felt like he’d been struck by lightning. Mistress Valanil was alive. But instead of following her good advice, he gathered himself and focused his attention on their adversaries. 
 
      
 
    There were indeed three of them, all tall, white creatures that looked very much like inferior minions. Whirling around them, the lix slashed away with his steel claws, only the boy didn’t see much of a result. Sure, the monsters were thrown to the side by the powerful blows, though they jumped right back up to meet their attacker with… 
 
      
 
    Magic. 
 
      
 
    All three were suddenly holding cards, and it was only a feat of extreme agility that kept the lix from getting fried by the fireballs as he continued to deal damage. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    You used Enhanced Shield-I 10 times. 
 
      
 
    Lix Ka-Do-Gir’s shield was enhanced by 760. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 10 of 50. 
 
      
 
    The first thing Tailyn was worried about was making sure his partner had enough of a shield. The lix was all the way up at level five, but that still might not have been enough against beasts like the ones they were up against. And it hit Tailyn right then that he’d made a mistake—when he’d leveled-up and his mana had been boosted, he should have used it to recharge his cards. They were going to pay for his lack of thinking ahead. 
 
      
 
    One of the whites noticed the boy, turned toward him, held a card up to its mouth, and blew. While Tailyn wasn’t a veteran of magic battles, watching the lix was enough to tell him that he had to keep moving. Without a second thought, he dove to the side, waited for the fireball to whistle past, and delivered his counterattack. 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Strike-I. 
 
      
 
    You did 76 damage to level 18 One’s Minion. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 49 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s jaw dropped open when he saw the creatures were at level eighteen. How was that possible? Even if they didn’t have additional protection, they each had a 900 shield. How was he supposed to break through that? 
 
      
 
    Just that little pause was enough for him to take a hit—a fireball slammed into his chest. Everything suddenly felt incredibly hot. There was a chorus of terrified screams, and his vision suddenly darkened, but the important part was that he stood tall. He was staggered but not knocked down. When the darkness receded, the boy stared at the message in surprise. 
 
      
 
    158 damage received. 
 
      
 
    Shield reduced. Remaining: 452. 
 
      
 
    That was all the damage they did even at level eighteen? Why? Out of the corner of his eye, Tailyn noticed another fireball heading his way and threw himself on the ground. It sizzled by overhead. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wasn’t a fan of the fact that he couldn’t fire off multiple electric strikes at the same time the way he could with his wave of fire and enhanced shield. No matter how hard he blew on the card, it still just got him one regular hit. But he still had an advantage—his electric strikes appeared right above his target, unlike the fireballs, which appeared next to his opponents’ cards. And no matter how fast they flew, it was still possible to dodge them. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir had never faced such powerful opponents capable of using both magic and their own strength. If it hadn’t been for the god’s gift, the lix would have long since been a goner. The steel claws didn’t do much damage, but they were great for squeezing, choking, and knocking the will to fight out of his foes. When the lix was grabbed for the first time, he panicked, unsure of what to do. But even as the armor kept the minions from crushing him to death, his steel claws whipped into action. A couple strikes, and his opponent dropped him to fire off another fireball. 
 
      
 
    The boy jumped right in, too, sending him some extra shield. And what he added made up almost perfectly for the few shots the lix took. Still, as the seconds ticked by, Ka-Do-Gir realized he was spending more time dodging than he was attacking. Messages flashed by. With his life on the line, and maybe more, he was forced to ignore them, however. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn cut loose another bolt of lightning before rolling to the side and avoiding a fireball. He barely had time to blow on his card—by the time he’d said the key phrase and held the card up to his mouth, it was time to duck yet again. The worst part was that he had to wait five seconds before saying the code phrase and breathing on the card. There was no way, for example, to say the phrase once and then use the card however you wanted to. Regardless, when the first attacker was joined by a second, the boy no longer had any time at all for his cards. All he could do was avoid getting hit. Happily, the lix kept darting in to knock the minions down with his six limbs. 
 
      
 
    And Tailyn couldn’t even use his wave of fire. The room was small, and the fire would have bounced off the wall and torched them all. If he could have cornered their opponents in a separate room… 
 
      
 
    It dawned on him. 
 
      
 
    In his excitement, Tailyn forgot to dodge and caught yet another fireball. The next one was going to do him in, so he had to rectify the situation. 
 
      
 
    158 damage received. 
 
      
 
    Shield reduced. Remaining: 136. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You used Enhanced Shield-I 10 times. 
 
      
 
    Your shield was enhanced by 760 (896). 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 0 of 50. 
 
      
 
    That left him out of shields, so the clock was ticking. 
 
      
 
    “Lix, let’s go!” Tailyn yelled as loud as he could, dashing back out into the room they’d come in through. Suddenly, the boy noticed that the entrance wasn’t there—from that side, it looked just like part of the wall. That was apparently why it hadn’t been discovered earlier. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir was barely hanging on. His strength was running out, his movements were growing sluggish, and he was just keeping up. The lix gave himself another minute before he was going to run out of energy altogether. He needed food, time to recharge, water. Sleep. Something he hadn’t had in a long time. The beasts weren’t dying despite his best efforts, and the fact that the mage occupied another one of them just meant he was able to catch his breath slightly as he focused on one and occasionally knocked down the other two. But even that didn’t help. Despite everything he did, the lix just couldn’t break through their shields. The difference in levels was too much, their shields too powerful. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s shouted instructions struck Ka-Do-Gir as a great idea. He didn’t want to die right then—they needed to make a break for it, recover, and come back for a second try. Turning and sweeping all three white minions off their feet in one smooth motion, the lix dashed off after the boy. But instead of crawling into the narrow tunnel, the latter was standing by the door with a card in his hand. Tailyn even grabbed the lix and yanked him over before he could crawl in himself. 
 
      
 
    “Knock them down as soon as they get in here,” the boy barked, and all thoughts of escaping immediately left Ka-Do-Gir’s head. The lix got ready to do just that, only just fleetingly noticing that the mage had taken control of their little group. But that was fine. The important thing in that moment was to survive—they could figure out the chain of command later. 
 
      
 
    The whites didn’t make them wait long. Showing up in the room all together, they were there to finish off their targets and therefore weren’t expecting those same targets to be waiting for them right by the door. And they paid dearly for their mistake. Ka-Do-Gir was fast and precise, toppling all three of the creatures to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” Tailyn yelled, jumping back through the opening. “Close the door!” 
 
      
 
    What really surprised the lix was how unquestioningly he followed the human’s orders. But while he threw his weight against the door, one of their slippery opponents was already up and able to stick a limb out through it. The lix pushed hard in an effort to crush the bastard, but its shield held up. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn leaped over to the door and blew with all his might. One of the minions grabbed him by the chest and squeezed in an effort to cut off his air supply, but the job was done. An enormous wave of fire swept into the closed space. Some exploded back out through the cracked door to singe Tailyn and Ka-Do-Gir both. But the lix held up, holding his body against the door. 
 
      
 
    Then, there was a yell. Not even a yell—it was more of a blood-curdling scream that pierced the boy’s ears. Clutching them tightly, he dropped to the ground, no longer being held by anyone. There was a click as the door slid shut. The monsters’ personal shields had run out, and the lix had been able to close it. Soon, the screaming died away. Tailyn was even able to check the messages the god had sent. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 23 times. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed One’s 14th, 15th, and 16th minions, level 18 creatures. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 26 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the previous time, there was no attribute boost, but that didn’t even cross Tailyn’s mind. All he wanted to do was sleep. His body ached relentlessly—the fire that had burst out hadn’t been enough to take out his shield, though it had still done a number on his face and hands. They were covered in ugly blisters. Even the lix had taken damage, one of his arms having turned completely black. It had been in the opening and taken the brunt of the fire. The boy collapsed onto his back and looked up at the ceiling, a vacant expression on his face. He needed rest. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, wake up!” The shout shook him out of his trance. A shiver ran down his body—he’d never heard Mistress Valanil raise her voice like that. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn Vlashich, you have to stand up! Get up, you obnoxious kid!” 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t disobey. Not the herbalist. 
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked the lix as he pulled himself heavily to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “I need food to recover,” Ka-Do-Gir roared. “How much do we have left?” 
 
      
 
    “Not much.” Tailyn checked his supplies. Not much was right. 
 
      
 
    “Can I eat one of those wimps?” the lix asked, pointing at the cages. Tailyn’s whole body went cold when he heard that, and he instantly forgot the pain as he gesticulated wildly. 
 
      
 
    “No, don’t eat them! Just not them!” 
 
      
 
    “In that case, I won’t have the strength to recover, and they’re going to kill us. Are you prepared to die?” 
 
      
 
    The boy wasn’t a fan of that idea, either. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, find the keys!” Mistress Valanil called over. “You have to open the cages! The minions had them.” 
 
      
 
    The boy stared at the herbalist in surprise as she pressed up against the bars. How did she know what the white creatures were called? Had she attacked them, too? 
 
      
 
    “Come on, kid, let’s go!” A plea appeared in Valanil’s voice. “You have to get us out of these cages!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, okay,” Tailyn mumbled as he pulled open the door. The lix, who’d collapsed against it, muttered in annoyance but moved. Once it was open, Ka-Do-Gir peered into the room and growled in a fit of helpless rage—Tailyn’s fire had destroyed the tunnel. The shimmering film had fallen; layers of earth had filled in the space. They weren’t going to be getting out of the city of the dead that way. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had also noticed the hole, though he didn’t pay it any attention. He was too busy heading over to the three piles of black ash with shimmering boxes sitting next to them. One’s minions had left that world, their loot remaining behind them. And as soon as the boy placed a hand on one of the boxes, the god got to work divvying up the loot. 
 
      
 
    You found the final resting place of One’s 14th, 15th, and 16th minions, level 18 creatures. 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Fireball-I card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Fireball-I card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Cage Key. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fireball-I card. Description: a simple magic card that creates a clump of fire moving toward the target at a speed of Magic Attack / 10 meters per second. Explodes with a thermal charge that does Magic Attack damage and raises the temperature of the area around the target by 1 degree. Range: from 0 to Magic Attack * 2, though no more than 100 meters. Includes 50 charges. Charges remaining: 2. Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir read over with interest the card that had appeared in his paws. That time, the god had been kind, gifting him something he could use immediately. He was just going to have to ask the mage how it was activated and, most importantly, how he was supposed to recharge it—the card only had one charge left. A new timer appeared in front of him telling him he had twelve hours left until his paw was once again whole and intact. That was his regeneration kicking in, the only problem being that he had to find a way to survive those twelve hours. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn made his way slowly over to the cages. His body ached, every step sending new pains through him. There were only five left alive, six with Dort, who was tied to the table. With shaking fingers, the boy held the key up to the lock. Before he could do anything, Mistress Valanil grabbed his wrist, took the key, and opened the cage herself. 
 
      
 
    “Good boy.” The herbalist placed a hand on Tailyn’s shoulder. There was so much love and warmth in her voice that the boy couldn’t help bursting into tears, throwing himself into the woman’s arms. “Not now, Tailyn. Not now. You have to be strong, otherwise you won’t be able to save anyone. Is the lix with you?” 
 
      
 
    “Y-yes,” the boy mumbled through his tears. “We’re p-partners.” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Hopefully, he won’t eat us. By the way, do you have any food with you? If I’m going to heal everything, I need energy. A lot of energy.” 
 
      
 
    “Heal everyone? Are you a healer?” Tailyn asked, even forgetting his tears in his surprise. 
 
      
 
    “A little. I finished one course at the magic academy, and they taught me a little something there. If you have food, let’s see it. We have to save everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn quickly materialized everything he had, berating himself for the fact that he and the lix had eaten so much of it. 
 
      
 
    “Not great.” Mistress Valanil didn’t bat an eye when she saw how easily the boy used his virtual inventory, too busy shoveling meat into her mouth. “How are you? Can you wait while I take care of the rest?” 
 
      
 
    The boy nodded, and the herbalist quickly ran around to the other cages. Each was holding a girl Tailyn had never seen before. Judging by how they staggered and clung to Mistress Valanil, they were on their last legs, though it was then that Tailyn saw for the first time how healing magic worked. Valanil’s hands were bathed in white light as she placed them over the most serious wounds. Each closed up as the group watched. 
 
      
 
    The healer worked on Dort the longest. The boy was unconscious, he’d lost so much blood, and Tailyn was seriously afraid for his life. But it looked like everything went well—Dort began breathing. The color returned to his face. A few times, Valanil had to drink retorts full of a blue liquid, restoring her mana. They didn’t do much, of course, though they were enough for another one or two touches. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the weary and haggard woman wobbled over to Tailyn. She placed her hands on the boy’s face, he felt a pleasant chill, and the heat left. Only the blisters themselves remained. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’m dry… I need time to recover—I didn’t think Dort was that bad. It didn’t look like he was going to survive at all, but it turned out all right. How’s the lix? Can it heal itself?” 
 
      
 
    The question struck Tailyn as a good one, and he asked his partner. The latter assured him that he’d be fine in another twelve hours. 
 
      
 
    “You speak the lix tongue… You’re wearing decent armor… The cards you use are at level five or six even though you’re still at level one. I have lots of questions for you, Tailyn Vlashich, only I’m too tired to ask them right now.” 
 
      
 
    The woman leaned against a wall and closed her eyes. Her hands shook from the strain. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s everyone else?” Unlike the healer, Tailyn wanted answers right away. 
 
      
 
    “Some are in that pile, others were killed earlier, some more were taken to another room. This isn’t the only place they sacrifice people,” the healer replied without opening her eyes. “We’re the only ones left from our city. Give me an hour, and I’ll tell you the whole story…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, kid, leave her alone,” one of the girls said. “She saved my life… I’m Eighty-Five from Salin. Level three.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had never even heard of her city. Or village? The other girls introduced themselves, all with numerical names, all just everyday harvesters who’d had the misfortune to find themselves in the path of the lixes. They stayed as far away from Ka-Do-Gir as they could, which was fine with him. He was nursing his wounded arm. 
 
      
 
    “And I’m Tailyn Vlashich from Culmart. Level five,” the boy replied before heading over to the pile of bodies. “Do you know what the white monsters were doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Sacrificing us. First, they cut you up to bleed you dry, and then…then, they toss whatever’s left of you over there into that pile,” the girls replied, interrupting each other. Even though they were all around sixteen, Tailyn felt much older. It was a good feeling. 
 
      
 
    The bodies of the poor souls really had been bled dry. Even old Bardun would have looked like a healthy, hearty bull next to them. The lix went over to Tailyn and snorted. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t be eating those. You wasted all our food, little mage, and now we just have one more problem. We won’t be holding out long with nothing to eat. Remember, I don’t have a deal with anyone else, and if it comes down to me or them—” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Tailyn jumped in, afraid the others would hear. It stung to admit that his partner was right. They weren’t going to last long without food, and especially not without the lix’s help. He had to be fed, no matter how horrifying that prospect was. 
 
      
 
    “If it comes to that, start with him,” Tailyn replied with a nod toward Dort. The city elder’s son still hadn’t regained consciousness. Small as it was before he’d been kidnapped, the blood loss had him looking absurdly sickly. He was going to be a burden for all of them. 
 
      
 
    But the god turned out to have a sense of humor. In fact, it was so hilarious that Tailyn found himself frozen, mouth hanging wide open. 
 
      
 
    New mission: Save a Life. Description: deliver Dort Barka, level 2 human, to the city of Culmart alive and await Forian Tarn, second-class investigator. He has been informed that Dort Barka was found and is in your care. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not supposed to eat him?” Ka-Do-Gir knew what the light bathing the boy meant. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” a disappointed Tailyn replied, having no idea how he was going to get Dort to the city. And the boy knew that if he didn’t, Master Forian’s face would just take on that familiar look of contempt for his negligent pupil. Or rather, former pupil. After something like that, he certainly would want to have anything else to do with such a lowborn piece of mediocrity. 
 
      
 
    “You have six hours to find food. If you don’t, I’m eating her.” The lix pointed at the plumpest girl and went back to his spot to close his eyes. He needed rest and recovery, too. 
 
      
 
    Just like that, Tailyn found himself alone. The numericals shook as they huddled together, their eyes fixed on the terrifying lix. Mistress Valanil was asleep. The lix was, too. Dort was lying unconscious, and nobody was paying the least bit of attention to the kid standing in the middle of the room. Going over to the black stone, Tailyn found that it had soaked up all the blood and was vibrating ever so slightly, almost as if overwhelmed with impatience and thirst. His experience collecting herbs told him not to touch things he wasn’t familiar with, but the surprising vibrations and bright, vivid black light drew him in. Looking around furtively to make sure nobody was watching, the boy reached out a hand. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch that!” he heard Mistress Valanil shriek, though it was too late. Just as the boy’s palm grazed the black stone, the world around him disappeared. Tailyn found himself in complete darkness with nothing but white lettering telling him he was still alive. 
 
      
 
    You opened RP-443-7 remote workstation. 
 
      
 
    You were identified as Tailyn Vlashich, level 1 player. Partial initiation… 
 
      
 
    Verifying access… 
 
      
 
    You’re not on the white list of creatures with access to this terminal. Applying security protocols… 
 
      
 
    Applying security protocols for uninitiated players… Error. 
 
      
 
    Applying security protocols for initiated players… Error. 
 
      
 
    Note! Security system error. Analyzing potential solutions and making corrections. 
 
      
 
    Addition algorithm applied. Player Tailyn Vlashich added to white list for workstation RP-443-7. 
 
      
 
    Verifying credentials… 
 
      
 
    You have access to Store functionality. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to make a purchase? 
 
      
 
    With each new message, Tailyn was hit with another wave of cold sweat. It got to the point that the liquid was dripping off him onto the floor. Never again, never again was he going to do that. It had been incredibly dangerous, and it had just been his stubborn tutor forcing him to avoid finishing the initiation that had kept the idiot boy alive. Tailyn declined to enter the store and pulled his hand away from the stone. That was enough adventures for him. 
 
      
 
    As if by magic, the light appeared again, and Mistress Valanil’s second screech hit him. 
 
      
 
    “Stay away from him, you stupid animal! It’s dangerous!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn turned and saw the healer standing between him and the lix, her arms held wide as she kept Ka-Do-Gir away from the boy. Fangs bared, Tailyn’s partner was about to pounce when Tailyn decided to interrupt. 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t understand you, Mistress Valanil. Don’t yell at him.” 
 
      
 
    The healer wheeled around so quickly she almost knocked the boy off his feet. And no sooner had she seen him, than she threw her arms around him and began touching him all over like some kind of animal at the market. 
 
      
 
    “You’re alive!” Valanil’s exclamation couldn’t have been more surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Partner, don’t eat her!” Tailyn said to the lix just in case—he’d been hanging right over the healer. After that, the boy was just barely able to pull himself free from the healer’s grasp. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you do that again. It was so dangerous!” The woman’s surprise turned to anger, and she was suddenly the “terrifying shrew” the neighbors were so afraid of. Although, not so afraid that they didn’t pick her house apart. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t do it anymore, I promise,” Tailyn assured her. “I… I didn’t know, and I happened to touch it. It was an accident!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you lie to me!” Valanil wasn’t having any of it. “I was watching you, and you put your hand on it on purpose. You should have burned up—how are you still alive?” 
 
      
 
    “The terminal didn’t know what to do with me, so it added me to the white list,” Tailyn replied with a fervor that surprised even him. “And stop yelling at me! That thing scared me enough as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, it added you to the white list?” the herbalist replied. She’d suddenly switched back from angry shrew to kind lady. “You got access to the terminal?!” 
 
      
 
    “No, just the store.” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, sweetie, do you have coins? Come on, baby!” Something in the herbalist’s voice didn’t sit right with the boy, so he decided to lie. It certainly wasn’t the first time in his life. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a few, not many. Fifteen.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil frowned, though she quickly regained control of herself. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever, that’s fine. Okay, listen, Tailyn Vlashich, you need to put your hand back on that rock and open the store. You need to buy…” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Would you like to begin making purchases? 
 
      
 
    THAT TIME he was a go. Tailyn hit the button firmly, the world around him disappeared, and the black nothingness turned into colorful display cases loaded with goods for sale. It was just like a bazaar he’d once seen. The only difference was that the selection was even wider there, and everything seemed kind of flat. 
 
      
 
    You have 264 coins in your account. 
 
      
 
    Filter applied: only for alchemists. 
 
      
 
    Mistress Valanil hadn’t said anything about filters, and Tailyn panicked. Somehow, however, his brain knew what the word meant despite the fact that he’d never heard it before. He concentrated with an effort, gave the mental command, and watched the nearest display case sweep over. It was packed with a variety of clothing: ordinary, which wasn’t giving off any sparks; rare, which glowed blue; purple epic; and just two items with the gold color that marked them as legendary. Tailyn swallowed hard as he stared at the outfits. While the descriptions were unavailable, he could still appreciate their beauty and elegance. But the store somehow knew he was wasting time and decided to give him a little nudge. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to filter for goods available at your level? 
 
      
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” Tailyn replied. It was his first time visiting the store, and he’d already figured out that he was going to have a hard time navigating it without help. And as soon as he agreed, most of the display cases disappeared. The rest modified slightly. No longer was there any order—armor was next to weaponry, weaponry was next to something Tailyn didn’t recognize. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to see the OHM-II,” Tailyn said, suddenly remembering what he was missing. Sure, he was there for a different reason, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t at least get a quick glimpse of what he needed. 
 
      
 
    A strange item, something like a hood that completely covered the wearer’s face, appeared. 
 
      
 
    OHM-II. Description: rare item. Outdoor headgear for mages that lets them survive the hardships of life outside their tower. Integrates with the owner’s card (no need to blow directly on the cards). Combines with OGM-II to for a hermetically sealed outfit with an oxygen reserve that lasts for Magic Attack minutes. Can regenerate when less than 30% of the surface area is damaged. Shield level: +30 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +70 * (level + Enhancement); Magic Attack: +10 * (level + Enhancement); Mysticism +1. Cost: 12000 coins. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s mouth practically began watering when he saw what the hood would have done for him. The shield boost didn’t do as much as his outfit, though the mana and magic boosts were fantastic. The price was the only sticking point. In fact, it was such a disappointment that he threw the hood back on the shelf. Knowing exactly what was going on, the store offered to filter everything by what he could afford, and the boy realized he was better off agreeing. There was no point ruining his mood or spending coins he couldn’t afford. 
 
      
 
    All that left was one display case in front of him. It also contained clothing, though there were a few cards that grabbed the boy’s attention, as well. He hadn’t thought about them for whatever reason. But after fighting the urge to check them out, Tailyn went over to what he was there for. 
 
      
 
    Food. Supply of nutritional products and water calculated to last 1 creature 1 full day. Cost: 1 coin. 
 
      
 
    Mistress Valanil had asked him to spend everything he had on food, also giving him an additional ten coins. And while Tailyn couldn’t help but wonder what a run-of-the-mill herbalist in a border town was doing with coins, he kept his mouth shut. Mistress Valanil was going to be looking to talk with him soon, and he could get the answers to his questions then. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn counted out 25 blocks and placed them in the basket. Sticking around any longer was dangerous and could have led to awkward questions, though he still decided to go over and check out the retorts full of blue liquid. 
 
      
 
    Mana Restoration Elixir. Instantly restores 50 mana. Single use. Cost: 50 coins. 
 
      
 
    There were different retort sizes. Some restored 10 mana, others 50, still more 100. But the cost always followed the same ratio—one coin per mana. There, in the store, Tailyn couldn’t pull up his status to see how much he had left, so he just made a mental note to buy a couple elixirs when he had the chance. He just had to make sure nobody saw them. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to complete your purchase? Your account will be debited 25 coins. 
 
      
 
    The boy confirmed the purchase, and the colorful fair turned back into the gloomy room. There was a mountain of packets materialized next to him. Immediately, Mistress Valanil got to work divvying them up, handing everyone four and keeping five for herself. The only problem was that she ended up with six piles instead of seven. There was nothing for Ka-Do-Gir. 
 
      
 
    “What about the lix?” Tailyn asked in surprise. The herbalist looked over at the boy as if seeing him for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Does it really need food? I just assumed it had eaten enough humans to last it quite a few months.” 
 
      
 
    “He does, and a lot. If we don’t feed him, he’s going to eat Forty-Three,” the boy replied. 
 
      
 
    “I’d like to see it try,” Valanil muttered angrily as she tore open a packet and began devouring the contents. The girls joined her, and the room was instantly filled with the sound of chewing. Only Tailyn remained motionless. 
 
      
 
    “If it hadn’t been for the lix, you’d still be in your cage!” 
 
      
 
    “If it weren’t for the lixes, we’d be sitting at home drinking tea,” Valanil shot back. “I’m not going to repeat myself, Tailyn Vlashich. If you want to feed the lix, you can share your food with it. Just remember, my boy—the lix is only with you as long as it’s better off that way. As soon as it thinks it can make it by itself, it’s going to betray you. You can’t trust those things. Okay, come here, let me get rid of those burns.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn went over to the woman and practically toppled over in bliss as the herbalist’s hands worked wonders. The pain was gone instantly. Brushing his hands over his face, the boy found that the blisters were gone—everything had healed. Valanil went back to her food, after which she stepped toward Dort. 
 
      
 
    “Give me a hand,” she said as she held open the kid’s mouth and gestured for Tailyn to poor some of the life-giving fluids down his throat. Tailyn followed her instructions even as he thought through what he was going to say in Ka-Do-Gir’s defense. Unfortunately, all he could come up with was, but he’s not like that. And even Tailyn could tell how ridiculous that was. 
 
      
 
    Out of the blue, Valanil started praising the boy. 
 
      
 
    “You fought well. I would never have guessed that my student could be so brave. And when you came up with the idea to lure them into the other room, that’s when I knew you were a real hero. How were you not scared?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I was scared!” Tailyn appreciated that someone was finally recognizing his role in the victory. “I just knew that if I didn’t help the lix, they’d kill him and then come after me. There wasn’t time to be scared.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re amazing! There’s never been a reason, so I haven’t asked, but I should now. Have you already set your shield and mana to show up in front of you? You can see where they’re at in your table, but now that you’re a real warrior, you need to keep close tabs on them.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, no,” Tailyn replied. His face flushed as the feeling of ignorance washed over. “I… I don’t know how to do that…” 
 
      
 
    “That’s easy enough. Pull up your status table, tap the corner, select display current value and display on main screen.” 
 
      
 
    The boy followed her instructions and felt his jaw drop in surprise. Everything turned out to be so simple and easy that he cursed—how had he not figured that out himself? His status table and the mana and shield lines changed. The current values showed up first followed by the maximum value in parentheses, and identical numbers appeared in his status line next to the audio button. His shield was red; his mana was blue. That made things easy, especially during battle. 
 
      
 
    “Well, did you get it?” Mistress Valanil asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thanks! I can see the new numbers.” 
 
      
 
    “What are they? Can you read them off to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, my shield level is 34, with 610 in parentheses. This is great!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay… And what about your mana level?” 
 
      
 
    “360, 660 in parentheses,” Tailyn replied. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad for level one,” Mistress Valanil replied with an admiring shake of her head. “You did a good job getting ready to come down here. Did a new trader already show up in town? They sure replaced me quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not!” Tailyn exclaimed in an effort to reassure the herbalist. “It’s not because of a trader! And they haven’t replaced you, at least, they hadn’t two days ago.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been down here for two days already?” Valanil asked in surprise. “Wait, then where did you get your clothes and cards? You didn’t steal them, did you?!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn sucked in air to respond only to let it right back out noisily. His mentor’s face had appeared in front of him, lips pursed—he’d instructed the boy not to tell anyone. Not even someone as close as Mistress Valanil. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t share that. My mentor forbade it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really? Isor really got a grip and decided to start working on his ward?” 
 
      
 
    “No, not him. A mage from the academy itself, Forian Tarn, showed up in the city. He was the one who made me his pupil and gave me… Oh, I’m not supposed to tell anyone…” 
 
      
 
    To say Valanil was shocked would have been to say nothing at all. She knew very well who Forian Tarn was and what the rumors about him were, but the most important part was that she knew he didn’t take on pupils. Regardless of what the dean, his family, and his beloved said. And then that bit of news… She definitely needed to give some thought to what she was going to do about that. But first things first—she needed to get the boy attached to her. Forian had presumably unlocked the five standard attributes for Tailyn, and that meant she needed to give him something his mentor wouldn’t have even thought of. That would show the boy how he needed to stick by her, his favorite herbalist. It was such a good thing she’d invested so much time in the obnoxious kid. It was like she’d always known. 
 
      
 
    “That’s okay,” Valanil replied, stroking the boy’s hair. “You shouldn’t talk about what your mentor told you not to. The punishment would be harsh—you’re doing the right thing.” 
 
      
 
    The boy beamed, hearing praise once again. He’d been afraid the herbalist was going to yell at him and make him tell her everything. But no, she was understanding, and it was like a huge weight was lifted off his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Although, I do have a couple notes for you, Tailyn Vlashich. The phrase you use to activate your cards is too long. Remember how you spent all your time dodging since you didn’t have time to fire off your own shots? If there had been more of them—or if they’d been more experienced—it would have ended badly for you. You should really change the phrase to something unusual only you know, though keep it short. No more than one or two syllables.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn nodded dumbly. Everything Mistress Valanil was saying made sense, and that impressed him—he really hadn’t had enough time during the battle to pronounce Alchemist Tailyn Vlashich. And that had made him a poor partner for the lix. But why had Forian not told him about that? It seemed like a really important point. 
 
      
 
    For his new phrase, Tailyn picked Ka-Li. He had no idea what it meant, though he liked the way it sounded, and he could pronounce it while exhaling right onto his cards. That was perfect. 
 
      
 
    The herbalist kept a close eye on the boy to make sure he followed her instructions with his cards. And only for a moment did her lips purse when he didn’t ask her advice about the phrase—his cards were going to be useless to her. But the moment quickly passed, and the boy noticed nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent, now for the most important part. Your tutor told you about the attribute mages need the most, right?” 
 
      
 
    “But I’m not a mage,” the boy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Mage, alchemist, it doesn’t really matter. Anyone traveling the world and even on rare occasions being forced to fight for their life needs perception as part of their arsenal. When you have it, you can see your opponent’s name, their level, and even their parameters so long as they aren’t that high. You don’t have it, do you?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn could only sigh sadly and shake his head. No, he didn’t have perception. 
 
      
 
    “What was your tutor thinking?” Valanil grumbled. “And what did he have you pick up? Probably the usual intellect, wisdom, mysticism, and armor, right? Don’t worry, I’m not trying to pry. Those are all important, and he was right on the money, it’s just that he apparently didn’t think through what you were going to be up to. He didn’t know you were going to be running around dungeons, did he? Yep, and that’s why he didn’t teach it to you. Okay, whatever, I’m tired, and I need to rest. Keep a close eye on the door—they might bring new prisoners in.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil settled by one of the walls, keeping eyes fixed on Tailyn under drooping eyelids. The kid was hiding something. Even if Forian really did take him on, the mage definitely wouldn’t have taught anything to an ignoramus who hadn’t even passed the entrance exams. And that meant Tailyn had gotten his strength somewhere else, somewhere he was hiding behind the guise of that nonsense about not being able to tell. It was a smart move for the idiot kid he’d always been. But how did he know the lix language? Valanil had always considered herself fairly unique, but there she was forced to admit that she wasn’t as unique as she’d previously thought. She wasn’t the only one who could understand lixes; the boy could, too. She just couldn’t let him find out—the partners could talk between themselves all they wanted. If only she knew where Tailyn had gotten that Ka-Do-Gir… No, she was definitely going to interrogate the kid, only she was going to do it such that he wouldn’t suspect a thing. Throw him a bone, teach him something, lure him in with secrets, and he would be hers. She had to make sure Tailyn couldn’t do without her. Then, Crobar would remember his exiled daughter, maybe even pardon her and restore her to her old position. And that would be when she’d get her revenge. Crobar, who tossed her as a young girl right into the fire, the academy that threw her out of her first year, figuring that her life was reward enough, all of them would pay. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn had no idea what was going through the herbalist’s mind. He was conflicted enough as it was. On the one hand, he wanted to tell the only person who had ever been more or less kind to him what had happened. That would have earned him praise, pats on the head, hugs. On the other, he didn’t want to let his mentor down. And Forian had given him orders to keep his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    The boy went back over to the black stone. Something drew him in, something about the ancient magic Forian had used on him with the true word spell. Placing a hand firmly on the cold service, Tailyn found himself in the store. The filters were still set—he was looking at just the one display case. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn had already seen everything in it. He needed something different. Remembering his first introduction to the god, the boy decided to send up another request. It didn’t hurt to try. 
 
      
 
    “I want to unlock perception. Please.” 
 
      
 
    Request received, processing… 
 
      
 
    Verifying availability… Success. 
 
      
 
    Verifying access to terminal… Success. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You spent 1000 gold to unlock an attribute. 
 
      
 
    Perception (1) received. 
 
      
 
    Perception. Description: an attribute that lets you notice details in the surrounding world as well as the profiles of other creatures. The latter ability depends on the attribute level + Enhancement, the level of the creature in question, and its concealment level if it has that attribute. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn even hiccupped, never expecting it to be that simple. The remote terminal turned out to be a kind of copy of the god, just smaller and requiring blood sacrifices. Suddenly, the boy thought about an alchemical workshop. He was worried he wouldn’t be able to prove himself as an alchemist. A mage, sure; a warrior, maybe; but not an alchemist. And what was the class even for in that case? 
 
      
 
    “I need an alchemical workshop!” he said, figuring nobody could get mad at him for asking. 
 
      
 
    Request received, processing… 
 
      
 
    Verifying Alchemy skill… Success. 
 
      
 
    Select an option: purchase UAL (universal alchemical lab) / use the virtual lab. 
 
      
 
    With heart pounding, Tailyn jabbed at the purchase button only to have his stomach drop when he saw the price. Fifty thousand coins… It was hard to even imagine how someone might come up with that kind of cash. Still, the boy took a deep breath, went back, and selected the second option. 
 
      
 
    You’re using terminal RP-443-7’s virtual lab. 
 
      
 
    Your materials were pulled from your inventory and added to the workbench. As needed, you can also purchase anything you’re missing. 
 
      
 
    The display case disappeared, replaced by a bright room full of unusual tools and… Tailyn froze. Right across from him was a strange creature that looked just like the ghostly barrels that did their best to replace the ancients’ lamps. Only there, the barrel was material and talkative. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the virtual lab, player. I’m your assistant. This is your first time here, so I should ask—are you going to need training, or are you good to go on your own?” 
 
      
 
    “Training,” the boy said meekly. The whole thing felt like a dream. Yet again, he was being called a player, that time the second in the previous few days, and that had to mean something. 
 
      
 
    “All work is done on this workbench.” The barrel went over to the big device it was calling the bench. Tailyn went over, too, and was surprised. Workbenches were supposed to be flat so nothing fell off them, while that one had all kinds of little drawers, indentations, holes, and ledges. The boy’s eyes darted this way and that as he took it all in. And while he wasn’t sure where to look, the barrel helped by shining a red beam on some glass containers. 
 
      
 
    “Those are your alchemical retorts. If you need more, you can always buy them. Just pull them off the shelves here.” 
 
      
 
    The beam of light moved over to one of the shelves in the workbench. It turned out to be loaded with retorts. 
 
      
 
    “You only had flowers in your inventory, so we moved them here.” The beam lit up a few drawers, and Tailyn recognized his loot. “There are 112 daisies, 87 lavenders, and 94 loaches. If you need something else…” 
 
      
 
    That time, the beam left the workbench and jumped over to one of the display cases standing up against the walls. They had everything in them, from flowers, stones, and powders to some kind of bowls, rods, and even a skull. It was fascinating, but Tailyn didn’t have time to get distracted. The barrel continued. 
 
      
 
    “Everything happens here in the alchemical cube.” A device outfitted with lots of flasks and pipes glowed in recognition that it was the subject of their conversation. “You take a recipe, measure out the materials you need, and hit the convert button. Ordinary recipes are prepared immediately, rare recipes take a minute, epic recipes take half an hour, and legendary recipes can take up to several days depending on how difficult they are. Pretty straightforward, right? Everything make sense?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn nodded, although quite a bit had gone right over his head. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s try making a mana restoration potion. Put the recipe in front of you.” 
 
      
 
    The barrel highlighted a small shelf with three pieces of paper on it. One of them was glimmering—that was the one the boy needed. With shaking fingers, Tailyn followed the barrel’s instructions, his other hand wiping the sweat from his forehead. Even something that simple seemed incredibly complicated. The boy was terrified he would break something. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Place an alchemical retort in the output unit.” 
 
      
 
    A glass container appeared next to the boy—they weren’t using Tailyn’s materials for the test. One of the receivers on the workbench lit up to show where to put the retort, and the boy placed it there gingerly. There was a click as the retort locked into place. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Next, take one lavender and two daisies, and place them in the receptacle.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was feeling slightly more confident, and he took care of that in mere seconds. The whole thing really was pretty straightforward. 
 
      
 
    “Hit the button,” his trainer said finally. And as soon as the boy did that, the alchemical cube jumped into action, bubbles ran through the water in its tubes, and the retort was instantly filled with a beautiful blue liquid. 
 
      
 
    You created a test Mana Restoration Potion. A copy was added to your reward shelf. 
 
      
 
    You spent 1 mana creating the potion. Remaining: 359. 
 
      
 
    Item received: Test Mana Restoration Potion. Description: restores 6 mana (skill level + Enhancement) when used. You can use this item, though you can’t remove it from the workshop. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn definitely wasn’t going to let his first creation go to waste, so he grabbed the retort and noticed to his surprise that there was already a cork in it. The same kind Mistress Valanil’s potions had, in fact. With one smooth motion, he yanked it out and downed the contents. 
 
      
 
    Mana +6 (365). 
 
      
 
    It was a simple message. Tailyn looked down sadly at his empty hands—retorts apparently weren’t reusable, as the god had taken his and turned it to dust. That meant he was going to have to buy a new one every time. The other problem was that creating elixirs cost one mana, something he hadn’t noticed anywhere, including, for example, in the recipe. And Tailyn didn’t like surprises, though there was nothing he could do. 
 
      
 
    The barrel stood there for a little while longer before disappearing into a white cloud. The boy’s assistant was gone without a trace. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn placed all three recipes out in front of him. It was such a shame that he’d spent those crystals on his shield potions rather than mana potions—having some extra around would have been helpful. He wasn’t going to just be buying them all the time, was he? 
 
      
 
    That brought up an interesting idea. When you gave gifts to the god, it handed you gold for them. What if the magazine let you sell things as well as buying them? For example, he could make a big batch of elixirs and sell them off. Not right then, of course, but later. Tailyn wondered if that was how he could get enough coins to buy the hood and even the lab. Why not? Most importantly, he had to get better. 
 
      
 
    You created 10 Shield Restoration Potions. 
 
      
 
    Mana -10 (355). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wasn’t about to skimp on flowers as he made some elixirs for Ka-Do-Gir. The lix was always up in their opponents’ face, and having that extra little bonus gave them a better shot at survival. And while each elixir restored just eleven shield, even that tiny bit seemed like a lot to Tailyn. The boy definitely didn’t share Mistress Valanil’s opinion when it came to lixes. He’d seen for himself how fair the monsters could be, and he was planning on staying partners with his as long as possible. 
 
      
 
    When he ran out of retorts, Tailyn decided to take his assistant’s advice and buy some there in the workshop. 
 
      
 
    You would like to purchase 10 alchemical retorts. Cost: 1 coin per set. 
 
      
 
    The prices hurt. The boy knew they cost as low as a couple gold back in the city, and there the price tag was a whole coin. Of course, he could have waited until he got back, but he had a feeling it wasn’t worth it. He needed to make sure he had what he needed to get back in the first place. As soon as he agreed to the purchase, the retorts appeared on his shelf. 
 
      
 
    You created 10 Mana Restoration Potions. 
 
      
 
    Mana -10 (345). 
 
      
 
    Each retort gave him +6 mana, though that wasn’t what Tailyn was there for. 
 
      
 
    “I want to sell the potions I made!” he said, and the world around him was set into motion. The beautiful room was switched out in favor of a flat display case, though the difference that time was that there was an empty shelf in front of the boy. 
 
      
 
    Place the goods you would like to sell on the appraisal bench. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, everything there was called benches. Tailyn quickly placed all ten of the elixirs he’d created on the bench, proud of how clever he was being. Ten empty retorts cost one coin. He had plenty of herbs, and even if they ran out, he could always just buy more and keep right on earning coins. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to sell 10 Mana Restoration Potions totaling 60 mana for 30 gold? 
 
      
 
    The boy was stunned to see the offer. Gold? No, he needed coins—thirty coins. 
 
      
 
    But the remote terminal was implacable. It absolutely refused to hand over coins, at least, for the useless potions Tailyn was offering. 
 
      
 
    The silence in the store was suddenly broken by the lix’s shout. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, wake up! I need you!” 
 
      
 
    The boy was hauled back out, and the first thing he saw was a message from the god: 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
      
 
    You cannot modify your active deck. 
 
      
 
    Opponents remaining: 1. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn turned toward the door, and a wave of excitement ran through his body as his perception went to work. 
 
      
 
    Mor-Do-Gun (black lix). Ranger. Age 20. Level 10. 
 
      
 
    But their opponent wasn’t alone—he was dragging a girl in with him. Just one glance at her was enough for his heart to begin beating wildly. His hands felt heavy, and blood rushed to his head, but his perception worked even under those conditions. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor (human). Mage. Age 10. Level 7. 
 
      
 
    Just then, limping over on his damaged leg, Ka-Do-Gir attacked. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BLOW KA-DO-GIR landed was fearsome. Leaping over to his bewildered opponent, the lix slammed his claws home in a sweeping uppercut. Sparks flashed—the steel slashed across the black lix’s shield, doing incredible damage and sending it flying back against the wall. The green lix pounced quickly, but his opponent used its hind legs to hurl him backwards. Mor-Do-Gun wasn’t a ranger for nothing. Regardless of how suddenly the attack had come, the creature’s body reacted on its own to repel it. And not only was it able to repel the attack, but the black lix even leaped to its feet and threw itself into a counterattack aimed at the stunned green. Where had he come from? 
 
      
 
    “Don’t just stand there—do something!” Valanil yelled, and Tailyn finally pulled his gaze away from Valia. Ka-Do-Gir’s strike had sent her flying against the wall. As her eyelids drooped like some city drunk, it looked like her head had taken the brunt of the blow. 
 
      
 
    The lixes whirled around each other like two streaks of lightning, one black, the other green. Ka-Do-Gir’s opponent had nothing on him regardless of his damaged paw and the level difference. In fact, he had an ace up his sleeve. While the black lix was only fighting for his life, the green was fighting for his family, too. Hatred for the blacks dulled the pain from his wounds and infused him with strength. Of course, he was going to pay for all that later, but in the moment he didn’t care. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn watched the pair fight and tried to come up with something to do. Valanil wanted him to help, but how? What could he do? His enhanced shield card was out of charges, which meant he couldn’t buff he partner. And while Tailyn didn’t know how black lixes reacted to his electric strike, he knew for sure that it turned greens into helpless, trembling masses. What if the bastard didn’t have that weakness? In that case, Ka-Do-Gir would be defeated, and the rest would be soon to follow. No, it was a risk Tailyn couldn’t take. Not right then. And all that left was waiting, worrying, and watching the dance of death, unable to pull himself away. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t last long. Just a minute later, and the endgame started to take shape—Ka-Do-Gir was breathing hard and weakening fast. He wasn’t dodging the black’s strikes nearly as deftly, and several of them landed. Finally, Ka-Do-Gir’s shield gave in, and Mor-Do-Gun’s sharp claws tore open the green lix’s gut. Gray innards spilled onto the ground. The number of lixes in the room had dropped by one. 
 
      
 
    “Greens,” Mor-Do-Gun snorted contemptuously as he caught his breath, unwilling to admit that if his opponent had been just a couple levels higher, the battle would have been a toss-up. But just when the black stepped away from his fallen opponent, Tailyn attacked. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The new key phrase really was easy to use. He was able to whisper it right over the card and blow in the direction of his foe. Having taken just one single step, the lix’s body collapsed to the ground in a fit of convulsions. 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Strike-I. 
 
      
 
    You did 76 damage to level 10 black lix Mor-Do-Gun and stunned it for 30 seconds due to its weakness against electricity. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 41 of 50. 
 
      
 
    “Quick, help me drag him into the other room!” Tailyn yelled as he ran over to the fallen creature. The numerical girls were huddled and shaking in a corner, in no way capable of assisting. Mistress Valanil was lying unconscious against a wall—she’d apparently been caught up in the lix battle. Only Valia, who’d come to, rushed over and grabbed the lix. 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing?” The girl’s voice was pure, ringing, and surprisingly pleasant. Tailyn was forced to shake his head and focus. 
 
      
 
    “We have to get him over into the other room!” 
 
      
 
    “But won’t he just break down the door?” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t have time—I’m going to fry him!” 
 
      
 
    The kids heaved the black lix away, though not far. The body was heavy, their pace just this side of snail-like. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not going to make it in time,” Valia said, no panic in her tone, and Tailyn had to agree. All they could do was hope his card had enough charges… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li… Ka-Li… Ka-Li… 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Charge-I. 
 
      
 
    You did 76 damage to level 10 black lix Mor-Do-Gun and killed it. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 8 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives LIX-II tactical suit. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Booster-II amulet. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives 2542 gold. 
 
      
 
    Mor-Do-Gun’s body twitched one last time before going quiet. The boy dropped to his knees, his cards and the loot that had just appeared still clutched in his shaking hands. Still caught up in the heat of the battle, he didn’t even notice the latter—his cards had barely been enough to take out the monster. Where had Mor-Do-Gun come up with defenses like that?! 
 
      
 
    “Why did you want to drag him into the other room?” Valia asked reasonably. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was about to explain when it hit him like a bolt of lightning—the god’s message meant his partner was still alive. Corpses weren’t awarded loot. Forgetting everything else, the boy rushed over to the green lix’s motionless body. His insides were all over the floor, but Tailyn was able to hold back the nausea and place a hand on the lix’s neck. 
 
      
 
    Nothing… Nothing… Thump. 
 
      
 
    His heart was still beating. 
 
      
 
    “Mistress Valanil!” Tailyn shrieked. “Help him!” 
 
      
 
    But there was no reply forthcoming—the woman lay there motionless. Tailyn yelled in frustration, unsure of what to do. He’d never lost someone close to him before. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody can help him now, Tailyn,” Valia said, placing a hand lightly on the boy’s shoulder. “Only a superior healer could take care of that kind of wound, and we don’t have one of those.” 
 
      
 
    “No, he’s my partner! I’m not just going to let him die.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn himself had no idea where the resolution came from. Jumping to his feet, he threw his loot into his inventory and dashed over to the black stone. He was standing in the store a moment later. 
 
      
 
    “I need something that will heal the lix!” the boy yelled. “He’s hurt so bad. I have to save him!” 
 
      
 
    Processing request. 
 
      
 
    A one-time full regeneration potion costs 400 coins. You have 238 coins in your account. 
 
      
 
    “Please… I need the potion!” Tears appeared in the boy’s eyes. “I’ll… I’ll get the coins. I promise! Please, just help me.” 
 
      
 
    Loans cannot be extended until your initiation is complete. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to sell your items? 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Tailyn would have done anything in that moment to pull his partner out of the arms of death. 
 
      
 
    Analyzing items available for sale… 
 
      
 
    Each simple card charge is valued at 5 coins. 
 
      
 
    Electric Strike-I card valued at 50 (10 base + remaining charges) coins. 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Shield-I card valued at 10 (10 base + remaining charges) coins. 
 
      
 
    Wave of Fire-I card valued at 180 (50 base + remaining charges) coins. 
 
      
 
    Fireball-I card valued at 20 (10 base + remaining charges) coins. 
 
      
 
    Booster-II amulet valued at 400 coins. 
 
      
 
    Bag with 36 slots valued at 500 coins. 
 
      
 
    OGM-II outfit valued at 1500 coins. 
 
      
 
    “Wave of fire! I’ll sell the card. No, wait, no, I won’t!” 
 
      
 
    The boy hit the cancel button so hard that the store disappeared and sent the boy back out into the real world. Nothing had changed there. Tailyn pulled up his card saturation skill and began recharging, the nerves just about doing him in. It was a good thing he’d thought twice before getting rid of his only powerful card. Without it, the rest of their trip would have been much more difficult, and it wasn’t like he didn’t have another way to get the job done. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had 347 mana at that moment. Without a second thought, he drank the potions he’d recently made to boost that number to 407. It was still well below his max, but that was fine. The card already had two charges on it. 
 
      
 
    Fireball-I recharged. Charges remaining: 47 of 50. 
 
      
 
    You spent 405 mana. Restoration speed: 2 mana per hour. 
 
      
 
    He had just 2 mana left. That definitely wasn’t enough for him to get anything real done, but Tailyn was focused on something else. Soon, he’d get it all back provided he lived that long. Provided they lived that long. The boy jumped back into the store. 
 
      
 
    “I want to sell my fireball card and buy the regeneration potion!” 
 
      
 
    Fireball-I valued at 245 (10 base + remaining charges) coins. 
 
      
 
    Full Regeneration Potion received. 
 
      
 
    You have 83 coins left in your account. 
 
      
 
    The terminal completed the exchange immediately. The card disappeared out of his inventory, and a flask full of a purple liquid appeared in the boy’s hands. Taking time to check the bottle, Tailyn found that it was much different than the alchemical retorts he’d been using. The flask had a pattern, the form was different, and the unusual cork was even shaped like the head of some fantastic beast. Shaking his head as he remembered that he wasn’t there to study the flask, the boy finished up with the store and ran over to his wounded partner as soon as the world around him took shape. 
 
      
 
    Valanil was lying by the wall and waiting. Having pretended to go unconscious, she knew the black lix wouldn’t be willing to talk while there were other people around. He would kill the green lix first, then go after Tailyn, continue with the screeching numericals, knock out Dort, sacrifice the girl, and only then finish her off, a motionless, helpless woman. And when he did, she was going to have her chance to cut a deal with him. She had something to offer the insatiable creatures—Culmart wasn’t the only human city. If she’d been able to pique the greens’ interest, she could certainly do the same with the blacks. Valanil hadn’t been lying when she said the creatures weren’t to be trusted. The greens, after all, had betrayed her, handing her over to the blacks instead of giving her free access to their lands. But that was the only way she was going to survive in that moment. The warrior that had shown up was too strong for Ka-Do-Gir and Tailyn. But then, the impossible had happened—the boy had emerged victorious. Sure, the green lix had done the lion’s share of the work, stripping away most of the black’s shield and leaving him vulnerable to the finishing touch. But if Tailyn had used fire, the lix would have gotten to him before the job had been done. It was the lightning that had rendered the creature powerless. Still, the victory had been won at a terrible cost—Ka-Do-Gir was lying in a pool of his own blood. A goner. Valanil didn’t even twitch when Tailyn asked her for help, knowing full well how powerless she was to do anything. And spending her coins on some lix… But when the boy pulled himself away from the stone, Valanil couldn’t help herself. She knew very well what the purple liquid Tailyn was holding was. The little rascal had somehow gotten his hands on 400 coins and was about to throw them all away. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Valanil’s scream filled the room, though it was too late to stop Tailyn. Pulling open the lix’s mouth, he jammed the flask inside and dumped the contents down the lix’s throat. His partner had to live. 
 
      
 
    Valanil could only sigh as she ran over to the boy too late to stop him. The idiot had wasted the invaluable flask. Practically overwhelmed with the urge to clap him upside the head, she managed to get a grip on herself, remembering he wasn’t the same Tailyn she’d used to know. In just a few days, the boy had changed completely. He’d grown firm, learned to think for himself. Where was the idiot kid who’d always stared at her mouth and brought her free flowers? 
 
      
 
    The potion kicked in immediately. The lix’s innards sucked back in, and the wound closed completely, not a trace left on the outside. Even the arm that still hadn’t healed from the previous battle was restored. A second ticked by. Then, another. Suddenly, the lix gasped and opened his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Five to two… The human is even further ahead. 
 
      
 
    That was the first thought that ran through Ka-Do-Gir’s head. Tailyn had saved his life yet again. And that time, he hadn’t just saved it; he’d pulled the lix right out of the jaws of death itself. With the kind of wound the black lix had inflicted, Ka-Do-Gir didn’t have long to live, but his partner had somehow come up with a unique flask. The lix got up and looked around. The enemy’s body was lying on the ground a little distance away, and there was a gorgeous outfit lying right next to it. The one the black lix had been wearing. It belonged to Ka-Do-Gir, and the lix wasn’t about to turn down such a rich gift from the god. 
 
      
 
    He pulled it on immediately, tossing his suddenly outdated breastplate and bracers into his inventory. Suddenly, his shield jumped to unheard-of heights—with enhancement, it was all the way up at 600. It made sense why he hadn’t been able to do any damage to the black lix. And not only that, but the suit increased his attack by 30 points. The suit didn’t include a helmet, of course, which was a shame, as it would have let Ka-Do-Gir stand up to Halas himself, the head of the black lixes. The greens would finally have been free. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get the regeneration potion?” Ka-Do-Gir asked the boy. “I need to know what other surprises I can count on in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn didn’t hesitate long. He was sure nobody else spoke the lix tongue, and so he went ahead and told his partner about the store and how he could sell his cards. But if he’d turned around, he would have noticed a flash in Valanil’s eyes. The woman could barely contain herself. Of course, she knew where to get lots of cards if you had the gold, and now she had a way to turn them into coins. It was strange that it had never occurred to her to offer cards to the god. Apparently, she’d just assumed that you only got coins for ancient items, with the god only paying gold for what came after the exodus. The news was fantastic. 
 
      
 
    “You need this more than I do right now,” the lix said, handing Tailyn his fireball card. “Give it back to me when this is all over.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn accepted silently, though he couldn’t suppress an annoyed sniff—there were only two charges left on the card. On the other hand, that was still two shots, which was better than nothing. His partner quickly forgot about him and went back to checking out his new getup. Tailyn frowned in frustration that he hadn’t even gotten a thank-you for his efforts, the lix having already moved on. His mood souring quickly, Tailyn decided to check out his own loot. 
 
      
 
    Analyzing human Tailyn Vlashich and his belongings. 
 
      
 
    Modifying Booster-II amulet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Loot received 
 
      
 
    Booster-II amulet. Description: rare item. A self-regenerated amulet worn around the neck that significantly boosts the wearer’s chances of surviving. Shield level: +10 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +70 * (level + Enhancement); Mysticism +1. Initial charge level: maximum. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn felt much better—he had 422 mana available to him right then, with his maximum all the way up at 1080. That was enough to charge another couple cards. Maybe not completely, but it would still be enough to survive another tough battle. 
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    Tailyn decided the amulet was worth everything he’d been going through. 
 
      
 
    “Sweetie, are you hurt?” Tailyn heard, and he quickly closed his status table. Since it wasn’t the numericals in question, he wanted to hear the answer. 
 
      
 
    “No, Valanil, I’m fine,” the new girl replied. A second later, she remembered her mentor telling her that not everyone had perception and decided to introduce herself. “I’m Valia Levor, the youngest student of Magistrate Vavon.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re certainly far away from the academy,” the herbalist said in surprise. “How’s the old guy? Still puffing away at that pipe of his?” 
 
      
 
    “You know him?” Valia perked up, the lix and the strange kid who didn’t appear to have a problem talking with it having gotten her all worked up. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I do. He taught me herbalism my first year. Forever ago… How is he?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s gone,” Valia replied. She held on as long as she could, trying to hold back the tears. “They’re all gone. I’m the last one. The lixes killed them all…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, sweetie, tell me what happened.” The herbalist knew how to soothe like nobody else, and soon Valia was wondering how she ended up in the woman’s arms. Her feigned bravery gone, she gave in to bitter tears as she told the story. 
 
      
 
    Magistrate Vavon was one of the academy’s ancient instructors and far from sedentary despite his advanced age. Already just about three hundred, he still led a couple long expeditions out every year looking for rare flowers. He was an incredible herbalist, able to sense flowers from kilometers away, and that particular expedition was for an amilio. The magistrate thought there were a few up in the western mountains. But instead of flowers, they found black lixes, there was a heated battle, and the humans lost despite their extensive preparation. There were just too many of the enemy, and they had magic, too. And while Valia had no idea where the beasts had come up with such powerful cards, she’d watched with her own two eyes as the magistrate was torn apart by a creature immune to all kinds of damage and glimmering with the gold color of a legendary card. She and three other students had been grabbed and delivered there through a portal. When the girls tried to make a break for it and attacked their kidnappers, all they were able to do was make them angry, and Valia was the only one left alive. The others had all fallen in the battle. And her punishment had been awaiting her in that room. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, we need to keep moving. Get ready.” Ka-Do-Gir went over to the door and peered out. A spiral stone staircase led upward, and the lix took a few steps up before coming back. There was no sense moving without cover. 
 
      
 
    “Mistress Valanil, it’s time to go,” Tailyn said, translating what the lix had just told him, and the relieved herbalist pulled herself away from the tearful child. She hated children and their tears, only forced in that moment to play the role of kindly older woman to give them a chance of making it out alive. 
 
      
 
    “You three are in charge of the boy—you’ll be carrying him. Got it?” Valanil asked with a sharp look directed at the numericals. The latter nodded and rushed off to follow her instructions. “Valia, do your cards have any charges left?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the girl replied, sighing forlornly. “They’re all out.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s no good. Tailyn, how about yours?” 
 
      
 
    “Right now… No, not much. Eight charges for my electric strike, twenty fireballs, and two waves of fire.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil exhaled. With that kind of weaponry, getting anywhere was going to be a challenge, though what Tailyn said next turned everything on its head. 
 
      
 
    “But I have four hundred and twenty-two mana, so I’m thinking of spending half on my shield enhancement, the rest on electric strike. That’ll be twenty-two extra charges for each.” 
 
      
 
    “Spend it on cards?” Valanil asked carefully. “You mean, you’re going to recharge your cards with mana?” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t recharge your cards,” Valia said, not nearly as circumspect. “You aren’t an academy student!” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, I can.” Tailyn had long since prepared an answer to that question. “My mentor is Forian Tarn, and he taught me quite a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Valia knew exactly who Forian was as well as the department he worked for. But that didn’t change the fact that it was absolutely impossible for the boy to have a forbidden skill. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not possible! You’re only ten!” 
 
      
 
    That took Tailyn aback—how did she know how old he was? Did she have perception, too? In that case, Valanil had been right about it being an important attribute for mages. Regardless, he appreciated the beautiful girl’s attention and got to working showing off what he could do. 
 
      
 
    Electric Strike-I card recharged. Charges available: 30 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Shield-I card recharged. Charges available: 25 of 50. 
 
      
 
    You spent 423 mana. Restoration speed: 3 mana per hour. 
 
      
 
    Zero mana. Tailyn had never had that little. Still, he felt better, much closer to being a mage. Sadly, not an alchemist. 
 
      
 
    “Think you could charge mine?” Valia asked, holding five cards in her hands. Tailyn’s stomach tightened. The girl was so beautiful that all he wanted to do was giggle and dance around her, though he quelled that urge, blushed, and turned away so nobody could see how embarrassed he was. 
 
      
 
    “I’m out of mana,” he mumbled, “and I don’t have any elixirs. Sorry…” 
 
      
 
    “So, buy yourself some elixirs,” Valanil said with a gesture toward the terminal. “You really don’t want to help the poor girl?” 
 
      
 
    The herbalist could see right through Tailyn and wanted to seize the moment. First, she needed to figure out how many coins he had left—she knew exactly what the prices in the store were. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have many coins left,” Tailyn replied, blushing still deeper. “I…” 
 
      
 
    “Spent them all on the lix?” Valanil said. “Sure, because that animal is so much more important than humans.” 
 
      
 
    “He saved our lives!” Tailyn shot back fervently. “For the second time! The black lix would’ve torn us all to pieces.” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, don’t start that again,” Valanil said. The boy was tougher than she’d been expecting, and it was apparently going to take more than one little trick to hook him. But she had time. 
 
      
 
    There was quite a bit more Tailyn wanted to say, but he was interrupted by a new party in the conversation. Dort, who had been lying unconscious, did them the honor of waking up. Sitting up on the table and looking around with bleary eyes, he caught a glimpse of Valia and whistled. The beauty was going to be his. Then, there was Valanil, the three numericals that were only good for serving, and… 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn?!” Dort exclaimed in surprise. “What are you doing here? They caught you, too… Ah, a lix! Save yourselves!” 
 
      
 
    Finally, Dort saw Ka-Do-Gir and, with no idea of what had taken place, threw himself off the table and hid behind the numericals. The lix snarled and growled something. Dort decided he was about to attack, shoving one of the girls toward the monster. 
 
      
 
    “Eat her! Leave me alone!” 
 
      
 
    A heavy silence hung in the room. Nobody had been expecting that. A whole minute went by, and Dort finally worked up the nerve to peer out from behind the girl with the numerical name. The lix wasn’t attacking. In fact, it wasn’t paying any attention to the humans, as it was too busy talking with… No, that was impossible. The lix was talking with Tailyn? And the latter was even growling something back. Tailyn? The freeloader, as Dort’s dad called him? Since when did he know how to talk with lixes? 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, tell him not to eat me!” Dort yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Relax, nobody’s going to eat you. The lix is on our side,” the numerical girl replied, though Dort just pushed her roughly to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up! Nobody asked you.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling more confident, he stepped over toward Valanil, even beginning to act like himself as soon as the lix walked out of the room. He was back to being the city elder’s son. Staring at Tailyn, Dort whistled again when he saw what the boy was wearing. As forward as ever, he did his best to sound as aggressive and arrogant as he could. 
 
      
 
    “Nice little outfit. Looks great. Take it off! I think it’ll be perfect for me.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn looked at Dort as if seeing him for the first time. A week before, he would have done exactly as he was told, happy to be getting off that easy. But the old Tailyn had died the moment he’d made the deal with the lix. And the new Tailyn just laughed, especially given the information he was looking at. 
 
      
 
    Dort Barka (human). Designer. Age 11. Level 2. 
 
      
 
    “Did you not hear me?” Dort exploded. “Been a while since you took one to the teeth, huh? Well, we can fix that. Take the clothes off, parasite!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s cards appeared in his hands, and it took an effort not to activate one of them. His chest burned as Dort reminded him of the many unpleasant episodes he’d been forced to live through. But while he wanted revenge for everything he’d suffered at the hands of Dort and his bullies, he stayed calm. He couldn’t fail the mission the god had given him, especially not like that. 
 
      
 
    “Dort, I’m so happy you’re alright!” Valanil said, stepping between the boys, though the elder’s son just barked back at her rudely. 
 
      
 
    “Stay out of this! Otherwise, I’ll have my father kick you right out of the city.” 
 
      
 
    The herbalist was taken aback for a moment—the kid had lost his mind if he was even coming after her. But Dort interpreted her hesitation differently, assumed she was no longer a problem, and just stepped around her. Regardless of the fact that Tailyn was a year younger, he wasn’t any shorter. In fact, he was half a head taller, though that didn’t bother the Culmart elder’s son in the least. He was used to having two sixteen-year-old blockheads to back him up. 
 
      
 
    Coming right over to Tailyn, Dort reared back and was about to swing when he found himself unable to land the blow. At least, his fist flew forward only to find itself arrested halfway to its target. The world spun around the boy, and his head slammed painfully against the wall. Rage exploded in his eyes. All he wanted to do was jump up and tear them all to pieces, the fear and anger he’d gone through the previous few days leaving him completely bereft of self-control. But it didn’t work. Pain shot through his twisted arm as soon as he made a move. For a while, he snarled and spat threats, though that gradually gave way to grunts and ultimately to tears. 
 
      
 
    It was only then that Valia threw his arm away with an expression of disgust, turned toward Tailyn, and nodded. She’d grown up with two older brothers who were both inveterate bullies regardless of their mana and constant training. One way or another, she’d had to learn how to stand up for herself. And that skill had come in handy right then. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn nodded back and took a deep breath. But before he could get out what he wanted to say to Valanil, he was sharply interrupted. The lix’s head appeared in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, you need to see this. I know how we’re all going to get home.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    TAILYN HAD NEVER seen such a long staircase. It felt like they had to be close to the surface, but they didn’t get there. Instead, it was several dozen flights leading to an open door. The boy peered out carefully only to earn himself a jab in the ribs that forced him over, and Valia followed him out. She wanted a glimpse of the city, as well. 
 
      
 
    The first thing Tailyn saw was another long staircase, that one leading down. And from his new vantage point inside the city, the whole thing didn’t actually seem so big. It must have been the buildings—they were so tall they created a bit of an optical illusion. Three identical towers sprang up at the other ends of the city. To get to them, you had to climb staircases that looked just like the one in front of the boy. That presumably meant there was another tower soaring directly above the group, though it was hard to tell how to get into it without any doors or staircases. Between the towers, there were buildings that were smaller if still much bigger than the ones Tailyn was used to seeing. They were five or ten stories tall with no light coming from the windows, almost as if nobody lived in them. And in the central area, there was an enormous palace with a courtyard spreading out in front of it. The palace immediately caught Tailyn’s attention—that was the only spot where he noticed living creatures. One’s white minions could be seen through open doors as they carried things to and fro. There were no black lixes anywhere. 
 
      
 
    A broad avenue led away from the courtyard, and the lix pointed over to where it ended. A large iron gate framed two curved posts jutting out of the earth with something shimmering between them. And while Tailyn would have assumed it was a portal, there wasn’t anyone nearby to keep it active. That meant it had to be some kind of optical illusion. But where had his partner seen the way out? 
 
      
 
    “What is that, a stationary portal?” Valia gasped as she stared over at the posts. Tailyn felt his ignorance keenly—there was so much he didn’t know. For whatever reason, he didn’t want Valia to see how foolish he was. Anyone but her. Instead, the boy just translated her question for the lix, and the latter nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, an open portal. No guards, no minions. We can use it to get home.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you can,” Tailyn replied. “Or at least, you can use it to go home to the black lixes. And while they won’t hurt you, what about us humans?” 
 
      
 
    “The blacks won’t touch you so long as you’re with me. And I couldn’t care less about the rest, mage.” 
 
      
 
    “But they’ll die!” Tailyn said, shocked by the lix’s heartlessness. He’d already begun to consider Ka-Do-Gir part of the team. It was unexpected to see the lix turn down the role, as he apparently had his own plans. 
 
      
 
    “We all die sooner or later,” the lix replied. “All I’m supposed to do is get home and make sure you get home, too. That’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “You promised to help me find the copy of the book,” Tailyn replied, unwilling to let the lix go that easily. “I can’t do it without you.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why I’m still here, why I didn’t leave through the portal,” Ka-Do-Gir said calmly. “Your book might be in the central building. Can you sense it?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stared at the lix in surprise. Of course, he didn’t sense it—that wasn’t something humans could do. But something was definitely eating at him. Drawing him in. And it was in the central building. In fact, his gaze kept falling on the opposite end of the city. The tower? No, it wasn’t that. But what? 
 
      
 
    “So, what did he say? Is it a portal?” Valia’s immense patience finally ran out, and she gave the motionless boy a shove. He was an odd one, always freezing up. And while the girl was used to all the boys her age, and even older ones, doing everything they could to make her happy, that one spent more time talking with the lix than he did with her. He barely paid her any attention at all, in fact. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is,” Tailyn replied as he pulled himself away from the city and turned toward the girl. Once again, his chest tightened—he’d never been that close to her. One of Valia’s hands rested on his shoulder, and Tailyn could barely breathe for fear of scaring her away. “The lix thinks it leads to… Oh, that’s what was bothering me!” 
 
      
 
    Finally, it hit Tailyn what had seemed so strange. It wasn’t the tower; it was what was on the other side of it. The sphere the city was inside wasn’t quite even—directly across from where the group was standing, it bulged out slightly. On the other side of the shimmering film that served as a barrier, water bubbled. Nimble River ran through the city of the dead, streaming down from a spring somewhere up in the mountains, and that was apparently part of it. Valia followed the boy’s gaze. 
 
      
 
    “If that bursts, this whole area will be flooded.” 
 
      
 
    “It won’t. The city’s been here for thousands of years.” 
 
      
 
    “See that beam shining on the barrier? That’s an ancient supply circuit, and it’s coming out of a concentrator, that spire on the other side of the palace. If the energy stops flowing through it, the barrier will drop, and the river will flood the city.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn actually could see a few shimmering lines of what looked like air concentrated by the will of the god. Turning, he shot an admiring look at the girl. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right! Did they teach you that at the academy?” 
 
      
 
    “What? No, I haven’t started studying there, yet,” Valia replied in embarrassment. The boy’s surprised looked genuine to her. “I’m only twelve years old. No, I just read all that in a book called The Mage’s Encyclopedia that my parents gave me after I was initiated. The capital is protected by a circuit like that.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s amazing… Hey, do you happen to know why the city has such a strange name? City of the Dead… Where are the dead?” 
 
      
 
    But the girl didn’t have an answer for that. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” came the order, and the lix bounded down the stairs. Tailyn leaped up and hurried after him, hoping the minions wouldn’t notice them. Apparently, they were in the clear—their status hadn’t switched to combat by the time they got to the bottom. And since the streets below were fairly narrow, they were able to get over to the nearest building and hide up against its high wall without much of a problem. 
 
      
 
    “What’s she doing here?” Ka-Do-Gir growled as he jabbed a paw in Valia’s direction. Tailyn turned and stared in surprise at the girl, who’d come running down after them. While Mistress Valanil and the rest had climbed to the door, they’d stayed up there waiting for a signal. And though Valia couldn’t understand what the lix was saying, she could tell he was talking about her. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be able to help! The lix attacks from close range, you attack from farther back, and I can cast shields on you both,” she announced, holding a hand out insistently. “Give me your card. This way, you won’t have to worry about everything at once, and my level’s higher than yours, too. That makes my shields much better.” 
 
      
 
    “She wants to come with us, and she’s level seven,” Tailyn said to the lix without getting into the details. Ka-Do-Gir just growled something in a dialect the boy didn’t understand, flitted over to the nearest door, pulled it open, and flashed into the building. Tailyn followed right behind him, ready to bring an electric strike down on anyone they came across. But the small space was quiet, dark, and empty. 
 
      
 
    “Signal for the others to come here. No sounds.” 
 
      
 
    As Tailyn stepped out, Ka-Do-Gir stared at Valia. Level seven was higher even than he was. Having someone like that around was definitely going to be helpful, especially since she was a mage. The only two things that bothered him were how old the girl was and the fact that she’d already be taken prisoner once. And while the first one wasn’t such an issue—his partner was young, too—the second was. She wouldn’t fight to the end the way Tailyn would. Anyone who surrendered once was apt to do it again. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, the room filled up. Dort crouched by the wall, keeping a wary eye fixed on Valia. Happily, he did it silently and without inserting his foul self into the situation. The numericals huddled in a corner, only Valanil risking a peek out the door only to pull back so quickly she knocked Tailyn off his feet. Three white minions were making their way up the stairs to the tower—the eighth, seventh, and sixth. The group had just made it out in time. 
 
      
 
    The lix closed the door, just leaving it open a crack. After a couple minutes spent anxiously waiting, the minions came back out. Their pompous majesty gone, they were practically flying down the stairs to the city below. They certainly looked as though they were aware there was an intruder. Tailyn exchanged glances with Ka-Do-Gir and shook his head—there was no combat status, though the boy’s cards still appeared in his hand. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, everything made sense. The white creatures had mixed everything up. 
 
      
 
    You introduced division between One’s minions and the black lixes. The minions think Mor-Do-Gun destroyed One’s 14th, 15th, and 16th minions before himself falling victim to their magic. 
 
      
 
    You receive a boost to a random attribute. 
 
      
 
    Enhancement +1 (6). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn couldn’t suppress a happy shout. More than an attribute, he’d basically just leveled-up. All his parameters were boosted, and he suddenly had 170 mana to his name. It was a stroke of luck. But suddenly remembering himself, Tailyn looked around guiltily, ready to explain, only to notice that nobody was paying him the least bit of attention. Everyone who’d been pulled out of the trap had gotten a gift from the god. 
 
      
 
    Shouts rang out from somewhere off in the distance. Tailyn listened closely—he didn’t know the language, but they were definitely lixes. It was impossible to mistake their guttural tone. In return, there was a disgusting gurgling sound, presumably the minions replying. And while everyone was looking over their upgrades, the boy opened the door and peeked out to see a crowd of almost ten white creatures and four black lixes over by the portal. The minions were all pointing insistently in the direction of the portal. The lixes were forced to concede, pushed back little by little until they finally disappeared into the shimmering film. One flash later, and Ka-Do-Gir was the last remaining six-legged creature in the city. The rest had been banished. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head over to the second tower and look for the book there. Tell everyone to stay here.” Ka-Do-Gir wasn’t about to wait for the minions to return to their positions. The two towers in the back weren’t visible from the courtyard, so they were a great target. Of course, there was loot to be gained, and the lix was right up against level ten with the upgrade he’d gotten to his enhancement. While he wanted to go home, he definitely didn’t want to walk away from a location like that. It looked too juicy. 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming with you!” Valia announced from the doorway, where she blocked their way out. The lix loomed over her as if about to move her out of the way, though she stood there firmly. Tailyn translated for her and was surprised to see a message pop up: 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir invited Valia Levor to join Partners without the right to loot. 
 
      
 
    The lix had decided—what was one more human? If another mage was looking for an adventure, so be it. He just didn’t want her expecting any of the god’s gifts for herself. Taken aback by the turn of events, the girl’s habit of being in the center of attention told her that it was better to go without loot than to sit the whole thing out. She accepted the invitation, and two frames popped up in front over her, one the lix, and the other the boy. And after glancing over both of them, Valia was shocked. She hadn’t been expecting that. Barely able to keep her jaw from dropping like some commoner’s might, she looked over the mana and magic attack values, finding that at level seven, she was the weakest in the group. Both her new partners came in well above their levels. Tailyn, in fact, could have passed for level ten. 
 
      
 
    They got to the first tower without a problem. After making sure the palace shielded them from the courtyard, the lix grabbed both mages and dashed upward. Valia, not expecting that, squealed, and Tailyn instantly shushed her, the embarrassment he’d been feeling in front of her instantly forgotten. The last thing they needed was for the creatures to come running to see what the sound was. Happily, their status didn’t switch to combat. Still, Tailyn flashed Valia an unpleasant look, only able to let his breath out once they ducked through the door and began heading downward. It was the same couple dozen flights. Finally, they reached some closed doors. With no locks on them, all the group had to do was pull them open in order to find themselves…where? 
 
      
 
    The lix reached toward the first door, but Tailyn stopped him. The boy had a plan based on the simple fact that there was nobody yelling in pain from the other side. Either the minions had already killed everyone, or there weren’t any humans in there. Perhaps, there weren’t any minions, either. Either way, the boy had a solid idea for how to win the battle before it ever started. 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell if there are any humans in there?” Tailyn asked Ka-Do-Gir, getting a nod in reply. The lix really didn’t need more than a split-second to get the lay of the land. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect! In that case, let’s do this.” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir heard the mage out and was forced to admit that his idea was a good one. After making sure the boy had his card out, the lix waited for the signal, threw open the door, and leaped inside. 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
      
 
    The three minions were in the middle of a lively discussion next to the black stone, gurgling quietly back and forth. There were no humans in the room. At least, no living humans—there was a whole pile of dead ones by the far wall. The monsters began turning to see who the unexpected guest was, their tentacle arms raised, but that was when Ka-Do-Gir leaped right back out of the room. There was nobody left alive to protect. 
 
      
 
    “Fire away!” the lix yelled as he started closing the door. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    A terrifying howl hit the group’s ears, soon turning into croaks. The door jerked a few times. But the creatures inside weren’t enough to shove it open, and the eight seconds of fire doing 870 damage a second was too much for any of them to survive. Tailyn even regretted spending so many charges. The next time, he was going to cut the number in half. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 10 times. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed One’s 11th, 12th, and 13th minions, level 18 creatures. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 16 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    Valia stared in shock at the messages that had popped up. She’d just leveled-up, getting all the way up to eight. Meanwhile, neither the lix nor Tailyn had progressed beyond levels five and one, respectively. How was that possible? How did the kid beat three level eighteen creatures with just one card? And what was the card? How did a provincial nobody have it? The girl had a hundred questions for the strange pair, though nobody was in any hurry to answer them. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir walked into the scalding room and bent over the three shimmering boxes right by the door. While the minions had been surprisingly resilient, Tailyn’s plan had been impeccable. 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Fireball-I card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Fireball-I card x2. 
 
      
 
    There was no key, but that was fine with Tailyn—he was holding a veritable fortune, two completely charged cards. Looking to pay off his debt as soon as possible, the boy handed the card with just a few charges left back to the lix, looking over at the black stone as he did. It was the same kind of terminal he’d seen in the other tower. With eighty-three coins in his account, he glanced at Valia and decided to buy her and Ka-Do-Gir some food. Valanil never had given the lix anything. 
 
      
 
    “Here, this is for you. Give it back to me when it runs out.” The boy gave Valia one of the cards, turning her into a weapon. “Okay, just a second, I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    Unlike the previous terminal, that one decided to just hand Tailyn access right away, both to the store and to the workshop. The boy spent three coins on empty retorts and got to work making mana elixirs. He was going to need them. 
 
      
 
    You created 30 Mana Restoration Potions. 
 
      
 
    Mana -30 (140). 
 
      
 
    That was perfect. Each retort restored seven mana, and there were thirty of them. That was 210 mana, or twenty-three charges. Of course, Tailyn was going to run out of lavender and daisies soon enough, but he knew he could buy some more if it came to that. 
 
      
 
    Heading over to the store, the boy bought ten packets of food, and he was about to jump back out when he decided to ask a question that had been bothering him. Why did his cards have that I on them? Logically, it had to be level one since they were simple cards. But did that mean he could turn them into rare versions? Or did you just have to find Wave of Fire-II? 
 
      
 
    Processing request… 
 
      
 
    To level-up a card, you need to combine three of them (the charge level doesn’t matter). Level 2 cards have more charges, do more damage, and have a larger mana and Wisdom requirement. To get a level 3 card, you need to combine three level 2 cards, and so on. Cards acquire an additional quality with each new level. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was shocked to see such a long text, though his breath caught in his throat when he finished reading. It was time to head over to the next tower. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir had swept the room, though there wasn’t any more loot to be found. Getting another card was fine if useless in the moment. But what the lix did appreciate was that his partner had taken care of the group by handing a weapon to the second mage—he would have done the same. You never knew when you were going to need another pair of hands. Tailyn was too excited when he came back, but he declined to explain, just suggesting they move on to the next tower. Ka-Do-Gir agreed, even if he didn’t see much of a point. It was already clear that the other two were going to have the same three minions and miserly reward for killing them. There was no book copy to be found. 
 
      
 
    Once outside, the lix looked around. There were no white monsters on their side, and the blacks surrounding the city weren’t paying the group any attention. 
 
      
 
    The third tower was a repeat of the second. The lix opened the door, checked to make sure there weren’t any humans alive inside, jumped back, and closed the door behind him. The only difference was that Tailyn sent in five waves of fire. Also, there were four minions instead of three, though that didn’t change the outcome. It just meant the minions spent more time banging on the door. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed One’s 9th, 17th, 18th, and 19th minions, level 18 creatures. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You destroyed more than 10 creatures at least 10 levels above you. 
 
      
 
    You receive a boost to a random attribute. 
 
      
 
    Intellect +1 (2). 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn couldn’t hold back a smile—that’s why they hadn’t gotten a reward earlier. You had to take out enough enemies for the god to consider you worthy. And that was great news. But the best news was that the boy had another fifty mana to his name. Burning with anticipation, he stepped into the room. There had been four targets, so he was definitely going to get two cards. It was time to see what happened when he combined them. But the god had a surprise up its sleeve: 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Booster-I amulet. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Fireball-I card x3. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You have 3 identical cards. Would you like to combine them? 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stopped breathing when he read the message. Over the past day or so, he’d learned much more about the game mechanics, and so he knew the three of them were in for a dangerous if profitable fight. He was only getting cards starting with the 10th minion. There, the 9th minion had given them an amulet, which was presumably going to net the lix a haul when he sold it. But what about the top eight? Tailyn exchanged glances with Ka-Do-Gir and nodded, reading an identical thought in the lix’s eyes. The loot wasn’t just making them stronger in the moment. The lix was going to use it to advance himself through the ranks of his tribe. 
 
      
 
    You combined 3 Fireball-I cards into Fireball-II. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fireball-II. Description: an upgraded simple magic card that creates a clump of fire moving toward the target at a speed of Magic Attack / 10 meters per second. Explodes with a thermal charge that does Magic Attack * 1.5 damage, raises the temperature of the area around the target by 3 degrees, keeps the target from using magic for 2 seconds. Range: from 0 to Magic Attack * 2, though no more than 100 meters. Includes 150 charges. Charges remaining: 150. Each use costs: 1 mana. Requirements: Wisdom (2), only for creatures with mana. Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    As he read through the changes, Tailyn felt like he’d grown wings. He had an additional quality—his targets couldn’t use magic for two seconds. Sure, there were new requirements, but the boy matched them all so long as he was careful with his mana. Pulling his status up so he always had it in front of him had definitely been the right move. The boy looked over and saw Valia, who was discouraged by not getting anything after the battle, and threw euphoric arms around her, both comforting and sharing his own happiness. 
 
      
 
    “Get off me, you idiot!” Valia jerked away from him with a threatening stare, but the boy was no longer paying the least bit of attention to her. He was too excited running around with his card waving in the air. Blushing, the girl still felt the pressure from his arms. She did her best to hide her pedigree, having decided that her parents’ name might influence the way the people in her life treated her, though they somehow still always found out. And they didn’t touch her like that. He was…there were no words to describe his nerve. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go—there’s another tower waiting for us,” growled Ka-Do-Gir. A couple minutes later, the group was at the base of the last staircase. 
 
      
 
    “Wait here!” The lix turned toward the palace and started back up the stairs, his eyes fixed on the palace in search of any sign of movement. The minions just flitted back and forth past the windows, still carrying whatever they had in their arms, and so the lix had to continually freeze in an attempt to blend in with the stone. It wasn’t an ideal solution. If anyone had been looking their way, they would definitely have seen the lix, but happily nobody cared what was going on outside the palace. Ka-Do-Gir froze when he got to the top, checking the pattern of movement in the palace, and waited for the optimal moment before giving the signal. Both mages dashed upward. The combat status didn’t show up, and the group was looking at another series of messages a couple minutes later: 
 
      
 
    You destroyed One’s 20th, 21st, and 22nd minions, level 18 creatures. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Fireball-I card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Fireball-I card x2. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Look for Coordinates. You checked the City of the Dead’s outer circuit but didn’t find Lavr Nalin’s backup copy. Continuing looking and find the coordinates for the stash. Additional mission: destroy all of One’s minions (remaining: 8). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You took another step on a difficult journey and earned a reward. 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
      
 
    Herbalism (Amilio) +1 (2). 
 
      
 
    “Wait, what’s that about?” Valia asked in a surprise tone. The god quickly sent a response. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Look for Coordinates. This is a secret mission, so you can’t tell anyone about it except level 5 lix Ka-Do-Gir and level 8 human Valia Levor. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    FOR PERHAPS THE FIRST TIME in her life, Valia regretted her pedigree. Tailyn told the girl about the mission without digging too deeply into the details, though that was enough to more than pique her interest. What kind of reward did he get from the ancient? How did he learn how to talk with the lix? Where did he get his cards? Why did Forian decide to be his mentor? Valia had so many questions to ask, but giving into impulses was for commoners. Of course, she did ask where Tailyn had gotten his OGM-II, posing the question briefly in passing. But even that didn’t work. All the boy said was that his mentor had said he couldn’t tell anyone, leaving the girl to come to grips with her curiosity and throw on a mask of indifference. 
 
      
 
    But Valia’s issues were the last thing on Tailyn’s mind. He was too occupied trying to decide what to spend his mana on—which cards was he supposed to prioritize? Obviously, there was his wave of fire, which had just six charges left, but his shield enhancement wasn’t doing that great either. It was down to twenty-five charges. Even if he drank the elixirs he’d made, there wasn’t going to be enough mana to go around. He was going to have to make a tough choice. Offense or defense? And he couldn’t forget that his fireballs burned mana, so he had to leave some in reserve… 
 
      
 
    Ultimately, he decided to take things step by step. He started by polishing off all his elixirs and restoring 210 mana. Next, he began adding two or three charges to each card, almost as though he was trying to sense the exact moment when it was time to stop. And he hit it soon enough. 
 
      
 
    Wave of Fire-I recharged. Charges remaining: 36 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Shield-I recharged. Charges remaining: 36 of 50. 
 
      
 
    You spent 369 mana. Restoration speed: 3 mana per hour. 
 
      
 
    The warm feeling in Tailyn’s chest was pride that he’d made a decision and conviction that it had been the right one. Both cards were looking better, and he still had thirty-four mana left over to spend on fireballs. One thing was for sure—he needed to boost his mysticism so his mana wouldn’t be such a bottleneck. His mentor instantly charging two completely empty cards back in town sprang to mind. That was a master at work. 
 
      
 
    The white beasts didn’t notice the loss of the perimeter. Running around just the way they had been before, they were too busy to be distracted by anything. Ka-Do-Gir quickly ruled out climbing in through a window. The walls looked too smooth, there wasn’t anything to grab onto, and so climbing up without some kind of ladder just wasn’t going to work. The lowest windows were out of reach, too. Of course, he could have tossed Tailyn up… But no, that would have been a risk. And with no other openings or niches in sight, the only remaining option was to march straight through the open gate. Ka-Do-Gir didn’t like that in the least, but they didn’t have a choice—he’d been keeping an eye on the palace as they’d made their way around it, and he was sure that was the only entrance. If only Tailyn hadn’t burned that ladder up… 
 
      
 
    A couple minutes later, they were at the gate. Right on the other side of it, they could see a big empty area lined with columns. And while it was empty, there were several doors and an enormous staircase leading up to the second story. Ka-Do-Gir was just about to step inside when Valia placed a hand on his back to stop him. 
 
      
 
    “Wait! You can’t go in.” 
 
      
 
    The lix spun around in surprise, not understanding what the girl had said, and the latter jerked her hand away in fear that Ka-Do-Gir would bite it. But she continued speaking. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, tell him I have good perception, and I can see a security system we don’t have access to. As soon as we go in, the monsters will all find out.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them,” the lix replied once the boy was finished. “That way, we won’t have to chase them around the building. They’ll come to us.” 
 
      
 
    “Why would they? This is an ancient city, and they focused on security. The whites won’t have to do anything themselves—the security measures will take us out. If even regular palaces have security systems, what makes you think the ancients would be any different? Especially since this isn’t abandoned. It’s still in use. No, there’s definitely something here, something hefty. Remember how the lixes left without putting up a fight? And they’re much stronger than we are.” 
 
      
 
    It was a wise warning. The lix took a closer look at the door and saw for himself the shimmering field the girl was talking about. If he hadn’t known it was there, he wouldn’t have noticed it. Dangerous. Very dangerous. Not happy at all about the move, the lix decided to beat a retreat. There was no way he could help his clan if he was dead, and Li-Do-Ga, the most beautiful of the green lixes, wasn’t going to mourn a corpse. 
 
      
 
    “We’re leaving,” Ka-Do-Gir said, pointing in the direction of the portal. “I’ll go first and try to warm things up, see if we can make sure they don’t eat you right away. Tailyn, go get the rest. This isn’t worth the risk—you can come back once you’re stronger.” 
 
      
 
    The lix plodded off, his decision final. But Tailyn’s heart sank. They’d come so far, they’d almost emerged victorious, and there they were, everything ruined by an obnoxious girl. What if there wasn’t a security system? What if she was wrong? The city was thousands of years old, and something could have broken long before. No, he needed to see for himself. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, where are you going?!” Valia exclaimed. Ka-Do-Gir leaped back, but he was just a split-second too late. Tailyn had stepped inside the palace. 
 
      
 
    You were identified as Tailyn Vlashich, level 1 player. Partial initiation… 
 
      
 
    Verifying access… 
 
      
 
    Addition algorithm applied. Player Tailyn Vlashich added to white list for City of the Dead palace. 
 
      
 
    “You idiot!” Valia yelled as soon as the boy stepped back out. “You could have died! No, you could have gotten us killed!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn waited until the girl stopped to take a breath before replying. 
 
      
 
    “You were right—there’s a security system. Do you know how to add people to the white list?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, how to add them? You mean to tell me that you…” The girl paused when she saw how serious Tailyn’s face was. “That’s impossible!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was added automatically, but you won’t be. How do I get you onto the list? Come on, I’m sure you know!” 
 
      
 
    “Everybody knows!” Valia replied in surprise. “Have you not prepared for the academy at all?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn blushed, though he held the girl’s gaze. It was Valia’s turn to be embarrassed—she wasn’t used to people looking her in the eye. Turning away, she mumbled a reply. 
 
      
 
    “You need to find the control unit and get access. That’s the only place where you can update the lists, just don’t ask where it is. I don’t know. They’re usually well protected and hidden.” 
 
      
 
    None of that made any sense to Tailyn. Valia was explaining something, and she was doing it pretty confidently, only he didn’t really get it. Sure, taken separately, he knew what all the words meant. It was when she put them in that order that she lost him completely. But what did make sense was that he needed to find something like a remote terminal, and that something was somewhere in the palace. 
 
      
 
    “Wait here. I’ll go find the control unit.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had to repeat himself in two languages—the first time for Valia, the second for Ka-Do-Gir. But while the girl was skeptical, even snorting in response, the lix went right along with the plan. The young mage had already proven himself. If he said he’d get them access, get them access he would. The other two just needed to wait for him. 
 
      
 
    The space Tailyn found himself in was something like a banquet hall. Master Isor had one like it where he liked to throw dinner parties—the guests would arrive, dance, laugh, and compliment the city elder as he sat on his throne. Only there wasn’t a throne or decorations where the boy was. There was nothing. Just the staircase. Tailyn could hear chomping sounds filtering down from up above him, the minions continuing their hectic running around regardless of the intrusion. 
 
      
 
    Pulling his cards out and keeping them at the ready, Tailyn went over to the nearest door and carefully pulled it open. It was some kind of empty closet. Unlike in the main hall, the floor was covered in dust, apparently having not seen any visitors since the ancients. The next door concealed another dusty space. And Tailyn was about to head over to check the doors on the opposite side when he stopped suddenly. 
 
      
 
    Something didn’t add up. 
 
      
 
    The outside wall was straight and even. Inside, the little rooms were right up against the wall, and there wasn’t much space between them. Tailyn went back over and checked, coming up with seven large strides. Stepping back into one of the rooms, he took one step and found himself up against the wall. Thinking to himself, he realized that if there was only one meter in that room and one in the next, there were still five meters in between them. 
 
      
 
    He tapped on the wall. Nothing. It was solid, no hollow sounds that might have pointed to some kind of empty space behind it. And while the boy wasn’t terribly well-versed in architecture, he knew enough to figure out that the second floor was held up by the many columns in the main hall. But if that was the case, what was the point of having such a thick wall? 
 
      
 
    The wall sounded much hollower when the boy knocked on it from the side of the main hall. Tailyn even froze, worried the white minions might even hear the loud echo. Finally, going back over the wall, he realized he was right—there was another space behind it. And it was fairly wide, at least two strides across, only Tailyn didn’t know how to get in. There was no door. 
 
      
 
    Frustrated he’d wasted so much time, the boy slammed a fist against the wall and nearly yelled in horror when an enormous hole appeared. A piece of the wall fell away from him, and a couple long seconds later, he heard the dull sound of the impact below. The stone had hit the bottom. And it was far, far down. 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
      
 
    You cannot modify your active deck. 
 
      
 
    Opponents remaining: 8. 
 
      
 
    An unpleasant clatter came from up above as the white minions hurried to see who was there. Tailyn did have time to peek through the hole—everything inside had been rotted away by the passage of time. Only the thick layer of plaster held the wall in place, hiding the dark shaft. Tailyn even noticed some of his old friends, the snakes. The only difference there was that they were thicker and glittering, almost as if they’d just recently crawled into place. 
 
      
 
    When the first minion appeared on the staircase, the boy was already sitting in one of the empty closets hoping Ka-Do-Gir and Valia had gotten far away from the gate. The unpleasant sounds were nearby—the gurgling creatures were talking amongst themselves by the opening. There was a dull thud. Apparently, the monsters had ripped off another piece of the plaster, and it had also fallen into the shaft. The gurgling intensified. In fact, Tailyn got the distinct impression they were arguing with each other, not sure where their target was. And that moment struck the boy as his best shot at an attack. Opening the door, he blew onto the card he had at the ready as the minions tried to figure out who the live person in their palace was. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 10 times. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed One’s 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th minions, level 18 creatures. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 26 of 50. 
 
      
 
    There was a deafening roar that swallowed up even the wild screams of the creatures being burned alive. The door the boy was hiding behind heated up—the fire was bouncing off the walls and scorching the entire hall. And while the flames only burned for eight seconds, that was more than enough for them to consume both the minions and something else. When Tailyn opened the door, the first thing he saw was the remains of the staircase blazing merrily on the floor. His first thought was about the lix—what was his partner going to say when he found out the boy had burned yet another way up for them? But when he looked slightly over to the side, that thought was quickly banished, and his knees knocked together. 
 
      
 
    There was one more opponent right in the middle of the hall. 
 
      
 
    One’s 1st minion. Level 30. 
 
      
 
    The white creature was enshrouded in a transparent and shimmering dome. All its monstrous arms and legs together, it was sitting calmly on the floor waiting for the flames to die away regardless of the fact that Tailyn had spent ten charges. But the monster didn’t move, and that gave the boy the time he needed to pull himself together. Assuming he must have just missed, he decided to give it another try. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 5 times. 
 
      
 
    Yet another fiery avalanche burst out of Tailyn’s hands and rushed toward his opponent. But the creature just sat there placidly inside its dome. The fire bounced off the far wall, and Tailyn had to duck back into the closet, counting off eight seconds before stepping back out into the main hall with a sense of dread. He had a feeling his opponent was somewhat less than defeated. 
 
      
 
    The minion was right there in the same pose. Tailyn flew off the handle, and he decided to really get down to business. Another card appeared in his hand. If the creature was capable of standing up to fire, it was time to see what it could do about electricity. Something had to work. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Strike-I. 
 
      
 
    You did 87 damage to ZK-III protective shield. 19473 durability remaining. 
 
      
 
    There came a moment when Tailyn could have sworn the white creature grinned, though not a single trace of emotion flitted across its terrifyingly implacable face. Nineteen thousand durability… The numbers came up by themselves in the boy’s head—nineteen waves, eight seconds each, 87 damage per second, plus electric strikes. That was closing in on eleven thousand damage, which meant the minion had started with thirty thousand durability. How was that possible? Tailyn’s shoulders drooped. It was going to take all his magic just to beat his way through the dome, and then there was the creature’s personal shield to think about… 
 
      
 
    Almost as if reading the boy’s mind, the monster began to get up. The dome didn’t go anywhere, just rising right along with its owner. Finally, it was standing straight up and took a step forward. Then another. And one more. Tailyn’s stomach clenched in fear—the shimmering dome didn’t just follow the minion as it stood up; it followed as it walked, as well. A creature with awe-inspiring defenses was heading in the boy’s direction, and he couldn’t move a muscle. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the minion ducked so quickly that Tailyn didn’t have time to notice what happened. All he knew was that the monster was back sitting in the same pose he found to wait out the wave of fire. And then, a fireball slammed into the dome. It was followed by a second, and then a third. An entire procession of them hit the monster’s protection only to disappear helplessly when they did. Confused, Tailyn looked in the direction of the gate, which was where the fireballs were coming from, and saw Valia standing there. She was blowing on a card in her hand. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t just stand there!” he heard her shriek. “Do something!” 
 
      
 
    Do something… That was easy enough to say, but what was there for him to do? Twenty-nine thousand damage…where was he going to come up with that much? Valia’s fireballs were barely doing anything to the dome. Soon, the girl’s card was going to run out, especially if she kept up her pace. It was just level one, not level two and the 150 charges you got with the upgrade. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn turned red. He wanted to sink into the ground, anything to keep people from seeing what an idiot he was. How had he forgotten that he had a card that would be enough to give them the win? As long as he had enough mana… 
 
      
 
    “Get back!” he yelled as he returned to the closet. First, he needed to empty his wave of fire card—that was twenty-one charges, or 14,600 damage. It certainly was great that the god had gifted humans the ability to make calculations quickly. Valia was going to do some more, though not as much as Tailyn would have liked. Her fully charged card put about a thousand damage at her disposal. But that left just a bit remaining, hopefully enough that Tailyn’s thirty-seven mana would make up the difference. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 21 times. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 0 of 50. 
 
      
 
    That was that—there was no way they were going to head off to see the black minions. There was nothing left to fight them with. Tailyn counted off the time, opened the door, and began his next attack. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Fireball-II. 
 
      
 
    You did 130 damage to ZK-III protective shield. 4230 durability remaining. 
 
      
 
    Mana -1 (37). 
 
      
 
    A fireball hit the white creature from Valia’s direction, which surprised Tailyn. He’d thought she was out of charges. But no, she just motioned toward the minion as if inviting him to join her, and Tailyn suddenly smiled. It was going to work. 
 
      
 
    The creature began moving as soon as its protection dropped below a thousand. Tentacle arms nervously jerked as it stood up, crouched back down, and took another hit. But it couldn’t leave the safety of the dome—the air around it was so hot that even the stone was beginning to belt, turning into rough black glass. The additional quality the fireballs brought to the table was beginning to have its say. And Tailyn hadn’t given it any thought, figuring that nobody would really care if the area around them heated up three degrees. But oh, the minion did. It began moving slowly toward Tailyn, only the air and stone around it continued to heat up. It was more swimming than walking. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of there!” Valia yelled, though Tailyn was way ahead of her, dashing as fast as he could toward the gate. The closer the minion got, the hotter the air around him felt. 
 
      
 
    But the white creature wasn’t about to give up on its quarry that easily. Nobody knew what was going on in its head, but when it saw the boy take off, it hurried after him. The hall resounded with the shrieks coming from the burning monster—hurrying away from its protective dome, it found itself out in the scalding air. And while its personal shield kept it from taking damage, it didn’t do anything about the heat roasting the creature alive. But there was no stopping it. The first minion leaped forward and latched onto Tailyn’s legs, the boy stumbling and falling just a few steps away from the gate. He howled wildly, intensely, feverishly. The pain that exploded through his legs was like nothing he’d ever felt before, and he wanted to scream, shriek, yell. But when the wave of heated air engulfed him, his lungs were seared, and he couldn’t do anything. The boy was crazed by the pain and jerked, trying to shake off the glowing creature. Somehow, the thought flitted through his head that he didn’t have enough coins to buy himself a regeneration potion—he was going to be a cripple for the rest of his life. But something flashed by right then, the heat subsided, and Tailyn slipped away into a dark slumber that was free of pain. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir looked at his partner, or rather what was left of him, and couldn’t figure out what to do next. Tailyn’s legs were gone. They’d roasted away, nothing left of their delicious-smelling meat. His body had suffered heavily, too, every inch from his waist to his head covered in blisters. Really, he’d gotten very lucky that he’d been able to crawl close enough to the shimmering film to stick his hand out. The lix had been able to grab it and yank the boy out of the oven he was suffering in. And while the shimmering film kept the heat in, the first minion just lay there on the ground, unwilling to die. Its protection was incredible. 
 
      
 
    Valia pulled herself together after going through another wave of nausea brought on by looking over at Tailyn. It was amazing the boy was still breathing. She’d never seen such terrible wounds that close up, and when the smell of burnt meat hit her nostrils, she buckled over. It was too much for her. Suddenly, the lix came over and pointed in the direction of the gate. Their opponent was lying there, still alive. In a pull of melting stone. The lix gestured toward the card she was still clutching in her hand before once more pointing at the minion. Valia nodded and went over to the gate, leaving Tailyn behind her. She couldn’t look at him, anyway—he was most likely beyond anyone’s power to heal. With one charge left on the card, the girl wasn’t particularly hopeful, but she went ahead and blew. 
 
      
 
    The fireball smacked into the minion, and its body exploded like an overripe nut. Valia froze, her mouth open wide. It was incredible. The creature had been able to grow itself another protective dome and had hidden inside it to protect it from the heat. If it hadn’t been for that final fireball… There was a short cry of pain, after which the god decided One’s first minion had suffered enough. 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was surprised to realize he was conscious of himself. Off in a black nothingness with no body to speak of, he still knew he wasn’t some ghost. It was him, Tailyn Vlashich. The sensation of floating was odd if pleasant, and the boy even spread imaginary arms to pretend he was a bird. Suddenly, white letters popped up against the complete darkness: 
 
      
 
    You completed the additional mission and destroyed One’s minions. 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random attribute. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Your request was processed and approved. 
 
      
 
    The first initiation stage does not fall under the agreement with Crobar! 
 
      
 
    Regeneration (1) attribute received. 
 
      
 
    Regeneration. Description: an attribute given by the god in special cases that permits the body to heal itself. Anyone who receives this attribute demonstrated incredible mastery bordering on heroism to the god. Integrates with Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You were severely injured. 
 
      
 
    Time for full recovery: 5 hours. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    VALANIL LOOKED at Tailyn with mixed feelings. When the lix had carried him over, the first thought that had crossed her mind was that he wasn’t long for the world. She’d seen plenty of burns in her lifetime, and that experience told her the boy wasn’t going to survive the kind of wounds he’d sustained. And that was a shame. She’d already built all kinds of plans on the little brat, and changing them all was the last thing she wanted to do. There was no regeneration elixir anywhere, either. But a few minutes later, Valanil’s brows shot upward—the boy’s breathing had evened out. The blisters were starting to disappear, with smooth, clear skin appearing on his face. And the only thing that could mean was that the kid had gotten his hands on regeneration. Valanil instinctively touched her scar. While she told everyone she’d gotten the burn from a poisonous shark flower, there actually wasn’t even a burn to begin with. Regeneration kept the woman’s body in perfect condition. No, the problem was that she had to wear a special pad to hide the tattoo that was forbidden on that part of the continent, concealing it with what looked like an ugly old wound. It was the badge of the mage hunter school. The badge of Crobar. 
 
      
 
    The woman began to think to herself, unsure of what to do. On the one hand, it was great news that the boy was going to survive. She could get back into the academy, even if just as the ward of a student. On the other, five years of brutal training in Crobar had beaten into her that she needed to immediately destroy anyone with regeneration. Only mage hunters had the right to it. If she hadn’t been renounced, Valanil would have strangled the boy on the spot regardless of the lix being there. Dying was better than letting the infection spread. 
 
      
 
    It was a difficult decision to make, but the herbalist decided to let the boy live. Over the twenty years that had passed since she’d been banished, she’d learn to prize herself over the greater good. The boy would live. And she’d figure the rest out later. But where had he gotten regeneration? The attribute had been pulled from the standard list, making it difficult to pick up no matter how much you begged the god or showered it with gifts. Could Tailyn have met someone else from the Crobar school? But that would still have been strange—she couldn’t sense anyone else, especially not someone strong and great enough to be able to teach attributes. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, a chill ran down Valanil’s spine. The only mage Tailyn had come across serious enough to give him regeneration was Forian Tarn. A favorite of the dean of magic cards, one of the most promising young mages at the academy, and someone at the top of the to-kill lists. Could he really be a Crobar agent, as well? 
 
      
 
    Valanil jumped up and began pacing the room, taking a look at the puzzle from different angles. The numericals watched her in surprise; Dort paid her no attention. The Culmart elder’s son had yet to take his eyes of Valia. Accustomed to complete deference from everyone around him, the slender creature was having a hard time coming to terms with the girl fate had thrown at him. Sure, it would have been fine if Tailyn had hit him. He could have just gotten him back later. But a girl… No, Dort couldn’t accept that. He needed revenge, and he was plotting how to make it as painful as possible. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn woke up precisely five hours after receiving the regeneration attribute. Opening his eyes, he found himself looking up at a gray ceiling, and it took a while to realize that he’d been carried over to where everyone else was sheltering in one of the city’s abandoned buildings. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, get up!” the lix barked suddenly, and Tailyn leaped to his feet. Casting a sullen glance at his partner, the boy wanted to give the creature a piece of his mind but stopped suddenly when he realized he was standing. Vertically. On his own two feet. Looking himself over in disbelief, Tailyn couldn’t stifle a stunned cry—there was nothing left of the wimpy boy he’d used to be. His arms were strong and meaty. His stomach, which generally pushed out against his pants, had disappeared. Unable to help himself, he peered under his coat only to find abs. A six-pack. He’d never been that strong, and he was a fan of the changes. 
 
      
 
    Valanil wanted to say something to Tailyn, though she changed her mind, and the lix dragged the boy over to the shimmering film covering the entrance to the palace. At least, he started to drag him over. When Tailyn asked what the hurry was, Ka-Do-Gir just uttered one single word that was enough to send the boy running off under his own power. 
 
      
 
    “Loot!” 
 
      
 
    Eight minions presumably made for a nice little haul. Ka-Do-Gir understood that; Tailyn understood that; even Valia, who tagged along as usual, understood that. And while the little group was making their way over to the palace, the boy checked out his cards and parameters. 
 
      
 
    The battle had left him with just three mana. However, his status table told him he had forty-eight, and the boy couldn’t figure out what had happened. Mysticism just gave him three mana an hour—that should have meant just another fifteen five hours later. Obviously, he couldn’t pull up his logs, but Tailyn was finally able to figure out what was going on. It was enhancement. It was up to six, and adding it to the three from mysticism came out to exactly the right number. What an attribute it was. It was just a shame it didn’t integrate with his card saturation skill. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s wave of fire card was completely out of charges. His fireball card was down to 116. The rest were more or less charged, though that was when Valia guiltily handed Tailyn the card she’d emptied. The girl wasn’t able to recharge cards. Right then, the god asked if he wanted to combine three cards, though he declined and gave the girl one of his full fireball cards. It didn’t seem polite to him to ask Valia if she had level two mysticism. She could have asked him something in return, as well, and he wasn’t about to answer any questions like that. 
 
      
 
    The shimmering film hadn’t gone anywhere. With the lix and girl waiting behind him, Tailyn stepped right in, dismissed the message about gaining access, and went over to the minion lying on the ground. The heat still hadn’t completely died away, so Tailyn grimaced as he bent over his fallen adversary. The world around him lit up with messages the moment he touched the box of loot. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Booster-I amulet x3. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives ZK-III protective dome. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Last Chance epic card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Booster-I amulet x5. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You have 3 identical boosters. Would you like to combine them? 
 
      
 
    Forgetting the heat, Tailyn watched the purple sparks illuminating his hands. It didn’t even bother him that the lix had gotten the dome—what he was holding was far more valuable. At least, that’s what Tailyn himself thought. Putting off reading the description of the card he’d gotten, he agreed to combine the amulets. There was no reason to have three of them lying around. 
 
      
 
    You combined 3 Booster-I amulets into Booster-II. 
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
      
 
    Booster-II amulet. Description: rare item. A self-regenerated amulet worn around the neck that significantly boosts the wearer’s chances of surviving. Shield level: +10 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +70 * (level + Enhancement); Mysticism +1. Initial charge level: maximum. 
 
      
 
    Forgetting all about the purple card, Tailyn flew out of the palace. The lix was looking his protective dome over, so it took him a second to figure out what the boy was asking for. 
 
      
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want for one of your amulets? To give it to me for good.” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir thought for a second. He’d already combined three of them to get a level two amulet, but he had one extra left. Like all the intelligent creatures in the world, he was quite capable of counting, and analyzing even the loot other people got was an important part of his life. Did he, a lix, really want to go making a human stronger? What would happen if they met on the field of battle after leaving the city? He definitely didn’t want to find himself facing an enemy with a level three booster amulet. 
 
      
 
    After peering back over at portal one more time, Ka-Do-Gir handed the young mage the amulet. Surviving in the present was more important than worrying about the future. Their opponents were getting stronger all the time, and that meant their group needed every advantage it could get. Even if that cost the lix battles in the future. 
 
      
 
    “It’s yours. Take it.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s breath caught in his throat when he took the amulet and made two combinations. 
 
      
 
    You combined 3 Booster-II amulets into Booster-III. 
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
      
 
    Booster-III amulet. Description: rare item. A self-regenerating amulet worn around the neck that significantly boosts the wearer’s chances of surviving. Shield level: +20 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +100 * (level + Enhancement); magic attack: +3 * (level + Enhancement); Mysticism +2. Initial charge level: maximum. 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Tailyn shouted happily, dashing over to hug Valia in his excitement. The maximum charge level meant he suddenly had another 700 mana at his disposal. Not expecting that turn of events, the girl hugged Tailyn back, her reaction more automatic than intentioned. The ground beneath her feet was swept away, and the world around her circled as the boy picked her up and spun her around. And while she wanted to pull herself away and yell at the impudent kid, she couldn’t. Actually, no—she didn’t even want to. Instead, she was enjoying the moment of shared happiness. Throwing decorum to the winds, the girl clutched Tailyn tightly and, for the first moment since she’d been captured, felt happy. Calm. Protected. The idiot boy and the scary lix were going to get her out of there. 
 
      
 
    “Stop that hugging—we have a lot of work to do.” Ka-Do-Gir couldn’t have cared less about the boy’s emotions. The lix just wanted to find the book, fulfill his promise, and get out of the location. He’d already gotten more than he could have dreamed of. With the protective dome, his tribe was going to surge well ahead of the rest so long as the shamans were able to find a way to charge it. Tailyn had been lucky the first minion hadn’t been able to use magic. There weren’t any limitations on using cards inside the dome, so sticking a powerful shaman in there would cause a world of problems for the enemy. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we need to go,” Tailyn replied, begrudgingly releasing Valia. The girl suddenly remembered something she had to take care of around the corner and ran off as if chased by a horde of minions. She was embarrassed. And it wasn’t because of what she’d done—there wasn’t anything wrong with hugging. No, it was that she’d enjoyed it. She’d enjoyed hugging Tailyn, in particular. Whenever her nurses or teachers had hugged her, she’d always thought it vapid and excessive. 
 
      
 
    The boy watched her go in confusion. Shrugging, he decided to check out the god’s second gift before heading back into the palace. 
 
      
 
    Last Chance card. Description: an epic magic card that creates a thick cocoon around the activator to isolate them from the source of damage they’re taking. Can only be used in combat status and when taking one kind of damage. Limitation: damage other than the kind the cocoon is protecting against destroys it, so be careful with its use. The cocoon also serves as a restoration field: shield and mana are restored at a rate of Magic Attack per second. Duration: Magic Attack seconds. Includes 5 charges. Charges remaining: 4. Time between uses: 48 hours. Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    For perhaps the first time in his life, Tailyn wasn’t happy with a gift the god gave him. Sure, he’d figured out how the first minion had survived after just about burning him alive, but Tailyn wasn’t going to be able to use the card for a very long time. It was going to take years to build up his wisdom. And that just left him with selling it for coins as his only rational move. Tailyn was sure he’d collect a tidy sum, perhaps even enough for the mage’s headgear. That, at least, would be a great haul. 
 
      
 
    But when Tailyn stepped into the palace, all thoughts of the card vanished—he had a job to do. He needed to figure out how he was going to get up to the second floor with the stairs completely burnt out. The boy headed over to the charred remains and looked up, seeing how high the next level was. Jumping was out of the question. The walls were smooth, with no decorations, and so climbing wasn’t an option, either. Really, Tailyn just had one choice: he was going to have to climb up the snakes on the other side of the hole he’d made. Valia had already explained that the devices, as they were actually ancient devices, were called cables or wires depending on how thick they were, and energy flowed through them from a source or supply circuit. That was precisely what Tailyn was looking for—the control block had to be connected to an energy source. Talking with smart people really had its benefits. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wasn’t going to be able to get through the existing hole, so he had to break off more chunks of the wall. That was simple enough. The plaster broke easily, and the material the shaft had been covered by had long since rotted. The only strange part was that the cables themselves hadn’t rotted. In fact, against the dusty shaft, they looked unnatural, almost as if someone had laid them recently and kept them clean since. Tailyn tugged on the thickest cable. It turned out to be taut, barely moving, and it was even warm and vibrating slightly. Next to the cable, there were two thinner wires, though the boy didn’t bother touching them. Neither looked all that reliable. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the boy remembered his unsuccessful attempts to clamber up the rope. Back then, he’d been trying to get out of the cave and couldn’t despite the fact that his life had depended on it. And since there wasn’t an immediate threat in the situation he found himself in then, he figured he was going to be even weaker. But the fall was a long one. The boy tossed a piece of plaster into the darkness, and the sound of the impact only echoed back a few seconds later. Was it a basement? Or just a deep shaft? 
 
      
 
    But there wasn’t much of a choice, and so Tailyn grabbed the cable with both hands and took a step forward. Sweat broke out the moment he couldn’t feel anything solid beneath his feet. And while his wet palms left him sliding downward, his legs instinctively wrapped themselves around the cable and arrested his fall. A moment later, he reached upward. There was no more slipping. Trying again, the boy got just a bit higher up, already on the same level as the opening he’d broken through. Once again, everything was calm, including his breathing and heartbeat. He felt no panic, no helplessness, no shortness of breath. Surprised by his newfound strength and the fact that physical exertion didn’t make his head spin anymore, he kept climbing. 
 
      
 
    Soon, the opening was below him, filtering dim light into the shaft. But it was still enough for Tailyn to see where several different cables and wires connected. Some of them disappeared into the wall; some kept running upward and disappeared in the darkness above him. The boy made his way to the junction, reared back, and slammed a foot into the wall. The result was the same—an enormous piece of plaster holding a few stones together fell away to create another hole. Suddenly, it was much lighter. There were windows letting light into the room, and the boy was able to climb out of the dusty shaft with a final look upward just a few kicks later. The cable led off and ducked into the wall one level higher. 
 
      
 
    The space Tailyn found himself in had two small windows up by the ceiling, a steel-reinforced door, and a small desk outfitted with something that looked very much like a typewriter. Tailyn’s ward, Master Isor, had one of them. The town elder disliked his underlings’ poor penmanship and required them to use the wonders of technology, looking for every piece of legal paper to be beautiful and well-written. For some reason, he didn’t just resort to scribes. The cable connected to the device, but Tailyn sensed a trap. Something was missing. And after accidentally stepping on the cable, the boy figured out what it was—the cable wasn’t vibrating. 
 
      
 
    For whatever reason, he suddenly lost all desire to step any closer to the typewriter and instead backed away as if the thing was a poisonous snake. Valia had mentioned how protected the control block was, but there wasn’t anything like that there. Just windows and a door. Anyone could have walked in to take whatever they wanted, and so the boy’s paranoia that had been cultivated over the past few days told him he needed to get out of the room before something happened. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn climbed back through the hole and continued upward. The familiar vibrations calmed him, almost as if telling him he’d made the right decision. But he didn’t get far—there was a ceiling right above where the cable went into the wall. Tailyn twisted and stretched to get into a position where he could kick through the wall, and it took some doing that time. The material was much heftier. One blow, another, and a third. It was only on the tenth try that something cracked, and a hole opened up. The boy frowned. There was a little door right next to him, and if he’d been just a bit more attentive, he might have noticed it. His perception hadn’t kicked in for whatever reason. 
 
      
 
    After clambering through the hole, Tailyn realized he was in the right place. The room, which was lit by several lamps, had neither windows nor doors. In fact, the only way to get in or out was through a portal—there was curved posts by one of the walls, similar to but much smaller than the ones by the main city gate. And while there was no shimmering film, Tailyn wouldn’t have used it even if it had been there. First, he’d never used portals, and the idea scared him. And second, he didn’t know where that particular portal led. 
 
      
 
    The middle of the room was occupied by a typewriter and a fairly large chair. Tailyn sat down in it and felt the tension seep out of his weary muscles the second his body found the right position. Something began massaging his lower back; some metal arms came down to rest on his shoulders. And while he would otherwise have panicked at being pinned to the chair, he completely relaxed as soon as the arms began massaging his shoulders. The only time he’d ever felt so good was when he’d been hugging Valia. But the girl was far away, and the fantastic chair was right there. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, the bliss came to an end as the chair decided its occupant was completely satisfied. And that wasn’t far from the truth—Tailyn had even nodded off, and he rubbed his eyes in an attempt to concentrate. It didn’t work. He stretched in sweet repose a couple times, and that was when he accidentally clipped the panel with the buttons. 
 
      
 
    You logged into the control block for the above-ground level of the City of the Dead palace. 
 
      
 
    Missing skills required to work with control blocks. Applying vocal interaction. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Tailyn Vlashich. Why did you activate the terminal?” 
 
      
 
    Next to the desk, a barrel appeared, a carbon copy of the assistant from the workshop. That time, the boy knew it was called a projection. Valia had filled him in when he’d told her about his adventures. 
 
      
 
    “I need to add two creatures to the white list,” the boy said. The device thought for a few seconds before responding. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have sufficient access. You’re a guest here.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was taken aback, having gotten used to all his problems being taken care of by the fact that he had yet to complete his initiation. But for the first time, that wasn’t a factor. The boy was at a loss as to what to do. 
 
      
 
    “But I need to add them!” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have sufficient acc—” the barrel began calmly. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, how to I get access?” 
 
      
 
    “Lirhart, One’s senior minion, handles access, and your request was denied.” 
 
      
 
    The boy frowned when he heard the familiar name. The black lixes back in the metro tunnel had mentioned it when they were looking for him and his partner, and he suddenly began to worry about the people walking around the city. 
 
      
 
    “He processed my request that quickly? Is he somewhere in the city?” 
 
      
 
    “Lirhart lives in the palace’s underground level.” The device saw no need to make a secret of where the creature was. “According to policy, access requests are processed within a second and a half. Delays are not tolerated.” 
 
      
 
    “The underground level?” Tailyn asked in confusion. “What, does the city go farther down?” 
 
      
 
    “Request processed, level access confirmed. Projecting.” 
 
      
 
    Colored beams shot out of the barrel and formed some kind of an image. There were angles, lines, squares, and even a red dot marked you are here. Tailyn gazed at it for quite a while, brows furrowed, until he saw the four tall spires. They were the very same towers used to slaughter humans. And yes, there were the spiral staircases, the rooms, and the black dots representing the remote terminals. 
 
      
 
    Map updated. 
 
      
 
    City of the Dead studied 100%. 
 
      
 
    And it was the terminals Tailyn’s attention was drawn to. The thick, straight lines of corridors ran away from them and reached the lowest part of the city, a square room almost as big as the palace hall. Concentrating on it, the boy received a hint—One’s Tomb. Above it, there was an enormous open area that was hidden underground, complete with rooms, halls, passageways, and tunnels. The lower part of the city might very well have been bigger than its upper part, in fact. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything else I can help with?” The device clearly didn’t enjoy just standing there, and so it decided to speak up. Tailyn took a risk and announced the main reason why he was there. 
 
      
 
    “I need the backup copy of Lavr Nalin’s book. Is it here?” 
 
      
 
    “Request processed, access level confirmed. That item is in the lower level’s second storeroom.” 
 
      
 
    A green dot appeared in one of the lowest rooms in the projection, not far from One’s tomb. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search for Coordinates. You found the location of Lavr Nalin’s backup copy. Find your way into the lower level of the City of the Dead and get the coordinates for the stash. Additional mission: destroy Lirhart, One’s senior minion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You took another step on a difficult journey and earned a reward. 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
      
 
    Alchemy (Mana Restoration Potion) +1 (2). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn barely noticed the upgrade. Instead, his attention was fixed on the projection, where several paths led down to the lower floors. But as soon as he focused on them, he received a message: Path locked, no access. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything else I can help with?” The pushy device jerked, the projection jerking with it. The boy realized he needed to keep his assistant busy—he didn’t know how to pull the map back up if the thing disappeared. The functionality wasn’t available to uninitiated people. Or players? And that gave him an idea. 
 
      
 
    “Why did the ancients call themselves players? And why do I get called that sometimes?” 
 
      
 
    Apparently having not heard the question, the assistant stayed silent for a while. On the one hand, that was great—it stopped jerking around, leaving the projection still. On the other, getting the answer to his question was just as important to Tailyn as finding the book. 
 
      
 
    “That request is outside the competency of the City of the Dead. To get an answer, please visit any temple.” 
 
      
 
    For possibly the first time, the boy had been told where to go next. But since he needed the barrel to stay still, he continued asking question after question. 
 
      
 
    “Why does this location have such a strange name? City of the Dead. Who’s dead here? And how did a city appear inside the mountain? Who is One?” 
 
      
 
    Again, there was a pause that let the boy go back to studying the map. All direct routes were cut off, unfortunately, but he did find something else—there were the shafts leading away from the black stones. They definitely warranted a closer look. But no sooner was the boy about to get up from the chair, than the assistant began to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Request processed, access level confirmed. One is the hexagon general’s greatest creation, the pinnacle of its creativity. It’s an artificial creature designed solely to destroy all things living to the glory of its master. The city was moved under the mountain to protect it from the ancient humans who found an effective way to destroy alien players. Three thousand, five hundred, and seven years ago, One was locked in a cocoon by player Mortus Gar. That kept the city’s master from leaving the release, forcing it to stay in the city even after the exodus. Unblocking it and releasing One requires the sacrifice of another fifteen hundred and twenty-three humans, so Lirhart signed an agreement with the black lixes to deliver them to the city in exchange for knowledge and equipment. All humans sacrificed in the city die their last death with no respawn. That’s why the location is called the City of the Dead. It is the last resting place of the people sacrificed to free the real master of the city.” 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You learned that the world was split into enormous territories called hexagons, each of which were ruled by a monster called a general. The cataclysm that freed the world of monsters was called the exodus. For information about releases, the exodus, and why the ancients were called players, visit any of the god’s temples. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    New mission: City of the Dead. Description: the return of One to the world would bring with it untold woe. Find a way to stop that from happening, and your reward will be great. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Loot received outside combat is divided according to the general distribution rules in the group. 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor receives Administrator’s Chair. 
 
      
 
    TAILYN REREAD THE MESSAGE and glanced over at the empty spot where the delightful chair had just been. It was impossible. He’d been counting on having it for himself, even planning on buying it from Ka-Do-Gir if the god gave it to the lix. But Valia? That was something else—Tailyn wasn’t sure what the girl wanted. He also didn’t understand how she’d suddenly started getting loot. Had his partner really forgotten to make sure she didn’t have any rights in the group? Apparently, that was the case. Tailyn hadn’t gotten any messages about the lix making changes. 
 
      
 
    There was no more loot in the room with the control block, so Tailyn headed back down. When he came even with his first hole, he was about to climb out, though he had second thoughts and decided to keep heading down into the complete darkness. The city layout had shown the shaft ending in a dead end without any tunnels leading off, but Tailyn already knew time had not gone easy on the walls. They crumbled at the touch. Hitting them hard enough broke right through. Remembering the projection, Tailyn headed down, the shaft dropping almost all the way to the bottom. If he could batter his way through… 
 
      
 
    Sadly, his excellent idea was doomed to failure. Tailyn didn’t get far before he felt something firm under his feet—the shaft was blocked off. And instead of some rotten remnant left over from the ancients, it was a thick steel lattice with a fat lock holding it closed. Kicks did nothing, and the holes were too small for the boy to crawl through. Even an attempt to break through the wall came up empty. Lirhart had been thorough. 
 
      
 
    The boy was forced to head back emptyhanded. The lix was waiting for him at the entrance, his gaze fixed on the portal. 
 
      
 
    “You found out where the backup copy is,” he more said than asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Tailyn replied. “It’s down below. There’s a whole second half of the city hidden underneath us.” 
 
      
 
    “But you came back, which means you couldn’t find a way down.” 
 
      
 
    The lix’s non-questions were starting to get on Tailyn’s nerves. 
 
      
 
    “No, not yet. There are a couple options, and I need your help.” 
 
      
 
    “No, young mage, we’re done. You know exactly where your objective is. That’s enough for me—I’ve fulfilled my obligations to you, and I have no desire to risk my life fighting the city master. It’s time for me to go home.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to leave?!” Tailyn exclaimed. The news hit him hard. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to leave; I am leaving. There’s just one thing stopping me, but I can take care of that now. Here.” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir held out his bukamonster summoning card, and Tailyn looked down to see the blue sparks engulfing it. 
 
      
 
    “You saved my life five times. I saved yours twice. With this card, I’d like to repay my debt.” 
 
      
 
    “But I didn’t get the coordinates…” Tailyn wasn’t sure what to say. He looked down at the card and refused to take it—maybe, the lix would agree to stay? 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, you know the exact location of what you’re looking for, and that’s the end of my obligations. Are you taking the card?” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Tailyn yelled heatedly. “I don’t need the card; I need you! Without you, I won’t be able to beat the last monster. The senior minion is down there!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your choice,” the lix said, dropping the card back into his inventory. “It was interesting spending time with you. I hope the god never brings us together on the field of battle—I would hate to have to kill you. Goodbye, Tailyn Vlashich.” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir left Partners. 
 
      
 
    New group leader: Valia Levor. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had promised the lix he wouldn’t cry anymore, but he couldn’t hold back the tears as he watched his former partner walking away. To the last, the boy held out hope that it was just a cruel trick. That the lix would turn around, that they’d laugh together about the joke. But Ka-Do-Gir walked over to the portal and disappeared into the shimmering film without even a backward look. Tailyn was at a loss. Deep down inside, there was a tight feeling, and he wanted to roar and shout, tear the traitor into tiny pieces, and throw them around the city. He’d believed the lix. He’d considered him a friend. And the bastard had walked away. How could he? 
 
      
 
    Valia’s voice broke through the ringing in his ears as she ran over. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, what happened? What’s wrong? Where’s the lix?” 
 
      
 
    The boy turned red eyes toward the girl. 
 
      
 
    “He left. He left me!” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so he left. What’s there to cry about?” Valia knew the group had lost a strong fighter, but with her new status as leader, she decided she needed to play the part. She needed to show strength the way her father had taught her. “Did you find the control block?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t get it!” Tailyn stomped a foot when he saw he wasn’t getting any sympathy. “There’s one more monster, and now we’re going to have to kill it on our own!” 
 
      
 
    Valia’s stomach flipped when the boy reminded her of One. When she got the mission, all she wanted to do was run and hide—it wasn’t every day the god asked children to kill powerful creatures. And she’d only been running after the lix to hide behind it, feeling somehow safer with the creature. But he was gone, while the mission wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    “We may not kill it, but we’re certainly going to try. Tell me what you found out.” 
 
      
 
    Having heard the boy out, Valia felt much better. One was locked up, and that made their prospects much brighter. 
 
      
 
    “Have you charged your cards? What are you doing just standing here?” Valia had already figured out that Tailyn was uneducated, unprepared, and with nary a single lesson in self-control to his name. He was really just a village kid who’d happened across a few strong cards and didn’t know what to do with them. And so, if she wanted to get home, she was going to have to take things into her own hands. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn sniffed one more time and looked over in surprise at the girl. She’d transformed, to the point that he even whirled around to face her. For some reason, he wanted to bow, show her reverence and awe, and it took quite an effort for him to keep his back straight. He didn’t bow to girls. And really, what was with his mood? The lix had left—so what? They’d be fine without him. The most important thing was finding a way down to the underground level. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Tailyn said to his own surprise as he looked at Valia. She blushed but held his gaze. They looked at each other for what felt like an eternity, the moment only interrupted when the screams of the inferior minions broke out from the other side of the wall. Some of them had woken up and were heading off to patrol the metro tunnels. When the sound hit them, the pair of young mages jumped and quickly began studying their respective footwear, their lowered gazes lacking not one bit of the intensity with which they’d been staring at each other. 
 
      
 
    “I know how to get underground,” Tailyn said, still not finding the strength to look up at the girl. He liked her so much that all he wanted to do was leap for joy and blubber idiotically. But he couldn’t. Valia might have misunderstood him. And it was the first time Tailyn was feeling like that, having never found anyone attractive at his age. But there… Too much was going on to get distracted by his feelings. 
 
      
 
    “Lead the way—no sense wasting time,” Valia said, looking for any reason to go anywhere else. The spot they were standing clearly had some kind of crosswind blowing that was weakening her and clouding her brain. Neither her teacher nor her parents would have approved. Yes, it had to be the spot she was standing in, and definitely not the shaggy villager who still didn’t know the basics of magic. Valia wasn’t supposed to even look at people like him. 
 
      
 
    There weren’t that many ways down into the underground part of the city. And judging by the projection, they were all cut off, with Lirhart all too reticent to hand over access. But while Tailyn had been looking over the layout of the city, he’d noticed something, and he wanted to give his theory a try. There was a way down. It was just going to take some work. 
 
      
 
    “What are we doing here?” Valia asked when they finally got to the remote terminal. That was where the sacrifices were made, where the blood of the human victims flowed right down into One’s lair. And while everything that touched the black stone was supposed to burn up for lack of access, Tailyn had gotten incredibly lucky. His incomplete initiation had turned out to be a loophole that broke through the protection. But in that moment, the boy was planning to break something else. 
 
      
 
    There was just something he had to buy first. 
 
      
 
    Hefty Rope Coil. 10 meters long. Cost: 1 coin. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn couldn’t resist taking a look at how much everything he’d picked up recently was worth. He just wanted to know what he could count on in case of an emergency. 
 
      
 
    Fireball-II card valued at 780 (200 base + remaining charges) coins. 
 
      
 
    Last Chance card valued at 8020 (8000 base + remaining charges) coins. 
 
      
 
    Booster-III amulet valued at 1500 coins. 
 
      
 
    That was about what the boy had been expecting, but he’d wanted to make sure. Of course, he could have also stopped by the workshop to make himself some mana elixirs, but the +8 mana from each really wouldn’t have made a difference right then. He was better off saving the flowers for when he boosted the skill or his enhancement. 
 
      
 
    After heading back out to rejoin Valia, Tailyn began wrapping the rope around the black stone, doing his best to tie knots into it. The passageway was right under the stone, which meant moving the hulk. Finally, the rope tightened, and Tailyn pulled as hard as he could, feet slipping on the floor. A couple seconds later, he roared helplessly. No matter how hard he tried, the stone was too heavy. If he’d had that back-stabbing lix with him… 
 
      
 
    “Here, let me help,” Valia said. Tailyn jumped away, keeping the rope safe, but the girl explained. “The terminal is sitting on the floor. If it were dangerous, I would have died as soon as I set foot in here. We’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s try,” Tailyn said tentatively, though he stopped short when he saw the girl’s reaction. Turning her aristocracy all the way up, she boomed at him threateningly. 
 
      
 
    “Forget that word! There is no ‘try.’ There’s only ‘do!’ Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Tailyn replied, nodding and holding the rope out to the girl. But suddenly, an idea hit him. 
 
      
 
    “I have an idea! Go over to the other end, and let’s take turns pulling. First, me, then you.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to try to rock it out of place? That’s a great idea! Sure, let’s do it.” 
 
      
 
    The work really was easier with both of them involved. For a little while, the terminal didn’t budge, but the kids kept at it, tugging alternately on the rope. Three minutes later, it moved ever so slightly, wobbling harder with each passing second until Tailyn pulled with all his might, and it toppled over onto its side. A narrow opening was revealed below it. If Tailyn had been any older, he definitely wouldn’t have fit down. Happily, he was just the right size. 
 
      
 
    The boy untied the rope from around the fallen terminal, went over to the opening, and was about to dive in when he stopped. The god had figured out and approved of what he and Valia were up to. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: City of the Dead. You destroyed 1 of 4 sacrificial stones located on the surface of the city. Keep it up to make One’s revival much more difficult. 
 
      
 
    Without even glancing at each other, the kids dashed out of the room. The long spiral staircase tempered their excitement, only not enough to keep them from pushing straight on ahead. Over in the next tower, Tailyn didn’t bother hopping into the store. He had everything he needed right there—the rope and a beautiful girl. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, they were standing next to the final terminal lying on its side. Their hands and arms shook with exhaustion as they’d had to cope without the right attributes, but the job was done. The black stones no longer hid the passageways down under ground. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: City of the Dead. You destroyed 4 of 4 sacrificial stones located on the surface of the city. One’s revival will be much more difficult, and Lirhart, the senior minion, has lost touch with the surface. The access terminals in the upper part of the city have been disconnected. Continue by destroying the sacrificial stones in the underground level. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
      
 
    Herbalism (Ordinary Loach) +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn frowned—the god hadn’t given him the best of upgrades. It was entirely useless, in fact. And one glance at how happy Valia was told him she’d gotten something much better. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’m going in…” 
 
      
 
    Just the idea of diving into the black hole was terrifying, but Tailyn wanted to show off the kind of person he was for Valia. Gathering up his courage, he took a step forward and felt an unpleasant sensation in the area of his crotch—it was like everything was rising up and about to jump out. It tickled unpleasantly, too. The thought crossed his mind that the landing might prove deadly, but the slope of the pipe changed so gradually that he didn’t even notice when the fall turned into a slide. His outfit held up against the friction, and his feet soon banged against a wall. The pipe had come to an end. 
 
      
 
    But there was no time for the boy to be scared as the wall fell away upward to let in the green light cast by the ancients’ eternal lamps. The pipe was level with the floor, so Tailyn just slid out and looked around. The room he found himself in was terrifying. As the blood had been squeezed from the victims up above, it had dripped down the pipes to form a dark crust that twinkled in the lamplight. It hit the boy what he’d just slid through. Looking down at his body in horror, he found that he was smeared from head to toe with a dark slime. The sickly smell hit his nose, and he lost his entire daily ration all over the floor. However, that showed him that the floor was actually a large grill that let small objects and blood through to land on the force dome a level below. An enormous statue of a man sitting with folded arms and detached expression was inside the shimmering film, and Tailyn had never seen such workmanship. Each detail was crafted with incredible care. The ancients were good… 
 
      
 
    When the message popped up in front of him, Tailyn froze, forgetting all about the horrifying room and smell. 
 
      
 
    RNK-98-1 (One). Demigod. No age. No level. 
 
      
 
    Almost as if sensing the boy, One opened its eyes and looked up. Tailyn felt the strange sensation of being laid out on an operating table, each organ pulled apart and studied with the utmost care to see if it was good enough for use. 
 
      
 
    “Yoo-hoo!” someone shouted, and two small legs smacked into Tailyn’s back. Valia had thrown caution to the winds and jumped into the pipe after Tailyn. And as he worried about the girl, he found himself once more in control of his body—he didn’t want her to see where they were. One incredibly quick look around told him exactly where they needed to go. Four tubes emptied out into the room, but there was a door, as well, and the boy was already dragging his companion in that direction by the time she got to her feet. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” he yelled, and Valia obeyed, grimacing from the smell. Grabbing her by the hand, Tailyn opened the door, and the pair found themselves in a small room that looked something like a tavern bathroom. Everything was smooth. There was also a drain in the middle of the floor. 
 
      
 
    “What’s—” Valia started, though she was interrupted by the door slamming shut behind them to cut them off from the smell. A message popped up in front of them, too: 
 
      
 
    Cleansing begun. Hold your breath. 
 
      
 
    The warning was just in time. Valia had a whole litany of questions for Tailyn, but she was forced to shut her mouth tightly to keep out the forceful stream of water pouring in from all sides. Immediately after that, they were hit with a warm breeze that dried them out faster than the summer sun. The door on the other side of the room opened once that was done to show them they were free to go. 
 
      
 
    “My hair,” the girl mumbled unhappily as she tried to brush back the mess on top of her head. It looked like a dandelion, sticking out in all directions and categorically refusing to settle back into place. Tailyn couldn’t keep from laughing—that was apparently the only thing bothering her. Not the blood, not One, but her hair. Girls were strange creatures… 
 
      
 
    “What, I’m so ugly you can laugh at me now?” the girl asked with hurt in her voice. 
 
      
 
    “What? No, you’re beautiful! So beautiful!” Tailyn replied ardently, though he quickly bit his tongue when he realized he’d said too much. Valia stopped working on her hair and threw an interested look at the boy. He turned pink and ran out of the cleansing room. 
 
      
 
    You were identified as Tailyn Vlashich, level 1 player. Partial initiation… 
 
      
 
    Verifying access… 
 
      
 
    No connection with the control blocks in the aboveground part of the city. 
 
      
 
    Error identified… 
 
      
 
    Addition algorithm applied. Player Tailyn Vlashich added to white list for underground part of the palace. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Tailyn yelled at Valia, though it was too late. She’d already set foot in the lower levels. 
 
      
 
    “Oops,” was all she had time to say before the system identified her, too. 
 
      
 
    Intruder detected! All systems in combat mode! 
 
      
 
    The door to the cleansing room slammed shut. A row of steel balls streaked through space and slammed into the wall right where the kids had been standing, but they were no longer there. Tailyn’s speed surprised even him—grabbing Valia, he dashed off down the corridor, counting doors as he went. One, two, three…there it was. Still holding onto the girl’s hand, he begged the god for help. His prayer was answered. 
 
      
 
    Access confirmed. 
 
      
 
    As soon as the doors opened, Valia swept inside, pulling Tailyn in with her. And they were just in time—a wave of fire roared down the hallway behind them. The force was so strong, in fact, that the flames rushed right by them too quickly to make the turn. But the pair didn’t wait for the inferno to die away, throwing the door shut and even heaving their full weight against it for good measure. It was dark, with just a few dim lamps to light up the area, but they could see that the room was full of display cases loaded with items. Tailyn sighed with relief that he’d led them right to where they needed to go. It was the second storeroom on the lower level. 
 
      
 
    The siren kept right on wailing, but nothing was going to hurt them there. For a while, they stayed by the door, worried the fiery flow would push it open. Soon enough, their fears subsided, and Tailyn didn’t have time to take a step away from the door before Valia threw herself at the cases with a shriek of joy. 
 
      
 
    You are about to loot the 2nd storeroom on the lower level. Note that you will lose access to the 1st storeroom if you take out so much as one item. 
 
      
 
    “Oh…” Valia quickly pulled her hands away from a pillow-like object identified as DR-V Drone. “Tailyn, what if we head over to the first one? There’s reason it’s the first—I’m sure that’s where all the really good stuff is.” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Tailyn went over where the girl and squinted, trying to spot the book amidst the shadows. “What I’m looking for is here.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re talking about the coordinates? I’ve been wanting to ask you—why don’t I have the mission? Did you not share it?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t,” the boy replied. “I still haven’t finished my initiation.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, you haven’t finished it?!” Valia’s shock was so unfeigned that she even forgot about the loot. “But how did you get your… Oh, is that why you’re still at level one?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep. Forian Tarn, my mentor, gave me a mission to make sure I don’t finish my initiation until I turn twelve, and that’s why I don’t know anything. Really, nothing. I can’t share missions, check my logs, nothing. Although, that’s been a big help, too. If you want, I can tell you why that’s happening, but you have to swear not to tell anyone! My mentor will give up on me if he finds out I said anything.” 
 
      
 
    “I swear by the game!” Without thinking twice, Valia bound herself by one of the world’s most fearsome oaths. And the god did not take kindly to oath breakers. 
 
      
 
    A white glow appeared around the girl to confirm the oath, and Tailyn sighed in relief. He’d been wanting to get the whole thing off his chest for a long time. Tell someone about his adventures. Mistress Valanil would have been a great option, only something was holding him back. From what he could tell, the herbalist had changed while in captivity, turning into someone completely different. But Valia… Tailyn looked over at the girl warmly. He enjoyed being with her, looking at her, spending time with her. And the fact that she took the oath so quickly spoke volumes. For example, it told him she liked talking with him, too. Shaking his head to drive away that line of thinking, Tailyn began his story with his search for flowers using the herbalist’s pictures. That was where it had all gotten started, after all… 
 
      
 
    “That’s incredible!” Valia whispered when he got to the end. From her perspective, what the boy had accomplished was nothing short of heroic, every bit worthy of a good ten levels. Although, what did Tailyn need them for since he had enhancement? Valia had never heard of enhancement before that moment, and it had jumped right to the top of what she was going to buy the next time she found herself in a temple. At least, if the god was gracious enough to give it to her. 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I didn’t think you’d come down after me,” Tailyn said, wrapping up his story. “It’s dangerous for everyone else.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like it all calmed down.” Valia strained her ears. The siren was silent, there was no noise coming from the corridor, and the door wasn’t glowing from the incredible temperature. It looked like the system had lost track of them. 
 
      
 
    “But I should keep going by myself until I find a way out, okay?” Tailyn looked at the girl hopefully; she nodded. Getting herself killed was the last thing she wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Well, shall we get down to business, then?” Tailyn asked with flesh-eating grin. Valia tensed up, unsure of what he meant, and got ready to throw him to the ground if he tried anything with her. But it turned out to be much more trivial. Seeing the girl’s confusion, Tailyn uttered his favorite word: “Loot.” 
 
      
 
    At the same time, he placed a hand on the same puffy pillow with the strange name—drone. Yes, he was going to loot the storeroom. That’s why they were there. 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Items in the storeroom are subject to immediate disposal… 
 
      
 
    Partners was compensated for items removed from circulation. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor receives OGM-III outfit. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor receives Jungle Call epic card. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor receives Cold Ring-I rare card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives OGM-III outfit. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Dragon legendary card. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Lavr Nalin’s Notebook. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If you’re reading this text, I’m no longer in the land of the living. But that’s fine—I found a good spot to hide the containers of blood. The mission the commander entrusted to me has been completed. I encrypted the coordinates of the stash to make sure any enemy who happens across this isn’t able to get to it, and the only ones who have the key are me, General Isr Kale, and Mark Derwin, the absorber. For anyone else, good luck! No matter how strong the white order is, regardless of the fact that the game gave them their power, they will never become gods without the dragon’s blood. Earth will be ours! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search for Coordinates. You found Lavr Nalin’s notebook, but everything written in it is encrypted. Find a way to decode it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You took another step on a difficult journey and earned a reward. 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
      
 
    Card Saturation +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, I know what the white order is,” Valia whispered in horror once she finished reading the ancient’s message. “Our teacher told us all about it in our lessons on magic history. Dragon’s blood is a mythical source of magic power everyone knows about, only nobody’s ever seen it. And the white order is the ancient name for the group of mages who founded the academy a few thousand years ago! The immortal provost and his deputies are the leaders of the order. The ancients weren’t just fighting monsters; they were fighting mages, too!” 
 
      
 
    Mission updated: Ancient History. You learned that the white order is a group of ancient mages who founded the academy, and that they fought regular humans for Dragon’s Blood. This is a secret mission, so you can’t discuss it with anyone besides level 5 lix Ka-Do-Gir and level 9 human Valia Levor. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I just leveled-up… Tailyn, I have that mission, too!” the girl cried excitedly when she read the update. “Hey, since we’re allowed to now, can we tell each other what we know? I think I might have a surprise or two up my sleeve.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    OGM-III outfit. Description: rare item. Outdoor garb for mages that lets them survive the hardships of life outside their tower. Adjustable slots and pockets can change their size depending on the height of the wearer. Waterproof boots. Can regenerate when less than 50% of the surface area is damaged. Includes mimicry and can adjust to look like any clothing you’ve worn previously. Does not include OHM (outdoor headgear for mages). Shield level: +80 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +80 * (level + Enhancement); magic attack: +10 * (level + Enhancement); Mysticism +1; Armor +1. All parameters increased by 3 for each 10 levels the wearer reaches. 
 
      
 
    AFTER TAILYN HAD READ through the description, he couldn’t bring himself to put the outfit on. It was a fairy tale. After all, it went beyond boosting his mana, shield, and magic attack, as it was even fully charged. The moment he put it on, he was going to have 1,260 of his 1,720 mana available. The boy couldn’t believe his good fortune. And judging by Valia’s gaping mouth, even the preparation she’d gone through for the academy hadn’t prepared her for such a generous gift from the god. She got over her shock much faster than Tailyn, of course. Looking around the room and realizing there was nowhere to hide, she blushed and muttered over at the boy. 
 
      
 
    “Turn around! I need to change.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay!” Tailyn spun around sharply, his face also turning beet red. And when he heard the clothing rustling behind him, his embarrassment level shot upward, reaching through the city levels, the metro, even the mountain. 
 
      
 
    “What, are you not going to get changed?” the girl asked in surprise when she was done. She would never have suspected the outfit could be so comfortable, and that was despite the fact that her father had never skimped on her clothing. Tailyn began stripping off the old model. When he got down to his underwear, he realized in a daze that Valia wasn’t planning on turning around. He wanted to sink down through the floor to One’s level, maybe farther. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, aren’t we such a fading lily,” the girl snorted when she figured out why the boy had turned to stone. Making a point of spinning on her heel, she began digging through everything else she’d gotten. The cold ring formed a thick ring of cold air around her that did marginal damage while pinning opponents to the ground for thirty seconds. It was a great option for a quick getaway, the only problem being that her wisdom was only at level one. With a heavy heart, she did her best not to look at her mysticism or intellect, adding the free point she’d gotten for leveling-up to her wisdom. That let her use the card. Sadly, it was only that one, as the second required eight wisdom. 
 
      
 
    Jungle Call card. Description: an epic magic card that summons an army of monsters from the depths of the jungle to attack the summoner’s opponent. The level and number of the summoned creatures depends on the card owner’s level and magic attack. Duration: Magic Attack seconds. Includes 5 charges. Charges remaining: 5. Time between uses: 48 hours. Double requirement for Wisdom (minimum required for use: 8). Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    It was a great card for an advanced mage and a useless one for uneducated children yet to enroll in the academy. With a rueful look on her face, Valia dropped it into her inventory. Perhaps, it would come in handy one day. The rustling had stopped, she noticed just then, and so she turned to look at Tailyn. The new outfit looked great on him, turning a country bumpkin into capital dandy. He was suddenly the kind of guy she could take to a reception without everyone at court laughing at her. But where did that thought come from? 
 
      
 
    “What kind of card did you get?” Valia asked as she tried to clear her head. “I’ve never been this close to anything legendary. Can you show me the description?” 
 
      
 
    “If I could…” Tailyn sighed. He himself was shocked he’d gotten a reward like that, only there wasn’t much point in it. Decades were going to pass before he could use it. 
 
      
 
    Wisdom level insufficient to read this card. Required: 8. 
 
      
 
    And that was just to read the description, which meant it was going to take at least sixteen to use it. What could have been so amazing about the dragon? Did the card really summon one to burn all things living? It certainly sounded great… 
 
      
 
    There was also a hitch in their plan to exchange what they knew about the ancients. Tailyn wasn’t able to put together a packet of information and send it to Valia, not because he didn’t want to, but because he just couldn’t. He still didn’t have the mission functionality despite the many the god had sent him. Clearly, it wasn’t always a benefit to be incompletely initiated. Valia thought for a long while before looking at Tailyn guiltily and declining to send over what she knew. The girl didn’t want to give it up for free, so they decided to put off the exchange until they both joined the academy a year and a half later. 
 
      
 
    “Wait here. Please,” Tailyn said as he opened the door. There was no fire, and nobody shot anything at the boy. That was a good sign. Taking a step forward into the corridor, he was immediately noticed. 
 
      
 
    Verifying access… 
 
      
 
    A couple nerve-wracking seconds ticked by that felt like an eternity, though whoever was doing the check didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. Tailyn had every right to be on that level. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the boy was able to take a moment to look around. He’d never seen a corridor like that one. Instead of stone or even wood or plaster, the walls were made out of metal. Tailyn tried to calculate how much the whole thing was worth, but he gave up. The numbers he came up with were too high to point to anything but an error in his accounting. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn wasn’t about to head back to the horrifying room or One’s tomb. Valia definitely wasn’t getting out that way. Remembering his plan, the boy headed in the opposite direction as the shower, looking around as he went and stopped to hold his cards up to his mouth every time he heard a sound. Of course, he’d recharged them all, already. There had even been mana to spare—a whole 308—thanks to the timely bump to his card saturation skill. But there were no opponents to be seen. Nobody was in any hurry to punish the boy for venturing doing into the heart of the city, and it didn’t seem like anyone besides One was even alive down there. Where was Lirhart? Climbing up a set of stairs, the boy carefully made his way to the next level up, but that didn’t help anything. Everything there was quiet and empty, too. The rooms Tailyn checked was all completely bare. Of course, he knew very well that all the valuables were hidden behind the locked doors, but he couldn’t do anything about that. 
 
      
 
    No access to player Carlin Del’s personal room. 
 
      
 
    Each successive room gave Tailyn a similar message, the only difference being the names. No matter what he tried, he couldn’t get through the steel barriers. 
 
      
 
    But the level wasn’t as empty as the boy had initially suspected. After tramping through yet another hallway with no sign of Lirhart, whoever he was, Tailyn suddenly saw a break in the metal wall. And the gap opened up into a tiny stone cave. The bottom was slightly lower, and so he had to use a set of ledges serving as stairs to get down into the cave. But what had captured the boy’s attention? In the very middle of the cave, a large crystal was shining with a blue flame. 
 
      
 
    When he’d told Valia about his adventures, Tailyn hadn’t bothered to hide how he’d picked up his first parameters. It took her a second to get over the shock, too—throughout her ten years, it had been beaten into her head that possession of a crystal was punishable by death with no chance of appeal. But Tailyn had been able to convince her that he didn’t have a choice. He really had wanted to hand the blue stones over to the city elder, he just hadn’t gotten that far. And the lix had used the other crystal himself. Tailyn hadn’t had anything to do with that. 
 
      
 
    But right there in front of him was yet another wonder of the world. With a crystal there capable of giving him another parameter, the boy knew all too well that he wasn’t going to just let it be. But was he going to tell Valia about what he was about to grab? Probably not. There was no need to get her worked up about it. 
 
      
 
    His mind made up, Tailyn headed down and touched the crystal. The lix had slashed at it with his claws, but the boy had neither the tools nor the skill. All he could do was hope for the god’s mercy and his own good luck. 
 
      
 
    You don’t have the Crystal Miner skill. 
 
      
 
    If you destroy this deposit, you will only receive 1 crystal. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to destroy this crystal deposit? 
 
      
 
    That was an intriguing bit of information. Apparently, if the boy picked up the right skill, he would get multiple crystals each time. Everything in him wanted to go find a remote terminal and buy himself the parameter, especially since he had enough gold for it, but the problem was that there weren’t any terminals. So yes, he was going to destroy it. 
 
      
 
    The cave was dipped into darkness only to have something smaller and less bright push the gloom back a second later. 
 
      
 
    Dividing loot… 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives 1 crystal. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to boost an attribute or a skill? 
 
      
 
    That unpleasant message elicited a frown from the boy—Valia was going to know that he’d gotten his hands on a forbidden crystal, and by all rights he was supposed to stick it in his inventory so he could hand it over to the authorities at the first possible opportunity. The boy stood there for a while, turning the crystal over in his hands as he decided what to do. Of course, he knew which parameter to boost. But was that the right moment for it? Finally, he decided it was. The stronger he became, the better their chances were of getting back to the city. But what would the girl say? For some reason, Tailyn cared about her opinion. With a heavy heart, he accepted the offer and selected the right line. If Valia turned him in, so be it. 
 
      
 
    Enhancement +1 (7). 
 
      
 
    His parameters all jumped up to drive the fear away. First came surviving; there would be time enough to worry later. After heading back up to the hallway and wandering around for a little while longer, Tailyn came to the conclusion that there was nothing else for him there. Lirhart had to be higher up. 
 
      
 
    Another staircase led the boy into a cold room. His OGM-III began to heat up, warming his body, and the boy stopped short in surprise. There hadn’t been anything about that in the description, though he was absolutely a fan. No longer was he going to have to worry about the winter cold—the blizzards in their parts could be particularly bitter. 
 
      
 
    His ears and nose began to tingle. The temperature was falling to the point that it felt like the coldest night of the year, and Tailyn did his best to stagger his breathing for fear of something freezing up inside him. Life without the headgear was difficult, but he pushed onward with dogged determination, checking room after room. They were all locked and belonged to players with strange names. Judging by the projection, there was supposed to be a big hall ahead, and that’s what Tailyn was braving the cold to get to. 
 
      
 
    One more turn, a doorway, and the boy finally reached his goal. He was barely breathing, his palms protecting his face as he peered out between his fingers. The boy had never felt anything so cold. And with his ears and nose already beyond feeling, he hoped his regeneration would take care of him. 
 
      
 
    But no sooner did Tailyn see what was in the room, than his hands let go of his face and grabbed hold of his cards. In the center of the enormous hall, there was a desk holding a remote terminal. And above it, there was a box so hot it was glowing. It was surrounded by four devices generating the cold that had turned the level into an icy wilderness. But the strangest part was that the glowing box had its own name. 
 
      
 
    Lirhart (mechanism). One’s senior minion. Age 3508. Level 230. 
 
      
 
    “How did you get here?” an odd, lifeless voice asked. It was coming from the workstation. “Actually, that doesn’t matter. You will be destroyed, the master will be reborn, and humankind will fall. The black lixes will restore everything you destroyed.” 
 
      
 
    On that pleasant note, Tailyn decided to act. Something moved behind him, but he was too busy to pay any attention. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The wave of fire ripped forward to drive away the fierce cold. Already glowing, the box got even hotter, though it was able to withstand the blow. Even the freezers next to it survived, beginning to pump out even more cold. And that was a problem. Tailyn had been very much hoping to do some kind of damage, but he’d come up more or less empty. 
 
      
 
    That’s when things took an unexpected turn. A hand slammed down on the boy’s right shoulder and began to press him into the ground. Tailyn tried to turn quickly, but it didn’t work—he was being held so tightly that he was left nearly immobile. By twisting his neck, he was finally able to see who his opponent was, though he almost wished he hadn’t. His perception gave him a bit of awfully unpleasant news. 
 
      
 
    Protective Golem (mechanism). Guard. Level 180. 
 
      
 
    The creature, which looked like an enormous snowman made out of three spheres stuck one to another, had stepped right out of the wall. The doorway was visible behind it. And while the monster moved slowly, that didn’t impact its grip in the least. Tailyn screamed in pain as he dug his legs in to try and get away. But the giant’s icy fingers crushed down with such power that all the boy earned himself was a crunch that left his right arm dangling uselessly. A wave of pain rushed through his body, followed quickly by a surge of rage. He hadn’t come that far just to die at the hands of some slowpoke monster. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Fireball-II. 
 
      
 
    You did 162 damage to Protective Golem. 
 
      
 
    Mana -1 (537). 
 
      
 
    The fireball drove away the bitter cold for a few seconds, but that was all it did. The golem wasn’t even staggered when it took the hit to the face. Instead, it kept pressing Tailyn into the ground, its fingers tearing through the boy’s outfit and ripping into his body. Happily, that dulled the pain. Cold air flooded the costume, freezing Tailyn’s shoulder, and while the OGM-III still held up, it didn’t look like that was going to remain the case for long. It was moments away from shutting down. Tailyn panicked, not sure what to do. His cards were useless against the monsters. Fire did nothing… 
 
      
 
    But then it hit him. Would something else do the trick? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Strike-I. 
 
      
 
    You did 162 damage to Lirhart, One’s senior minion, a level 230 creature, and stunned it for 30 seconds due to its weakness against electricity. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 49 of 50. 
 
      
 
    The golem’s grip weakened as it suddenly turned motionless. Tailyn wrenched himself loose with a wild cry, barely able to pull the creature’s arms apart. His right arm was completely useless. Doing his best to ignore the pain, the boy cheered himself up with a mental pat on the back for guessing correctly. In just a second, he’d figured out what was going on and identified who his main target was. The golem was merely a machine. It was Lirhart. The combat status told Tailyn there was only one opponent to reckon with, not two, and that meant Lirhart was wielding the golem much as Tailyn himself might have wielded a sword. That’s why the boy’s bolt of lightning had been sent right at the glowing box rather than the monster holding his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    Time was running out, and that helped Tailyn forget the pain and dash forward. His lightning didn’t do much damage. Taking out a level 230 creature with it was an impossible task, but that wasn’t what the boy had in mind. All he needed to do was keep Lirhart stunned. With 49 charges left, he could do that for nearly half an hour, and that was enough time for his plan to work. 
 
      
 
    Overcoming the absurdly low temperature, Tailyn made it over to the cold generators. It was impossible to describe how the air felt there. The heat coming from Lirhart mixed with the monstrous ice to create a strange kind of turbulence, cutting to the bone and simultaneously drawing a sweat with its incredible heat. An energy cable was connected to each generator. Grabbing one of them, the boy pulled as hard as he could, and something eventually snapped. Tailyn flew backwards onto the floor. One of the four generators was gone, and the area immediately felt much warmer. 
 
      
 
    And that was Tailyn’s plan. Sending another bolt of lightning down on Lirhart, the boy went to work on the second generator. Then, the third. The moment the fourth sputtered to a stop, Lirhart’s red glow began to intensify, overheating until something incredible happened just a moment before it was going to melt itself to death. 
 
      
 
    City of the Dead systems conserved. Load reduced by 99%. 
 
      
 
    The light in the room died away, just one dim lamp and the boy’s cooling opponent remaining to illuminate the area. Tailyn realized he’d lost. Lirhart had found a way to survive without his cold generators, and the golem began making his way toward the boy once again, only without its previous sluggishness. To the contrary, it picked up speed with each passing second as if coming to life after the cold had died away. Tailyn sent another bolt of lightning crashing uselessly into Lirhart. Having conserved the city, the mechanism had earned itself immunity to electric damage, and the boy wasn’t going to be able to take a monster like that out even with a hundred level one cards. 
 
      
 
    But then, it occurred to him that he didn’t need to do the damage. Lirhart could destroy itself. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li… 
 
      
 
    You used Fireball-II. 
 
      
 
    You did 162 damage to Lirhart, One’s senior minion. 
 
      
 
    Mana -1 (536). 
 
      
 
    The desk holding the workstation was large enough that the golem couldn’t reach across it. Its lethargy completely behind it, the enormous mechanism dashed after the boy, but its size did it in. Tailyn, who was nimble and flexible, ducked around the table like a mongoose while the golem was forced to either come to a halt or speed up and spin farther away from the desk. It couldn’t find the right speed to get around the table. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li… Ka-Li… Ka-Li… 
 
      
 
    Tailyn kept a storm of fireballs hurtling in Lirhart’s direction, each hit boosting its temperature by three degrees. And while that might not have been much on its own, the boy already knew what kind of a fearsome weapon that could be. Especially against devices that weren’t able to cool themselves. 
 
      
 
    Something started to happen when the card was down to fifteen charges. Lirhart’s metal body was red-hot yet again, both from Tailyn’s efforts and its own attempts to figure out a defense against the savage human. Lirhart didn’t know how many cards Tailyn had, though what it did know was that it wasn’t going to be able to take another hundred degrees. Right then, it decided to act. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn himself wasn’t sure why he froze in place. There was a vague buzzing that made the boy stop and listen, and when the overjoyed golem spread its arms to finally grasp its prey, it met its end. The level 180 monster turned into a pile of metal chopped cleanly into tiny little pieces. Pain shot through Tailyn’s body, though the lesson of the golem told him he needed to stand there and take it no matter how bad it hurt. 
 
      
 
    The whole room was filled with red wires…lines…rays? Tailyn wasn’t sure what to call them. They’d shot out of one wall and buried themselves in the other, no obstacle too great for them—both the golem and Tailyn’s body were pierced straight through. In fact, as the golem came after the boy, it pushed right through one of the threads and toppled to the ground, split right in half. And since there were lots of rays, the part of the creature that fell to the ground was diced up into even smaller pieces. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was hit, too. One ray pierced his immobile arm and shoulder. Any motion just widened the hole, intensifying the pain and suffering, and so the boy stood there motionless. He knew he would repeat the golem’s fate if he made the smallest move. The only thing that saved him was that he was behind and protected by Lirhart, who had carved out a line-free space for itself. 
 
      
 
    The boy strained his eyes upward to see that the device was hot but still working. His left arm crept upward, pressing itself against his body and holding a card up to his mouth. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    He was not about to give in. Even if he was split to pieces, he was still going to fry that bastard. There had to be enough charges. 
 
      
 
    The world around faded, but Tailyn continued blowing on the card even when it had completely run out. The last remnants of willpower were all that was keeping him standing. Not knowing where he was finding the strength, he focused everything in him on not toppling over. Not then. He needed to hold out just a little longer. 
 
      
 
    But the heat coming from Lirhart as the device overheated was unbearable, and Tailyn began to tremble. His legs gave out. His body fell to the ground. But there were no more red beams there to cut him up into much small little pieces of boy. Instead, the god pronounced its will, filling Tailyn’s vision with messages: 
 
      
 
    Mission update: City of the Dead. You destroyed the sacrificial stone (terminal) in the underground level. From now on, One’s revival is in doubt—the city no longer has a single sacrificial stone capable of swallowing up human essence and transferring it to the protective dome. Continue by blocked off access to One’s tomb for all living things. 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
      
 
    Alchemy (Magic Enhancement Elixir) +1 (2). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Attention! 
 
      
 
    Lirhart sent a request for help. 
 
      
 
    New opponents will arrive in the City of the Dead in 12 hours. 
 
      
 
    Prepare to meet them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You completed an additional mission for Search for Coordinates by destroying Lirhart, One’s senior minion. 
 
      
 
    Your group receives a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
      
 
    Alchemy (Mana Restoration Potion) +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You destroyed a creature at least 200 levels above you. 
 
      
 
    All your attributes and skills were increased by 1. 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    All security systems in the city were disconnected after Lirhart’s death. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You were severely injured. 
 
      
 
    Time for full recovery: 5 hours. 
 
      
 
    That was the last thing Tailyn saw before sweet darkness took him. He’d won, and he was going to live. Nothing else mattered. Although… What about the loot? Was he going to get any? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “DON’T TOUCH HIM—he’ll be better soon.” Valanil’s voice broke through the blackness, and Tailyn opened his eyes. Something didn’t seem right, so he sat up and looked around. 
 
      
 
    “Careful! Your wounds haven’t closed yet,” the herbalist said, and Tailyn finally realized what was off. He was in the main hall of the palace’s upper level. Not underground. 
 
      
 
    “I had the girls carry you here.” Valanil nodded in the direction of the numericals, who were huddling together and jumping at every noise they heard. “Dort is down there trying to break into at least one room. So, you picked up the third mage outfit, did you? Not bad, congratulations. What happened down there? Why did the energy suddenly shut off in the city?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing down there!” Dort roared angrily. Tailyn just about cursed when part of the wall lifted to reveal the elder’s son. 
 
      
 
    “That’s an elevator,” Valia explained. She was sitting next to Tailyn and saw the shocked look on his face. “They brought you up that way. Wait, don’t tell me you’ve never seen one before!” 
 
      
 
    “Where would he have?” Dort asked with a contemptuous snort as he tried to stay as far away from the girl as possible. “He’s used to pigs and dirt. Father can’t wait to kick him out of the house, so we just have to get back to town. We’ll have a long talk there.” 
 
      
 
    After glancing unpleasantly at the girl, Dort went over to the charred remains of the stairs and looked up, checking to see how he could get up to the next floor. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you three,” he called over to the numericals with a wave of his hand. “Get over here! You climb onto her shoulders, you hold her up, and I’ll climb up you. What are you waiting for? Hop to!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was shocked by his nerve, but he took his cue from Valanil—she thought nothing of what Dort was doing, so he left well enough alone, too. The girls followed orders obediently. As soon as they were in position, the boy clambered up them easily to get to the second floor. 
 
      
 
    “Ah-ha!” came his happy shout. “There’s plenty to grab up here!” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’ve never seen an elevator,” Tailyn said before turning to Valia. “Did you save me?” 
 
      
 
    “You saved yourself—don’t embarrass the girl,” Valanil said, having given up on getting answers to her questions. Forian had apparently done a good job teaching his student how to hold his tongue. But that was fine—she was still going to crack him. They just needed to get back. “Where’s the lix?” 
 
      
 
    “Gone,” Tailyn replied and glowered at the open door. The portal was out there in the square. 
 
      
 
    “All the better. Okay, kids, have we figured out how to get home, yet?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Tailyn figured out what had been bothering him the whole time. There was a timer counting down the time to the attack at the top of his field of vision, and there were just ten minutes left. Had he really laid there unconscious for almost twelve hours? 
 
      
 
    “Black lixes are going to be showing up soon,” the boy yelled as he leaped to his feet. “We have to get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “Where are we supposed to go?” Valanil asked, cooling the boy’s ardor. “There are thousands of inferior minions surrounding the city, and you don’t have enough charges on your cards to kill them all. The city is cut off. There’s no outlet to the surface. All we have is the air around us, and it’s generated by a purification plant. We’re in a trap, Tailyn. The only way out is that portal, only it leads right into the lix’s lair. Black, green, greenish-purple, it doesn’t matter. They’ll kill us, regardless.” 
 
      
 
    “Hide! Get up to the second level! I’m not sure, but we have to go somewhere,” the worried boy said. “They’ll be here in ten minutes!” 
 
      
 
    Valanil tensed up—Tailyn was too nervous. And when he started recharging his cards and putting them in the right order with shaking hands, she caught his agitation. 
 
      
 
    “How many of them will there be?” she asked as she looked over in the direction of the portal. Yes, it was thicker than it had been a few hours before. Someone was about to use it. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know!” Tailyn replied. He was on the verge of tears, woefully unprepared to handle that kind of responsibility. With barely enough mana to recharge his cards, the remainder wasn’t going to cover what he needed to spend the entirety of his Fireball-II. Of the 150 mana he needed, he only had 120. He was basically out. 
 
      
 
    Attention! 
 
      
 
    The first wave of black lixes will arrive in 10 minutes. (The time was reduced by 7 hours per the agreement with One). 
 
      
 
    Opponents: 20. Levels: 7–15. 
 
      
 
    “I’m inviting you all to the group!” Valia realized what was going on and decided to get everyone on the same team. “It’ll be easier to see what’s happening with everyone that way.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Valanil replied. “Make me the leader.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not—” The girl was about to stand up for herself when the herbalist cut in. 
 
      
 
    “We could argue about who’s in charge, but we don’t have time for that. Believe me, I have more experience than you. My team made it through to the third round at the academy arena. Can you say that?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Valia said uncomfortably as she made the changes to the group settings. 
 
      
 
    New group leader: Valanil Revolt. 
 
      
 
    The last thing the herbalist was expecting was what popped up in front of her. The numericals were just as useless and expendable as their names suggested, nothing more than meat shields if it came down to hand-to-hand combat. They had neither shields nor attack. And while the lixes ate them, the rest of the group could decide what to do next. Dort was still off somewhere above them. Judging by the sounds he was making, the kid was trying to break down yet another door. But it was the remaining two that were the most intriguing. Valia was at level nine, though Valanil would have placed her at level fourteen or even fifteen based on her parameters. And as far as Tailyn was concerned… The boy knew how to surprise. The woman wasn’t sure if it was a pleasant surprise or not, but they at least finally had a shot at surviving. A glance over his stats put him right at the threshold for level eighteen. But he was still level one, and that made Valanil nervous. She didn’t like surprises. 
 
      
 
    “We need a rope,” the herbalist said as if she knew something. Still, she grunted when Tailyn just pulled a coil out of his inventory without asking any questions. And it was thick enough for even the useless girls to climb up, not to mention her. 
 
      
 
    “Dort, get over here! We need your help!” she yelled, though the elder’s son just ignored her and kept battering away at the door. 
 
      
 
    “Valia?” Valanil motioned over at the numericals and then up at the hole in the ceiling. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” the girl replied with a nod as she grabbed the rope. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, we need time to regroup and dig in. Can you take care of the first wave?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” he replied fervently as he looked his cards over. It was a crazy feeling, but the woman he considered the pinnacle of wisdom needed his help. “The lixes aren’t good against electricity, and my card is completely charged.” 
 
      
 
    “Take care of them, and them come over to where we are. We’ll hide on the second floor—it’ll be easier to hold off the rest of the attacks from there.” 
 
      
 
    “How many will there be?” That was the question on the forefront of Tailyn’s mind. 
 
      
 
    “Usually three or four, with each much more dangerous than the previous one. So, get ready. I hope your mana has enough time to recharge in the breaks between the waves.” 
 
      
 
    Valia easily made her way up to the second floor, secured one end of the rope, and tossed the other end back down to the rest of the group. The nameless girls were first up. Valanil grunted as she gave them a shove—even that bit of physical activity was too much for them. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stepped out of the palace and headed in the direction of the portal. By the time the timer had counted down to three seconds, he’d covered half the distance and stopped. There was no point going any further. Pulling out his deck as he battled his fear, he blew on a card. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 5 times. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 45 of 50. 
 
      
 
    For a couple seconds, nothing happened, and the boy started to wonder if he’d made a mistake and wasted valuable resources. But that was when the shadows started popping out of the portal. They rushed toward the palace, only they were met by devastating fire cast by a powerful mage instead of open air. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed 19 creatures at least 10 levels above you. 
 
      
 
    You receive a boost to a random attribute. 
 
      
 
    Regeneration +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The second wave of black lixes will arrive in 1 minute. 
 
      
 
    Opponents: 50. Levels: 15–20. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn read the message with surprise and stared at the shimmering red icon with the crossed swords. Why nineteen, when there had been twenty opponents? Where was the last one? And why wasn’t the combat complete? How was he supposed to charge his cards? What was going on? 
 
      
 
    The boy wasn’t ready for a new set of problems. Casting a glance over at the palace, he saw that the numericals were almost up—the third was clambering up the rope with Valanil’s help. But time was running short, and Tailyn decided to head back to the portal. A couple seconds later, another fifty lixes were going to jump out. And they were higher-level, too, which meant he was going to need more fire. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 10 times. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 35 of 50. 
 
      
 
    The portal kicked in, and the counter began climbing as the lixes were burned alive. One. Five. Ten. Twenty. Twenty-five. Thirty-five… Tailyn liked what was happening. With his parameters, the fire held out for eighteen seconds, doing 1,810 damage per second. Not many creatures out there were capable of withstanding that kind of inferno. But then, something went wrong. The next black bolt of lightning to pop out of the portal dashed off to the side rather than torching itself in the boy’s fire. The hair stood up on the back of Tailyn’s neck. After just a second, the black streak broke out of the fire, having sacrificed almost all of its shield. But it was alive. Right behind it came a second. And then, a third. All fifteen of the monsters remaining from the second wave survived by jumping out of the fire, heading in all different directions, no less. They were all drinking potions to restore their shields, too, and came dashing after the boy as soon as they figured out where he was. 
 
      
 
    What happened next was nothing short of panic. Seeing the beasts hurtling toward him with jaws gaping and fangs bared, the boy sent two waves of ten charges each toward both sides. That expanded the damage zone and finally gave him the result he was looking for: 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 20 times. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 15 of 50. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed 50 creatures at least 10 levels above you… 
 
      
 
    Mysticism +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    Armor +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    Wisdom +1 (4). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The third wave of black lixes will arrive in 1 minute. 
 
      
 
    Opponents: 100. Levels: 25+. 
 
      
 
    His attributes were climbing, but that meant nothing to Tailyn in the moment. While the second wave was gone, the combat status was still keeping him from charging his card. And that was a problem—fifteen waves weren’t going to be enough to take out 100 opponents. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, we’re all up. Get over here!” Valanil yelled, and the boy dashed off toward the palace. The nearest dead lix was right there, but loot was the last thing on Tailyn’s mind. He needed to rejoin the group so— 
 
      
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stopped so suddenly he just about slammed face-first into the ground. There was a lix blocking the entrance to the palace, the very one that had survived the first wave. Only it wasn’t another of the lixes as dark as the night. No, Tailyn knew the one in front of him had bright green skin regardless of the armor covering him. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir was back. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn Vlashich, I’m sorry our paths had to cross so soon. Halas counted me worthy and invited me to join his army, which saved my tribe. Nobody will touch anyone close to a warrior fighting for the great Halas. I’ll mourn you as a worthy adversary.” 
 
      
 
    “Partner, don’t do this. It’s me, Tailyn!” the boy stammered, though he still pulled his cards up and found the right one just in case. He couldn’t believe he was going to have to fight someone he’d just spent several days with. 
 
      
 
    But the lix couldn’t have cared less. He was following his own principles, the partnership was over, and he was facing down an enemy that was incredibly dangerous if small. Before the boy could use his card, the lix flashed over. Ka-Do-Gir knew how to take out shamans, so he assumed mages would be the same. The level seven creature’s steel claws flashed by with blinding speed, keeping the mage from lifting his hands to his mouth. Even the lix’s teeth joined his front two pairs of limbs—he knew the boy’s shield was incredibly strong, so he couldn’t give him so much as a second to breath. And while the powerful blows were swallowed up by Tailyn’s shield, the impact still rocked him. Bruises began to appear on his unprotected face. His nose started bleeding. Not expecting that kind of an unrelenting onslaught, the mage was unable to put up a fight, turning into a training dummy. And that suited Ka-Do-Gir just fine. The whole thing would be over faster. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was in shock. The lix’s strikes were painful, but far worse was the hurt tearing him in two from the inside. He still couldn’t believe Ka-Do-Gir was attacking him. Even with his shield down to almost nothing, the boy was powerless—his opponent wasn’t letting him use his cards. Quick strikes to the mage’s head and arms kept them away from each other. 
 
      
 
    Yet another blow sent Tailyn flying. The boy landed hard on his back, even hearing something crack, and his shields weren’t enough to cushion the impact. But the stars that danced in front of him helped him come to terms with the undeniable fact that Ka-Do-Gir had gone from partner to enemy. And a dangerous, deadly enemy he was, too. Dropping to the ground, Tailyn turned his back to the lix. The latter landed another hit, but the boy had time to pull a trick out of his bag. It didn’t matter that he couldn’t see his assailant. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Last Chance. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 3 of 5. 
 
      
 
    You protected yourself from physical damage inflicted by level 7 lix Ka-Do-Gir. 
 
      
 
    This card will be available again in 48 hours. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn sighed in relief as he finally found himself no longer being battered and tossed around like a little kitten. His wisdom had bumped up to level four just in time. Turning back to face the lix, the boy just about jumped—the steel claws were still raining down. His opponent couldn’t figure out what was going on, so he kept up the assault, only that time even the impact wasn’t hurting Tailyn. There, in his semitransparent protective field, one not unlike the dome the lix had grabbed, he had nothing to fear from Ka-Do-Gir. 
 
      
 
    The boy’s attention was grabbed by the timer—the next wave of lixes was going to appear just thirty seconds later. And after realizing that he had no more time to lose, he went to work. There hadn’t been any warning about using cards inside the dome, so he pulled out the next one in his list, looked up at the snarling lix, who was turning more savage by the moment, and uttered his two syllables. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Strike-I. 
 
      
 
    You did 181 damage to level 7 green lix Ka-Do-Gir and stunned him for 30 seconds due to his weakness against electricity. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 49 of 50. 
 
      
 
    The twitching body hit the ground, and Tailyn stood up, breaking his protection. He didn’t need it anymore. And because the lix had to have pushed through his waves of fire when he showed up, the boy knew his shield was just about gone. It was time for his next card. 
 
      
 
    You used Fireball-II. 
 
      
 
    You did 271 damage to level 7 green lix Ka-Do-Gir. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 149 of 150. 
 
      
 
    With neither a bang nor an explosion, the lix’s shield just evaporated, leaving the remains of the ball of fire to slam into his body. It left an enormous burn on his side and filled the air with an acrid smell. The portal flashed. The next wave of opponents was about to break through. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, finish him! You’re out of time!” Valanil yelled. The boy turned to see the herbalist’s head peering down from the second story. She’d been watching the battle, having done nothing to help the boy, though it was possible there was nothing she could have done to help him. 
 
      
 
    With a heavy heart, Tailyn used his card again. Even stunned, the lix snarled in pain as his back legs were turned into charred stumps. 
 
      
 
    “I trusted you!” Tailyn yelled. He didn’t know if the lix could hear him or not, but that didn’t matter. He needed to let out everything that had been building up inside. “I thought you were my friend, and you betrayed me. I hate you, hear me? I hate you!” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, hurry!” Valanil screamed, panic making her voice shrill. The portal stopped blinking as the first black lixes started jumping out. They were powerful, well-equipped, terrifying. Halas’ personal guard was in the city to finish off the enemies entrenched there. 
 
      
 
    One more strike, and Ka-Do-Gir’s life would have been over. But Tailyn, regardless of what he said, couldn’t bring himself to finish the lix. After spending his last second realizing that, he dashed off toward the palace as fast as he could. Valanil was already pulling up the rope, so he had to leap and catch it in mid-air, the numericals’ tenacious arms helping him up a few leaps later. And he was just in time. The first wave of high-level lixes was pouring into the palace. 
 
      
 
    Everyone knew they were going to have little problem jumping up to the second story. Tailyn turned, bent over the hole, and whispered to his cards. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 15 times. 
 
      
 
    Charges remaining: 0 of 50. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed 24 creatures at least 10 levels above you… 
 
      
 
    Enhancement +1 (9). 
 
      
 
    There was a wild shriek, and the group of humans was safe for twenty seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Can you charge your card?” Valanil asked, though Tailyn could only sigh heavily. The combat status was still going strong. All he had left was his electric strike and fireballs, neither of which was going to be enough to break through the armor creatures at level twenty-five and higher had. 
 
      
 
    “You let the lix live. Why? He was there to kill you, and you were weak,” Valanil said suddenly to the boy. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t,” he replied honestly, unable to pull his gaze away from the inferno below. Or possibly, he was looking down there to avoid meeting the herbalist’s disapproving look. The boy himself didn’t know why he’d done what he’d done. He just couldn’t kill an…enemy? No. A former friend. 
 
      
 
    “That’s weakness, Tailyn,” Valanil said. “Show it again, and the lix will get you. Do you think you’ll always be lucky the way you were that time?” 
 
      
 
    There was nothing the boy could say. The herbalist was right—his former partner had shown up to kill him, and he hadn’t been able to answer in kind. 
 
      
 
    “This is a palace,” Valia said. “There has to be some kind of good security system. Ah… If we hadn’t taken out all the terminals, I could have figured it out…” 
 
      
 
    “There is another terminal, and I’m not the only one with access. You can use it, too!” Tailyn cried. Hope kindled once more. Remembering the layout of the palace’s second floor, he leaped to his feet, fully confident in their victory. “But we’re going to have to break down a door and do some climbing.” 
 
      
 
    “Lead on!” Valia replied excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “This city belonged to the ancients,” Valanil said, though she still ran after the kids while gesturing for the rest to follow. She didn’t see a way out, so there wasn’t any reason not to see what the odd pair came up with. “How do you know about their technology?” 
 
      
 
    “My father taught me how to work their settings,” Valia called back as she ran. “He wanted me to be ready for when I take over.” 
 
      
 
    “Your father has his own terminal?” Despite the situation, Valanil was surprised. What kind of girl had her own terminal? Even Isor didn’t have one. 
 
      
 
    “Is that really so important right now?” Tailyn yelled as he turned down another hallway and stopped in front of metal-reinforced doors. “This is us!” 
 
      
 
    “Get out of the way!” Dort wheezed as he gulped down air. The little bastard wasn’t used to running. Pulling out a long pin, Dort stuck it into the opening and threw his weight against it. “What are you just standing there for, you idiots? You think I’m supposed to do everything myself?” 
 
      
 
    The numericals dashed over to Dort—his word was law for them. Tailyn was even surprised the elder’s son was able to get the door open so easily. Something snapped, the door bent, there was a click, and it suddenly swung to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Get inside!” Tailyn shouted, leading the way. He’d been right—it was the same room he’d already been in. The hallway filled with happy yelps and the sound of snapping jaws as the fiery whirlpool died away, the lixes jumping through to chase down their quarry. 
 
      
 
    “The terminal!” Valia cried happily, but Tailyn was in time to stop her. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch it—that’s a dummy! You can’t use it!” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” the girl asked, frowning with fingers just centimeters from the buttons. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know… Just don’t touch anything here. We need to keep going…” 
 
      
 
    There was a thud as Valanil slammed the door shut, though it immediately bent under a blow. The lixes had found the fugitives. There was another blow. Then, another. But the door held up. Tailyn knew they were just about out of time, their opponents too smart not to quickly figure out how to get through the barrier. The group had to get away. 
 
      
 
    “You, come here,” Dort called suddenly, gesturing one of the girls over to the terminal. “Tap that button and turn the security system on!” 
 
      
 
    “But I—” the numerical started, but the boy jumped in immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Now!” 
 
      
 
    That was enough for her to head over. Tailyn was about to jump in front of her, but Valanil’s heavy hand on his shoulder stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do it, kid. We have to see if you’re right.” 
 
      
 
    The numerical turned around nervously looking for support, but Dort just gestured harshly toward the buttons. Closing her eyes, the girl brought a finger down on the button as she muttered something under her breath. 
 
      
 
    And with that, the Partners group was down a member. There was no cry, no groan, no flash of lighting. The girl just disintegrated into a pile of black ash. Even the blows raining down on the door stopped for a second—everything fell quiet. 
 
      
 
    “No, we can’t use that terminal,” Dort said with terrifying ease, almost as though nothing had happened. But after looking out the window, he cursed. “Wow, look at all of them. Tailyn, why aren’t you burning them up? I’m going to tell father, and it’s your fault the numerical died. Shouldn’t have been down here playing around with that lix—your partner brought an entire army here with him…” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up,” Valia said sharply. “Dort, believe me, if we get out of here, nobody’s going to be happy to see you.” 
 
      
 
    “You shut up,” the kid replied, though he took a step away from the girl. “I’m telling my father, and he’ll send you off to spend the rest of your life in the mines.” 
 
      
 
    “What?! I’m going to—” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet!” Valanil had had enough. “Tailyn, you said we were going to have to do some climbing. Where? Tailyn, are you listening to me? Tailyn!” 
 
      
 
    The boy said nothing. With eyes glazed over, he stared out the window the architect had just happened to point in the direction of the portal. There were lots of lixes. A terrifying number of them. But it wasn’t the quantity that had turned Tailyn into a statue—no, that was the single lix who had appeared riding a beast flashing golden sparks. 
 
      
 
    Or rather, it was the message the god had sent the boy: 
 
      
 
    You met your personal enemy. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I KNOW HIM,” Valia hissed when she saw where Tailyn was looking. “That golden beast killed our whole group. Magic does nothing to it!” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, the door isn’t going to hold for long!” Valanil practically yelled, and the flimsy barrier shook once more as if in confirmation. The herbalist was sweating as she pushed her entire body against it. Happily, Dort knew his stuff, as he’d opened the door for them while leaving the latch intact. But the problem was that the door itself was a decoy. The steel plates were dummies made out of some kind of soft wood, and it was going to be a matter of minutes before the lixes burst through. They were running out of time. And the little bastard was just standing there. 
 
      
 
    “Over there, into the opening, climb up the cable! There’s a little door higher up—just kick it if it isn’t open,” Tailyn called back when he shook himself out of his stupor. Valia disappeared into the hole. And while Dort was about to crawl after her, Valanil hissed at him to help her hold the door. The lixes were picking up their intensity, and scraps of wood were beginning to fly everywhere. The door even cracked to let a clawed paw reach through in an attempt to grab the hated humans. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The beast on the other side of the barrier howled in pain, a blessed calm falling for a couple moments as the other lixes dragged their convulsing comrade away. 
 
      
 
    “Keep it up!” Valanil said, gesturing toward the hole. Just then, however, something blue flashed through and buried itself in one of the numerical girls’ head. With no shield, her dead body dropped heavily to the ground, leaving Partners down another member. 
 
      
 
    “Shaman!” Valanil howled hysterically, doing her best to press herself up against the door in such a way that nobody could get to her through the hole. Since Tailyn couldn’t see anyone, he couldn’t use his electric strike, so he took a couple uncertain steps backward. That just earned him an enormous icicle. 
 
      
 
    250 damage received. 
 
      
 
    Shield level reduced. Remaining: 18. 
 
      
 
    The impact was so strong that Tailyn was thrown all the way over against the opposite wall. Stunned and deafened, he slid down it and crumpled in a heap, his eyes turning glassy. Even Ka-Do-Gir hadn’t hit him that hard. 
 
      
 
    “Pull him away!” ordered Valanil, and Tailyn watched in surprise as the world turned on its head and began to move past. He was dragged over to the table. Once again, something hit the door, and new cracks appeared. Hinges flew off, the lock Dort had so deftly handled no longer held, and all that kept the door vertical were the backs of the elder’s son and the herbalist. But everyone knew they weren’t going to last long. One good hit, and— 
 
      
 
    “I found it! Blocking access!” Valia called happily, and something changed. Valanil couldn’t tell what it was at first, so she kept pushing against the door as hard as she could. 
 
      
 
    “Are they gone?” Dort asked nervously a few moments later. “Did we win?” 
 
      
 
    And it was true—nobody was trying to break in, anymore. Valanil wasn’t able to make herself stand up and check to see what had happened for quite a while, though as soon as she did, the door collapsed to the group to reveal an empty hallway. There wasn’t a single lix to be seen. 
 
      
 
    “Get up here!” Valia yelled. “It’s safe!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn finally came to. Pulling himself to his feet, he was about to head over to the window to get another glimpse of his personal enemy when the herbalist stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “Your shield is almost gone. Do you have anything to boost it with?” 
 
      
 
    “N-no,” Tailyn mumbled. “Everything’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Then don’t expose yourself like that again. Dort, you climb up first. Eighty-five, you’re next. And you don’t hang around here too long, my boy—we don’t know when the lixes will be back.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn nodded and finally went over to the window. His enemy was still out there on his golden beast. While the boy had never seen a lion, he’d heard of the enormous cats with their luxurious manes, and from what he could tell, he was looking at one with just a few modifications. For instance, he’d never heard of lions having two tails. One in that case was tipped with a spiked mace; the other had a sharp blade. The beast looked powerful, enormous, definitely bigger than Tailyn, and it was impatiently pawing the ground in an effort to get into the palace and destroy the puny humans. But it couldn’t. Its master was waiting. To his surprise, the boy watched as Ka-Do-Gir was dragged over, a hunched green shaman waved a crooked stick over him, and his former partner transformed back into his usual look. And while Tailyn couldn’t hear what the lixes were saying, their gestures told him he was the subject of their conversation. Every time his personal enemy looked up at the palace, shivers ran down Tailyn’s spine. He was a dangerous opponent. So dangerous, in fact, that the boy could tell from a distance. 
 
      
 
    Halas (black lix). Chieftain. Age 10. Level 82. 
 
      
 
    Appearance-wise, the enemy looked much the same as his fellow tribesmen if a bit shorter. He had six limbs, a terrifying mouthful of teeth, and black skin. But it was his bright blue armor that stood out against the crowd of warriors and drew attention to Halas. How had a monster like that become the boy’s personal enemy? Tailyn made a mental note to go ask the god that question. 
 
      
 
    The conversation with Ka-Do-Gir finally wrapped up, and the lix was sent off. Judging by the fact that Tailyn’s old partner was bathed in a white light, the meeting with Halas had gone well—he’d gotten a boost to one of his attributes. The boy ground his teeth in rage knowing Ka-Do-Gir had said something important. He should have finished the lix when he had the chance. 
 
      
 
    The enemy leaped off his lion and clapped the creature’s flank. It turned, licked its master, and sprinted off toward the palace. Immediately, the security system kicked in—balls of fire began smacking into the onrushing beast. But the lion just kept trucking straight ahead. Soon, it disappeared out of Tailyn’s field of view, and the boy heard a noise in the main hall. Something was going on down there. 
 
      
 
    Valanil’s advice struck him as smart, so he quickly climbed into the shaft and nearly lost his grip in surprise. There was fire all around him. The hole on the first floor was letting in flames from the inferno down there, and it just about reached the boy. The air was hot. Happily, his outfit surprised him by turning on a ventilation or cooling system, though it only worked up to his chest. Tailyn’s head was exposed to the heated air. Still, that wasn’t enough to keep him from climbing upward, especially since it was cooler higher up. The fire wasn’t reaching the second floor. A couple nerve-wracking seconds later, and the boy was next to the door. It was closed, so he had to knock. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Dort poked his head out, not even bothering to hide his annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “What took so long? Okay, empty your pockets.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn just about let go of the cable in surprise. What pockets? 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up,” Valia said from behind Dort. “There’s a chance we can get away!” 
 
      
 
    The elder’s son stepped to the side so Tailyn could climb in, and it was right then that the shaft wall on the second level exploded, sending pieces of plaster flying in every direction. Tailyn’s shield finally gave out. Painful wounds opened up on his legs, and the boy wasn’t able to bite his tongue before he squealed in pain. Down below, the lion’s golden head poked out of the hole, having made its way to the second floor and demolished the room with the dummy terminal. 
 
      
 
    The animal roared and crawled into the shaft. The only problem there was that the walls weren’t strong enough to hold it, and the heavy monster toppled downward. For just a second, Tailyn hoped they were rid of the dangerous beast. But when a rumbling sound broke out along with a chorus of sparks, he saw that it had broken through the grille keeping it from the bottom of the shaft. 
 
      
 
    “They know where we are now, so we need to hurry,” Valanil said in a surprisingly calm voice. “Valia, can you describe what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, let me project the picture.” 
 
      
 
    The last numerical girl left alive let out a muffled squeak as a three-dimensional projection of the palace full of colored dots appeared above the desk. 
 
      
 
    “We’re right here,” Valia said, pointing at a room at the top of the palace. “The only way to get here is by climbing the shaft or breaking through this wall. And it may be thick, but I think a legendary animal like that one is up to the task. There’s no more security system on the first floor—that thing took it out completely. I can’t even imagine how…” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a Nemean lion,” Valanil explained, suddenly realizing that she would be forgiven and even restored to her position in Crobar in exchange for information about the black lix and its card. But is that what she wanted? “A companion summoned with a legendary card. The thought was there were only two of those cards, one with… Well, that’s not important. Anyway, there are apparently three Nemean lions. That definitely changes the balance of power… I have no idea where the lix could have gotten his, and I really don’t know how it can possibly use it—those cards require 64 wisdom. Magic won’t work on the lion. Instead, it’ll just make it stronger, making it perfect for hunting mages and anyone else used to relying on their damn cards.” 
 
      
 
    “There are three of them? Aren’t legendary cards unique?” Tailyn asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you say that? There aren’t many of them, they’re expensive to use, and they’re powerful, but they’re not unique.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there such a thing as unique cards?” he continued. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. They don’t have a rank, though there aren’t many of them, at all. If we get out of here alive, Tailyn, there’s a lot I’ll tell you that you won’t even hear from your mentor.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know all that?” Valia asked with a frown. The girl was confused as to how an herbalist in a provincial town could have gotten her hands on such high-level information. Actually, she wanted in, too. 
 
      
 
    “We all have our secrets, don’t we, sweetie?” Valanil looked over at Valia strangely. “But we’re losing time. Tell Tailyn what we need to do.” 
 
      
 
    Valia nodded, though she definitely wanted to have that conversation with the herbalist. Just a little later. In the meantime, she pointed at the two posts. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a chance we can get out of this. We’re going to try using a portal!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not really sure how they work,” Tailyn muttered in embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not the only person here,” Valia said. “I already rerouted all the energy here, and we’re good to go!” 
 
      
 
    “So then, why aren’t we going?” Tailyn could tell there was a catch just from her tone, and he wasn’t wrong. Valia closed her eyes and let him have it. 
 
      
 
    “Because you need three things to completely activate a portal. First, there’s the card with the destination. Second, the card creator has to have enough mana. And third, you need the resources it takes to make the card.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but what does that have to do with me? I don’t know how to make cards.” Tailyn had yet to hear the catch, but everything in him screamed that it was coming up. 
 
      
 
    “We have a designer,” Valia replied with a nod toward Dort, who puffed his chest out proudly. He was ready to save the world. “The only problem is that our designer is so bad, he doesn’t have enough mana to cover half the card.” 
 
      
 
    “I still don’t understand what you want from me.” The boy looked away from the projection of the palace and yanked the door open. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    There was a shriek followed by a thud that sounded like chunks of meat dropped from high up slamming into the ground. Actually, that wasn’t far from the truth. The lixes had been climbing up the shaft, the electric strike had stunned the one at the top, it had knocked the others off, and they’d all fallen together. And since the lion had gotten rid of the grille, they dropped all the way to the bottom. Judging by the number of opponents left, none of their shields had been capable of withstanding the fall. Four down. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re going to buy the resources we need, it’s going to cost five and a half thousand coins,” Valanil said when she realized the girl was taking forever to get to the point. “I have two thousand three hundred. Valia’s going to give you another two thousand, so we need one thousand two hundred so Dort can get to work.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not all?” Tailyn launched another charge at the lix peeking out of the hole beneath him only to himself jump back as three enormous icicles whizzed past and slammed into the ceiling. There was a shower of ice, plaster, and stone, and Tailyn was forced to close the door. Keeping a close eye on the dots in the projection, he waited for the next few to climb into the shaft. 
 
      
 
    “Dort will need a thousand mana to create a temporary portal card. I don’t have that much. Valia and I are letting him borrow rings, but it still isn’t enough. We need something better.” 
 
      
 
    “A designer without mana?” Tailyn was having a hard time wrapping his head around the process. “I have gold and mana, so why don’t I just unlock the skill in the terminal and make the card myself?” 
 
      
 
    “I thought about that,” Valanil replied frankly, “but it’s impossible. After you get the designer skill, you’re supposed to head over to the temple and add the location to your list of potential destinations. That’s the only way. Even if you teach yourself how to make cards, it’ll still be pointless. You don’t have Culmart. Dort does—he already showed me. Tailyn, the shaft!” 
 
      
 
    The boy had already noticed the lixes climbing up. A few shots later, and his electric strike card was down to forty-two charges. More icicles hit the roof to shower the area in debris. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, keep an eye on the shaft. Tailyn, the first thing we need is coins. One thousand two hundred. Please.” Valanil pointed at the terminal. “Sell everything you don’t need, everything you can buy back later. If we don’t survive, none of it will matter.” 
 
      
 
    That made sense, and Tailyn jumped into the store to see what everything he had was worth. He needed that information to make an informed decision. 
 
      
 
    CARDS: 
 
      
 
    Fireball-II card valued at 940 coins. 
 
      
 
    Last Chance card valued at 8015 coins. 
 
      
 
    Dragon card valued at 2500000 coins. 
 
      
 
    Electric Strike-I card valued at 220 coins. 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Shield-I card valued at 260 coins. 
 
      
 
    Wave of Fire-I card valued at 50 coins. 
 
      
 
    EQUIPMENT: 
 
      
 
    Booster-III amulet valued at 1500 coins. 
 
      
 
    Bag with 36 slots valued at 500 coins. 
 
      
 
    OGM-II outfit valued at 1500 coins. 
 
      
 
    OGM-III outfit valued at 8000 coins. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn sighed in frustration. He didn’t have that many things he could sell for coins, and they were all valuable and important. Really, his OGM-II outfit was the only candidate, but how was Dort going to get mana without it? Tailyn certainly wasn’t going to hand over his own outfit. 
 
      
 
    Heading back over to the store, the boy set the filters to just show him the square little papers. 
 
      
 
    Enhanced Shield-I card costs 780 coins. 
 
      
 
    It was exactly three times more, which was a surprise. Tailyn checked the rest of his cards and discovered the same to be true with the exception of his legendary card—it was nowhere to be found. The terminal was like the street hustlers marking up their goods at the edges of the empire. After buying something in the capital for a song, they’d sell it off as if it were incredibly valuable. And people paid what they asked, too. What choice did they have? 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, hurry up!” 
 
      
 
    You sold Last Chance. 8084 coins available. 
 
      
 
    The boy was loathe to give up the card, the first epic item he’d gotten his hands on, especially as it had come at such a high cost. But having already saved his life once, it was going to do it again. At least, that was his thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go.” Tailyn stepped back out of the store and materialized a small disk worth 1,200 coins. 
 
      
 
    “Dort, go buy the ingredients!” While Valanil wanted to throw him toward the terminal, the little bastard just jerked away in recognition that the fate of the group rested on his shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “Get your hands off me,” he replied in a tone of contempt. “Forget the coins—I need equipment! I’m not doing anything without mana. Let’s see it, and make it snappy!” 
 
      
 
    Valia and Valanil handed him their rings. Dort grabbed them and slipped them on. 
 
      
 
    “Not enough. Tailyn, get naked!” 
 
      
 
    “How much more does he need?” the boy asked Valia rather than Dort. 
 
      
 
    “Do you not see the frames?” Valanil asked with a frown. Tailyn and Dort were in the same group, so they should have been able to see each other’s mana levels. 
 
      
 
    “A bit less than four hundred.” Valia knew about Tailyn’s challenges and jumped in to keep his secret safe. 
 
      
 
    In the time they’d spent as a group, Dort had picked up level three, which put him well within reach of the amount of mana he needed. 
 
      
 
    “You’re giving this back whole and intact,” Tailyn said as he materialized his OGM-II and handed it to Dort. That was 150 mana for a level three player. Too little. Oh, so unwillingly, he pulled his Booster-III amulet off and watched sadly as his parameters plummeted. 
 
      
 
    “Give it to me!” Dort practically ripped it out of the lowborn kid’s hand and threw it around his neck. “Now, I can get to work. Protect your savior—I’ll be back soon!” 
 
      
 
    The boy went over to the terminal and froze, his consciousness carried over to the store and its workshop. 
 
      
 
    “Is this definitely going to work?” Tailyn asked, watching the kid he hated warily. “I don’t trust Dort. He could betray us.” 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t have a choice,” Valanil replied. “If he does, he’ll die, too. The lixes want to get back at us for everyone they lost.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, it’s the lion!” Valia exclaimed with a finger jabbing at an enormous red dot. The creature had finally found its way out of the lower palace level and was back on the second. Right then, it was directly underneath the room with the terminal, down where the dummy had once been. 
 
      
 
    A thunderous roar ripped through the air as a fearsome blow shook several floors at once. Tailyn couldn’t help opening the door and peeking out, though he quickly shut and threw his body against it. Gripping the cable with its teeth and burying its claws in the outer wall, which had lasted thousands of years, the Nemean lion crawled slowly upward with the help of both tails. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Dort?!” Tailyn yelled. “We need the portal right now!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, babe, unlucky for you,” Valanil said. With one punch, she stunned the unsuspecting numerical, grabbed her by the leg, and dragged her over to the shaft. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, get out of the way!” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do it!” Valia cried in horror. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody asked you, kid. And if it doesn’t work, you’re next. Tailyn, I told you to get out of the way! Don’t make me angry, you little wretch!” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not going to let you,” Tailyn said as he barred the path to the door. “She’s part of the group—you can’t do that.” 
 
      
 
    The noise coming from the shaft intensified. Apparently, the lion had found a good way to climb and was making its way toward the door. 
 
      
 
    “She’s a useless worker nobody could care less about,” Valanil said, stepping over to the boy. “No one will remember that there was once an Eighty-Five living in the world. And if we don’t toss her out, nobody will remember that we were here, either! It’s her or us. And that’s a choice I’ve already made.” 
 
      
 
    “I said no.” Tailyn was all in, holding a card up to his mouth. “Just try it, and I’ll shoot. The lion will have two bodies to play with.” 
 
      
 
    Something about the boy’s face made Valanil take a step back. And while it wasn’t far, it was enough for her to trip over the girl’s body and hit the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot!” the herbalist shrieked. “You’re a fool, Tailyn Vlashich. A stupid little idiot!” 
 
      
 
    “Look who’s talking,” Tailyn muttered angrily as he opened the door again. The Nemean lion had already made it halfway up. It saw the boy, perked up, and even picked up its pace, though Tailyn didn’t care. Pulling out a card, he took aim and fired off round after round. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li… Ka-Li… Ka-Li… 
 
      
 
    The boy knew the animal was immune to magic, making his fireballs nothing more than a tasty little snack for it. And that’s why they were aimed elsewhere. Every one of them slammed home right where the shaman’s icicles had already hit—Tailyn remembered how the plaster had shattered, which meant the roof wasn’t as sturdy as it looked. And perhaps the architect hadn’t gone for the heftiest of rods when they’d been looking for something to hold up the cable. 
 
      
 
    The fireballs hit the roof one after another. Heated plaster and bits of fire fell past, and the air in the shaft began to quickly heat up. Ten fireballs… Twenty fireballs… Fifty… Tailyn’s head began to spin as he tried to keep breathing while blowing on the card. 
 
      
 
    The lion’s paw slammed against the open door, smashing the stone and tearing the door itself off its hinges, but that was when the support gave way. The ceiling cracked. An enormous piece of stone crashed into the lion. Not expecting that turn of events, the animal growled as its paws slipped. The cable no longer held up its enormous hulk, and it plummeted downward. Then, it was Tailyn’s turn, as he felt a painful blow to the back and dropped to the floor. His shield still hadn’t recovered, and so the cable that had ripped out of the terminal and slashed at him drew blood. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn!” Valia threw herself at the fallen boy, and that was when the animal reached the bottom of the shaft. The blow was so heavy that it was heard all the way at the top. Pulling his eyes open with an effort, Tailyn stared up at the girl’s tearful blue eyes. Somehow, he’d never noticed vivid they were. How bright. 
 
      
 
    A message popped up between them, and Valia’s gaze turned glassy as she read what was visible only to her. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed a legendary creature. 
 
      
 
    Level +1. 
 
      
 
    Note! Since you haven’t completed the initiation, you cannot level-up. 
 
      
 
    Character modification ongoing. 
 
      
 
    Enhancement +1 (10). 
 
      
 
    From somewhere off in the distance, there was a howl of rage and pain echoed by dozens of tinny voices. The lixes were angry. 
 
      
 
    “Minus one charge,” Valanil gloated as she stood up. “You can’t recharge legendary cards—that’s the downside. That one has five charges, and it sounds like there aren’t that many left. And I’m not going to heal you, Tailyn Vlashich. You can restore yourself and next time think twice about getting in my way.” 
 
      
 
    “But he was right!” Valia exclaimed. “We all leveled-up!” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody asked you, little brat,” Valanil barked. The girl hung her head, not expecting that reaction. The herbalist had changed drastically—it was almost as if she’d gotten a boost to her anger along with the new level. Actually, that wasn’t far off. The herbalist was thirty-seven, with twenty-four of her years spent in exile. In that time, she’d only been able to get up to level thirteen, something that drove her crazy, while the little twit who showed up at level seven had just hit level ten. And while Valanil had herself gotten to level fifteen in their time in the City of the Dead, she was still bitterly remembering all those lost years. She wasn’t getting them back. And that was why she’d snapped at the girl. But where was Dort? 
 
      
 
    “Well, bunch of useless humans, not doing well without me, huh? Oh, hey, leveled-up! All right, let’s do this. Get over here, you—you’re going first.” 
 
      
 
    Eighty-Five, who had just woken up, meekly followed orders as she tried to stay as far away from the healer as possible. 
 
      
 
    Dort went over to the posts, held up the card, whispered something, and blew. A shimmering field popped up to look exactly like the stationary portal. 
 
      
 
    “The central square,” the boy announced as he pointed the numerical toward the shimmering surface. “Get in there! Unless I made a mistake, you’ll be fine. Maybe, I’ll even keep you for myself. I kind of like that pretty face of yours.” 
 
      
 
    The girl twitched, though she stepped obediently through the portal. 
 
      
 
    “She’s alive!” Valanil exclaimed happily as she watched the frames. Wherever the portal led, the girl’s shield hadn’t dropped, meaning it was safer there. “Valia, help Tailyn. See you in the city!” 
 
      
 
    Her piece said, the herbalist literally dove between the posts and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “How did the lix shamans keep the portals open in town? There weren’t any posts there,” Tailyn whispered to Valia, figuring she’d definitely know the answer. 
 
      
 
    “Synchronized cards tuned to each other,” she whispered back as she helped the boy up. “They had to get to your town on foot and hide somewhere so they could activate the portals at the agreed-upon time. That’s the only way.” 
 
      
 
    “You know, Tailyn, I never have liked you,” Dort said suddenly. “You’re always getting in the way, you distract father, and you barely bring in any money. You can bet I won’t be giving you back the amulet or the outfit—I think they’re great. It’s just a shame I can’t take your cards, too. But whatever, the important thing is that you’re going to die today. And you, too, bitch! Shouldn’t have touched me, otherwise you wouldn’t be about to be eaten, and I hope they do it nice and slow, too. There isn’t much I wouldn’t give to watch.” 
 
      
 
    Flashing an obscene gesture, Dort stepped into the portal, taking the card with him. The shimmering film flashed and disappeared as though it had never even been there, and that was when the familiar roar of a Nemean lion broke out. Halas had summoned his companion again. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn realized he had two enemies in life. There was the one the god had assigned him for whatever reason, and then there was Dort. And it was hard to say which was worse. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mission partially complete: Save a Life. Dort Bark was delivered to Culmart. Return to the city and await Forian Tarn’s arrival. Your mentor has been informed of your success and returns your ring as a sign of his satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Partners group disbanded. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Item received 
 
      
 
    Intellect-I ring. Description: ordinary item with no special characteristics. Intellect +1. 
 
      
 
    THE GOD DIDN’T give a reward for partially completing the mission, presumably only writing the message in the first place because the boy’s mentor decided to give back the ring. Tailyn looked down at the piece of jewelry and sighed. With the OGM-III, it was almost embarrassing to wear it, though what were the green lixes who attacked Culmart going to have? The blacks presumably took everything of value and left the greens with a bunch of trash. Still, the boy wasn’t going to turn down even that slight bump. The additional fifty mana didn’t hurt anyone, especially not then, when Dort had his amulet and he needed to find a way to get home and grind the other boy into the dust. Until then, Tailyn hadn’t known if he was capable of killing another human. It had happened accidentally the previous time, more the work of the ancient weapon than something he’d planned. But in that moment, the boy knew for certain that if he was presented with the opportunity, he was going to be only too happy to send a wave of fire the bastard’s way. Maybe, two. And if he survived those, one more to the head. 
 
      
 
    “We need to go,” Tailyn said to the girl, taking a step toward the terminal and grimacing from the pain in his back. He’d taken a hard hit to the back, and the recovery timer told him he had another hour left to suffer. 
 
      
 
    “Go where?” the girl asked through her tears. Everything she’d ever been taught had evaporated. She was supposed to be strong, capable of withstanding any hardship, an example for the rest… Yeah, right. She was terrified, and there was nothing she could do about that. All she wanted to do was howl and bang her head against the wall in frustration at Dort’s betrayal. Really, it was the first time she’d ever felt such strong negative emotions. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Tailyn replied frankly. “But what I do know is that if we stay here, they’ll find us. Hey, why is half the palace missing from the projection?” 
 
      
 
    The bottom of the three-dimensional map had been lopped off. All it showed was one big red dot—the Nemean lion. The creature was sitting in the room below them presumably trying to figure out a way up. 
 
      
 
    “The cable’s gone, so it doesn’t have access to the lower terminal,” the girl choked out. 
 
      
 
    “And what are these blue lines?” There weren’t many of them, though one led directly to the portal. And Tailyn was positive it hadn’t been there before. 
 
      
 
    “Who cares?” Valia exclaimed, taking her frustration out on Tailyn. “They’re going to eat us, and here you are trying to squeeze in an education! It transfers energy, okay? Energy! The generator is underground, which is why you can’t see it.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, is that what you meant when you mentioned the portal being powered? Getting energy?” 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations on leveling your brain up!” Valia’s heated sarcasm was giving vent to anger, which was all the tears had left her with. 
 
      
 
    “And what’s that?” Tailyn asked, pointing at a thick blue line stretching to the very top of the palace. 
 
      
 
    “You think I know? What, are you trying to get me angry? Congratulations—it worked!” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t answer me.” Tailyn himself was surprised at how calm he was. The events of the preceding few days had apparently left their mark. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot…” Valia said, though she still answered the question. “I already told you. There’s a hub on top of the palace that transfers energy to the barrier holding back the river. If it disappears, then… Oh, sweet mother…” 
 
      
 
    It occurred to Valia what the boy was getting at, and she clapped her hand over her mouth in fright, almost as if she were trying to stop the thoughts from flying past. If the city was flooded, the army of black lixes would be buried there forever. She and the boy would be, too, but even her beloved father would have approved of that kind of sacrifice. The girl had seen for herself how easily the Nemean lion had dispatched an enormous detachment of high-level mages. If Halas drowned, his companion would be lost, too. And was that worth the lives of two children yet to even start their studies at the academy? It was a silly question. Of course, it was. 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me,” the girl said. Once again, her eyes flooded with tears, and she threw her arms around Tailyn. She was ashamed for how she’d been acting, ashamed for doubting such a hero. Unlike her, he was thinking only about everyone else right up until the end. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was taken aback. If Valia could have read his thoughts, she would have been even more surprised—drowning along with the army of lixes was the last thing on his mind. The only reason he’d been asking all his questions was to keep from sitting in a silence broken only by the Nemean lion’s heavy breathing. He much preferred listening to Valia than that creature. 
 
      
 
    “No worries, it happens,” Tailyn replied neutrally without even trying to get out of the girl’s embrace. He was enjoying it. But Valia quickly pulled herself together, sniffed, and wiped her nose with her sleeve. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s voice was filled with such inexplicable decisiveness and strength that Tailyn wanted to bend the knee in front of her. But he held his ground. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think we should talk about it first?” The boy really had no clue what was going on, but he was afraid to ask and put his ignorance on display. 
 
      
 
    “Is there really anything to talk about? The only option is to cut off the energy, let the barrier fall, and flood the city.” Valia slowed down and paused before adding, “with us in it.” 
 
      
 
    To say that Tailyn was shocked would have been to say nothing at all. He opened his mouth a couple times to tell the girl she was crazy, only each time he just closed it again, unable to beat back the agitation. Who would come up with something as absurd as flooding the city? Not only that, but she thought it was his idea. What, was she able to breathe under water? He definitely wasn’t. No, Tailyn was anything but a fish. 
 
      
 
    But then he stopped. 
 
      
 
    Breathe under water? 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do anything—I need a minute!” he yelled as he ran over to the terminal. He needed a trip to the store, having figured out how they were going to survive. 
 
      
 
    The first query was for the OHM-III (outdoor mage’s headgear). It would have integrated with their costumes to form a hermetic seal with a deep reserve of oxygen, only one look at the price tag staggered the boy. It cost 36,000 coins. The only way to get it would have been to sell his legendary card, and that was something Tailyn was definitely not prepared to do. Not right then, anyway. 
 
      
 
    The next query was for the OHM-II. It still cost 12,000 coins just for one, and buying it meant buying the outfit that went with it, too—it didn’t integrate with the third generation. And since the outfits cost 4,500 coins, even if he and Valia had sold everything they had on them, they still wouldn’t have had enough. 
 
      
 
    And that just left the OHM-I, which cost 6,000 coins. The first-generation outfit cost 750, and that was doable. Throwing in a Booster-III for 4,500 coins, since buying them cost three times as much as you got for selling them, meant enough oxygen for almost an hour. That was the move. 
 
      
 
    “Get undressed!” Tailyn pulled himself away from the terminal and got to work slipping out of his OGM-III—there was no time for propriety. With the red dot marking the Nemean lion already on the third floor and in the next room over, a second later they felt a blow land home. The monster hadn’t been able to get up the shaft and was going to try battering through the wall. It was happening exactly as the girl had predicted. 
 
      
 
    “Are you crazy? What do you mean, get undressed?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to sell our level threes and buy level ones, only with the hats. That’ll let us breathe under water. We aren’t going to drown! The duration depends on our magic attack, so I’ll buy us each a booster. We have enough money for level threes. That’ll give us an hour to wait for the water to go down—the monsters will die, but we won’t. Valia, please, trust me!” 
 
      
 
    She wanted to ask why she was supposed to trust him, but recent events told her that was something she absolutely could do. A hand felt for her zipper and pulled it down only to stop a second later. But while she was going to ask Tailyn to turn around, a crushing blow against the wall made her jump. The lion was rampaging. Small cracks began to appear, and that marked the end of all sense of decency Valia previously had. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go,” she said, holding her suit out to Tailyn and mentally adding him to her trusted list. Only her parents and a couple nannies had seen her in the underwear the god had made for her. Until she turned eighteen, the people around her would see it instead of her body. 
 
      
 
    Switching out costumes took a matter of seconds. After selling the OGM-IIIs for 16,000, Tailyn bought the OGM-Is for 1,500, the OHM-Is for 12,000, and the amulets for 9,000. That left him with just 384 coins in his account. What had seemed like a veritable fortune a week before was nothing now that he’d gotten used to the good things in life. 
 
      
 
    The OGM-I smelled funny, and it was awkward and uncomfortable inside. While the third- and even second-generation versions felt like a second skin you barely noticed, the first-generation model was more like stiff leather armor someone quickly threw together in the next workshop over. It looked the part, too—ghastly, gray, and riveted all over. 
 
      
 
    OGM-I outfit. Description: rare item. Outdoor garb for mages that lets them survive the hardships of life outside their tower. Adjustable slots and pockets can change their size depending on the height of the wearer. Waterproof boots. Can regenerate when less than 10% of the surface area is damaged. Does not include OHM (outdoor headgear for mages). Shield level: +10 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +10 * (level + Enhancement); magic attack: +2 * (level + Enhancement). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    OHM-I. Description: rare item. Outdoor headgear for mages that lets them survive the hardships of life outside their tower. Integrates with the owner’s cards (no need to blow directly on them). Along with OGM-I, forms a hermetic seal with an oxygen supply that lasts magic attack / 2 minutes. Can regenerate when less than 10% of the surface area is damaged. Shield level: +10 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +30 * (level + Enhancement); magic attack: +5 * (level + Enhancement). 
 
      
 
    The hat looked something like a chamber pot without any handles that you strapped onto your head. Tailyn did his best to call it a helmet but couldn’t bring himself to—there was no deceiving the eyes. But as he put it on, there was a click, and the headgear and outfit melded into one. He shook his head to see how well it moved, finding that it didn’t hinder him at all despite the connection. And when he said the words hermetic seal, glass popped up in front of him to look something like a thick force field. The air tasted metallic, but he could breathe it, and that was the most important thing. The hour and a half it lasted suited the boy just fine, too. That was plenty of time for the lixes to all drown. 
 
      
 
    The new suit barely did anything for his parameters, though it was enough to keep him safe from stray rocks and let him spend mana on his cards. His attributes and skills stayed right where they were, however. Of course, there was one positive—finally, his personal shield was a bit higher. It was enough to keep him safe if he accidentally stepped in front of an icicle. 
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    “Ready!” Valia was done getting dressed, and she couldn’t help giggling when she looked over at Tailyn. Regardless of the situation, he was a sight. Did she look like a cook at a cheap tavern, too? Embarrassing… But Tailyn didn’t react to her in the slightest, continuing to putter around with his outfit. Valia gave him an annoyed kick to grab his attention. 
 
      
 
    “I said, I’m ready!” she said when she saw that a surprised Tailyn had finally pulled himself away from what he was doing. On the other hand, she also noticed that while his mouth was moving, it wasn’t making sound. 
 
      
 
    “What, you couldn’t hear me?” Valia disconnected her hermetic seal, and the boy nodded. Sounds once again made their way into the helmet. “Okay, then…” 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor would like you to join We Hate Dort. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn accepted with a smile. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor would like you to join the group’s audio channel. Requirement: helmet (met). 
 
      
 
    “How is it now?” the girl asked, her voice right in the boy’s ears. “Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” he replied in surprise. “Really well.” 
 
      
 
    “I said, I’m ready to launch it. I think—” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the Nemean lion landed an especially powerful blow, the wall shattered in one spot, and the blade-tipped tail appeared in the hole. 
 
      
 
    “Do it!” Tailyn yelled, no longer caring if he sounded scared. 
 
      
 
    Valia ran over to the terminal and froze for a few moments. 
 
      
 
    “Done! The shield will drop in one minute.” 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have a minute!” Tailyn’s gaze was fixed on the wall. Almost as if it could sense something was wrong, or perhaps having found a weakness in the construction, the lion was going much faster. The plaster was gone; the stone was starting the follow it. Golden sparks whirled past the hole the blade had made. 
 
      
 
    “We have to get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “You want to head down and face the lixes?” the girl asked, her chest tightening. She wasn’t ready for that. 
 
      
 
    “No, the roof! There’s a hole at the top of the shaft, and we can climb out it. Tie this around you! If one of us falls, the other will catch them.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn tossed the girl one end of the rope and started tying the other around his own waist. Valia wasn’t about to argue. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going first!” Tailyn peeked out into the shaft. Everything was quiet—the shamans weren’t taking any shots. And while the hole was right there, it was still going to be a challenge grabbing the edge without falling to his death. Slipping a leg over, Tailyn just about screamed in horror when a rock fell off. His leg scrabbled at the edge, very nearly following the rock down. 
 
      
 
    “Lixes!” Valia yelled in terror, and the shaft was filled with annoyed howling. Tailyn could have translated for the girl what the monsters were saying, only there wasn’t a single word he was comfortable telling her. Tossing his leg back over the side, stretching, and finally rolling up and over the ledge, he found himself on the roof. But there was no time to look out over the city from that vantage point—he had to get Valia up. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready. Go for it!” Tailyn grabbed the rope with both hands before suddenly ducking. An icicle had just whizzed through the hole as the lix shamans opened fire. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t make it!” Valia shrieked, hysteria creeping into her voice. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll cover you,” Tailyn called back as he waited for the next icicle to fly past before peering back down into the shaft. The shaman was peeking out of the second floor, and he was going to nail the girl the second she appeared. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    For the first time, Tailyn used his cards without holding them up to his mouth. Judging by the headgear description, it completely integrated with his magic items, which was why it was so expensive. And that was perfect—a fireball appeared in front of the boy and rushed downward. The lix shaman knew how strong the young mage was, and he was counting on his personal protection and a staff that worked something like a lightning rod. Ka-Do-Gir had told him everything about the human’s cards, mentioning that his main weapon was the electric charge. The boy was certainly going to be surprised when his attack did nothing—the staff gave the mage immunity to electricity. 
 
      
 
    But the human didn’t play by the book the shaman was expecting. Instead, he sent a simple fireball at him. The lix didn’t bother even to step to the side as he aimed, realizing that the green had been right yet again. The combat status didn’t let the human charge his cards, and he was out. All he had left were fireballs. And that was a shame—the shaman had been looking forward to some competition. 
 
      
 
    279 damage received. 
 
      
 
    You can’t use your cards for 2 seconds. 
 
      
 
    The lix’s surprise was so great that he just stood there and got hit with a second fireball before pulling back. Ka-Do-Gir hadn’t said anything about that. Where had the human come up with that kind of card? 
 
      
 
    “Go!” Tailyn roared, forgetting that Valia could hear him perfectly. The wall in the control room shook to warn of its impending collapse. And when the Nemean lion growled, happy to finally be through, Valia made up her mind. She kicked off and leaped, only she wasn’t strong enough to cross the couple meters. Slamming into the wall, she hurtled downward. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got you!” Tailyn dug in his hands and feet to stop her fall. Tying the rope around himself had been a great idea—Valia only dropped a meter or two. It was a risk Tailyn took hanging over the hole, where any icicle could have cost him his life, but he couldn’t think of anything better to do than hold tight and mutter his phrase over and over again: Ka-Li. The fireballs flew away from him to smack into where the lix shaman had just been. 
 
      
 
    Valia wrapped her arms around the boy’s body and pulled herself out of the hole, collapsing heavily on the roof. She was shaking. If she could have caught her breath, she would have cursed and yelled, in fact. Tailyn jumped away from the hole when the Nemean lion’s fangs appeared below. The beast roared in frustration when it found that its victims had gone missing, but it didn’t try to climb up after them. It was clear enough that the roof wasn’t strong enough to keep it from dropping to its death yet again. Instead, after looking around to find somewhere to jump to, it forgot about the humans and dashed off when it heard its master’s call. 
 
      
 
    Because just then, the barrier holding back the mountain stream disappeared. Enormous reservoirs of water sensed freedom and rushed into the open space, crashing down on the city from an enormous height. 
 
      
 
    “Is it going to wash us away?” Tailyn asked belatedly as he gripped the edge of the roof. The water struck with fearsome force, wiping clean away the towers closest to where the barrier had been as if they were made of straw. The palace was next. When the flood hit, the spire that had cast the supply circuit collapsed, though Tailyn and Valia got lucky, saved by the fourth palace story. It took the brunt of the blow, held back the water, and diverted it to either side. It rushed through the city and off into the tunnels, sweeping away boulders, lixes, and all the black minions. 
 
      
 
    Just a few moments after the water hit, its level began to quickly recede. The element had spent its energy. A howl broke out, and Tailyn was able to make out that a lix was informing the rest that he’d survived. He was followed by a second off to the side. Then, a third. A tenth. The creatures, who should have died, had survived and were calling back and forth with apparently no intention whatsoever of drowning. And when they were answered from the palace itself, the boy twitched. His plan was a failure. The Nimble River hadn’t been able to— 
 
      
 
    Wait, the Nimble? So, the water was rushing back into the river? 
 
      
 
    “Valia, I know how we can survive!” Tailyn called over happily as he jumped to the edge of the roof. The water was down below, but it had already receded too low. “Hurry! The current can carry us away!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” The girl had also understood that their initial plan hadn’t worked, and she would have gone for anything in that moment. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we have to jump!” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” Valia asked in shock as she peered over the edge. “Down there?” 
 
      
 
    “Hurry! If the water leaves, we’re goners. We have to jump!” 
 
      
 
    “I… Tailyn, I can’t… I’m afraid!” Valia whispered. The seething river instilled panic, and she couldn’t force herself past it. 
 
      
 
    “You have to!” Tailyn held out his hand. “Together?” 
 
      
 
    Something seemed strange to the girl, and that drove away the fear. Together? She’d heard the word often, just in a different context and with different intonation. Looking over at Tailyn, she wondered if he knew what he was offering. It was doubtful. That was the kind of thing men only think about at the last minute—it was girls who practiced the words at home in front of the mirror, imagining the day they’d say them before the face of the god. The funny part was that the conditions were exactly right. They were tied together. It was just the two of them. Tailyn had said the first part… Yes. She was all in. Her parents were going to kill her, but Valia wanted what she was about to do. 
 
      
 
    “For life,” she said, finishing the phrase and placing her hand in Tailyn’s. The latter dove forward and didn’t notice the small band appear on his wrist. It didn’t give attributes, and it didn’t give skills, but it endowed its owner with something far more important. And with her eyes fixed on it, Valia plunged into the water. The racing current grabbed them and pulled them out of the city, banging them painfully against obstacles as they went. But where there once had just been a name, there was now an additional notation. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor (human). Mage. Age 10. Level 10. Betrothed to Tailyn Vlashich (awaiting the couple’s confirmation). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had no idea what was on the girl’s mind. Doing his best to keep hold of her hand, all his attention was focused on hitting the walls himself and keeping the girl safe from them. For whatever reason, that just seemed like the right thing to do. It may have been because his shields were better than Valia’s. It could have been because he felt bad for her. Whatever the case was, they were sucked quickly out of the city and into an underground channel. The turbulent mountain stream had dug itself a deep passageway with cliffs on either side, knocking down everything that stood in its way. There were neither sharp rocks nor deadly protrusions for them to worry about. Instead, they found themselves carried out of the city, the whole thing happening in complete darkness—neither of them had lanterns, and the OGM-Is didn’t have that kind of functionality. The problem was that Tailyn didn’t just have the current to worry about; he also had to turn his back into the sharp turns. Finally, what he’d been afraid of happened. They leaned into a curve, the current threw them higher, Tailyn slammed into Valia, and the girl was the first to hit the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, my costume is leaking!” she panicked. “The oxygen is getting out—I only have a minute left!” 
 
      
 
    One turn later, and the two were dumped into relatively calm water. There was a current there, too, of course, but it wasn’t as strong. And since Tailyn didn’t like and wasn’t good at swimming, he headed straight for the bottom. Meanwhile, Valia floundered around above him, and she started getting carried away again. The rope tightened, letting Tailyn hold his companion where she was. He gripped one of the many rocks himself and found that it was part of a pile he was able to climb up. Suddenly, the water was gone, there was air to breathe, and he quickly began pulling the girl over. Valia was panicking completely—there was only enough air left in her outfit for a couple seconds. Tailyn got her close enough and grabbed her just as her hermetic seal switched off. Valia filled her lungs with air. 
 
      
 
    She was alive. Holding on to Tailyn, she burst into tears. Just one little scratch left by a rock had proved nearly fatal, and that was scary. It was disheartening to realize how little it took for nature to kill humans. Right in front of her, two timers popped up—her outfit was going to be completely repaired in six hours, while her oxygen supply was going to be replenished an hour after that. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    A fireball soared into the air to light up the enormous cave. Tailyn had enough time to notice a fairly even patch of dry stone a couple steps away, and he led the girl in that direction. Finally, he was going to have a use for the bundles of firewood he’d had with him from the beginning. He lit the pile with another fireball, and the cave’s eternal gloom was driven away by a merrily crackling fire for the first time in its existence. 
 
      
 
    “Six hours,” Valia said guiltily as she pointed at the long gash. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn nodded and suddenly staggered. The stress of the previous few days had taken their toll on the boy, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept. It was in a previous lifetime, it seemed. Bruises and scrapes covered his body, and his regeneration told him he needed to rest for the next hour. 
 
      
 
    “We should sleep,” Tailyn said as he pulled out the other item he’d been saving—his sleeping bag. He hadn’t gotten a single chance to use it since heading underground. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.” Valia wasn’t feeling her greatest, either. Unlike Tailyn, she didn’t have regeneration, which meant her hip was aching from when it had bounced off the rock. The wound looked bad, but the girl kept her chin up in an effort to hide the pain. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was about to climb into his sleeping bag when he stopped. It would have been no good to nod off in comfort and warmth while the girl was on the rocks, the reverse also being true. Pointing at the bag in exhaustion, he was barely able to get the words out. 
 
      
 
    “Together? There’s enough room and warmth for both of us. It’s going to be a long way, and we should rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Together,” Valia agreed as she began to take off her outfit. It needed to dry. Shame and embarrassment had been left far behind, and she crawled easily into the bag and cuddled up to Tailyn. It was cozy and warm. And for the first time in a while, the girl realized she didn’t need to fear for her life. The lixes definitely weren’t going to find them there. Her eyes closed, and her head dropped onto Tailyn’s chest. The boy was already asleep. 
 
      
 
    For a long time, Tailyn couldn’t figure out what woke him up. The fire had long since gone out, so long ago, in fact, that it wasn’t even smoldering. The cave was bathed in darkness, though it wasn’t absolute. Far up above them, there was a beam of light, and it was the ray of hope that had woken him. Tailyn wanted to jump for joy, but he couldn’t—Valia was asleep with her head on his shoulder. He felt his face flush and couldn’t have been happier that it was almost completely dark. 
 
      
 
    “You awake?” the girl asked suddenly. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Tailyn replied, blushing still more deeply. The hugs they’d shared in the palace had been one thing; lying cuddled up next to each other, not to mention sans clothing, was something very different. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Valia’s warm lips touched Tailyn’s cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for everything,” she whispered as she praised the god that it was dark. She’d never been so crimson in her entire life than in that moment when awaiting the couple’s confirmation changed to awaiting confirmation by Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    You need to complete the betrothal process with Valia Levor. If you agree to become her betrothed (until 18 years of age, at which point you can decline), kiss your chosen one. If you do not wish to become her betrothed, inform her now. The process will be aborted. 
 
      
 
    You will decline by default. Time to make your decision: 60 seconds. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s eyes turned into two giant saucers. But he couldn’t leap to his feet—both Valia and the closed sleeping bag were keeping him from that. And so, he just whispered to her in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what I just read?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes…” Valia’s gaze dropped. “Together. For life. Bound by one chain. Or a rope, doesn’t matter. You know my decision, although my parents are going to kill me. It’s up to you.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn knew exactly what he needed to do. Valia was a beautiful girl. Enchantingly beautiful. She was the kind of girl who made you want to be better than you are. 
 
      
 
    Closing her eyes, she awaited Tailyn’s decision, both afraid and expectant. The untrained country bumpkin had captured her heart so completely that everything her teachers and nannies had drilled into her was gone. Overwhelmed by emotions and carried away by the moment, she still didn’t regret her spontaneous decision. Even if the boy decided not to— 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s lips touched Valia’s cheek, and she heard his whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Together. For life. And we’ll see who kills who.” 
 
      
 
    You are betrothed to Valia Levor. 
 
      
 
    Until your 18th birthday, you are considered betrothed to each other. Nothing and nobody in this world can do anything about your union, though you will have to take the vow again to create a family once you’re of age. 
 
      
 
    There was an awkward pause. Neither Tailyn nor Valia knew what to do next, though that was when the god stepped in the way it always did. 
 
      
 
    Mission complete: City of the Dead. You flooded the city, cutting off access to One’s tomb and the sacrificial stones. A decision was made to dispose of them. Both One and the City of the Dead were removed from your world, and you earned a worthy reward: 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Enhancement +3 (13). 
 
      
 
    You receive OGM-III. 
 
      
 
    You receive OHM-III. 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    “We did it!” Valia squealed happily and hugged Tailyn. The latter hugged her back, the awkwardness gone in an instant. Betrothed? So be it. Over the coming eight years, that was just a nice little anecdote in their status tables—nobody was making them spend the rest of their lives together. 
 
      
 
    After climbing out of the sleeping bag, Valia wanted to feel her usual embarrassment standing undressed in front of the boy, but she couldn’t. It felt somehow natural, and she brushed away that thought as she pulled out her reward. Having just gotten to level thirteen, she couldn’t wait to try on the new armor, bask in the OGM-III’s parameters, and forget all about the nightmare Tailyn had bought her. 
 
      
 
    The boy was thrilled, too. While he knew all about the OGM-III and didn’t find anything new in the description, the headgear surprised him. First of all, there was the way it looked—no longer was it a chamber pot. Instead, it was a helmet not unlike the ones the baron’s guards war. It was just lighter, more comfortable, and much better looking. 
 
      
 
    OHM-III. Description: rare item. Outdoor headgear for mages that lets them survive the hardships of life outside their tower. Integrates with the owner’s cards (no need to blow directly on them). Along with OGM-III, forms a hermetic seal with an oxygen supply that lasts magic attack minutes. Can regenerate when less than 50% of the surface area is damaged. Built-in area scanner (up to 100 meters). Includes mimicry and can adjust to look like any headgear you’ve worn previously. Shield level: +80 * (level + Enhancement); mana level: +120 * (level + Enhancement); magic attack: +10 * (level + Enhancement); Intellect +1; Mysticism +1. All parameters increased by 3 for each 10 levels the wearer reaches. 
 
      
 
    For the first time since they’d known each other, Valia surpassed Tailyn. The biggest reason for that was the fact that she’d gotten to level thirteen, which boosted the parameters for the outfit and headgear. Tailyn, for his part, was thrilled by the scanner, which let them see in the dark just as well as during the day. 
 
      
 
    “Keep swimming?” The boy stuck the suits they didn’t need in his inventory, tied one end of the rope around himself, and held the other out to the girl. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do it,” she replied. “I owe Dort a very private conversation…” 
 
      
 
    They were able to climb out of the river half an hour later. The scanner warned them ahead of time about turns, keeping them both safe from banging into the sides. And when the sun burst out overhead, Tailyn couldn’t help coming to the surface to look around with a grin on his face at the ruins on all sides. He knew where they were. He’d been there several times, in fact. There was a loach over there, another over there, one more… 
 
      
 
    Tugging on the rope, the boy signaled to Valia to swim up. 
 
      
 
    “Culmart is right over there! It’s a five-hour walk.” 
 
      
 
    The boy was overjoyed—he was on his way home. But jumping ahead as if carried onward by a pair of wings, he suddenly noticed how oddly the farmers were behaving. They were all glowering, none of them replied when he greeted them, and some even turned away. A few kilometers away from the city, Tailyn saw a boy he knew drop what he was doing and dash off toward the town as if there were a group of lixes hot on his trail. 
 
      
 
    And as soon as they actually arrived, they found the road blocked by Motar. The guard captain’s faced boded nothing good. 
 
      
 
    “Surround them!” the mustachioed man ordered, and Tailyn’s stomach sank. One of the guards pointing a spear at him was Georn. Not long before, Tailyn had saved his life, and he certainly wasn’t expecting the treatment he was getting—instead of giving the boy an apologetic look that said he was just following orders, he looked at Tailyn with undisguised enmity. It was like the boy had made himself an enemy of the entire town. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” Motar barked before heading toward the square. Pikes jabbed the children’s backs, and they were forced after him. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know what’s going on?” the girl asked with her hermetic seal on. Nobody besides Tailyn could hear her. 
 
      
 
    “No,” he replied after turning his own seal on. “It’s strange, everyone’s so angry. They’re looking at us like we’re animals.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s wait and see. Don’t do anything—just let me do the talking. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it.” Tailyn was only too happy to let Valia handle the negotiations. She was clearly better equipped for that than he was. 
 
      
 
    The square was crowded, all except a small open space in the center where the procession was awaited. Tailyn couldn’t help walking a little faster when he saw Dort—the little bastard was standing next to his father and discussing something with him. 
 
      
 
    “Halt!” Motar barked. “Master Isor, the criminals are here!” 
 
      
 
    “What is the accusation?” Valia asked loudly. A murmur ran through the crowd; Isor turned red with rage. 
 
      
 
    “Silence! Nobody invited you to speak. Dort, tell us once again what you told me and the city. Let’s remind the people how much pain this sponger brought down on them.” 
 
      
 
    The boy took a few steps forward, basking in the attention. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn Vlashich can speak with lixes. And not just with any lixes—with green lixes in particular. The kind that attacked our town. I’m a witness, Valanil is a witness, even Eighty-Five is a witness. Everyone knows! And when could he have learned their tongue? Only when he was betraying us in exchange for these baubles. Look at him! Where do you think he got a suit like that? I’ll tell you—it was payment for bringing those monsters right here, into our homes. It was Tailyn who gave them the coordinates. It was Tailyn who let them break into our town and carry away your children and sisters. He let the lixes torture them. I was there, and I saw with my own eyes—they just about bled me dry! And that girl with him is his accomplice.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll burn him where he stands.” Tailyn didn’t even notice when he activated his cards, but he did notice the pikes jabbed at him from every direction. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move a muscle,” Motar growled angrily. “We’ll send you straight off to the god even without a verdict!” 
 
      
 
    The boy couldn’t have cared less about the pikes—it would have taken the guards quite a while to break through his shield even if they really did their best. But he didn’t want to hurt them. Something absurd was going on, some kind of misunderstanding. It wasn’t possible that everyone believed Dort. 
 
      
 
    The crowd began to buzz, stirred up by the boy’s speech. Curses were hurled at Tailyn, not to mention threats and calls to tear him to pieces on the spot. And as the crowd pressed in against them, the circle of guards was forced closer in as everyone wanted to do away with the source of all their woe. Tailyn involuntarily pulled up his wave of fire. It was a last resort, but if they kept pushing… 
 
      
 
    “Silence, all of you!” boomed an unusually strong girl’s voice, and the angry mob instantly fell silent, backs bending instinctively before a highborn. Even the guards lowered their spears. “My name is Valia Levor, daughter of the Duke of Carlian. I accuse Dort Barka of lies and slander. Tailyn Vlashich is innocent of all the charges leveled against him, and I accuse Dort Barka of betraying us, leaving us to be eaten by the lixes. I accuse Dort Barka of being complicit in the death of Twenty-Five. And by the right bestowed on me by birth, I demand divine intervention on each of these points. May the god decide who is right, and who is guilty!” 
 
      
 
    Complete silence reigned in the square. The people had stopped breathing, afraid of accidentally angering the god, because if the girl was who she said she was… 
 
      
 
    The town shook when the air began to speak. 
 
      
 
    “You have been heard, Valia Levor. I recognize your right to intervention!” 
 
      
 
    The temple door opened, and the statue responsible for justice walked slowly out. Everyone in the square fell to their knees. Never before had there been divine intervention in Culmart, most of the people there not even knowing such a thing was possible. 
 
      
 
    The statue went over to Valia and Tailyn, the guards already nowhere to be found. And after a long and pregnant pause while the god evaluated the degree to which it wanted to be involved, its incarnation boomed its decision. 
 
      
 
    “A determination has been made for each point. First! Tailyn Vlashich had nothing to do with the appearance of the lixes in Culmart. To the contrary, his actions saved many lives. Dort Barka only leveled his accusations with the intent of gaining revenge and because he had no wish to return Tailyn’s property. The verdict is that the property is to be returned, and Dort is to be punished. The punishment for petty crimes is determined by the city elder.” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause, and the crowd gasped as Dort’s clothing disappeared. He was left standing before them in nothing but his white underwear. At the same moment, the OGM-II and Booster-III found their way into Tailyn’s inventory. 
 
      
 
    “Second! Dort Barka did not betray Valia Levor and Tailyn Vlashich by leaving through the portal to Culmart. The only responsibility of children below the age of sixteen is to survive. They are to survive at any cost in order to benefit society and pay the tax. With that in mind, Dort was not obliged to wait while a wounded Tailyn got up and made it to the portal. He was only obliged to save his own life. The verdict is that Dort is found not guilty, and Valia is to be punished. The punishment will be determined later.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd murmured approvingly. From a despicable thief, Dort had turned into a hero, having done everything by the book. Even the god said so. 
 
      
 
    “Third! Dort Barka ordered the girl to check the remote terminal, understandably assuming it was a trap. The girl could have declined—Dort neither threatened nor blackmailed her. Instead, she obeyed and was killed. Dort is blameless in the matter as suspicion is not the same as knowledge. The verdict is that Dort is found not guilty, and Valia is to be punished. The punishment will be determined later.” 
 
      
 
    It was Valia’s turn to gasp. She hadn’t been expecting the verdicts to go against her. 
 
      
 
    “Valia Levor, two of your three accusations were mistaken. There is but one punishment for divine intervention in mistaken accusations, and it is death. The sentence will be carried out this evening.” 
 
      
 
    The crowd buzzed approvingly. Not only was Dort a hero, but a highborn was going to be executed—it was practically a holiday. However, that wasn’t the end of the divine intervention. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn Vlashich, your actions have freed up significant resources for me as I no longer need to support an enormous layer of ancient constructions. And while you already received one reward, you have been given the right to one request. Simply make it, and if it is considered appropriate given the extent of your contribution, it will be granted.” 
 
      
 
    “I already have it!” Tailyn yelled. “I want to save Valia’s life. Don’t execute her!” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause. The statue was processing the request, and the crowd murmured unhappily—they’d been looking forward to the spectacle. Finally, the god replied. 
 
      
 
    “A determination has been made! Tailyn Vlashich, your request is excessive, but your betrothal makes it possible to grant it. Valia Levor, you are to return home. Your father has been informed of your new punishment and will see to it that it is carried out. Isor Barka, send Valia Levor to Baron Equire, who has been given a mission to accompany the young duchess to her family home. The divine intervention is complete!” 
 
      
 
    The statue wheeled around and headed slowly back to the temple. 
 
      
 
    “Mistress,” Motar said as he came over to Valia. The guard’s face was plastered with embarrassment, but he couldn’t help obeying the will of the god, especially given that it had deigned to appear in person. “Allow me to accompany you.” 
 
      
 
    “Give me a minute.” The girl turned and hugged Tailyn in front of the entire crowd, after which she whispered in his ear. “I’ll be fine, I promise. Here, take this. My parents gave me this book when I completed my initiation.” 
 
      
 
    A thick copy of The Mage’s Encyclopedia appeared in Tailyn’s hands. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see you in a year and a half at the academy, and you can give it back then. Please read it. Easy questions can’t throw you for a loop, so go through and learn everything before you get to the academy. And… Thank you! For everything. Again.” 
 
      
 
    “Together?” Tailyn asked, even finding the strength to smile. 
 
      
 
    “For life,” Valia replied. She smiled, too—she was going to handle the punishment and her parents’ fury at her betrothal. Sure, she was going to have a rough time of it, but she would eventually get to the academy and see the boy. No, not the boy. Her boy. Yes, that was much better. 
 
      
 
    “I’m ready.” Valia pulled herself away from Tailyn and turned toward Motar. “Lead away.” 
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    TAILYN SPENT his eleventh birthday quietly and surrounded by his usual circle. Motar brought him a delicious pie his wife had made, Tekhor had new training swords for him, and Valanil’s gift was several shield restoration flasks. They sat, they ate, and Tailyn told for the umpteenth time the story of the City of the Dead, after which they began what the boy called his daily torture sessions. The three of them were teaching him how to survive without cards. Leaping and jumping, Tailyn learned how to fence, use a pike, handle a shield, wield a knife, and even use alchemical potions. The latter training was all about what was best to use in which cases, why fire was a potent weapon against some creatures and powerless against others, and much more. Almost a year had passed since the moment the god made its will known to the people, but everyone still stayed away from Tailyn. Nobody liked upstarts. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, Master Isor wants to see you!” yelled a breathless messenger. Distracted by the interruption, the boy caught a painful strike in the ribs from a dull sword. The lessons were held without his mage’s outfit, and Tailyn’s personal shield was long since gone. Small wonder given how heartless his teachers were, Valanil in particular. 
 
      
 
    The surprised boy headed off toward the palace. Isor did his best to avoid Tailyn, even putting him at the opposite end of the hall for official receptions. And Dort had left the city the very next day after the god’s determination, though nobody knew where Isor had sent him. Valia’s father had sent an agent to come look over Tailyn. What he thought, Tailyn didn’t know, but nobody else showed up on behalf of the duke. That’s when the training had started, leaving no time to think about anything else. At least, with one exception: his constant preoccupation was when he was going to get to sleep. 
 
      
 
    And then, there was the summons from Isor. It was unexpected. Mysterious. What did he need? 
 
      
 
    The city elder wasn’t alone in his office. Next to him was an unpleasant character with a hood pulled down to cover his face, and Tailyn had already seen a cloak like his. It had been worn by a man who’d tried to kill him. The crystal fence. 
 
      
 
    Berad Gor (human). Ranger. Age 43. Level 32. 
 
      
 
    “There he is,” Isor said, pointing at Tailyn. “Ignore how bad he looks—he’s a solid mage. He’ll be fine. Tailyn, as your ward, I order you to accompany Berad in his search. You’re leaving for the Gray Lands. Your betrothed is missing, and you need to find her and earn a reward. Get to it!” 
 
      
 
    End of Book One 
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