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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    “COLD EXPLOSION… You’re dead, Tailyn Vlashich…” 
 
      
 
    “Alchemical fire… You’re dead, Tailyn Vlashich…” 
 
      
 
    “Acid. Your shield’s gone; your armor was eaten away, too. You’re dead, Tailyn Vlashich…” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn got to his feet and shot an annoyed glance over at Berad, a level thirty-two ranger who was doubled over laughing. Calling the whole thing a waste of time, the caravan leader was openly mocking the boy’s attempts to fight back against Valanil. He was convinced mages capable of using cards should stick to them rather than jumping around the field like a goat with its butt on fire. 
 
      
 
    But in those moments, all Tailyn could do was sigh heavily and nod to let Valanil know he was ready for the next round. The Culmart herbalist was hurling in his direction pieces of wood that had been painted different colors to stand in for alchemical flasks. It was Tailyn’s job to pick out the color, say what the flask had inside, and correctly respond to the throw — duck, block, or turn and run. Everything depended on the contents of what Valanil was tossing at him. Six months earlier, back when he’d just begun training, Tailyn had protested that she only ever threw potions he had no way of protection himself against. Since then, Valanil had written down on a piece of paper the exact order she was going to follow and stuck to it, throwing the pieces of wood in that sequence. But that didn’t really help. Not once had Tailyn been able to avoid death even ten times out of every thirty throws. 
 
      
 
    “You’re not just a mage,” Valanil always said. “You’re an alchemist! Your strength isn’t cards; it’s the ability to create and use different potions to match the situation. Remember the City of the Dead — the moment you ran out of charges for your cards, you were dead weight. You couldn’t charge them, and you couldn’t do anything to fight back against the mages. You couldn’t do anything! Tailyn Vlashich, you have to get stronger. Go pick up the pieces and bring them over here so we can go again.” 
 
      
 
    It was only once, the day after he began training, that Tailyn made the mistake of not falling in line with his trainer, and Valanil decided to show him up. After heading a hundred meters away, she turned and yelled back at the boy. 
 
      
 
    “Stop me any way you can! No matter how, just stop me!” 
 
      
 
    The herbalist sprinted toward the stunned kid, who hadn’t so much as pulled out his cards, and threw a freeze potion that turned Tailyn’s legs into pieces of ice. And that was despite his armor and shield level. His regeneration told him it was going to need a good five hours to restore him to working order, but Valanil wasn’t done. As soon as Tailyn had recovered, she jumped in for another round. 
 
      
 
    “Stop me. Whatever it takes!” 
 
      
 
    That time, Tailyn wasn’t caught sleeping. As soon as she started moving, enormous balls of fire came flying at her, accompanied by electric strikes. The boy had become adept at using his cards, switching the order around with just an eye movement. His third-generation outdoor headgear for mages, or OHM-III, made that as easy as pie. 
 
      
 
    But it was useless. The herbalist ignored the fireballs and paid no attention to the electricity. Running up to the boy, she tossed another potion at him, that time liquid fire. And Tailyn howled like he’d never howled before. The heat cut through his shield and baked him alive, while Valanil did nothing to ease his suffering. But six hours later, once his regeneration had brought him back from the brink, and his costume had restored itself, Valanil tried a third time. 
 
      
 
    “Stop me. Whatever it takes.” 
 
      
 
    She went back to the hundred-meter mark. That round, Tailyn decided to go all out, bringing his wave of fire, his most powerful weapon, to bear. It was better to mourn the herbalist’s death than let her mutilate him yet again, he decided. But oh, how naïve he was. Valanil didn’t run at him. Striding easily, she moved right through the inferno, the flames doing exactly nothing to her. Tailyn spent fifty charges, turning the field they were training on into scorched earth, but the herbalist just laughed it off. Her third flask contained an acid that had the boy wishing he were back to being burned alive. Feeling his flesh dissolve, that was real pain. 
 
      
 
    Twelve hours later, Tailyn had wised up and was standing in front of Valanil ready to get back to training. The question of how was plastered all over his face, and the herbalist responded by showing him the description of one of her flasks. 
 
      
 
    Salamander Potion. Description: rare item. Forms a Salamander Skin that lets you ignore thermal damage for 30 seconds. 
 
      
 
    “People who actually are alchemists rather than just sporting the title have lots of tricks up their sleeves. There’s a potion that answers any card a mage might use. Just take that Nemean lion — you can put it to sleep. If I’d had my arsenal with me, we would have left the City of the Dead at the head of an army of captive lixes… I got too used to peace and quiet…” 
 
      
 
    It was a bald-faced lie. Valanil had only gotten the potions she had with her a couple days before, but the boy didn’t need to know that. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a lot you need to learn, Tailyn Vlashich, and if you’d like to continue, you need to declare me your trainer. That’s the only way I can pass my knowledge on to you.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil Revolt would like to be your trainer. Accept? 
 
      
 
    And that was when Tailyn’s life changed. Valanil cut a deal with Motar, and every day when his lessons with the herbalist were over, the boy had sword and dagger lessons. He didn’t have anything else to do, either — Isor continued to ignore him — so he just spent twelve hours a day training. But Tailyn didn’t even have the rest of the time to relax, spending it studying the encyclopedia Valia had given him. Soon enough, he cursed whoever had written it, the girl, and really the process itself. You couldn’t just open the book and read whatever you wanted. Instead, Tailyn had to start from the very first page and memorize the whole thing. The book somehow knew when he was reading as opposed to when he was just leafing through, and it would keep him from turning to the next page. Not only that, but it also knew when he’d forgotten something he’d read before, pulling it back up to relearn. Over the previous six months, Tailyn had made it a third of the way and hated the book with all his heart. But he was at least positive that even if someone woke him up in the middle of the night and tested him on it, he’d be able to quote any of the paragraphs he’d learned. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough for today.” Another series of thirty pieces of wood had come and gone with just six blocked correctly. “You’re not seeing the colors anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re impossible to see,” the boy muttered as he dug around in the grass to find the stick. “It’s dark out!” 
 
      
 
    “You think the enemy is going to wait for you to rub your eyes?” the woman replied harshly. “Set up the training dummy and get to work with your sword.” 
 
      
 
    It was the caravan’s second week spent moving through the Gray Lands. Made up of ten covered wagons packed with people, Tailyn thought it strange that most of them were numerical farmers, herdsmen, and tanners. They were all scared stiff and huddled together. Afraid to catch so much as a glimpse of the area around them, they didn’t even get out of the wagons, though Tailyn wasn’t exactly at ease, either. There were all too many rumors floating around when it came to the Gray Lands. It was supposedly populated with monsters, lixes running free, and a new horror sitting behind each bush. But two weeks later, they’d come across nothing but the odd tree, enormous boulders, and deep ravines. The boy didn’t have time to think about that, however, as he spent all his time training. As soon as Valanil had heard that he was going to be sent off with the caravan, she ran off to talk with Isor. And while Tailyn had no idea what they discussed, she left her meeting with him the owner of a letter with his signature on it. Berad spent a long time turning it over and holding it up to the light, suspecting a trick, and he even went to see Isor himself, but in the end he had to throw up his hands and free up another spot in the caravan. Valanil was going with them. 
 
      
 
    Of course, beyond the peasants, there were serious fighters, too — ten people just as morose and austere as the caravan leader. All of them topped level thirty, they were well equipped, and they kept their eyes fixed on their surroundings in search of anything out of the ordinary. At the beginning, Tailyn tried to strike up a conversation with them. They just stared right through him, however, and since there was no point talking with the numericals, he was left with Valanil. She’d let him know that Valia really had disappeared more than a month before. Her father had put together a manhunt, setting an incredible reward, only she’d been kidnapped in a completely different part of the empire than the one they were in then. 
 
      
 
    After setting up the dummy, Tailyn sighed, pulled out his sword, and began dodging the advanced mechanism’s feints. Motar hadn’t told him where he’d gotten the monster. One day, he’d just shown up and announced that it was from all the guards and one other person, apologizing for how rude they’d been and thanking the boy for saving their lives. The human-like device didn’t just stand there; it was practically alive. It moved, spun, attacked, sliced. For the first few months, Tailyn toiled away at the inept level before moving up to novice. Finally, he'd mastered the first three of seven apprentice training levels. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet down!” barked one of the guards, though Tailyn ignored him. He much preferred swordplay to figuring out and reacting to the pieces of wood. And judging by the progress bar that showed up every time he started training, he was already halfway to the fourth level, or senior apprentice. He’d had to unlock the strength and agility attributes to feel more comfortable with the whole thing. Of course, he knew they were pointless for someone who could use cards, but Valanil had insisted he diversify his weaponry, even giving him the gold so he could unlock the attributes without burning through his savings. With that said, the boy had parted ways with a thousand gold of his own to unlock a little something else. 
 
      
 
    Strength. Description: an attribute that impacts your stamina and ability to lift weights. Note! For the Alchemist class, this attribute does not affect physical attack. Does not integrate with Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Agility. Description: an attribute that impacts your speed, mobility, and coordination. Note! For the Alchemist class, this attribute does not affect physical attack. Does not integrate with Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Concealment. Description: an attribute that lets you hide your parameters from other people, including by replacing them. In order to read your name, level, and age, the other person’s Perception should be equal to or higher than your Concealment. 
 
      
 
    Leveling-up his strength and agility seemed like an absurd idea to Tailyn. Not only that, but just having them meant that if he got an update to the coordinates or ancient history missions, the god might spend invaluable points on an attribute he didn’t need in the least. Speaking of missions, the day after getting back to Culmart, the boy had headed off to see the god and get some answers. He’d been looking to find out what “release,” “player,” and “exodus” meant. But he came up empty. 
 
      
 
    That information will be made available after your initiation is complete. 
 
      
 
    “I told you to stop!” The training sword was yanked out of his hands. Tailyn stopped, breathing heavily, as he’d been fighting off the dummy on reflexes alone the whole time he’d been reminiscing. Checking the settings, he couldn’t help but smile — he was just 32% away from senior apprentice. Reaching the next level was going to take a month at the most. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Valanil asked, showing up next to him. “Why did you stop practicing?” 
 
      
 
    “The leader gave orders for quiet,” the guard shot back rudely. “We’re close to red lix territory.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn looked around. Regardless of the falling darkness, everything within a hundred meters was as plain as day thanks to his built-in scanner. Valanil had given him a great tip, having him head over to the market, buy simple hunter clothing, and turn his level three armor into them. There was a reason the academy mages all looked identical in their white robes despite the fact that they were actually wearing armor even better than Tailyn’s. And the boy had agreed — the idea was a good one. Seeing him as just one of them also helped everyone in Culmart forget the god’s terrifying tribunal and stop avoiding him. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something out there,” Tailyn said, squinting and hearing the guard’s scornful snort. Just like everyone else, all the latter saw were simple clothes. But the boy didn’t take his eyes off a large boulder right at the edge of his scanning range. His attention had been grabbed by a barely perceptible movement — it seemed like the stone had moved. And in the direction of the camp, too. 
 
      
 
    “There can’t be anything out there,” the guard deigned to answer, but Tailyn just raised his voice in excitement, pointing out into the darkness. The boulder really had moved. His perception gave him nothing, almost as if it were just a rock, but the boy grew surer with each passing second. 
 
      
 
    “There’s someone hiding under that rock. And they’re crawling toward us!” 
 
      
 
    The guard glanced oddly at the boy, no longer snorting. 
 
      
 
    “Where is he?” Valanil knew Tailyn wouldn’t panic without a good reason, so she activated her cards just in case. While she couldn’t show it, the Gray Lands scared her, too. 
 
      
 
    “Over there,” the boy said as he jabbed a finger into the darkness. “Do you really not see it?” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, it hit the boy that neither the guard not Valanil could see what he was seeing, and so he decided to prove to everyone that he was right. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    An enormous fireball soared into the sky. After reaching its set hundred meters, it began easing its way gently back down to earth, casting a red glow on everything in the near vicinity as it did. That made it easy to pick out the boulder the boy was pointing at. However, a popping sound was heard at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “That rock, the second from the left, is coming toward us. It — ” Tailyn was pointing, but a powerful kick knocked him to the ground before he could finish what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing, idiot?!” the guard yelled as he loomed over the boy. Valanil jumped over to protect her student, but the guard just threw her aside with a simple wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    “Who launched that?” A sleepy Berad appeared out of the main wagon. When he saw Tailyn lying on the ground, his face twisted in rage. “You? Our defenses are down because of you! For that — ” 
 
      
 
    Nobody found out what he was going to get for his blunder. The fireball finally hit the ground, and night fell again. But just then, a prolonged lix howl broke out, and Tailyn could even tell what the creature was saying. 
 
      
 
    Outsiders in the steppe! We found them! 
 
      
 
    “Circle the wagons; horses in the middle!” Berad barked, quickly taking charge. “Prepare for battle!” 
 
      
 
    The caravan began moving. The wagons circled; the fires were put out. A few wagons were set right in the middle, and the numericals were all stuck under them. After making sure everything was well in hand, Berad went back over to the troublemakers. 
 
      
 
    “Why the hell did you launch that?” he asked ominously. Tailyn kept a guilty silence, leaving the guard to reply for him. 
 
      
 
    “He noticed Sloan, thought he was a monster, decided to show us.” 
 
      
 
    “And why the hell didn’t you tell him our guy was out there? That we have a protective dome over the camp and can’t breach it?” Berad exploded. “He’s a kid! A useless idiot just like all the rest of them. You know what, Zaril? Right now, you’re taking your position, but once this is over, you’re going to be the one to dig our waste holes until we get back to base. Go!” 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything we can help with?” Valanil asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’d tell you, but it’s not the time for that,” Berad replied angrily. “I wanted this to be nice and easy, but no, there’s always an idiot. Okay, let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
      
 
    Berad Gor is inviting you to join Atrium. 
 
      
 
    Nothing changed for Tailyn. Without access to the functionality, he couldn’t see anyone else’s frames, though Valanil grunted enviously. Berad did, as well — he hadn’t known how useful Tailyn could be. 
 
      
 
    “You take the southern sector. Don’t let the animals get close to the wagons. Sloan! Get your ass over here!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn jumped when the stone straightened up and turned into one of the caravan’s fighters. How high was his concealment if level two perception coupled with level thirteen enhancement was powerless against him? 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, follow me!” Valanil ordered, and a few moments later they were on top of one of the wagons. A couple other fighters were on the neighboring wagons, so the southern flank was covered. 
 
      
 
    “How are your cards?” 
 
      
 
    “Maxed out.” Just in case, Tailyn checked them all, and another lix howl broke out right then. 
 
      
 
    They’re on the old road! I can sense crystal fences! 
 
      
 
    Valanil cursed. It was quiet enough that only Tailyn could hear her, but she didn’t hold back. 
 
      
 
    “Is something wrong?” Tailyn asked with a frown. 
 
      
 
    “We need to make a break for it as soon as the battle’s over,” the woman replied softly. “Here I am, trying to figure out why Isor sent you out on a campaign, and with a group like this, too. The old bastard! And I knew Valia wouldn’t be this easy to get back. Shit!” 
 
      
 
    “You understand the lixes,” Tailyn suddenly realized. “You know what they said!” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Valanil said as if it meant nothing. “And don’t even ask me what that took. But it was worth it — one kidnapping was enough. Now, I need to know what those animals are saying. If I’d understood your Ka-Do-Gir back in the City of the Dead, maybe I’d have been able to give you a warning.” 
 
      
 
    That explanation made enough sense that Tailyn relaxed. It was true — understanding your main enemies was important in the borderlands. 
 
      
 
    “But what’s so dangerous about crystal fences?” he asked as he looked around. The fighters were nervously peering into the dark, and the boy had no doubt most of them were using scanners that could see well beyond a hundred meters. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not taking us into lix territory to find Valia. That was just an excuse to safely get out of the city without raising suspicion. No, they’re here to trade the numericals for crystals.” 
 
      
 
    “But we destroyed the city! What would they need people for?” Tailyn asked in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Who said One was Halas’ only master? That lix is too strong to only have one. No, he needs new victims, and they’re carrying us to slaughter. And I jumped right in like an idiot…” 
 
      
 
    “Lixes!” someone shouted, and the air around them filled with screams of pain. But they weren’t human; it was the monsters. The attack had come from the eastern flank, the side Berad was guarding. Tailyn watched the whole area turn into a fiery carpet. The red lixes were very different from their black and green brothers, looking more like animals than intelligent creatures. Wild and unrestrained, they rushed fearlessly on ahead despite the fire in their path. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s attention was drawn by movement in the south — a dozen lixes were trying to flank around them. Apparently, not all of them wanted to die that idiotically. Tailyn decided to wait for them to get close enough to make his fire a sure thing, only they were in no hurry to approach the caravan. Not only that, but they were right at the edge of his scanning range. Neither his wave of fire nor fireballs were going to reach them. His electric strike might have, but there was no reason to spend charges yet as Tailyn wanted to see what the lixes were up to. 
 
      
 
    The creatures had bunched up and were discussing something, their arms gesticulating wildly. The boy looked around — Berad was still bathing the lixes on his side with fire. Still coming, they couldn’t care less about the losses they were taking, though the silence on the other sides of the caravan was unsettling. The reds couldn’t be that dumb. There was no such thing in a world as harsh as the one they lived in. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s attention was once again captured by the lixes on his side. Their meeting over, and they were setting up some kind of device. It was hard to tell from that distance what it was, though it spoke to the monsters’ intelligence regardless. 
 
      
 
    “Something’s about to happen,” the boy whispered to Valanil. “The lixes are setting up — ” 
 
      
 
    “Catapults!” one of the fighters shouted above the lix screams. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, shield! This is real!” An iron-reinforced rectangle the size of a door appeared in Valanil’s hands. Tailyn had never seen a shield that big — it would have been enough to shelter an entire wagon, let alone a person. 
 
      
 
    “Sloan, get to work!” Berad barked, unable to pull himself away. 
 
      
 
    “On it!” came a response from somewhere outside the circle, but that was when the enemy machines unleashed their fire. Tailyn’s scanner showed something like alchemical flasks flying in their direction, and his chest tightened. There were so many of them. 
 
      
 
    “Alchemical fire!” Valanil yelled, and Tailyn froze. A shield appeared in his hands, if not as big as Valanil’s. Still, it was plenty for him. There was no running from alchemical fire — when it hit the ground, it spread in every direction, scorching everything it touched. The only thing you could do was hide behind a shield and let it take the hit. Of course, the shield would be useless after that, but it was enough to survive. You just had to throw away the heated metal in time. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn pressed his shield against Valanil’s the way they’d practiced, in that moment realizing that actual battle was much simpler than the way they trained. His scanner worked hand in hand with his perception, which meant he knew what was coming their way even before the herbalist yelled it out. But those labels hadn’t been there during practice. It wasn’t fair. 
 
      
 
    Something hit their shields, glass shattered, and Valanil yelled at the boy. 
 
      
 
    “Get rid of it!” 
 
      
 
    The burning shields flew away from the wagon. Sadly, not everyone had been as lucky, with half the wagons burning brightly. Two mercenaries screamed as they rolled around on the ground. Nobody went over to help them, however — it was almost impossible to put out alchemical fire, and it didn’t look like anyone had the thick cover it would have taken. 
 
      
 
    “They’re reloading!” Tailyn saw the lixes fiddling with the catapults yet again. “It’s no good!” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li… Ka-Li… Ka-Li… 
 
      
 
    Ten electric strikes rained down, and the lixes convulsed, no longer able to do damage. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?!” Valanil screamed when Tailyn leaped lightly down to the ground and ran off toward the enemy. Less than a hundred meters meant they were at most twenty seconds away, so the boy hit them yet again to give himself another thirty. What interested him were the five shimmering red flasks the lixes had dropped in the catapult. The creatures were all at level ten, so dealing with them quickly was out of the cards, and that left an awfully foolhardy move. Tailyn dropped the flasks into his inventory and pulled out his next card. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The wave of fire engulfed the lixes and told everyone else exactly where he was. And while he couldn’t wait forty seconds for the flames to burn themselves out, Tailyn at least got lucky in that the lixes died quickly and left their loot behind. There hadn’t been a message about loot in the group, so the boy held his breath and ducked quickly into his own fire. Placing a hand on a body, he dashed back out and brushed himself off, stunned as his own power. How long had he been in there? A second? Two? And his shield was almost a quarter gone. Opening his visor to let fresh air into his costume and get rid of the heat, Tailyn couldn’t suppress a grin. His plan was a success. 
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
    Alchemical Fire potion x15. 
 
    Acid Spittle potion x15. 
 
    Accelerated Growth potion x3. 
 
    Lesser Armor x8. 
 
    Intellect Ring-I. 
 
    Lesser Staff. 
 
      
 
    Turning around, Tailyn sprinted back toward the wagons only to just about trip and fall when the night sky was lit up with a red star Berad launched. That was immediately followed by the sound of a trumpet and a happy cry from the lixes. 
 
      
 
    Fall back! They’re friendlies! Move out! 
 
      
 
    Friendlies? 
 
      
 
    “You lost, kid?” Sloan appeared in front of Tailyn, who had stopped. “You picked the wrong time to start throwing fireballs around…” 
 
      
 
    The fighter held up a closed hand and blew into the boy’s face. Tailyn was surprised to notice he wasn’t holding a card, though that was the last thing he saw that night. His eyes rolled back, his legs wobbled, and he crashed to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The lotus pollen had worked instantaneously. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “SO WE MADE a mistake. Happens to the best of us! We were expecting a caravan from Larunda, also a bunch of fences. But different ones! We saw the signal and figured you were them.” The red lix’s guttural voice pulled Tailyn back into the real world. He groaned, his head splitting, only he found that the groan was muffled by the gag in his mouth. But as soon as he broke out in a sweat, figuring his headgear had been stolen, he realized the card interface was still in place. He cursed to himself. Why had he pulled the visor back? The pollen wouldn’t have gotten through his hermetic seal. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s what you want me to tell Halas?” Berad replied rudely, and Tailyn’s attention switched entirely to the conversation. That name was too familiar. Not only that, but Berad was speaking with the lix in the creature’s own language, making yet another person who could understand them. It was getting to be a crowd. “That I wasn’t able to deliver the goods because of a tribe of reds?” 
 
      
 
    “Why would you tell him that?” the lix asked indignantly. “A human here, a human there, and the supreme leader won’t notice. But the reds will remember Berad’s kindness and reply in kind.” 
 
      
 
    “What do I care about your kindness?” the crystal fence asked with a snort. “I was taking Halas fifty bodies in exchange for five crystals. Now, I have twenty left, and half of them are just about burned to death. They might not live out the day. And it’s going to take us another week to get to the meeting point! This is a problem, Shaman Mu-Ro-Div. Honestly, I don’t know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Human, you’re great and powerful! Help us capture the caravan from Larunda, and you’ll get all the people they have. That despicable Finnie Elor is in charge — he doesn’t want to work with red lixes, thinks we’re stupid. And we want to get back at him for that.” 
 
      
 
    “Sloan?” Berad asked instead of replying. 
 
      
 
    “A serious player,” came the reply. “Ten fighters, all twenty-five or higher. Well-equipped, well-trained rangers. It won’t be easy.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll overwhelm him,” the lix said. “We have lots of inferiors, and they don’t have anything to eat. They’ll go in first to attract attention. In the meantime, you can sneak in and take them out. Great loot. Great revenge. New slaves. Lots of slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “Finnie is at capacity,” Sloan replied in confirmation. “Seventy at least, enough for seven crystals. Plus ours…whoever’s left.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Mu-Ro-Div, let’s hear your plan.” 
 
      
 
    The voices dropped, and Tailyn couldn’t pick out a single word no matter how hard he tried. Finally, Berad laughed as he boomed out. 
 
      
 
    “Deal! I like your plan, Mu-Ro-Div. it should work, though I do have a problem — there are two mages in with my slaves. They need special treatment. I was paid well for the boy’s head, so he can’t make it back to the city, though he also needs to survive until our meeting with the blacks. Halas is going to give us two crystals for him. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “How could I not get it, Berad, my friend? Your slaves are in good paws, their hands tied, their mouths shut. What are they going to do? Plus, one’s still tiny, and the other’s a female. Don’t worry! My best apprentice, one blessed by Halas, will keep an eye on them. Actually, he’s barely an apprentice — I’ll be learning from him soon enough! We can have your slaves back in our den within two days, and it’s just one more day to the Forest of Desire.” 
 
      
 
    New mission: Isor’s Betrayal. Description: you found out that your guardian, Isor Barka, paid a crystal fence to get you out of the city and have you destroyed. However, Berad Gor decided not to kill you, and instead sell you to the black lixes for two crystals. Go back to Culmart and accuse Isor Barka of attempted murder. You are permitted to ask for divine intervention in order to prove your innocence. 
 
      
 
    Divine intervention… Tailyn already knew what that was thanks to Valanil. There had been a paragraph on it right at the beginning of the book, too. As it turned out, not everyone was born with the same rights. Their opportunities depended on the family they were born into, with more doors open to them at higher ranks. For example, they could ask the god to settle arguments or punish wrongdoers. That was what Valia had been trying to do, only she’d made a mistake — despite everything he’d done, there had been nothing to punish Dort for. Tailyn, of course, thought death was too good for the other boy. But Valia had known what the consequences were, as they were beaten into the head of the highborn from day one. Her emotions had gotten the better of her, however. And she’d paid for that, the divine intervention turning around to bite her. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s nose tickled, and he lost his train of thought. An attempt to scratch it reminded him that his hands were tied. Almost as if on cue, his muscles began to ache, his body itched, and the tips of his fingers started going numb. Tailyn tried wiggling around to alleviate the discomfort, and that was when he saw Valanil. She’d been tied up far more rigorously than the boy had. With ropes wrapped around her entire body, and not just her arms and legs, she’d been turned into a completely immobile cocoon. 
 
      
 
    A light shone, and clawed paws grabbed the prisoners. Before he was thrown roughly into one of the wagons, Tailyn noticed the procession of bound numericals. They were standing there meekly, having resigned themselves to their fate, ready to follow the wagon the moment it started moving. 
 
      
 
    A plump lix sat down next to Tailyn and placed a spear against his throat. Feeling the cold metal, the boy just about lost whatever was left of his courage — it isn’t every day you find yourself a hair’s breadth away from death. His personal shield was gone. But after pulling himself together, the boy took a look at his opponent, checking out his attributes. 
 
      
 
    Lu-Vir-Div (red lix). Shaman. Age 32. Level 17. 
 
    Main parameters: shield level: 1544; mana level: 2149; physical attack: 244; magic attack: 266. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn grunted when he realized his perception was high enough to see the lix’s hidden parameters. Of course, there wasn’t much use in that, but he liked the direction things were moving in. He’d only been able to see numericals previously. 
 
      
 
    The wagon bumped along mercilessly, and the spear pierced the boy’s skin a few times, keeping his shield from regenerating. But no matter how slowly the procession was moving, the lix spent the entire day with his eyes fixed on the boy. Tailyn’s body was stiff, almost completely numb by nightfall, and the ropes were tied so tightly around his limbs that a ten- or fifteen-minute regeneration timer popped up every hour or so. His outfit was great, on the other hand. For a long time, Tailyn held everything in, doing his best not to soil it, but a pothole ended up being the straw that pushed his bladder beyond the breaking point. It turned out that his OGM-III had a built-in waste disposal system, however. Judging by the description, it was only enough to last a week, but that was going to be plenty. 
 
      
 
    The procession stopped in a field for the night. Whatever the red lix’s hideout was, it was more than a day’s journey away. The wagons lined up, meat was roasted over a fire, and the fat lix was distracted for the first time. Tailyn did his best not to wonder who they were cooking. The lix disappeared, and the chilled night air was filled with the annoyed howl of hungry lixes. They all wanted to eat and sleep. 
 
      
 
    Valanil Revolt is inviting you to join We need to run. Tomorrow it will be too late. 
 
    Note! If you accept the invitation, you will be removed from the Atrium group. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was all too happy to accept the invitation, frustrated as he was with the limitations he still had to endure a year shy of completing his initiation. That was when all the functionality would be unlocked, including the ability to leave groups. 
 
      
 
    The only way the boy could respond was to try and move around to give her a kick in the leg. But when he tried, he groaned in pain. His muscles cramped so hard his eyeballs very nearly popped out of his head. 
 
      
 
    Group renamed. New name: Don’t move. Burn your ropes. Quietly. Pull out your knife and free me. We have to run. I figured out where they’re tak… 
 
      
 
    Apparently, there was a character limit on group names, though Tailyn had figured out the main idea. Things were only going to get worse. 
 
      
 
    Burn his ropes… His cards weren’t an option given the gag in his mouth, and that just left alchemical fire. But it took Tailyn a while to work up the nerve to try something that crazy. As soon as the potion hit the air, it burned for ten minutes, which meant the lixes would definitely notice. And if only that were the worst of their problems… The boy shivered, remembering the word quietly in the name of the group. His regeneration would take six hours to restore his limbs — he’d been through that before. 
 
      
 
    “Unload the mages!” came the order, and Tailyn was jerked roughly. His arms and legs ached as the rope dug into his skin and knocked off his personal shield. 
 
      
 
    “String them up!” the fat lix continued. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s arms were pulled hard, and he howled in pain as he was pulled up off the ground. Valanil groaned next to him. No matter how tough she was, few people could grin and bear what they were going through. 
 
      
 
    “Let them hang there. We’ll be heading off in the morning, so keep an eye on them until then.” The fat lix showed he was boss before hurrying off to his tent to get some rest. The other lixes glanced at each other — who had the shaman’s apprentice told to watch the mages? It was a long journey, and everyone wanted to relax. 
 
      
 
    “You!” the strongest said to one of his punier comrades. “You’re on guard duty.” 
 
      
 
    “Me?!” the latter replied indignantly, though he stopped when he saw the spear pointed at him. “Actually, yes, I was just going to volunteer. You all should rest.” 
 
      
 
    The reds scattered to their respective tents, and another wail broke out from the numericals as one more was dispatched. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” yelled the puny lix as he ran over to the wagon where the humans were standing. He was looking to take his frustration out on someone, and there was a chorus of dull blows and groans as he went to work on them. 
 
      
 
    Now! 
 
      
 
    The dangerous thought flashed through Tailyn’s head, scaring even him in the process. Still, a couple moments later, he was holding a bottle shimmering with a red color. It was just a wonder his hands weren’t shaking. The fear was gone, replaced by an indomitable resolve, and Tailyn felt for and yanked open the lid while doing his best not to think about what was going to happen. An acrid smell hit his nostrils, and flames leaped out of the container. 
 
      
 
    His back and arms burned like the devil, but Tailyn didn’t utter a sound, burying his teeth in his gag. Still, despite his bravery, his fingers reflexively opened up, and the bottle crashed to the ground. The earth exploded in flames. The boy’s stomach dropped — his suffering, albeit short, had been in vain. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s the light coming from?” came the puny lix’s unpleasant voice, and the dull blows stopped. The monster turned and stared dumbly at the fire burning away under the wriggling bodies. Both Tailyn and Valanil were twisting as they felt the temperature around them rise, neither able to get away. Finally, something in the lix’s head clicked, and he ran over to the rope holding the mages off the ground. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to burn!” he rattled away as he untied the knot. “And on my watch, too!” 
 
      
 
    The rope released, and Tailyn and Valanil dropped right into the fire. The boy’s OGM-III kept him from the worst of it, taking the brunt of the alchemical flames, and the lix had dragged them out a couple moments later. 
 
      
 
    “Who lit the fire?” the lix asked, bending over Tailyn. “Where did it come from?” 
 
      
 
    The boy’s brain raced, having been freed from the heat. Suddenly, he had an interesting thought, and he began bleating away into the gag as he gestured in the direction of the tents. 
 
      
 
    “What? Lixes?” The little creature followed his gaze before glancing back in surprise when the boy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You can understand me?” If his terrifying face had had brows, they would have shot upward. The boy nodded again before trying to say something else. Not only that, but the lix could have sworn he specifically said tent and set you up. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t understand you!” the lix said, crouching down next to the boy. He wasn’t aware why Tailyn had been gagged, having never seen captive mages. But the boy just murmured again, looked over toward the tents, and said something that sounded like bet and laughing at you. That did the trick. Already angry at all and sundry, the lix had heard the key words, and his thirst for the truth overcame the shaman apprentice’s order. Although, to be fair, he was still keeping an eye on the prisoners like he’d been told. What could a little kid do with his arms and legs tied? Nothing. 
 
      
 
    The lix picked the boy up and untied the ropes holding the gag in place. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, who set me up?” 
 
      
 
    “Hermetic seal! Ka-Li!” Tailyn whispered with difficulty, and the lix’s body began its thirty seconds of convulsions. Without losing a moment, the boy rolled around to the other side of the lix and began kicking him into the fire. It only worked so-so, with a couple more electricity strikes required, though the result was eventually achieved. The creature ended up in the alchemical flames and quickly turned into a charred corpse. That done, it was time for Tailyn to head into the fire himself. The ropes lit up immediately like dry straw, and Tailyn flipped onto his stomach as he howled and did his best not to roll around putting out the fire. The ropes had to burn off. Pain seared deep inside him, though his regeneration took the edge off, and he jerked at his arms to check the knots. Finally, there was a snap, and Tailyn was free. 
 
      
 
    Leaping to his feet, the boy materialized his knife and ran over to Valanil. His body was still burning — alchemical fire wasn’t that easy to put out, going out either by itself after ten minutes or when it was deprived of air. And since Tailyn didn’t have any thick cloth, his only option was to suffer through it and thank the god for his regeneration. He would have given up right at the beginning if it hadn’t been for it. 
 
      
 
    The boy cut through the last rope, and Valanil’s hand streaked out to grab the knife and hold it to Tailyn’s throat. 
 
      
 
    “What took so long?” the herbalist growled angrily. It took an effort to pull the knife away. According to her plan, Tailyn was supposed to suffer, not her, and it had been a long time since she’d felt that kind of pain. The last time had been during her education at Crobar. For a few moments, Valanil had even been afraid her road had come to an end, and such a horrible end, too. First, in the fire, then in the stomachs of the hungry animals. 
 
      
 
    “I… I didn’t…” Tailyn stammered, afraid to move. Even the pain from his burns faded into the background. There’s nothing like cold metal against your throat to wake you up. 
 
      
 
    “Next time, follow my orders exactly.” Valanil gave Tailyn a shove and cut through the rest of the ropes. Her timer told her she needed three hours to heal, and she couldn’t move until then. Her legs were in bad shape. 
 
      
 
    “We need to kill the lixes. Is your wave of fire full?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Tailyn whimpered as he came back down from the shock. It was mostly the way his trainer was behaving — he’d saved them even if it had been a bit rough for them. Tailyn’s own regeneration timer showed just one hour. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t skimp on charges! I’ll be expecting you a minute from now with a report. Get to it!” 
 
      
 
    The lixes had set up twenty tents. There were no guards — who was going to risk venturing into red lix territory at night? Even the other lixes were too afraid to do that. The prisoners were bound, the mages were under guard, and the protective system kept the night monsters away. Why not sleep when you have another day to travel? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Indeed, Tailyn didn’t skimp on charges. After picking the best vantage point, he cut loose twenty waves. He was going to have to replenish all his cards once the combat status was over, anyway. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed more than 10 creatures at least 10 levels above you. 
 
    You received a level-up for one random attribute. 
 
    Agility +1 (2). 
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn couldn’t help cursing. It was exactly what he’d been worried about — a completely useless attribute had gotten the boost. And while his body bent over double, he’d been expecting that. Valanil had warned him. It was his muscles and ligaments adjusting to match the new parameters, becoming more flexible and mobile. But soon enough, the discomfort was gone, and Tailyn could feel the changes. His body was…faster. Sharper. It was hard to describe the feeling exactly, but he liked it, and he suddenly realized why Valanil had just snorted when he’d mentioned his reservations about spending points on useless attributes. He’d been wrong. While they didn’t make him a stronger attacker directly, they didn’t hurt to have. 
 
      
 
    There was nothing left of the tents. In fact, all that had survived were the shimmering boxes left from the dead bodies, though a message popped up as soon as Tailyn took a step toward them: 
 
      
 
    Group renamed. New name: Even split. 
 
    Loot division type selected for Even split group: divine will. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn just stood there for a while, his gazed fixed on the shimmering boxes, before turning back to Valanil. No, he was having nothing to do with divine will. 
 
      
 
    “Kick me out of the group,” he said. “I don’t want to share my loot.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you fry the lixes?” Regeneration had dulled the pain to the point that the imperious note had returned to Valanil’s voice. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wavered. He’d come back full of conviction that he shouldn’t have to share, and there she was asked about the obvious. She knew very well what the answer was. Still, the boy wasn’t going to give in. 
 
      
 
    “Kick me out of the group,” he said again. “Everything from the lixes belongs to me, and I’m not going to share it. I didn’t roll into the fire just to watch you take the best loot.” 
 
      
 
    It took all Valanil’s composure not to kill the little bastard right on the spot. There he was, talking about rolling into the fire, and he was the only one who could stand on his own two feet. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t trust the god and its distribution?” Valanil was trying to push back on something that was sacred to anyone — the god’s inerrancy. 
 
      
 
    “Ka-Do-Gir was enough for me. He was always getting the best even though I did all the work. Sure, I’d like to trust the god, but I can’t. Coins are too important to me to waste right now.” 
 
      
 
    “For what? Looking to buy paper to wipe your ass with?” The herbalist was running out of patience, and her annoyance was beginning to peek through. 
 
      
 
    “I’m planning on buying an alchemical lab,” Tailyn replied frankly. Suddenly, the herbalist’s negativity disappeared. “They cost twenty thousand coins.” 
 
      
 
    “But you know the first one doesn’t include materials, right? What you need costs half a million. And how many thousand years do you think it will take you to save up that much? Or do you think the red lixes have something that valuable?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was taken aback. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do this. For now, we’ll split the loot evenly, but when we get back to Culmart, I’ll make sure you get your own portable workshop that lets you buy ingredients. And I’ll do it within a month of us getting back. Deal?” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t go back on that?” Tailyn asked, his eyes squinting. Valanil’s offer seemed too good to be true. 
 
      
 
    “The god as my witness!” the herbalist said, instantly bathed in a snow-white cocoon. Her oath had been heard and accepted. 
 
      
 
    Actually, Valanil wasn’t risking anything — the most important thing was getting back to Culmart. She already had the mission to expose Isor, and Tailyn presumably had the same. That would leave the town without an elder, and the Crobar agents so interested in the boy — that was where the potions and right to train him had come from — would be able to enter Culmart without a problem. They’d shell out for the workshop, too. Valanil had been brought in from the cold, though even the wisest trainers at the mage hunter school didn’t know her true motives. Revenge… It was sweet and beautiful. Valanil was going to avenge herself on everyone who’d left her in that backwoods twenty years before without a chance of appeal. With the boy’s appearance, she’d earned the pardon she’d dreamed of those first ten years. But it was too late, Master Hunters. Too late. 
 
      
 
    “Deal,” Tailyn replied quickly, unwilling to let the opportunity slide. “We’ll split the loot.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, why are you still here?” 
 
      
 
    “Right!” Tailyn was about to dash off after the shimmering boxes, but he stopped. “What are we going to do with the people? We can’t just leave them here, can we?” 
 
      
 
    “Loot first. Go, Tailyn! We don’t have as much time as you think.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Alchemist’s Bag. 
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Alchemist Flask x1533. 
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Ordinary Daisy x3888. 
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Ginseng x772. 
 
    … 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives Lesser Armor x15. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives Shaman’s Staff. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives Intellect Ring-I x2. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives Steel Claws x4. 
 
    *** 
 
    You found an alchemist’s body. Your Perception and Enhancement attributes let you learn several recipes from his book. 
 
    *** 
 
    Recipe received: Alchemical Fire. 
 
    Recipe received: Cold Explosion. 
 
    Recipe received: Acid. 
 
    Recipe received: Lesser Regeneration Potion. 
 
      
 
    Valanil kept an indifferent expression on her face as she went through the list of loot, though everything inside her was exploding. The herbalist knew very well that a shaman apprentice blessed by Halas would have quite a bit. She just hadn’t been about to tell Tailyn that, not wanting to spook the boy into trying to grab everything himself. But in that moment, the woman just wanted to wail as she looked at the loot. It even crossed her mind that getting back alone would be much simpler, and she could have even told the Crobar agents that Isor had been the one to get rid of the boy. Seriously, how could Tailyn have been the one to get the bag from an actual alchemist, not to mention its entire contents? Was that half the loot? No, it was all the loot. And the worst part was that the god hadn’t just thrown her trash. There was the lesser armor and steel claws that she could have tossed under the nearest bush, of course, but everything else was valuable even for her. The staff, especially. But the alchemist’s bag… That was too much for a kid like that. And the recipes? While the first three were fairly common if valuable, the herbalist had never even heard of that lesser regeneration potion. She didn’t have it, and she very much wanted to see what it could do. 
 
      
 
    A regeneration potion… Something capable of pulling anyone back from the other side so long as they had a drop of life left in them. The woman knew of just five terminals where you could buy potions like that — one in Crobar, one at the academy, and one each belonging to the emperors of their expansive world. That was it. Not only that, but you could only buy one each month, which was why they went for hundreds if not thousands of times the list price. How quick Tailyn had been to spend one on the lix… Valanil still shuddered half a year later when she recalled that moment. And there he’d gotten something about a lesser potion… She was going to have to figure out how to get a look at the description without raising suspicion. 
 
      
 
    In fact, Tailyn was right then looking over everything he’d gotten. The first description was simple and clear. 
 
      
 
    Alchemist’s Bag. Description: dimensionless space that lets you hold as many ingredients required for your Alchemy skill as you want. 
 
      
 
    It was definitely practical. Another icon appeared, and all his flowers disappeared into the new bag. It just looked much simpler on the outside than it was on the inside, where it was a veritable warehouse. Tailyn couldn’t have even imagined how many different materials alchemists needed. Just the flower section had more than a dozen names. And there were just as many little rocks, powders, and strange lines, all of them leaving the boy’s head spinning. 
 
      
 
    But the recipes were what really piqued his interest. Finally, he was going to be a real alchemist as soon as he picked up a workshop. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Shield restoration potion 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mana restoration potion 
  
       	  4 
  
      
 
       
       	  Magic Enhancement Elixir 
  
       	  3 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Fire 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cold Explosion 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Acid 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lesser Regeneration Potion 
  
       	  * 
  
      
 
       
       	  Card Saturation 
  
       	  4 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemy 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  22 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Alchemical Fire (rare recipe). Current level: 1. You learned how to make alchemical fire that burns for 1 minute (depends on the recipe level). Note! Ignites when it comes into contact with oxygen. Required ingredients: Alchemical Flask (1), Salamander Saliva (2), Basic Thickener (1), Basic Thinner (1). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cold Explosion (rare recipe). Current level: 1. You learned how to make cold explosion potions that hit opponents with a charge of cold. The temperature depends on the recipe level. Initial temperature: -40 degrees. Required ingredients: Alchemical Flask (1), Edelweiss (2), Ice Rose (2). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Acid (rare recipe). Current level: 1. You learned how to make acid capable of corroding most metals. Does not work on glass. Duration in open air: 1 minute (depends on the recipe level). Required ingredients: Alchemical Flask (1), Basilisk Sweat (2), Sulfur (2). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lesser Regeneration Potion (epic recipe). You learned how to make lesser regeneration potions that can heal beings that have lost no more than 50% of their organism. Required: level 20 Alchemy or higher. Required ingredients: Alchemical Flask (1), Amilio (1), Phoenix Feather (1), Living Water (2). 
 
      
 
    As soon as he read through the recipes and found out the kind of requirements they came with, Tailyn’s excitement quickly died away. The first three needed fairly rare ingredients: edelweiss, basilisk sweat, and salamander saliva. Luckily, there were enough of them in the alchemist’s bag for ten potions or so, but that was the end of the good news. Of the four ingredients needed to make the last potion, Tailyn only had the alchemical flasks. And he had no idea where to get the rest. He’d seen how tricky it was to get your hands on an amilio, and if the others were just as rare, he might as well not have the recipe in the first place. 
 
      
 
    That just left going through the loot he’d gotten earlier. With the potions, everything made sense — he was going to be able to use them as needed. That had just happened, in fact, and Tailyn shivered, thinking back to the fire. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Armor (8). Description: ordinary item that protects the wearer. Shield level +20. 
 
      
 
    Lesser Staff. Description: ordinary item that lets its owner both use magic and brush aside its enemies. That’s all this stick is good for. Physical attack +30. Magic attack +30. 
 
      
 
    Intellect Ring-I. Description: ordinary item with no special characteristics. Intellect +1. 
 
      
 
    The armor was entirely useless, good just for selling and forgetting. The ring and staff were a different story, however. Finally, Tailyn had something he could hit people over the head with. Pulling up his status table, Tailyn looked through the changes. There weren’t many since his return from the City of the Dead, but there were some. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Status table 
  
      
 
       
       	  General character information 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tailyn Vlashich, betrothed to Valia Levor 
  
       	  Alchemist 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Age 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  Yearly tax (crystals) 
  
       	  1 (beginning at age 16) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Coins 
  
       	  384 
  
       	  Gold 
  
       	  2727 
  
      
 
       
       	  Main parameters 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield level 
  
       	  0 (3231) 
  
       	  Mana level 
  
       	  4200 (5211) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical attack 
  
       	  97 
  
       	  Magic attack 
  
       	  447 
  
      
 
       
       	  Attributes 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhancement 
  
       	  13 
  
       	  Mysticism 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intellect 
  
       	  6 
  
       	  Armor 
  
       	  4 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  4 
  
       	  Perception 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regeneration 
  
       	  3 
  
       	  Agility 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Concealment 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemy 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  22 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  13 
  
      
 
       
       	  Linguist 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, time to go!” Valanil yelled. “Enough enjoying your loot. Stick the ring on your finger and the staff in your teeth and get over here. Time to become a man!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    TAILYN STARED at the shimmering boxes and realized that nothing in the world could have made him touch them, not even if someone said there were a hundred crystals inside. That was all that was left of the poor numericals. Having found their way into Berad’s hands by a cruel twist of fate and been burned during the red lix attack, they’d ended their lives in a wave cast by the boy. He twitched as he remembered the faces begging for the sweet release of death. All they cared about was not being left to the lixes. 
 
      
 
    They’d never had a shot. Really, it was a surprise they’d lived that long without regeneration, healing, or food. Valanil had categorically refused to help them, calling it a waste of mana. Instead, she told the boy about the place the lixes had been taking them. 
 
      
 
    “The lixes need humans for the Forest of Desire. It’s an ancient legend wrapped in fable and contradictions, and we don’t know much about it. Only shamans, chiefs, and a particular caste of traffickers are allowed in. Although, okay, slaves can go in, too, as long as they have the special mark. Everyone else is kept out or destroyed at the entrance. Nobody knows what happens, though the lixes come back out covered in blood and holding rich gifts. But without the humans. When these poor creatures are caught, and they will be caught since they won’t get far in their condition, they’ll be taken to the Forest of Desire. Believe me, something worse than being stripped of their souls will happen to them there. Eternal torment? Maybe. There’s something about that in the ancient texts. You need to make a decision, Tailyn Vlashich. Either you let the lixes have them so they can limp along another couple days, or… You know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had never had other people beg him to kill them before. And they were serious, too. The numericals were scared, but they were terrified of what awaited them. Ultimately, the whole thing took just a single charge and a couple moments. 
 
      
 
    After sitting down next to Valanil, Tailyn stared off into space as he tried to push back the feeling of guilt over what he’d done. It didn’t work. Over and over again, he played through what had happened, trying to find a way to save the other humans. They could have hauled them away into the steppe using the wagons. Healed them. Found a portal, jumped back to safety. Anything. At some point, his reason won over, and Tailyn asked a question to avoid falling into another round of self-recrimination. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not everything you know about the Forest of Desire, is it? Can you tell me more?” 
 
      
 
    Valanil fell silent for a while. She was deciding whether to take the next step or not — she hadn’t sworn to take that knowledge with her to the grave. Sure, Crobar graduates didn’t share information about the Forest of Desire as a rule, but there was no direct prohibition. And just when Tailyn was beginning to suspect he wasn’t going to hear anything, the woman jumped into the story. 
 
      
 
    “There isn’t much information available. Too much time has passed; too much knowledge has been lost. Really, the only thing we know for sure is that it’s the tomb of the founder of Crobar, the great Isr Kale. His last wish was to — ” 
 
      
 
    “Isr Kale? The ancient general who fought the whites?” Tailyn asked in excitement, and the herbalist very nearly lost her composure. The reflexes beaten into her since she was little demanded she kill anyone who knew that much about the school’s founder. If he was a secret Crobar agent, he’d be expecting the attack. If not, nobody would blame her. The only problem was that she didn’t owe Crobar anything anymore, and that saved Tailyn’s life. Almost as if reading her mind, the god sent her a mission update: 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. Secret mission. The list of people (42) you can discuss this with has been updated. New addition: Tailyn Vlashich, human, level 1. 
 
      
 
    “You have the mission, too?” Tailyn asked with surprise when he got a similar notification. The only difference was that he didn’t have a list — just Ka-Do-Gir, Valia, and Valanil. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, it’s useless,” the herbalist snorted. “So secret that everyone knows about it. Almost everybody out there has it, you can’t turn it down, and it never ends. Yes, I have it, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you tell me something? What’s the exodus? Why are people called players? Where — ” 
 
      
 
    “Not so fast, Tailyn. Knowledge is never free, and I paid a terrible price for mine. You wanted to know who General Isr Kale was? That’s all you get. If there’s something else you’re looking to find out about, figure out how you can pay for it. Anyway, a few thousand years ago, there was an event you called the exodus. The other races left our planet, leaving behind humans, monsters, and lixes. But the humans weren’t united. Instead, they’d split into several groups. One of them was the whites, the ones we call mages now. They founded the academy and cared only about ruling the entire world with the knowledge, abilities, and magic strength the god gave them. But against them were the soldiers, those who relied on weaponry and their own strength rather than divine intervention. After all, any magic is first and foremost the god’s will. Isr Kale was the leader of the soldiers. We’re not sure how he kept the world from falling into the whites’ hands, though rumor has it the mages weren’t able to handle a mission from the god, and it punished them by stripping them of their strength. Now, the whites have to use a facilitator for their magic — cards. Isr Kale himself founded a school that trained people to fight the mages, people capable of maintaining peace in the world and keeping it from being turned over to the ruinous whims of the academy provost. When the general died, his body and all the equipment he’d compiled over the years were enclosed in the area we now call the Forest of Desire. It was sealed up to make sure no living creatures could break in and get their hands on dangerous equipment, though the black lixes found a way around that. They were the ones who gave the location its name; they’re the ones who learned how to trade humans for devices. Nobody knows how that’s possible. Perhaps, there’s a security system or minions similar to what One had. I don’t know… And hopefully, I’ll never find out, as nobody has ever come back from the forest.” 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search for Coordinates. You found out that General Isr Kale was buried along with his belongings in a zone called the Forest of Desire. The key to Lavr Nalin’s notebook might be in the tomb. 
 
      
 
    “Why is ancient history a useless mission? It comes from the god…” 
 
      
 
    “Because it never ends. You find out something new, and that just opens up even more you’re supposed to learn. The mission updates again and again, over and over. At the academy, where I hope you’ll end up studying, there’s a whole group of fanatics determined to find out the whole history of the ancients. They were there twenty years ago, and I’m sure they’re still there. It’s impossible to tell how far you have to go. Okay, that’s enough. You learned about Isr, and the rest is only once I’m paid.” 
 
      
 
    “What are we going to do now?” 
 
      
 
    “Wait. I have another two hours to go before I’m healed, and then it’ll be time to run. For a while. And quickly. Here.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil made a few adjustments, and a map projected onto the ground. The area they were currently in was just an empty space with no mountains or names to be seen. Although, no, there was one name: Gray Lands. And Tailyn had to agree — there was definitely something gray about the space around them regardless of the greenery. The woman was pointing at a city called Salin. Tailyn found Culmart and whistled, finding the distance between the two cities to be half as long as the distance they were going to have to cover just to get to Salin. Somehow, he knew it was going to take them a good week. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, kind of far,” the herbalist said, correctly diagnosing the boy’s reaction and tracing a route with her finger. “First, we’ll go here — I’ve heard there’s an abandoned ancient city in this area, so we’ll find it and hunker down for a couple days. That should be enough for whoever’s following us to skip by. Then, we’ll head straight. I have no idea what to expect, but get ready to be hungry. I don’t have any food with me.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the horses? The wagons? What are we doing with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Leaving them here. However good Berad’s troops are, they won’t be able to find our tracks in the stone, especially after a couple days. And they won’t show up sooner than that. First, they have to get to the red lix camp, where they’ll figure out something’s wrong, and then they’ll head back here. Yes, we definitely have two days. We’re not taking anything with us, and I’m tired. We should get some sleep before heading out.” 
 
      
 
    Once the sun was up, Tailyn and Valanil set off along the steppe at a light jog. There weren’t too many trees around, though the numerous hills and high ground kept them hidden from stray glances. A few times, there was a protracted howl from some monster that was taken up by another dozen of them. The mages didn’t have any problems, however. As might have been expected, Tailyn threw in the towel first, his legs simply refusing to go any further an hour later. Valanil had a hard time suppressing a smile. She’d been anticipating that for a while, and the boy had surprised her. 
 
      
 
    “Ten minutes,” she said, and Tailyn flopped onto the ground. “When did you boost your agility?” 
 
      
 
    “It was a reward for killing the lixes,” the boy wheezed, and Valanil grimaced — she definitely wasn’t going to be getting anything like that. She’d forgotten Tailyn was still down at level one, which meant nearly all the opponents they were going to be up against were going to give him bonuses. The lucky bastard. 
 
      
 
    “We’re moving too slowly. Berad should already be starting to worry, so let’s go. The next break will be in two hours.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil had only said that to spur Tailyn on, but she was right on the money. Just then, one of the shamans in the red lix camp stepped into the middle of it and pulled out a portal card. Every day, right at nine in the morning, he activated a portal that let anyone with a copy of the card activate it at the same time and come home to the tribe. And the list of “anyones” was restricted to the shaman and his apprentices. After waiting a couple moments the way he usually did, the lix was about to turn off the portal when it suddenly opened — someone was looking to come home. An instant later, a semicircle flickered in the square, and creatures started pouring out. A crowd of inferior lixes came out first with a merry howl. Having gotten their fill of meat, they dashed over to the enclosure looking to get some sleep. It had been a fun night. Those who had survived had feasted, and they were followed by weak and bound humans with dead eyes. They’d already resigned themselves to their fate. Next, there were red lix warriors, Berad’s mercenaries with a few mages bound arm and leg, and finally the two leaders. Shaman Mu-Ro-Div and Berad Gor the crystal fence stepped out, and the portal closed behind them. 
 
      
 
    The mercenary leader was in a great mood. Not only had he gotten rid of a direct competitor; he’d picked up a great load. Eighty slaves. That was more than they’d been counting on, especially when you threw in the three mages. Stripped of their shields and mana, their mouths gagged, they were perfect for trading to the blacks. Speaking of which, there was one right there. Heading back and forth to inspect the humans, the black lix was counting them like cattle. The quality didn’t matter. What was important was that they stay alive until they could be sacrificed. 
 
      
 
    “Eighty regulars,” he said, though he paused when he saw the mages. “Three mages! Okay, that makes fourteen crystals. Not a bad haul, Berad Gor! You…” 
 
      
 
    The lix trailed off the moment he read the description of one of the mages. Shaking his head, almost as if he were having a hard time believing his eyes, he read it again. Just to make sure, he even stepped to the side, paced quickly back and forth for a while, and headed back. 
 
      
 
    Berad tensed up. He didn’t like the black’s behavior in the least, and Mu-Ro-Div backed up his partner, not sure what else to do. If they made a mistake, Halas’ wrath would be fearsome. The red lixes would be goners. Just take the greens — after some lix named Ka-Do-Gir, his name be cursed among the lixes, had made a mistake, they’d been just about wiped out. 
 
      
 
    “You know how to please, Berad Gor,” the lix finally said as he read the mage’s description one last time. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor (human). Mage. Age 11. Level 13. Betrothed to Tailyn Vlashich. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll get ten crystals for this mage, and the red lixes and Berad Gor are both under the protection of Halas from this moment onward. That is his will! Just one more enemy, and the blacks will be avenged.” 
 
      
 
    “That last enemy isn’t Tailyn Vlashich, is it?” Berad asked cautiously after he read the girl’s description. She was pretty despite the cuts and bruises — ten years older, and she definitely would have piqued his interest, but not at that age. Children didn’t do it for him. But one thing that did occur to him was that she was the very same girl the reward had been set for. Interesting… The duke was offering a hundred thousand coins for his daughter, or ten times more than Berad was hoping to get for the ten crystals. Only the duke’s coins didn’t interest him in the least. They came with too much attention. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the black said. “Tailyn Vlashich is the personal enemy of Halas, lord of the lixes. Whoever brings the boy alive or dead will be showered with gifts!” 
 
      
 
    “Shaman,” Berad asked, barely concealing his excitement, “have your warriors returned, yet?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the latter replied after quickly checking for his apprentice’s insignia on the attendance wall. “But they should be here shortly.” 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the piercing cry of a bird shattered the silence reigning over the red lix den. The six-limbed creatures clutched their heads and threw themselves onto the ground — the cry was unpleasant and terrifying. Still, the stronger among them looked up in an effort to pick the creature out in the sky, as there hadn’t been any flying creatures in the area for the previous two hundred years. They’d all been eaten. But the lixes were wrong, as the winged monster hadn’t appeared in the sky. It was right there on the ground. Looking like an enormous bat, it somehow spoke the eagle tongue. Its black, webbed wings and elongated face edged with teeth weren’t just for observing; the level thirty epic pet could take out a small town on its own. Even though he hated to do it, Berad had burned his second-to-last fruit bat charge. In that moment, he needed eyes in the sky, checking to make sure he knew where the shaman’s apprentice was even if he was wrong and the character was just stepping into the camp. There was too much at stake. And Berad knew the black lix was telling the truth — Halas was harsh with anyone who went rogue. 
 
      
 
    The fruit bat flew up into the sky, let out its unpleasant screech, and hurtled off in the direction its master sent it. Another window popped up in front of Berad to show him everything his pet could see. Not only that, but the picture overlaid on top of the local map he already had, making the whole thing easier than pie. 
 
      
 
    The shaman’s apprentice was nowhere to be seen. Not a minute later, not two minutes later. Berad knew which road they were supposed to be taking, so he flew on in search of the smallest hint that would tell him where the lixes had disappeared to. And he found one. Half an hour later, the fruit bat was hovering above the charred remains of the camp. Nothing remained of the bodies, with just the horses and wagons showing up for the ranger’s perception. That was all that remained of Mu-Ro-Div’s promising apprentice. 
 
      
 
    The pet dropped lower and began circling the camp. All Berad cared about was finding the boy, the numericals’ shimmering boxes not interesting him in the least. But there was nothing to see. The fruit bat couldn’t send the whole picture back to its master, and the ranger’s perception didn’t pick up little details. He needed to be there in person to figure out what had happened. And so, after taking a wider circle and failing to pick up tracks, the pet crumbled to the earth as fine black dust when its master blew on his card. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone up; we’re moving out!” Berad grabbed the crystals that were owed him and leaped onto his horse. The mercenaries were already there — they’d heard the bird call and realized they were in for a hard ride. Rage swept over the detachment leader. The red lix had assured him everything would go off without a hitch, that the group would be delivered to the lix hideout on time. But disaster had struck? His easy old age was running around somewhere in the steppe. No, the shaman needed to be punished, and Berad yelled over when he saw the black lix nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Your apprentice let you down, Mu-Ro-Div! He couldn’t hang on to Tailyn Vlashich, and now he’s dead. You can explain to Halas why his enemy is still roaming free, not to mention why you don’t keep your promises. And in the meantime, I’ll be out in the step trying to fix your mistake. We’ll be back soon!” 
 
      
 
    The black lix whirled around to face the shaman, looking for an explanation, but the fifteen mercenaries didn’t see the end of that story. They were already galloping away. 
 
      
 
    At that moment, a gloomy-faced Valanil was looking up into the sky and listening. She’d noticed the flying scout ahead of time and found them a place to hide, and while the fruit bat was a long distance away, it was obvious what it was looking for. And that changed everything. Suddenly, the woman knew they didn’t have two days, and so she turned to Tailyn when the creature disintegrated. 
 
      
 
    “Berad is going to push his horses and show up at the camp in four hours. They’ll pick up our tracks from there, so we have to get to the mountains. We’ll try to hide there.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil pointed to the right of the course they’d been pursuing for the previous few hours. Tailyn looked over in that direction to see some mountains, and he realized the hills and gullies had kept them hidden before. Still, the herbalist’s plan struck him as odd. 
 
      
 
    “But that’s not on the way. It’s — ” 
 
      
 
    “It’s even deeper into lix territory. I know. But we don’t have a choice — they’ll catch us out here in the steppe like it’s nothing. Our only shot is the mountains, so let’s go. We can’t waste a minute! Okay, we’re going to run a little differently now. Listen to me carefully…” 
 
      
 
    Again, they took off. That time, when Tailyn realized he was getting tired, he slowed to a walk. Valanil didn’t let him stand still. But the boy dug deep and found the strength to go on, getting started without warning. The herbalist caught up and stayed next to him. When they got to the hills, she pushed him from behind, and that turned out to save time even if Valanil started running out of breath, too. Pushing a kid up a mountain wasn’t easy… 
 
      
 
    “They headed toward Salin!” Sloan yelled. “Two of them, the boy and the woman. On foot.” 
 
      
 
    “Both mages survived… The lixes underestimated them. What about the loot?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing — they took it all. The horses are goners; leave them for the night creatures. It looks like they didn’t know how to take apart the security system since it’s still here. Nothing that nice, but it’ll pick up a hundred gold.” 
 
      
 
    “Grab the system, cut the horses loose. If the god wishes it, they’ll survive. Move it! They have half a day’s head start, but we’re on horseback. If we don’t catch them by nightfall, they’ll be eaten, and then we won’t have anything to show for all this.” 
 
      
 
    Berad had no way of knowing that the exhausted, staggering pair had just reached the foot of the mountains. It was an entire range that led deep into red lix territory. Yet again, Valanil berated herself for never getting the maps for the area, as she’d come to terms with the green lixes on the Culmart attack, planning on skipping into another empire through their territory. That would have seen her avoid the reds, the blacks, and even the mythical whites if they actually existed. And while the greens had given her maps of their territory, she was a few hundred meters farther south, in the depths of the Gray Lands, somewhere sensible people just didn’t go. At least, not law-abiding people. Crystal fences were fine there, and many of them, unfortunately enough, had excellent heads on their shoulders. 
 
      
 
    “That way!” Valanil pointed at a small crevice. They were going to have to climb up to it, but that was perfect — it meant horses couldn’t get up. Tailyn just nodded and started ahead without even thinking. His strength long gone, he was running on bare obstinacy, and the pair of runaways helped each other up the mountain. Happily, it wasn’t as steep as other inclines Tailyn had seen, and with plenty of gnarled trees to grab hold of, so it wasn’t too hard of a climb. 
 
      
 
    When the pair reached the crevice, Valanil looked back out over the steppe and cursed. Their pursuers were on the horizon. And while they looked like little black ants right then, they were only an hour’s ride from the mountains. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up!” Valanil said, panic creeping into her voice. “We have to find somewhere to hide!” 
 
      
 
    Leaving Tailyn to potter up on his own, the herbalist ran off. She had to save herself. There was too much she had planned for her life… 
 
      
 
    “Dismount!” Berad ordered, leaping off his horse first and angrily kicking an upturned stone. They were too late. Just barely, but still. The runaways had chosen the only option that would extend their worthless lives another couple hours, at least until night fell and the creatures that inhabited them came out to play. “Set up camp. We’ll find whatever’s left of them tomorrow and head back.” 
 
      
 
    “How did they think of heading for the mountains?” Sloan asked in annoyance as he stopped his horse. The poor animal was barely standing upright. Leaping down lightly, the ranger began setting up the security system. Even he was afraid of the night creatures. 
 
      
 
    “The chick turned out to be unusually smart,” laughed Fano, a squad leader. After making sure that Berad was looking in his direction, he continued. “Commander, permission for me and my boys to head into the mountains? A donkey could tell you they headed for that crevice less than an hour ago. A kid and a girl, both mages, neither strength nor agility between them. They’re probably crouched behind a tree shaking in terror.” 
 
      
 
    “You should — ” Sloan started, though Berad gestured for his second in command to be quiet. Fano had been in his detachment for several years, and he’d managed to both put together a group loyal to him and make a couple runs at a leadership role. Sloan’s, at least. 
 
      
 
    “You have an hour,” Berad said, looking up at the sun. “Once night falls, nobody’s getting back into the dome. Move out.” 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” Fano said with a whistle. A trio of fighters started up. 
 
      
 
    Sloan watched them go. After they’d gotten far enough away, he looked over at the commander. 
 
      
 
    “The kid is tougher than he looks. And the chick… Something tells me she’s from the academy or Crobar. Probably, Crobar, judging by the way she was teaching the kid how to dodge flasks and use a sword.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s his choice,” Berad said with a shrug. “If he pulls it off, he’ll have earned a bonus. If not… I’ll have to worry about where to find three more fighters, but I’ll be rid of another headache. Just take care of the shield. By nightfall, we need to be under cover — I don’t like these mountains. The lixes always look too nervous when they’re talking about them.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CAVE Valanil had found was big, the size of the Culmart square. But regardless, it was still empty, as the herbalist asked Tailyn to scan every nook and cranny. There was nothing. Just bare walls and the odd stone. No tunnels, no hidden niches, nothing that triggered the boy’s perception. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t cover the opening,” Valanil said, look back sadly at the yawning entrance. Two wagons would have fit through side by side without even touching each other. And there would even have been room for a third at the top so long as it could fly. “We’ll take turns guarding — you sleep first.” 
 
      
 
    “Sleep?! How?!” Tailyn asked in horror. “They’re hunting us!” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody will be coming up right now. The night monsters in the Gray Lands are worse than people, so you sleep. You’re our only weapon. When everything starts going down, I’ll wake you up.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil didn’t even think about taking Tailyn’s cards. Much as it pained her, the boy’s parameters already surpassed hers, and even if she did get his cards, that would take them out of his active deck. If anything happened, they would have been useless to him. Although… There was one thing they needed to do right then. 
 
      
 
    “Neither of us have much of a shield left,” Valanil said. 
 
      
 
    “Nope,” Tailyn replied, pulling up his status table glumly. In the time they’d been running, his had only picked up 204. Any good hit was going to be lethal. 
 
      
 
    “So, what’s the problem? Why aren’t you doing anything about that?” 
 
      
 
    “What can I do? My shield restores 17 every hour, and…” The boy stopped short when he saw the herbalist’s angry expression. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you have cards for, idiot? You have enough mana to charge them multiple times over! Spend one full card on me, charge it, and do the same for yourself. Then, wait for your mana to recharge. When are you going to start thinking with your head?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s face fell — Valanil’s words had struck home. There he was, thinking he was all grown-up and responsible, and he’d missed such an easy trick. 
 
      
 
    You used Enhanced Shield-I 50 times. 
 
    Valanil Revolt’s shield was enhanced by 22350. 
 
    *** 
 
    Enhanced Shield-I recharged. Charges remaining: 50 of 50. 
 
    You spent 350 mana. Restoration speed: 20 mana per hour. 
 
    *** 
 
    You used Enhanced Shield-I 50 times. 
 
    Your shield was enhanced by 22350 (22554). 
 
    The excess shield will disappear in 12 hours. You received a Weakness debuff: for the next 24 hours, you will not be able to increase your shield beyond the maximum level (3231). 
 
    *** 
 
    Enhanced Shield-I recharged. Charges remaining: 50 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Twenty-two thousand shield. Tailyn’s jaw dropped when he dumped the entirety of the card into Valanil. It was almost the same as the protective dome Ka-Do-Gir had taken, and even though everything was going to be back to normal twelve hours later, not to mention the fact that he couldn’t repeat the trick, the boy was elated. The pair’s enemies had nothing on them. 
 
      
 
    “Fano, we need to head back. They’re gone!” came a shout, and Tailyn’s elation washed away. Fantasizing about the kind of heroic figure he cut was one thing; coming face to face with an actual enemy was something entirely different. Valanil muttered a curse, too. The crystal fences were even coming after them at night. 
 
      
 
    “They couldn’t have gotten far!” replied the one whose name was apparently Fano. “Keep looking.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s dark. We’re losing the tracks,” said a third. “The sun’s going down in just five minutes. We still have time to get back!” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Fano yelled. “If we go back without the kid, we might as well leave the group. You want them laughing at us? Keep looking. They have to be hiding somewhere around here. Hey, look, a fire! Those idiots lit a fire. Follow me!” 
 
      
 
    Everything inside Tailyn suddenly turned cold. It wasn’t because of what Fano had said, either — there was a flickering flame in the cave. Next to one of the far walls, a fire really had been lit, and there was every chance it would attract all the monsters in the vicinity. 
 
      
 
    “You said it was empty in here!” Valanil hissed angrily as she grabbed Tailyn and pushed him against the wall by the entrance. They hid behind an outcropping rock. Not only that, but she also threw some kind of cloak over them that blended in with the stone. She had to assume it wouldn’t do much against actual rangers, but the habit of fighting to the end was drilled into her brain. If it hadn’t been for the unexpected fire, Valanil would have actually risked attacking the trio. Judging by their voices, it was the most inveterate of the fighters who were out thirsting for blood. And it would have been better to die in battle than lose her soul and body to the Forest of Desire. 
 
      
 
    “It was empty,” Tailyn whispered back, not sure what was going on. His scanner still told him the cave was completely empty. It wasn’t even showing the fire. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet!” Valanil placed a hand over the boy’s face, though all she felt was his cold armor as he turned on his hermetic seal. Soon, she fell silent, too, as four silhouettes showed up at the entrance. Valanil did her best not to breathe. The tough-looking men were just a few steps away, and they were all staring in the direction of the fire. 
 
      
 
    “You’re caught! Nowhere to run!” Fano, the group leader, said angrily. Valanil recognized him — he’d been on the next wagon over during the fight with the red lixes. That told her Berad was still the one chasing them rather than a random crystal fence who’d happened across the demolished camp. But how had he figured out so quickly that something was wrong with the lix caravan? 
 
      
 
    “I can’t see them. There’s nothing on the scanner.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re hiding, but that’s fine. We’ll find them. Nalio,” Fano said, jabbing a finger into the chest of one of his sidekicks, “you cover the door. Nobody gets out, and stick something over it so we can spend the night here. Everyone else with me!” 
 
      
 
    Pulling their weapons out just in case, three fighters stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “Stick something over it…” muttered Nalio, a level twenty-four swordsman. As he looked around at the width of the entrance, he just sighed. “Where am I supposed to find that much fabric? And why did we even come here? Could have just picked up the remains in the morning… Now we’re going to have to spend the whole night awake.” 
 
      
 
    Nalio went on whining like an old woman at the market complaining about the prices for potatoes and onions. Still, he did great work, pulling out an enormous roll of thick cloth and beginning to pin it down to one side of the entrance. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not here,” exclaimed one of the fighters from the depths of the cave, and it was right then that the entrance closed down. Not completely, of course, as there was still enough room for both Valanil and Tailyn to crawl between the sharp rocks that had popped out of the floor and ceiling, but the herbalist just pushed the boy closer against the wall. She’d realized with horror where fate had cast them, and all she wanted was a way out. But there was none. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Fano’s unsettled voice echoed from the other side of the cave, and that was the last thing the ambitious crystal fence ever said. Three soul-rending screams broke out and filled with unearthly pain just before their frames turned gray. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” Nalio asked nervously as he pulled himself to his feet. When the entrance had closed, he’d just barely had time to leap away and avoid the sharp rocks. Grabbing his sword and turning toward where his team had just been, the fighter squinted in an attempt to make out the enemy by the flickering light of the fire. And that was his last move in the release. A long spear pierced his personal shield and armor as if they weren’t even there, after which his lifeless body was dragged off into the depths of the cave. After another deep growl, Valanil felt her stomach turn — unlike the boy, her outfit didn’t come with a hermetic seal, and she could only suffer as an unpleasant smell filled the air. 
 
      
 
    But they were lucky. Fresh air sucked in through the clenched teeth to drive away the acidic fumes — yes, teeth. Back in Crobar, Valanil had heard stories about an enormous creature that opened its maw and waited patiently for a chance victim to wander along. Sometimes, they sat there for years in a condition something like sleep. But as soon as someone alarmed them, that someone was met with certain death. It was a scary story they told kids at night, and Valanil had only ever laughed at anyone trying to get under her skin with it, but she wasn’t laughing then. The creature was real. Not only that, but it had even learned how to make a phantom fire to lure in innocent lambs and terrifying monsters hunting nearby alike. That was why she and Tailyn hadn’t come across any of the latter while they’d been climbing. The smartest monsters were long gone; the dumb ones had already been eaten. 
 
      
 
    The worst part was that Valanil couldn’t even make out the name of whatever was going to kill her. The creature’s concealment and camouflage levels were off the charts. A few moments later, the spear that had dragged Nalio off into the cave had returned, that time moving slowly and bending from side to side like a snake as it hunted its prey. And Valanil knew who that was — her and Tailyn. It was hard to imagine, but that sharp, black appendage was the creature’s tongue, and it was looking to find food caught in the creature’s mouth and send it down into its stomach. The tongue was the reason the woman didn’t make a break for the teeth — she wouldn’t have made it. But if they stayed quiet… Well, they were going to live another couple minutes. 
 
      
 
    The monster decided to start the search at the other end, its tongue poking into every crevice. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Tailyn asked, though he didn’t get a reaction. Suddenly, he remembered that sound couldn’t get out of his hermetically sealed armor, so he opened the shield protecting his face and just about coughed when the pungent fumes found their way down his throat. It was practically impossible to breathe. But after regaining control and realizing that any sound would attract the spear, Tailyn repeated his question. 
 
      
 
    “The monster’s tongue,” Valanil whispered back. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in its mouth. Okay, Tailyn, you need to get out of here. Crawl through the teeth and jump to the side — I don’t think this thing will climb out of the mountain.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” 
 
      
 
    “Someone has to grab its attention.” The herbalist’s decision surprised even her. Sure, she couldn’t have gotten out, though it would have taken a few seconds more than Tailyn, and the creature would have had enough time to take two shots at her. And that was the factor Valanil told herself she was basing the decision on. It had nothing to do with how she’d started to really care about the kid over the previous six months. Without her own kids, she’d started to feel something she’d never thought she could feel for someone else, and she had to shake her had to fight back the unwanted tears. No, even to herself, she couldn’t admit that she would have liked to have a son like Tailyn. She could have hit him multiple times over the previous few days, and that’s not how mothers acted. But no, it couldn’t be feelings. She’d decided to sacrifice herself solely because Tailyn was the only one who could make it out through the teeth. 
 
      
 
    As her throat tightened, Valanil couldn’t hold back a cough. 
 
      
 
    “Put this on,” Tailyn suddenly said as he materialized a complete set of level one armor. “It’ll make it easier to breathe. How do you think this thing will react to flames? I have some alchemical fire.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any idea how big it is?” Valanil asked, though she still stepped away from the boy and began pulling off her clothes, her eyes fixed on the tongue poking around the opposite wall. Yes, they were going to die, but she wanted to spend her last few minutes without the discomfort in her eyes and throat. Knowing the boy would just see her in her underwear, Valanil had no problem pulling her outfit off and changing into the mage’s armor. The smell of poorly processed rubber hit her nostrils, though it felt like the most beautiful of aromas the woman had ever smelled. Turning on the hermetic seal and breathing deeply, she couldn’t hold back a smile. She was still alive. Even if that wasn’t for long. 
 
      
 
    A few settings later, and Valanil had turned on the audio channel for the group. 
 
      
 
    “Can you hear me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Tailyn replied happily, turning his own hermetic seal back on. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, tell me what you have. I haven’t been keeping tabs on your loot, and I want to fry this thing’s insides when I’m dragged away.” 
 
      
 
    “Alchemical fire and acid spittle, fifteen of each, as well as three flasks of accelerated growth. I don’t know what — ” 
 
      
 
    “Let me see it.” Valanil turned the quaint little flask with its green contents over in her hands. She’d never heard of it, though that was easily explained by the fact that the mage hunter school was divided into attack and defensive potions. There weren’t any household potions like accelerated growth. Needless to say, it was more suited to gardeners, florists, and the like, letting them pour it over their plants without having to wait for the natural process. 
 
      
 
    “Give me the fire. Let’s see what the monster thinks of it.” 
 
      
 
    The fire at the back of the cave was still burning cheerily to show where the snake was. Valanil took aim, sent the shimmering red flask flying, and watched as it shattered right next to the black spear. 
 
      
 
    You were stunned. Recovery time: 2 minutes. 
 
      
 
    Neither Tailyn nor Valanil saw the message that popped up, having both collapsed lifelessly to the ground. The roar cut loose by the ancient monster turned out to be so powerful that even the mountains shook. When they heard it, the odd night monsters still in the area suddenly remembered important business they had somewhere very far away and dashed off. 
 
      
 
    Two minutes later, Tailyn opened his eyes and found himself staring at a burning wall. The decoy fire had gone out, replaced by an alchemical fire that was going to burn for another eight whole minutes. The flames smoked mercilessly as if eating away at a living being rather than a stone surface, and that was when Valanil woke up, groaned, and clutched her head. For whatever reason, it had been worse for her than for the boy. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of here!” Tailyn pointed at the entrance, which had expanded when the creature screamed. While it wouldn’t have been big enough for a wagon, of course, there was more than enough room for a human to get out. If they bent over. 
 
      
 
    Valanil wanted to tell Tailyn to go, but she saw that he couldn’t budge. After the howl, the rock they’d been hiding behind had popped like a bloated cyst, dumping black goo all over the boy’s legs. He shrugged guiltily as if to say it wasn’t his fault. Just then, Valanil noticed a green flask in his hand — acid. He was going to need time to get himself free, and that was why he was sending her out. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up,” the woman replied, the decision anything but easy. Still, it’s always a dumb idea to die when there’s a way to save yourself. 
 
      
 
    “Yep, I’m going to just dissolve all this, and I’ll be right out,” Tailyn replied as he began pouring the acid over the sticky substance. An acrid smoke filled the air, though it didn’t take long for the goo to melt away. His legs were free. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you outside! Before you make a run for it, throw the fire again.” Valanil wanted to throw her arms around Tailyn, but she repressed the urge and darted out of the cave. As soon as she’d cleared the teeth, she dove to the side. And just in time. The black spear-like tongue tore through the air just millimeters from her body. With an annoyed gurgle, the mountains shook once again, the monster unhappy that its food had gotten away. 
 
      
 
    Just in case, Valanil dove behind some rocks, wary of another blow from the tongue, but it wasn’t forthcoming. The creature had recognized the woman’s right to life. 
 
      
 
    “As soon as you’re out, jump to the side!” she said to Tailyn. Giving her the suit had been a great idea on his part. 
 
      
 
    “Got it. I’m almost done — one leg is already free. As soon as the other one’s loose, I’ll throw the fire. We’ll probably get stunned again, so get farther away.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’ll be as bad out here.” Valanil turned to find a better spot and —  
 
      
 
    And found herself staring into Sloan’s grinning mug. 
 
      
 
    “You’re slippery. And hardy. Cute, too — it’s a shame we’re going to have to hand you over to the lixes…” 
 
      
 
    Valanil took a breath to activate one of her cards, but that was when convulsions gripped her body. Sloan had struck first. It was his favorite weapon, the epic Shocker-II card, which cut straight through any armor through level three. The herbalist’s OGM-I suit had told him right away that pollen wasn’t going to do the trick. 
 
      
 
    “Okay… And where’s Tailyn?” Sloan looked around, scanning the area in search of anything alive. His device was an advanced model that cost an absurd amount of money and had saved his life and the lives of Berad and the rest of the group many times over. Ferreting out ambushes before they’re sprung was important in their line of work. 
 
      
 
    Only there wasn’t anything living within a hundred meters, and that made Sloan nervous. If he didn’t bring the boy back, his expertise would be brought into question. He never stayed inside the dome, considering himself better than that — while he hadn’t graduated from either the academy or Crobar, life itself had been his schoolmaster. The lessons had been hard. So hard, in fact, that he never forgot them. For instance, in that moment Sloan sensed with his whole being that he couldn’t head into the cave the woman had just come running out of. And it wasn’t the sharp, tooth-like rocks. If the scanner didn’t show anything living, and the mercenary was accustomed to trusting his equipment, the thing had to be some kind of mechanism. He had a bad feeling about it. The kind of feeling he got when he was in mortal danger, the kind that told him he was in the worst kind of trouble. And while Sloan didn’t know where the feeling was coming from, he wasn’t going to argue with something that had saved his life dozens of times. 
 
      
 
    Pulling out a rope, he began rolling Valanil up. The woman was going to be recovering soon, so he had to hurry. Ultimately, the helmet turned out to be the biggest challenge — the woman had a surprisingly large personal shield. That wasn’t a problem for Sloan, of course, though he did have to keep an eye on the timer that told him how much longer Valanil would be unconscious. In the meantime, he began hacking away at her protection with his knife. Dealing twenty thousand damage turned out to take an entire minute and another charge from his shocker. But that did the trick — the woman’s personal shield ran out, and the knife bit through her visor. Stuffing a gag into the mage’s mouth and wrapping a rope around her head to keep her from spitting it out, the ranger was about to get back to his search for the boy when he thought better of it. Night was falling. Frowning with annoyance, Sloan got comfortable, ready to spend the night where he was. He needed to find out where Tailyn had run off to. Of course, he wasn’t afraid for his own life — he’d already figured out there weren’t any monsters in that part of the mountains. There had been one, of course, that had yelled like a banshee just a few minutes before, but it had run off before the ranger could get close. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a shame Tailyn was able to hide,” Sloan said more to himself than to get on the woman’s nerves as she woke up. “The blacks would give more for him alive. But this is fine — we already got ten crystals for Valia, and they’ll probably give us the same for the boy’s body. You, on the other hand, are cheap. Just two for you!” 
 
      
 
    Sloan prattled on to pass the time, not suspecting that anyone else could hear him. While Tailyn had long since freed his legs and could have left the cave, he was in no hurry to do so. The mercenary had forgotten to turn off the microphone when he opened Valanil’s visor. That meant the boy knew what was going on, not to mention the fact that the black lixes had Valia. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the black spear showed back up. The ancient monster remembered that there was one more chunk of meat in its mouth, and it wanted it. Realizing that its prey might have relocated while it was indisposed, the creature began searching the cave from the beginning. Tailyn watched in horror as the tongue approached. The bonfire didn’t appear, the alchemical fire had burned out, and it looked like even the stars in the sky were hidden behind clouds. As it crawled around in the complete darkness, the appendage elicited a sticky fear that clutched at Tailyn’s soul, and he lost control. The boy grabbed another flask with alchemical fire and heaved it across the cave, only it fell a few meters short. The flames that leaped up barely singed the tongue. With lightning speed, it ducked into the wall, only that time there was no deafening roar. Tailyn sensed that something was wrong and dove back down into the sticky goo. The stone above his head erupted — the black tongue’s strike had been so quick that the boy hadn’t even seen it. 
 
      
 
    Pulling on his leg, Tailyn found that he was stuck yet again. The monster flung out his tongue once more, only at the last moment it stopped and plunged down onto the boy. Flexible steel wrapped itself around his chest like a boa constrictor. And just then, when he realized that all hope was lost, he looked up and saw Sloan standing a few meters away from the cave. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not good,” the fighter said as the monster jerked its tongue back along with its victim. Tailyn’s breath caught in his throat when he flew off dozens of meters in a matter of seconds and was sucked into the wall. Having seen what happened, Sloan could only raise his eyebrows as the alchemical fire burned itself out and a dark calm settled back over the cave. The stone teeth disappeared, the entrance opened wide, and a fire appeared near the far wall where the boy had vanished just a few minutes before. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, wow,” Sloan said, stepping away from the cave. He’d seen how quickly the monster’s black tongue worked. And he’d already figured out that it was a monster’s mouth, that monster being so high-level that even he couldn’t read it. The ranger was going to have to disappoint Berad — the boy was gone without a trace. Even his bones were lost forever. Perhaps, if Sloan summoned the god to witness that the monster had swallowed Tailyn, the blacks would open their purses — they were going to want confirmation that Halas’ enemy was dead. Sloan needed to have a chat with the boss. He was smart, and he’d definitely figure out how to get as many crystals as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s that,” Sloan said, turning back to Valanil and heaving her up onto his shoulder. It was time to head back to the group. “Tailyn Vlashich is no more.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BLACK TONGUE released Tailyn as soon as he was through the wall. The boy was able to feel something soft and pliable — the hit didn’t knock the wind out of him. A little disorientation later, as up became down and then up again, and he found himself in a wide, smooth intestine leading steeply downward. Throwing out his arms, he tried to stop his slide, but it didn’t work. There was nothing to hold on to. And not only that, but his side ached — the monster had broken a rib. The timer told him he’d be feeling better in half an hour, but how was he going to find that kind of time down in the monster’s innards? 
 
      
 
    Finally, Tailyn was able to pull out his knife and thrust it into the intestinal lining. The metal slipped in without a problem, only that didn’t help in the least. The knife cut through the creature’s body like butter, eliciting neither blood nor screams of pain. Apparently, the thick-skinned creature didn’t even notice something that insignificant, and a Tailyn just plunged ahead even faster. A few moments later, he swished out of the intestine, hung for a few moments in mid-air, and dropped like a rock into a pool of bubbling goo. 
 
      
 
    The impact hurt, the pain in his chest exploding with even greater intensity. Stunned and confused, Tailyn settled to the bottom, and it was only the message that popped up that goaded him into fighting for his life. 
 
      
 
    300 damage received. 
 
    Shield reduced. Remaining: 21254. 
 
      
 
    The notifications kept coming every second. For a little while, Tailyn laid on the bottom of the creature’s stomach as he tried to figure out what to do, though he soon pushed off and breached the surface. Bubbles popped all around him, but there was nothing they could do given the boy’s huge shield. Also, the stomach juices didn’t seem as potent as the concentrated acid alchemists made. It couldn’t get through his shield. 
 
      
 
    Using his scanner, Tailyn found a small area of high ground and swam over. The knife in his hand sloughed off into the goo and dissolved, showing the boy what awaited him the moment his shield ran out. Of course, that brought to mind the somewhat less than apropos thought that he wasn’t going to be getting rich down there — all the loot just dissolved. Getting rid of that idiotic thought, he got to the high ground and jumped up, brushing the remains of the acid off himself. The damage kept coming, only at a much lower level. 
 
      
 
    10 damage received. 
 
    Shield reduced. Remaining: 6556. 
 
      
 
    Apparently, there was acid in the air, too, and it was slowly eating at his shield. Tailyn looked around and shivered. If the stomach was that big, it was terrifying to think how big the monster itself was. The two sides were thirty meters apart if not more. And finding out where the lower intestine was and where it emptied out was nothing something Tailyn was the least bit interested in. He’d barely made it out of the acid as it was. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of which, the boy hurled a flask of it against the wall and cursed a moment later. The glass shattered, and the contents splattered against the stomach lining, but there was no effect. The lining handled the damage without a problem. Next, a flask of alchemical fire followed suit, but it didn’t give Tailyn what he was looking for, either. The fire was dull and weak. Not only that, but it slid down the lining like a well-oiled frying pan only to dissolve in the acid below. All it did was light up the area, revealing the goo’s sickening dark green color. The stomach walls were white and slimy, and while thick chunks of flesh kept falling off, they were immediately replaced by new expanses that in turn began to slough off. It was an eternal process. In fact, it was almost like the creature was digesting itself. The high ground Tailyn was standing on turned out to be a skull belonging to some enormous animal, time and the acid having had no effect on the tough bone. The boy bent over the goo, his scanner showing that the bottom of the stomach was also littered with bones. The unknown creature had left a legacy behind. 
 
      
 
    Next, the boy began trying his cards out on the creature. His electric strike did nothing. A fireball did cut out a chunk of the wall, but it quickly regenerated, the charred piece falling into the acid and quickly dissolving without a trace. Tailyn checked his shield. Over the previous ten minutes, the air had just about knocked him out, dropping him to 556. 
 
      
 
    You used Enhanced Shield-I 5 times. 
 
    Your shield was enhanced by 2235 (2791). 
 
    Charges remaining: 45 of 50. 
 
      
 
    He had 3,620 mana remaining. Each complete charge of his card cost 350, while each full card bought him thirty-three minutes of life down there in the nightmare he was living. After adding in the twenty mana he earned every hour, he could calculate exactly how much time remained before his story ran its course — seven hours. In that time, he had to figure out how to get out. If that was even possible… 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Right then, Sloan was deactivating the protective barrier around the camp and dumping his load down in front of the commander. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Faro?” Berad knew the mercenary and his group were dead. It wasn’t the worst of news, but as the commander, he did need to know what had happened. Feuds in the detachment were not to be tolerated even if it was Sloan who started them. 
 
      
 
    “They were eaten,” Sloan replied, retelling what had happened in the cave. Berad sighed in relief. His second-in-command hadn’t been involved in their deaths, and his reputation wouldn’t suffer. 
 
      
 
    “What about the kid?” 
 
      
 
    “Same story,” Sloan said, exhaling as he did. “That thing ate him, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw it happen with my own two eyes. If you want, I’ll ask the god to witness to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep that for the black lixes.” Berad quickly refocused, leaving that ace up his sleeve for the future. It wasn’t a great idea to go back to the well of divine intervention too often. The god didn’t like getting involved in the lives of people, and it was prone to punish abusers of the privilege. 
 
      
 
    “I need to see this for myself,” Berad said. The ancient monster was intriguing, and the crystal fence was going to take a risk. If he didn’t, he would regret it well into his old age. Touching a legend… It was an amazing opportunity. “Is the fire still burning?” 
 
      
 
    “It was when I left.” 
 
      
 
    “Lead the way! Elrn, you’re coming with me. Get Angela ready,” Berad said. 
 
      
 
    “She’s always ready,” the tubby fellow said as he leaped to his feet. Compared to the other fighters, all of which looked as sleek as cheetahs, Elrn was more of a hippo. Fat, chronically short of breath, and unwieldy. But he did have one advantage that made him an invaluable member of the team: Angela, a personal weapon. Hidden under that charming name was a wind lance that was two meters wide — as Berad referred to it, the group’s closing argument. Angela made short work of armor through level four and barely paid any attention to personal shields. The impact was so strong, in fact, that even if the target somehow survived the initial hit, they vomited up their insides just a few moments later. Since Angela could only shoot once every ten minutes, Berad tried to save it for special occasions, and that was just such a case. 
 
      
 
    “Load up!” he ordered as he cased the cave opening. If it hadn’t been for the story he’d heard from Sloan, someone he trusted implicitly, he never would have believed it was a trap. It was a welcoming fire, an empty cave, and not one single hint that they were looking at a monster. 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” Elrn said. “Where should I shoot?” 
 
      
 
    “Aim for the wall right above the fire. Take the shot.” 
 
      
 
    The fat warrior chuckled and hit the button. One flash later, and the spear swept through the wall like it wasn’t even there. 
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Elrn exclaimed in disappointment, having been expecting a fire show of stone and wood, but that was instead the end of his time in the world. The area around the trio erupted, and they all clutched their ears in an attempt to keep the deafening roar out. And while they didn’t get a debuff where they were standing, that didn’t mean they got off scot-free. The mountains quivered, rocks rained down, and the monster replied instantly. The long, black spear pierced both Elrn and his wind lance, yanking them both back into the mouth. 
 
      
 
    The fire was gone. Still, Berad’s scanner told him there was a hole the size of a human leading deep below right where they’d been aiming the spear. And the spear itself was jutting out at the edge of his range. The ancient monster, having tossed Elrn into its stomach, was using its tongue to try and pull the irritant out, only it wasn’t really working. The rockfall intensified as it grew even angrier. Berad felt a slight bit of elation as he thought they’d taken out a monster they’d be well rewarded for, only it was at that moment that the tongue managed to wrap itself around the spear. Yanking it out and tossing it to the side, the creature chose to let the wound heal rather than cutting loose another roar. But that didn’t keep it from counterattacking. 
 
      
 
    “Move!” Sloan yelled, sensing something was wrong. Shoving Berad to the side, the ranger jumped after him, and a thick, tooth-like appendage sprouted out of the ground right where they’d been standing. It smacked of death. There was goo smeared over it, and the smell hit their nostrils with a tang — poison. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!” Berad jumped up and dashed off, unwilling to see if his personal armor was capable of standing up to the poison. Completely trusting Sloan’s sixth sense and barely dodging the spikes that kept popping up, the pair sprinted down the mountain. 
 
      
 
    “Horses!” the commander yelled as he leaped from boulder to boulder. “We have to get out of here!” 
 
      
 
    His troops had been trained well. Nobody asked what the hurry was about, instantly following orders the second they heard them despite knowing it could have just been a drill. Berad liked to run them, kicking out anyone who didn’t make it in time. And that was why his group was considered the best in the region — they were always ready for anything. 
 
      
 
    The poisonous teeth stopped shooting up out of the ground as soon as they got far enough away from the mountain. Apparently, the monster only controlled a limited amount of area, so Berad led the group another couple kilometers away just to make sure before stopping their wild gallop and giving orders to dismount and set up the security system. By way of apology, the lix shaman had handed him a one-time portal scroll, so they were going to be able to jump right back to the lix hideout the next morning without wasting time on a long ride. But the job right then was to figure out how to maximize what the black lixes were willing to give them in exchange for news about Tailyn Vlashich’s death. Berad also needed to figure out a good excuse for why he hadn’t been able to get his hands on the boy’s body…and maybe even pin the failure on someone else. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Tailyn right then was enjoying some peace and quiet. He’d already begun to panic about not being able to get out of the trap, and that was when he was deafened by yet another roar coming from the monster. Happily, he didn’t get slapped with a debuff. Just about sliding into the acid, he was barely holding on to the skull by an eye socket when a body holding something in its hands plopped into the stomach and almost instantly began turning into an ugly splotch. That elicited a shocked yell from the boy. A few moments later, he was once again cheered by his OGM-III’s waste removal system and the fact that nobody was around to notice his shame. 
 
      
 
    But the most important part happened a little while later when the passageway leading down into the stomach opened and let in clean air. The ten damage he’d been taking every second stopped. Tailyn wasn’t sure how long that was going to last, so he savored every moment. In the meantime, the monster shook and gurgled, almost like it was annoyed about something, though it finally fell silent and returned to its centuries-old state of rest. The phantom fire was lit to attract new victims, but the key for Tailyn was that the creature’s throat remained open. And the damage was in no hurry to resume. 
 
      
 
    Group renamed. New name: Survive! I don’t know how, but survive! They have Valia! 
 
      
 
    Valanil was alive. The audio connection wasn’t working anymore, so renaming the group was the only way to communicate — and even it was only one-way. A warmth spread through Tailyn, who’d been very afraid the crystal fences had killed the herbalist as soon as they’d caught her. He laid down on the skull, figuring he needed time to think, and a moment later was fast asleep. But his dreams were filled with anything but rainbows and ponies. Five hours later, Tailyn sat up with a sudden yell. His face was drenched in sweat, and the nightmare receded, leaving only a painful sensation of helplessness in its wake. All the boy could remember was how he’d been wrapped in vines that tore him into pieces and dropped those pieces from a tremendous height. 
 
      
 
    But that problem paled in comparison to the new timer that had popped up. Tailyn’s OGM-III had just thirty minutes worth of oxygen remaining. The automated system had turned off all supporting functions, explaining why Tailyn had been dealing with the nightmares. And as the air grew thin, the boy’s head felt heavy. Hence, the vines. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, his eyes widened. Bingo. It was a tip from the god — not vines, but plants. He had three flasks of accelerated growth, and the alchemist’s bag presumably had some saplings or seeds. If there really were vines, they’d grow up through the open passageway, giving him a way to climb out. 
 
      
 
    There weren’t any better ideas, at least. 
 
      
 
    The boy began digging through the list of materials in his alchemist’s bag. Flowers, powders, and stones were all set aside immediately — they were pointless right then. And with them out of the picture, Tailyn found himself staring at the only thing that might work: an oak stalk. His subconscious told him alchemists didn’t use the stalk itself, just harvesting the leaves that grew on it, and that meant they needed to be fresh and clear of any other processes. But it was the stalk itself Tailyn needed. Whole and intact. 
 
      
 
    He was going to have to act fast since the plant might quickly die in that kind of air. With that in mind, Tailyn placed three flasks of accelerated growth on the skull, cleared the acid out of an empty eye socket, and took a few deep breaths the way Valanil had taught him. The nerves disappeared, replaced by firm resolution. As soon as the stalk had materialized in his hands, the boy deftly pulled the cork out of the first flask and dumped the contents on the plant. The empty container was sent flying into the acid and replaced by the next one, but the process had begun. The plant began to thicken in Tailyn’s hands, and by the time he’d poured the second flask, he couldn’t even hold onto the quickly growing trunk. That wasn’t enough, however. Tailyn threw away the second flask and poured the third accelerated growth, the roots burrowed deep into the acid, and while steam began to pour up, the plant continued to sprout higher. As the trunk widened, Tailyn found himself just about shoved off the skull, which forced him to grab a branch, hang in the air above the acid, and begin soaring high above it. 
 
      
 
    The mountain shuddered like never before. The oak roots had cut through the creature’s stomach juices, not to mention the thick layer of lifeless flesh, and had found their way to the other organs — all they represented to the tree were sources of growth and energy. The oak began to greedily devour the monster, who screamed in pain but couldn’t do anything. Soon enough, its entire stomach and open esophagus had been surrendered to the crazed tree. With its triple helping of enhanced growth, the oak was showing itself in all its glory, the branch Tailyn was clutching cutting through the stomach wall and continuing upward. The boy could barely breathe. Still, there was no stopping, as the oak was being fueled by the ancient monster’s organs. Everything around Tailyn shook — the mountain housing the giant monster could no longer hold back the oak, and the tree burst into the open. The sun was shining overhead. Tailyn kept flying upward, his arms squeezing the branch for dear life. 
 
      
 
    Finally free and feeling the glorious sunlight on its leaves, the tree lost it for good. It stretched skyward as it did its best to break completely free of its stone prison. The roots probed even deeper, cutting through monster and stone alike, and finally reached the soil below only to instantly suck the juices out of it. The underwater stream dried up, all the plants within a few kilometers shriveled up and died, and it was only then that the oak decided it had had enough. 
 
      
 
    It stopped growing, its crown half a kilometer wide. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn opened his eyes before quickly shutting them again. His head spun when he saw how far away the ground was. 
 
      
 
    Survive! I don’t know how, but survive! They have Valia! destroyed G’Rul, an ancient monster spawned on the first day of the release. It remained on the planet after the exodus, having escaped the cleansing. You earned a generous reward by freeing up significant resources. 
 
    *** 
 
    Enhancement +3 (16) 
 
    Attention! Error detected… 
 
    Returning to previous state. 
 
    Enhancement -3 (13) 
 
    Humans prior to level 20 cannot boost their base attribute and skill levels past 15… 
 
    Finding a solution… 
 
    Solution found! 
 
    *** 
 
    Enhancement +2 (15) 
 
    As compensation for the levels you were not able to receive, you were given a named weapon corresponding to your class. 
 
    *** 
 
    You destroyed a creature at least 1500 levels above you. 
 
    All your attributes and skills were boosted by 2. 
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    The air around the boy began to shimmer as the god materialized its gift. Twisting around, he grabbed it before it could drop toward the ground, finding himself holding a rough, gnarled staff with a bulge in the shape of a sphere at one end. Really, it was just a branch pulled from the oak Tailyn was sitting in. But it was the description that was the interesting part. 
 
      
 
    Matilda. Defensive alchemist’s staff belonging to player Tailyn Vlashich (cannot be stolen or used by anyone else). Current Matilda level (ML): 1. When held, restores [10 * ML] mana and personal shield per hour. While in a workshop, boosts Alchemy skill by [5 * ML]. Reduces damage taken except of an energy or physical nature by 2 * ML% but no more than 50%. Additional parameters: physical attack +100 * ML, magic attack +100 * ML, mana +100 * ML. Requirements: Strength (5), Agility (5), Intellect (5), Mysticism (5), Armor (5), Resilience (5) (Note, you do not meet the requirements and therefore cannot use this item). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s face turned into an impenetrable mask. He wanted to curse, but he couldn’t find the right words to describe the situation — his vocabulary just didn’t cut it. Even after his parameters had all jumped two points, he still didn’t meet the requirements. And he didn’t have resilience in the first place. With no other options remaining, the disappointed boy tossed Matilda into his inventory and hoped he’d be able to come back to it at some point. The table of contents at the beginning of the encyclopedia Valia had given him mentioned something about named items, only that was at the very end of the book. It was going to take him a few years at best to get that far. 
 
      
 
    Once he was sure the tree had stopped growing, the boy looked down to gauge how high he was. Something tickled unpleasantly in his stomach, and he felt his armpits growing slick — it was a long way down. Turning around somehow, he crawled carefully over to the trunk, where he began the long journey down to the ground. One thing that really helped was how thickly the tree’s branches grew. Wherever you stepped, there was going to be something there to support you, and Tailyn even had to step away from the trunk just to find room to climb lower. 
 
      
 
    But the problem was that the branches ended about fifty meters off the ground. Below them, there was just the bruised, deformed, and warped trunk. Tailyn was saved by the rope he’d learned to always carry around with him — wrapping it around a thick branch twice, tying one end around his waist, and holding the other in his hands, he stepped off into nothingness. Motar had taught him how to get down from a height without leaving his property behind. The only difference there was that Tailyn’s three strength points made it much easier than it had ever been during practice. 
 
      
 
    After coiling up the rope and tossing it into his inventory, Tailyn decided to walk around the oak tree. He wasn’t really optimistic that there would be any loot to be gained as everything that found its way into G’Rul’s mouth was dissolved in acid, and that indeed turned out to be the case. The oak had destroyed everything. Really, Tailyn was just putting off making a decision about what to do next. He vaguely remembered Valanil’s map and couldn’t figure out where to go — presumably, he should leave the mountain range behind him, but what then? The herbalist had been aiming for some abandoned city, but Tailyn definitely didn’t want to head in that direction. Also, the lixes were taking Valia to the Forest of Desire. Thoughts darted back and forth, and so the boy decided to just walk around and see what he could see. 
 
      
 
    Only even that didn’t work. The tree, which had been fed by the magic elixirs and the ancient creature’s innards, began to die. First, the leaves came fluttering down, though they turned into a black dust carried off by the wind before they could ever hit the ground. They were followed by the smaller branches. As the air filled with the sound of wood cracking, Tailyn pressed himself up against the trunk to keep from getting hit — only the largest pieces made it to the ground. Everything else disintegrated before even getting close. The trunk was the last to go, disappearing almost like a mirage driven away as the sun peeks up over the horizon. Nature had come calling for its own, not tolerating that kind of sudden upstart. And with that, the mountain that had once hidden G’Rul turned into a deep valley that began slowly filling with water — the underground stream hadn’t dried up completely. Half an hour later, and the oak was gone without a trace. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn realized through his shock that it was a sign. No matter how grandiose his plans were, they were going to disintegrate just as fast as his tree if he tried to take on an army of lixes without help. He needed an ally. 
 
      
 
    But where was he going to find one in that lifeless locale? 
 
      
 
    Almost as if sensing the boy’s train of thought, his active deck popped up in front of him and stopped on the shimmering gold card. Dragon, the legendary card Tailyn hadn’t even been able to read the description of. 
 
      
 
    But that was then. The new him had access to everything. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Commander, she just picked up three levels!” Zaril yelled over in surprise. He’d been assigned the job of watching the prisoner. The black lix was gone, unluckily enough for the crystal fences, meaning they were going to have to waste time waiting for him to get back. Berad wasn’t about to miss out on those other crystals. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean, three levels?” The detachment leader went over to the woman and frowned. It was true — when they’d left the portal, she’d been at level fifteen, and there she was at eighteen. And three levels was a lot, especially for someone with their hands and arms tied. After staring at her for a while, it hit him. The boy had survived, and not only that, he’d even been able to destroy the ancient creature. The spear had apparently damaged it to the point that Tailyn just had to finish it off. Three levels was exactly the reward the god gave for outstanding achievements, and that meant it was a good thing the lix wasn’t there. It saved Berad from an awkward explanation he would have been forced into when the boy showed up somewhere else. 
 
      
 
    “Sloan,” Berad yelled, “I need you!” 
 
      
 
    Valanil’s eyes were fixed on the group as she memorized their faces. Not only had Tailyn survived; he’d been able to do it in such a way that she had a shot at saving herself. The three levels was nothing compared to her parameters all jumping two levels. Once she had time to wrap her head around the changes, she was going to be able to fight back. The naïve fences thought they could hold her with a few simple ropes? Idiots. No, she was going to show them how wrong they were. They knew nothing about the true strength a Crobar student could wield. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dragon (1). Description: a legendary magic card that summons Li-Ho-Dun, the greatest of the dragons and one that has conquered tens of planets. Loyal to its father, Li-Ho-Dun left this world, turning into a phantom. Initial card level: 1. By destroying enemies and participating in battles, the dragon earns personal experience that makes it stronger and more powerful. Li-Ho-Dun’s lifetime is unlimited, acting as a usual creature capable of doing extra damage while it is materialized. All experience is saved after it dies. Its abilities and parameters depend on its level. Card requirements: Wisdom more than 20 + Dragon level. Includes 5 charges. Charges remaining: 5. Cannot be recharged. 
 
      
 
    TAILYN EVEN BROKE out in a sweat when he realized he could summon an actual dragon right then and there. Looking around as if afraid someone might swoop in and steal his toy, the boy pulled air into his lungs and blew invisible dust off the card. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Dragon. 
 
    Charges remaining: 4 of 5. 
 
    *** 
 
    You’re the first human in this release to activate a legendary card after only the first initiation stage. Great achievements are deserving of great rewards. 
 
    You received access to a remote terminal. 
 
    The nearest point you can access is shown on your map… 
 
    Attention! Error detected… 
 
    Local map functionality inactive. 
 
    Finding a solution… 
 
    Solution found! 
 
    *** 
 
    Access unlocked to local maps. 
 
      
 
    Right next to the audio button, an icon showed up depicting a piece of paper with a dotted line leading to a red X. The map. It began to blink invitingly, telling Tailyn there was a terminal nearby, but he was too busy to notice. Nearby, there was something wondrous and far more interesting than any map could be. 
 
      
 
    Li-Ho-Dun had showed up and was waiting patiently for its master to notice it. The excited boy wanted to run over, but he froze as soon as he realized what the god had sent him. A few steps away, there was…a dragon? Judging by the description, it was, but it was hard to tell just by the way it looked. Instead of a powerful, awe-inspiring monster that would strike fear into the hearts of its enemies, the card had summoned a tiny little sausage less than half as long as Tailyn’s arm. The slender creature had a toothy face looking something like a lix’s head, two wings, and four short legs. It was far more adorable than terrifying. Wings flapping, it hovered in the air. In fact, it almost felt like the wings weren’t actually doing any work, just waving around because they had nothing better to do. Li-Ho-Dun looked at Tailyn as it awaited its first order. Excitement gave way to disappointment — that wasn’t the kind of helper Tailyn had been expecting. But right then, he noticed a button flashing in his main panel. It hadn’t been there before. 
 
      
 
    You entered the companion control panel. 
 
    Companion level: 1, 200 experience until next level. 
 
      
 
    Ability available: fire breathing. Description: you give your companion a target, and it shoots out fire that does [mana attack] damage per second for [companion level] seconds. Time between attacks: [10 * companion level] seconds. The dragon’s fire ignores armor through level two. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Attention! To control your companion, you need the Integration attribute. Visit a temple or remote terminal to purchase it. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn just sighed, not even bothering to curse. Besides the description, the companion control panel had just one button that read deactivate. If the creature got on his nerves, he could get rid of it. Also, there wasn’t any explanation of what the levels were all about or what abilities the dragon even had. It looked like the assumption was that whoever had access to the card would know how to use it. 
 
      
 
    And seeing as how Tailyn was being pushed so hard in the direction of the terminal, he decided to go with the flow. He was going to unlock integration and resilience, do a little dance, and even recite poetry if that’s what it took. The whole thing was ridiculous. Annoyed, the boy closed the useless panel and stared at his hovering dragon. 
 
      
 
    “So, what am I supposed to do with you? Do you even understand me?” 
 
      
 
    Li-Ho-Dun wagged its tail like some kind of dog and flew over until it was an arm’s length away. For a while, it just looked at the boy, finally diving forward, wrapping itself around Tailyn’s wrist, and turning into a beautiful gold bracelet set with a row of jewels. 
 
      
 
    Your companion entered sleep mode. 
 
    To reactivate it, see the control panel. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn shook his hand in an attempt to get rid of the unexpected piece of jewelry, but Li-Ho-Dun was holding on tightly. He couldn’t even move the dragon to his other arm. Really, it was like his companion had turned into metal, though it didn’t hinder his movement or add any weight to his arm at all. And with Tailyn’s mood already not at its peak, it dropped still further — was he really going to have to wear a girl’s bracelet? The dragon was great, but he definitely didn’t want to carry it around like that. While it even occurred to him to deactivate his companion, the inability to recharge the card meant he couldn’t waste it like that. 
 
      
 
    It was time to check out the other blinking button, the one for his local map. There, however, the boy was in for a pleasant surprise, as the map turned out to be filled in already. It had the City of the Dead, everything they’d covered on their trip from Culmart, and even Valanil’s schematic map and the whole area Tailyn had gotten a glimpse of from the top of the oak tree. That last bit was especially big. Even though Tailyn himself hadn’t noted all the little details within the nearest couple dozen kilometers, they were still right there. 
 
      
 
    Your map was updated in line with the locations you’ve seen. To further update it automatically, you need to unlock the Cartographer attribute. 
 
      
 
    What a surprise that it demanded yet another attribute. Really, it was more of a surprise that it was only one instead of, say, ten. Tailyn began zooming in and out, having learned how to do that by reading the book. And while that had been theory, he was finally getting to see it in action, and the fact that he’d gotten exactly what he was looking for eased the disappointment his dragon had given him. The red dot standing in for the terminal was about a day’s run in the opposite direction from Culmart — the boy was able to estimate the distance because it was right about the same as between the mountain range and the spot where he’d destroyed the lix caravan. The good news, at least, was that he wasn’t going to have to make his way through the mountains, which were a bit off to the side. And when he tapped the red dot, the map generated a dotted line showing where to go with a semitransparent arrow right in front of him. Happily, it didn’t obstruct his vision. Excitement gripped the boy — he’d managed to pull something off without needing help, and he wasn’t going to have to ask Valanil or Motar. He’d done it all by himself. 
 
      
 
    After looking around once more to make sure there was nothing else to be found, Tailyn ran off in the direction of the arrow. For a while, it was difficult to go back and forth between the arrow and the local scenery, but he soon realized he’d accepted the former as something entirely natural he didn’t know how he’d ever lived without. The boy decided to run the way Valanil had taught him. First pushing as hard as he could, he slowed to a walk to let his strength regenerate, taking off again when it was ready. He was able to push himself much further that time, however. The four agility points were making themselves heard. 
 
      
 
    There was a problem, however, as the map didn’t update. The areas he ran through remained just as much a snow-white fog as the rest of the map. No matter how much Tailyn looked around, he couldn’t add anything even though there was plenty to see — mountains on one side, the path leading along the same mountain range where the ancient monster had once lived, and the wide, endless steppe peppered with hills and the occasional tree on the other. Gullies appeared once in a while, but Tailyn was not about to go exploring them. 
 
      
 
    The monotonous run was fatiguing, and the boy spent more and more time walking. In fact, it got to the point that he couldn’t even make himself run at all. He didn’t need to, however, as he arrived at his destination just as the sun was beginning to go down, the remains of an ancient city opening out in front of him. 
 
      
 
    Time had done far more work to that city than the one near Culmart. There were actually no buildings remaining whatsoever, just rubble that could have been taken as just part of the surrounding mountains. The city was small, too, a bit larger than the City of the Dead if definitely smaller than Culmart. Hurrying over to the spot marked on his map, Tailyn found the area covered in a variety of boulders, large and small, with no sign of a terminal. The confused boy looked around in search of what to do next. Judging by the map, he was standing right next to the terminal, only it was nowhere to be found. Was it underground? 
 
      
 
    That idea seemed reasonable enough, and so Tailyn spent some time looking around in the nearby gullies until he found a tunnel with the entrance blocked up with rocks. All it had open was a small hole just big enough to stick his head through. Bending over, Tailyn used his scanner to pick out a small rock-strewn room and another tunnel leading deeper, presumably a set of stairs. He stood by the hole for a while, not daring to pull the stones away. He needed to know who was living down there. Of course, he didn’t doubt there was someone — why else would the hole have been there? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stepped right over to the hole, breathing his wave of fire into it. He wasn’t about to risk digging his way through without knowing who or what was behind the blockage. Still, he only had time to send in three charges before the wave of fire bounced off the far wall and came rushing back. A tall column of flame burst out of the earth and illuminated the nearby area, though it had already achieved its result. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed more than 10 creatures at least 10 levels above you. 
 
    You received a level-up for one random attribute. 
 
    Concealment +1 (4). 
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    Frustration over getting a bump to an attribute he didn’t really need right then was overcome with the pride that came with knowing he was right — there had been something living in the cave, and something fairly high-level, at that. But there was a downside, too. As soon as the fire died away, there was a prolonged howl that sent shivers running down the boy’s spine. Something had noticed the flames and was presumably interested to find out what they were all about. Tailyn charged his cards, glanced over at the setting sun, and began pulling out rocks to widen the hole. Really just looking for enough space to squeeze through and set the barrier back up from the inside, he made sure some of the rocks fell in. If he was going to spend the night there, he wanted to be safe. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn ran out of time. The monsters got there before he could finish. 
 
      
 
    Far from the ancient monster, the beasts felt completely at home. A pack of steppe wolves had been following the human for the past hour, and their leader had been just about to attack their victim when he’d ducked into the dangerous rocks. While the wolves tended to give that spot a wide berth, their hunger for prey drove them forward — there was still daylight left before the creature who instilled fear in all of them came out to hunt. They’d be able to split up the human and get away before it showed up. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn toiled away. The hole was big enough for him to fit through, only he would have had to take off his armor, and that wasn’t an option. So, he kept right on working, though he forgot how important it was to keep an eye on his surroundings. The blow to the back was so sudden and powerful that he could only grunt as he toppled forward. His neck twisted unpleasantly, and it sounded like something even cracked. 
 
      
 
    250 damage received. 
 
    Shield reduced. Remaining: 2134. 
 
      
 
    The wolf snarled — it had caught the human completely unawares. And that was perfect. It was going to show the two-legged creature why it was in charge, why its pack was the strongest in the steppe. Tightening its jaws to keep its prey from getting away, it activated the ability the god had given it. 
 
      
 
    You received a Weakness debuff: your shield level will be reduced by 50% for the next 12 hours. Current shield: 1067. 
 
    Your shield cannot be enhanced for the next 30 seconds. 
 
      
 
    The human jerked, knowing something was wrong, but it was too late. The wolf wasn’t about to relinquish its prey. A second went by, and the damage was repeated. Very soon, the animal was going to be tasting fresh meat. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn panicked. Moving wasn’t an option as the wolf’s enormous hulk had him pinned to the ground, and he couldn’t throw the thing off no matter how hard he tried. And facing downward, he couldn’t roll over to fire away with his magic, either. The wolf’s teeth were in too deep. Not only that, but he couldn’t use his enhanced shield because of the debuff. Even with all his magic abilities, Tailyn was left with nothing… But was he really? 
 
      
 
    A flask of alchemical fire appeared in his hand. The wolf’s front paws were pressing down on Tailyn’s shoulders, which meant he couldn’t reach back and break the flask over the creature, and that left him with just one shot. Pulling the cork out, he poured the contents right onto the rocks, after which he scooped up some of the burning liquid and hurled it back over his shoulder. Just at the last moment, he turned his hermetic seal on to protect his face. 
 
      
 
    The wolf howled, and the pressure on the boy’s neck relaxed. His back freed up, too. Turning to put out the fire there and meet his opponent with one of his cards, Tailyn flipped over only to find that the animal was nowhere to be seen. He was looking up at Sloan’s surprised face. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, you’re crazy!” he said a moment before the boy convulsed and went limp. Shocker worked great even through the OGM-III, sending Tailyn into dream land for thirty seconds. The ranger looked out across the field of battle. The leader he’d taken out was burning a few meters away, the rest of the wolves littering the area around them — his team had worked quickly and effectively. Having each been personally selected and trained by Sloan, the trio was already setting up the protective barrier as if they hadn’t just taken out twenty creatures between levels fifteen and nineteen. The group had pushed their horses hard, pumping magic into them to arrive just a few hours before at the spot where the ancient monster had met its demise. And words weren’t enough to describe the way Sloan had felt when he’d seen the lake in the mountain — the power it had taken to make something like that happen was incredible. As it turned out, Berad had been right. Tailyn really had survived, and they’d found his tracks right away. The boy hadn’t really taken any pains to conceal them. But when they’d been joined by the wolf tracks, the group had increased a pace they’d thought was already their fastest. And they’d been just in time. The animals had already attacked, though the boy had some tricks up his sleeve — not many adults would have thrown fire on their back even if they knew their life depended on it. While his men were busy taking care of the pack, Sloan had kicked the burning animal away, finished him off with a crossbow bolt to the head, and blocked Tailyn. It occurred to him that the best option would be to kill the boy and deliver his body to the black lixes, but orders were orders. Berad wanted him alive. Pulling out a rope, Sloan got down to his usual business, looking around at the ancient ruins as he did. The city wasn’t on the map the reds had given them, which was strange. Lixes generally scoured their territory. On the other hand, they might have just not wanted Berad to know about the location, one of many they probably preferred to keep hidden. Sloan made a mental note to let his commander know so the latter could leverage that information. 
 
      
 
    “Done,” one of the fighters said. “That’ll work until morning. Commander, can we look around?” 
 
      
 
    “At your own risk,” Sloan replied the way he usually did. After waiting for two of his men to disappear into the night, he activated the protective barrier. The spot suddenly looked empty and somehow terrifying to any creatures who happened across it. Even if they accidentally ventured across, they’d be turned around without even realizing what had happened. The squad’s third member stayed where he was to tend to the horses. They’d had a rough go of the insane ride, and they needed their wounds closed and their internal organs regenerated before they could go back and be fed to the lixes. And there was nobody better for that than Vaxol, who was also a healer, having completed three courses at the academy. 
 
      
 
    The ranger finished wrapping up the boy. All that remained was keeping him from using his cards, and Sloan decided to go with a sleeping powder. Tailyn’s willingness to sacrifice his body was unsettling, and he was liable to pull out some kind of acid, burn through the ropes, pull out the gag, and start raining down his damn magic. Sloan had seen what he was capable of — the shaman’s promising apprentice was testament enough to that. And since the boy was wearing simple clothing, the powder was perfect. Blowing into Tailyn’s face, Sloan promptly forgot about him, his attention fixed on the hole the boy had been digging. The ranger had assumed he’d been scared and looking for somewhere to spend the night, but that hypothesis was looking less and less likely. Something drew him inside, and Sloan had grown to rely on his gut feelings. He pulled out his knife and began digging through the rocks to widen the hole. The boy had been looking to find something, and he wanted to know what it was. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn opened his eyes. His whole body itched from the shocker, but he couldn’t do anything about that with his hands tightly secured. The same was true of his legs — Sloan had been thorough. But after running his tongue over his parched lips, Tailyn froze. He wasn’t gagged. His mouth was free, and he glanced over to see the ranger’s hunched back. But almost immediately, he disappeared — Sloan could sense there was something valuable down in the hole, and he ducked in as soon as it was wide enough. There was another enemy outside working with the horses. Judging by the way his hands were glowing, he was a healer, and Tailyn closed his eyes and played dead just in case. He needed to get his shield back up first. Five charges were plenty. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Your shield was enhanced by 2235 (2735). 
 
    Charges remaining: 45 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn tensed up in anticipation of a warning cry, but the healer was too busy with the horses to keep an eye on him, too. It also helped that the sun had just dropped beyond the horizon. The mountains were bathed in darkness. That was great, of course, which meant his next move was… But the boy didn’t get that far. A heart-rending scream filled with immense pain filled the air. 
 
      
 
    “No-o-o!” 
 
      
 
    The cry died away, leaving nothing behind but a terrifying echo. Sloan bounded out of the hole. In one hand, he was holding his dagger; in the other was an odd one-handed crossbow. Paying no attention to Tailyn, he straightened up and began turning around as he used his scanner to find the enemy. But there was nothing out there besides the rocks. 
 
      
 
    “Vaxol, calm the horses down!” Sloan said as he crouched and got ready to leap forward. Everything inside him was yelling that there was a dangerous enemy hiding nearby, that he needed to take off running. But he didn’t know where to go. And he wasn’t going to abandon his men, either. They’d been through quite a bit together, only one of them wouldn’t be having any more adventures. His frame was grayed out. 
 
      
 
    “Run! No-o-o!” 
 
      
 
    The second scream was much closer, but it died away the same as the first. Shivers ran down Tailyn’s spine — he recognized the voice. It was a fighter from Berad’s detachment, an experienced, high-level ranger who had apparently just met his end. 
 
      
 
    “Calm the horses down, I said!” Sloan barked angrily at the healer. He still couldn’t tell who was taking out his men, and that infuriated him. “Put them to sleep!” 
 
      
 
    “They’re going crazy!” Vaxol replied as hung clung to the bridles in an attempt to bring the hobbled horses to the ground. “It’s like they had too much to eat…” 
 
      
 
    But it was hard to say what the horses had had too much of. Right then, there was a deafening crash that sounded like glass breaking, the horses whinnied for the last time, and all of them were turned into mincemeat. Six long tentacles wrapped themselves around the crazed animals, Vaxol, and even the nearby tent, sweeping their prey off into the night. 
 
      
 
    “No-o-o!” 
 
      
 
    Yet again, there came the pained cry, and Sloan finally saw his opponent. He’d seen plenty in his lifetime, but he still felt a pang of deep, primal, all-consuming fear. The creature in front of him looked something like an enormous elephant. Both the build and size were similar, only it moved around not on four legs, but on dozens of short stumps. And instead of a trunk, it had a whole clutch of long tentacles that yanked its prey into the bottomless pit it called a mouth. 
 
      
 
    Mean Truka Guard (creature). No class. Age 2350. Level 205. 
 
      
 
    Once it was done with the horses, the guard went to work on Vaxol. At least, what was left of him — the healer had been ground into a pulp. And with no doubt in his mind that he was next, Sloan went into action. He grabbed Tailyn, showed no surprise when he saw the boy’s open eyes, and dove into the hole he’d just opened up. The knife flashed, and the ropes holding the boy fell to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to live, we’re going to have to work together. Cover me!” Sloan barked as he began clearing the second passageway, the one leading deeper underground. Just then, the guard realized its prey was making a run for it, letting everyone in the area in on its annoyance with a thunderous roar. Tailyn dropped to his knees. There may not have been a debuff, but his head was splitting from the noise, and so he squeezed it with both hands as if expecting it to pop while he watched his death approaching. Moving quickly over the rocks with its stumpy legs, it hurried toward the tunnel so it could slip its tentacles inside and pull out the juicy bits of meat. 
 
      
 
    “What are you waiting for? Go!” 
 
      
 
    Sloan’s cry snapped like a whip. Everything in front of the boy blurred, and he wanted to collapse and go to sleep, but he used his last scraps of consciousness to suck in air and whisper as long as he could. Ka-Li… 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 23 times. 
 
    Charges remaining: 27 of… 
 
      
 
    Tailyn didn’t have time to finish reading the last phrase before the guard yelled so loudly the boy’s eardrums burst. The earth shook, a crack opened up right below him and Sloan, and the pair dropped into the darkness. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE IMPACT hurt even if the drop wasn’t far — Tailyn’s scanner told him the collapsed ceiling was just some three meters up. Groaning, he pulled himself to his feet and staggered. His regeneration had yet to deal with the burns on his back, and there he was throwing a bunch of new problems at it, that batch in the same spot. There was another roar overhead as the guard categorically refused to die. But it also didn’t want to give up on its prey, as a tentacle appeared in the hole against the light cast by the fire and began feeling its way around the upper room. The boy backed away, tripped over a stone, fell to the floor, and scrabbled further backward. 
 
      
 
    That saved him. Right where his head had just been, something long and incredibly fast whizzed by. The creature slammed into the opposite wall and laid there stunned for a few seconds, which let the shocked boy pull himself together and prepare for battle. 
 
      
 
    Viper (animal). No class. Age 12. Level 18. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had never liked snakes. They were nasty, revolting, unpleasant. They made his stomach turn, though he’d never really been afraid of them. It would have been silly to be afraid of a simple animal. But the one that had just tried to kill him was incredibly long — its body meandered across the entire room, its tail somewhere on the other side of the door. It was thick, too, its body the same size as the boy’s torso. Really, it was a surprise the creature was even able to get through the narrow opening. But that was beside the point. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The boy didn’t take long to respond. Without even taking the time to stand up, he sent a fireball hurtling at his attacker, having finally found out the kind of creature that made its home in the local catacombs. It was just a shame they hadn’t all burned up when he’d hit them with that first wave of fire. The fireball slammed into the snake’s head, and it hissed, instantly forgetting about Tailyn and the plans it had for his destruction. That made sense — it was just your everyday snake without a bit of protection. Its age and level made it a good guess that its shield barely exceeded 1,800, and the boy had just taken out 757 with a single strike. Having missed its shot, the snake decided to head back where it came from to lie in wait for a second chance. Only Tailyn wasn’t about to give it that second chance. Two more fireballs whizzed out of his helmet, and the underground resident found a new home off in the great nothingness. 
 
      
 
    However, the combat status was in no hurry to change. The guard had finished its noisy exploration of the upper room, hadn’t found the fugitives there, and had lost it, getting to work widening the passageway down. Feeling the need to hurry, Tailyn jumped over to the snake and placed a hand on its body. The fact that there wasn’t a shimmering box meant the reward for killing it was inside its body. If there was a reward. 
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
    Concentrated Poison (18). 
 
    Snakeskin (18). 
 
    Snake Fang (36). 
 
    Viper Eye (18). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was stunned to get a haul that rich from a single snake. Stones came pouring down from above him — the guard was intensifying his punishing assault on the tunnel. Suddenly, something long and wrinkled fell down. The boy’s perception told him it was part of the world and didn’t have a name, only his scanner showed very clearly a mouth frozen mid-scream. Yet another viper, only dead and fried to a crisp. Finally, the whole thing made sense. The first waves of fire had killed seventeen of the creepy-crawlies, he’d just taken out one more, and the god had given him all the loot at once. That was the loot gathering principle as the book Valia had given him called it. 
 
      
 
    The boy went over to the tunnel the snake had fallen out of. It had once had a door, but time had turned it into a narrow passageway, Tailyn’s scanner showing that there was another room on the other side. Three dead snake bodies lay on the ground; Sloan was sitting up against the far wall. 
 
      
 
    “Come on in; it’s safe,” the ranger said with difficulty. One of the guard’s tentacles found the hole Tailyn had disappeared into and hurried after him, leaving the boy with no choice. The snake he’d killed lurched and suddenly was sucked away — the guard had found it and clearly was looking forward to a quick snack. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn ducked into the second room and glanced up at the ceiling. There should have been a hole where Sloan had fallen through, and the guard should have been working its way through it. But neither was the case. The ceiling looked whole and intact. 
 
      
 
    “A slab fell down and covered the hole,” the ranger said before interrupting himself to cough. “Do you have any light?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn pulled a lamp and some flint out of his inventory. He may have been a bastard, but Ka-Do-Gir had given him some good advice. Lamps really were better than torches for spots like that. One spark later, and the room was filled with light. And it was only then that Tailyn realized what had been bothered him — the ranger’s body had been cut in half. He had no legs. Not only that, but one of the dead snakes had latched its teeth onto one of the stumps. Judging by the wheezing and heavy breathing, the poison was doing its work. 
 
      
 
    “Ridiculous way to go out.” Sloan could guess where the boy was looking. “Spent so long running from death only to find it in some miserable basement. The slab… My shield didn’t hold out long… Then the snake… Ridiculous… The poison got to my heart, so I don’t have long… So, your outfit is concealed? Well done, didn’t expect that… Didn’t think a kid would have anything serious when your trainer only had the level one version…” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wasn’t about to react to any of that. The only reason the ranger had shown up had been to capture him and take him away to be sacrificed, so there was no reason to show the least bit of sympathy. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a shame I can’t move. I’d definitely take you out,” Sloan continued, showing off the kind of person he was. “But since you’re going to live, remember to unlock the marauder attribute for yourself before you loot my body. You’ll like it. Just don’t take my Rialla — it’ll be useless to you. Burn it with the rest of me, and if you see Berad, tell him I fought to the en…” 
 
      
 
    Foam trickled out of Sloan’s mouth as the ranger fell silent forever. 
 
      
 
    For a while, Tailyn couldn’t make himself go anywhere, at least until he heard a crash from above him and an unpleasant hissing coming from the next passageway. The snakes had seen the light and were rushing toward it. Light meant food. Really, it was when it occurred to the boy that Sloan had just been buying time as he waited for the poisonous little bastards to attack that he made his move. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The wave of fire burst into the tunnel, and there wasn’t a ricochet that time. Apparently, there was enough space for the fire to feel right at home. It felt its way into every crevice, every opening, as it burned the mess of snakes to death. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed more than 50 creatures at least 10 levels above you. 
 
    You received a level-up for two random attributes. 
 
    Strength +1 (4). 
 
    Perception +1 (5). 
 
      
 
    But the combat didn’t end there as the guard wedged its enormous body into the tiny room. Tailyn wasn’t about to get any closer to Sloan, unsure of what surprises his body held — what if he had some kind of poisoned needle waiting for marauders to get close enough? He’d presumably had a good reason to tell Tailyn to pick up that attribute. The guy was unpleasant. 
 
      
 
    The fire in the next room over died away, and Tailyn was able to get out of the oppressive space. He didn’t like being in the same room as Sloan’s body in the least. And even though his scanner had already built a three-dimensional model of the main hall, Tailyn still held his lamp aloft. Charred vipers were everywhere. They’d been in such a hurry to find where the light was coming from that they’d shown up from all sides, and Tailyn was able to pick the nearest one to place a hand on. 
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
    Concentrated Poison (79). 
 
    Snakeskin (79). 
 
    Snake Fang (158). 
 
    Viper Eye (79). 
 
    4883 gold. 
 
    533 coins. 
 
    You don’t have the Marauder attribute, so you can’t loot Sloan Tur’s body. 
 
      
 
    The boy’s eyebrows shot upward — Sloan had been telling the truth. He really did need a new attribute. But that didn’t seem like it would be an issue, as the map was pointing toward a terminal that was supposed to be in the very center of the hall. It looked exactly like the black stones One’s minions had used to sacrifice their victims, and it took Tailyn a while to head over to it. The associations in his head weren’t the best. Finally, when the cracking ceiling told him he needed to hurry, he ran off to find cover from the guard. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had Tailyn taken a few steps, however, than new messages started to pop up: 
 
      
 
    Valanil Revolt invited Valia Levor to join your group. 
 
    Group renamed. New name: We’ll talk by changing the name. Change it and make me the leader. Not Tailyn. 
 
    New group leader: Valia Levor. 
 
    Group renamed… 
 
      
 
    Valia: Got it. I’m okay, no shield, though. Clothes destroyed. Tailyn, hi! 
 
      
 
    Valanil: They took mine, too. For Tailyn: the red lixes have us. Planning on running. I’m taking the girl with me. 
 
      
 
    Valia: Got it. The fences mentioned that Halas is on his way here. 
 
      
 
    Valanil: He’s the last thing we need. Escaping tomorrow night. Tailyn, keep doing what you’re doing. We get the bonuses, too. 
 
      
 
    Valia: Valanil, can you get out of your ropes? I have an idea. 
 
      
 
    Limit reached for times the group can be renamed per day. The next time it can be renamed will be in 24 hours. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn felt warm inside — it was great to know that Valia was alive and well. Also, Valanil had thought to include her in the group. If Tailyn correctly remembered from the book how groups worked, as long as they had five or fewer members, everyone got bonuses even if they weren’t directly involved in the action. Not all the snakes the boy had killed gave the herbalist experience, with some of them just at level twenty, but she definitely got at least one attribute boost. And that way, Valia was going to keep advancing, too, so long as the guard didn’t eat Tailyn. A smile crept across his face as he imagined how Valanil must have cursed when she saw they couldn’t change the group name anymore. They couldn’t just make a new group, either, since you could only invite people within your line of sight. But the boy was sure the pair would think of something. 
 
      
 
    The only thing he had to worry about was the terminal. Taking a few steps forward, Tailyn placed a hand on it and… 
 
      
 
    Access to remote terminal confirmed. 
 
    Verifying credentials and clearance… 
 
    Store functionality available to players through level 100. 
 
    *** 
 
    Correcting… 
 
    Store functionality activated. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn crashed to the ground. Everything in front of him blurred, almost as though Motar had smacked him a few times upside the head, something that had happened during their training sessions. Only that time, the concussion, which was what the head guard called it, lasted just a couple seconds before ending as suddenly as it began. But it didn’t disappear without a trace — in its wake, Tailyn found a new flashing icon with your average trader’s stand. And it was a good thing he was lying down. As soon as he hit the button, an enormous panel opened up to show display cases loaded with goods. It was exactly the same as in the terminal. Swallowing hard in shock at having gotten such a rich gift, Tailyn closed the panel and then opened it back up again. The store was still there. Finding a mana flask, Tailyn checked the price — a hundred coins for a +100 potion. Exactly the same as in the regular store. 
 
      
 
    The boy was stunned. Leaping to his feet, he jumped for joy and shouted at the top of his lungs, not sure how else to cut loose the wave of emotions. He had his own personal store. Still, he wasn’t allowed to enjoy himself for too long, as a crash in the next room over made him pause. The guard had broken into the first room, breaking down the wall, and that meant it had some tentacles in the room where Tailyn killed the first snake and others in the room where Sloan’s body was lying. Immediately noticing the snake corpses, the guard swept them into the bottomless pit it called a mouth with a happy grunt. The creature was enjoying its feast. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, it hit Tailyn that his loot was about to disappear. Sloan, who was lying by the wall, was going to be the insatiable monster’s next trophy, and everything the ranger had on him was going to be lost forever. Tripping over himself, Tailyn ran over to the terminal. The store was great, but it didn’t let him unlock attributes or skills, and it didn’t come with a workshop, either. Perhaps, when the boy got to the thousandth level…but not right then. 
 
      
 
    You spent 5000 gold to unlock attributes and skills. 
 
    *** 
 
    Skill received: Mining – Crystal Miner (1). 
 
    Attributes received: Cartographer (1), Resilience (1), Integration (1), Marauder (1). 
 
    *** 
 
    Mining – Crystal Miner. Description: a skill that lets you more effectively mine crystal veins. For each 5 skill levels, the number of crystals you can mine increases by 1. Does not integrate with Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Cartographer. Description: an attribute that automatically updates your map. Integrates with Perception and Enhancement. Map update radius: [10 * (Cartographer + Enhancement)] meters. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Resilience. Description: an attribute that determines your ability to resist damage not of an energy or physical nature. Integrates with Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Integration. Description: an attribute that lets you redistribute your consciousness to interact with additional devices and companions. For each 50 attribute levels, the number of devices you can connect increases by 1. Companion levels cannot be higher than your Integration level. Integrates with Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Marauder. Description: an attribute that makes it easier for you to loot defeated enemies. Beyond their belongings, you can also update your map, get recipes, read personal letters, and pull their contacts. Does not integrate with Enhancement. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long time since Tailyn had invested that heavily in his personal development, but that was one of those occasions where hanging on to the extra gold didn’t matter as much. If luck was on his side, he would be able to boost his resilience and finally be able to use Matilda. And while Tailyn loved checking his status table, he didn’t have the time right then. All he could do was quickly check to make sure his new attributes and skills were all in place and dash over into the next room. 
 
      
 
    But he wasn’t in time. It was so close, but one of the guard’s tentacles had just gotten to Sloan’s body, and another happy gurgle broke out. The creature apparently had a particular preference for human meat. Although, where could it get it there? The ranger’s body was squeezed into a tight ball and dragged off, the boy being treated to the unpleasant sound of crunching bones. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wasn’t going to throw up his hands, however. He had just a couple seconds, and he was intent on maximizing them. Bending over, he touched one of the burnt snakes, the loot principle telling him he could get all loot belonging to him within a certain radius provided the different conditions were met. That had worked the first time, it had worked after he’d taken out more than fifty of the vipers, and it was presumably going to work again. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to activate Marauder by default and receive loot from Sloan Tur? 
 
      
 
    Indeed, he did want to. And preferably before the guard swallowed the ranger whole. 
 
      
 
    Active protection against marauders detected. 
 
    Your attribute level: 1. Active protection level: 20. 
 
    Activating security protocol… 
 
      
 
    Something above Tailyn detonated with such force that he was hurled all the way over to the other end of the room. The roof, or whatever was standing in for it, was swept off into oblivion, and enormous rocks and chunks of flesh began raining down. And when his regeneration timer popped up, the boy was all too annoyed to see the six hours it began ticking off. With that said, it did make sense — Tailyn couldn’t feel his body even though he could see that his legs were still there. One way or another, when a couple boulders dropped down and squashed his feet into a pulp, he didn’t feel the pain. And the timer just added another thirty minutes. 
 
      
 
    But none of that kept the boy from being able to think or read the messages that were popping up. After the first, his eyes widened as he realized what would have happened if he'd gotten to Sloan’s body first. He wouldn’t have been there to tell the story. 
 
      
 
    Security protocol activated: local armageddon covering a radius of 10 meters, damage radius of 100 meters. 
 
      
 
    Even to the end, the ranger had done his best to complete his mission by taking out the enemy. Realizing that he wasn’t going to survive long enough to carry out Berad’s orders himself, he first distracted the boy so he wouldn’t notice the snakes, and then he even mentioned marauder. He was an animal. Making up his mind to no longer trust anyone, Tailyn was only willing to except Valanil, Valia, and perhaps Forian. But that was all. 
 
      
 
    The messages that popped up next very nearly made Tailyn change his mind, however. What if Sloan had wanted everything to happen the way it did? It was perfect. 
 
      
 
    Valanil, can you get out of your ropes? I have an idea destroyed guard Mean Truk, an ancient monster left to guard the city who was unsuccessful and went wild over the subsequent 2350 years. You earned a generous reward by freeing up significant resources. 
 
    *** 
 
    Matilda level +1 (2). 
 
    Because you cannot receive +3 levels or Enhancement, you were compensated: 3 crystals, 1 for each level you did not receive. 
 
    *** 
 
    You destroyed a creature at least 200 levels above you. 
 
    Your attributes and skills were all increased by 1. 
 
    Status change: battle complete. 
 
      
 
    Despite the bad shape he was in, Tailyn was overcome by euphoria. He’d unlocked the new attributes and skills just in time. And the way the god had found to get around his limitation was especially exciting — he was going to get to pick for himself which of his attributes or skills he wanted to improve, and he didn’t wait long to do exactly that. He knew where he needed to grow. The good thing was that he didn’t have to be holding the crystals to activate them since he still couldn’t feel his hands. 
 
      
 
    Resilience +3 (5). 
 
      
 
    The boy’s body, which was already fighting for its life, turned out to be unprepared for his parameters to jump so quickly, and that change was the last straw. Realizing that its master was getting to be too much, Tailyn’s brain decided to take a break and shut off. 
 
      
 
    He woke up twelve hours later, his consciousness having decided to make up for the lack of sleep he’d been getting at the same time. His body was completely restored if still pinned under the boulders, and it took some doing to pry himself loose. And with the sun already high up in the sky, there was the sound of something gnawing nearby — the steppe creatures weren’t about to let free meat go to waste. Tailyn looked around and noticed that the terminal was gone. An enormous slab had come crashing down on it, and that meant there wasn’t going to be any time spent in the workshop. Fighting and squeals broke out as somebody began fighting over choice cuts. Worried that he might seem tasty, as well, Tailyn replenished his cards and pulled out Matilda. Finally, he was going to be able to use his staff. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to integrate Matilda into your OGM-III? 
 
      
 
    The offer was equal parts unexpected and welcome. Agreeing, Tailyn felt his outfit come to life, something forming on his back. 
 
      
 
    Mount for Matilda complete. 
 
    Automatic holstering system ready. 
 
      
 
    For a little while, Tailyn couldn’t figure out what had changed. Something had appeared on his back, but he couldn’t look to see what it was. It was only when he dropped Matilda to pull his armor off that something unusual happened: instead of hitting the ground, Matilda leaped over to his back as if pulled by a magnet. The best part was that it shrank and didn’t keep him from bending over or walking, and the boy’s status table still showed he was holding it. Spinning around, Tailyn tried to grab his weapon, but he wasn’t able to. Finally, he relaxed, held a hand out to the side, and gave the mental command for Matilda to return to it, and that was when the staff went back to its normal size and followed his instructions. Tailyn’s jaw dropped. For a little while, he played with the mechanism, throwing Matilda onto his back and pulling it back out. It was so unusual that he completely forgot where he was. Eventually, another fight broke out, the defeated monster whined piteously, and that woke Tailyn up. He wasn’t in Culmart. He was alone in the middle of the terrifying Gray Lands surrounded by monsters. 
 
      
 
    Before making his next move, the boy couldn’t help pulling up his status table. He first changed the display settings to separate the main information from his skills, and the result elicited a self-satisfied grin. He was far stronger than any of his friends back in town. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Status table 
  
      
 
       
       	  General character information 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tailyn Vlashich, betrothed to Valia Levor 
  
       	  Alchemist 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Age 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  Yearly tax (crystals) 
  
       	  1 (beginning at age 16) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Coins 
  
       	  917 
  
       	  Gold 
  
       	  2610 
  
      
 
       
       	  Main parameters 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield level 
  
       	  1067 (3691) 
  
       	  Mana level 
  
       	  1277 (6261) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical attack 
  
       	  275 
  
       	  Magic attack 
  
       	  675 
  
      
 
       
       	  Attributes 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhancement 
  
       	  15 
  
       	  Mysticism 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intellect 
  
       	  9 
  
       	  Armor 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  7 
  
       	  Perception 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regeneration 
  
       	  6 
  
       	  Agility 
  
       	  5 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  5 
  
       	  Concealment 
  
       	  5 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cartographer 
  
       	  2 
  
       	  Integration 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  Resilience 
  
       	  5 
  
       	  Marauder 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield Restoration Potion 
  
       	  10 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mana Restoration Potion 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Magic Enhancement Elixir  
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemical Fire 
  
       	  4 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cold Explosion 
  
       	  4 
  
      
 
       
       	  Acid 
  
       	  4 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lesser Regeneration Potion 
  
       	  * 
  
      
 
       
       	  Card Saturation 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemy 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  43 
  
      
 
       
       	  Amilio 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ordinary Loach 
  
       	  7 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ordinary Daisy 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Ordinary Lavender 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  25 
  
      
 
       
       	  Lix Language 
  
       	  * 
  
      
 
       
       	  Linguist 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Crystal Miner 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mining 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Closing the table, Tailyn bent over a chunk of the guard. Nothing happened — either the creature didn’t have any loot to offer, or you could only get it from the main body. That could have been why there was such a fight going on overhead. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn couldn’t suppress an astounded cry when he checked the walls for a way out. His new perception was putting itself to good use, showing exactly which rocks and footholds made for the best path given the boy’s height and strength. It was fantastic. Needless to say, Tailyn was only too happy to follow instructions. 
 
      
 
    The guard’s hulk, or what was left of it, was not far away, and strange creatures Tailyn had never seen before were circling it. 
 
      
 
    Scavenger (animal). No class. Age 2. Level 2. 
 
      
 
    They were small and mangy, something like dogs, only with punier legs. And when they saw the human, the pack of two or three dozen sprinted away from the corpse they’d nearly polished off. Tailyn’s creatures journal updated yet again, though it was still useless to him. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, he wasn’t able to turn down a gift like that. For him, the creatures were of no interest, too low to give him an attribute boost. But Tailyn knew exactly who needed to put some work in. 
 
      
 
    Would you like to activate your companion? 
 
      
 
    He certainly did. The bracelet on his arm woke up, the miniature dragon flying off into the air. And with that, a new panel appeared in front of the boy to show the world through Li-Ho-Dun’s eyes. It had a few buttons next to it: attack, defend, and support, not to mention a field where Tailyn could decide if he wanted the creature working on its own or following his directions. It was independent by default, and that worked for the boy. He needed an ally, not a marionette. 
 
      
 
    Once he’d figured out how the controls worked, Tailyn focused on the fleeing scavengers. They weren’t trying to get too far away. Having realized that the human wasn’t chasing them, they stopped, looking back hungrily at the remains of the guard. Stuffed as they were, they wanted more. 
 
      
 
    Attack, Tailyn thought to himself, and Li-Ho-Dun shot forward. An old level two creature was closest, having worked up the nerve to start making its way back to the feast. That was a mistake. 
 
      
 
    Your companion’s fire breathing did 675 damage to level 2 scavenger. 
 
    Experience received: +1 (to next level: 199). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s jaw dropped when he saw the bright, all-consuming fire leap out of his dragon’s mouth. It only lasted a second, but that was enough to turn the level two scavenger into a charred firebrand. The job done, Li-Ho-Dun wagged its tail to show how pleased it was with itself. The thing really was like a tiny dog. 
 
      
 
    The rest of the pack howled in terror and ran off, but their full stomachs made that harder than it usually was. Tailyn waited ten seconds before indicating the next target. Attack. The dragon flew off, and a message popped up a second later: 
 
      
 
    Experience received: +2 (to next level: 197). 
 
      
 
    The stream of fire had managed to catch two scavengers running right next to each other, and Tailyn just smiled. He’d realized how he was going to level-up his pet. The only problem was that he wasn’t able to pull the trick a third time — the creatures realized how easily they were being taken out and dashed off, their lives more important to them even than free meat. 
 
      
 
    While Li-Ho-Dun didn’t have a limit to its range, Tailyn still didn’t send it out to hunt. Instead, he held out his hand, summoned his companion, and watched as it wrapped itself around his wrist. But the boy no longer had any qualms about wearing jewelry that looked like it had been made for a girl. He’d seen the kind of value his legendary companion brought to the table. 
 
      
 
    That just left one thing: touching the guard’s corpse. Perhaps, there was something there left over from Sloan. 
 
      
 
    Active Marauder attribute detected. Analyzing body… 
 
    Loot received: 
 
    Location maps: Mean Truk (including brochure), General Isr Kale’s tomb, path between the locations. 
 
    Mission Description recording. 
 
    *** 
 
    City mayor speaking. I made the decision to take a golem from Isr Kale’s tomb. The steppe is starting to generate terrifying monsters here to destroy Mean Truk, and I can’t let that happen. The golem was assigned to protect the city at all costs, including its own life. I need to give the people hope — the elections are coming up. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn looked around sadly at what remained of Mean Truk. The guard hadn’t been up to the task and had instead turned into a wild monster itself. But the location map was blinking to get his attention, and the boy pulled it up, staring at a detailed description of what was once a great and beautiful city. There were even pictures — buildings made of glass and metal soared into the sky, machines carried people through the air, and the people themselves were dressed in strange clothing. It was all so foreign and odd that the boy’s eyes were as wide as saucers. He never could have imagined he’d ever get the chance to see how the ancients had lived. But that wasn’t the most important thing. Zooming out, the boy saw that the snow-white haze was broken by a curved line ending in a green circle. His perception quickly changed the label from Isr Kane’s Tomb to Forest of Desire. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he knew what to do next. If Valanil and Valia were able to escape the lixes’ clutches, that was great, and they’d be able to change the group name to tell him where to find them. But if not, he needed to help them. A quick estimate told him it was going to take a couple days to get to his objective. And it wasn’t going to be easy, but that was fine. Tailyn wasn’t about to give up on the pair. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    “Commander, she leveled-up again! The girl, too!” Zaril yelled, having been assigned to Valanil. Berad had given him orders to keep an eye on the woman, and so he noticed the changes immediately. 
 
      
 
    The detachment leader just glowered at the prisoners. A couple minutes before, Sloan’s frame had grayed out, the rest of his team having gone before him. Berad had believed to the last that his lucky second-in-command would find a way out, but it hadn’t happened. And three levels again… The boy was at his tricks once more. 
 
      
 
    “Sleeping potion,” he barked quickly. “Keep them unconscious until the end of the trip.” 
 
      
 
    The woman’s eyes widened in horror, but it was too late. With no personal shields or clothes, and her hands and feet tied together, she couldn’t fight back. The lotus pollen hit her nose. A second later, she went limp, falling into the land of dreams. Valia followed her a few moments later. 
 
      
 
    “What do you need us for?” Berad asked the air around him without much hoping for an answer. For the second day in a row, the detachment was moving alongside the prisoners the black lixes had with them. Halas had given orders that he wanted whoever had gotten their hands on Valia to stand before him personally. That drove the crystal fence crazy, but there was nothing he could do about it — getting into a feud with Halas would have cut off access to all the locations he worked in. Unwilling to find other markets where he could sell off slaves for crystals, Berad went along with the caravan, hoping against hope they were in for a reward rather than a curse. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, one of the blacks is asking for you!” Zaril called over. “He says we’re supposed to make a detour and check out some wasteland or other. Halas’ orders!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Experience received: +1 (to next level: 42). 
 
      
 
    LI-HO-DUN wagged its tail in greeting as Tailyn walked over to the grasshopper’s charred corpse. The little jumpers didn’t come with any loot, but they were perfect for working the boy’s companion through its first level, something he’d figured out by chance. As he’d stopped for a break in the shade of a leafy tree, he’d noticed a fat caterpillar sitting on one of the branches. The first thing he wanted to do was squish the nasty thing, the second was to leave it alone, and the third was to feed it to his pet. Tailyn didn’t know what his dragon ate or even if it ate at all, so he decided to check. Instead of giving the attack command, he went with eat it, figuring that Li-Ho-Dun would just do nothing if it wasn’t interested. 
 
      
 
    And that was exactly what happened. The dragon shook its tail resentfully and didn’t make a single move in the direction of the caterpillar. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, then attack,” Tailyn said with a sigh, watching the stream of fire cut loose. But what happened next turned his plans upside-down. The god told him his pet had picked up a point of experience. 
 
      
 
    At that point, his pace slowed to a walk that better facilitated the genocide he brought down on the local insects. Every thirty seconds, the happy dragon found another one, and they didn’t even try to run. None of them suspected they were being hunted. Tailyn’s perception highlighted dozens if not hundreds of the creatures, making the next level a matter of time. Getting Li-Ho-Dun to level two was key, maybe even to level three. It was unusual, but there were some level two grasshoppers here and there. 
 
      
 
    The big moment arrived with such little fanfare that Tailyn was even disappointed. There was no white light shining down on his companion, and it didn’t even get any bigger. A message just popped up after Li-Ho-Dun got done with another insect. However, just reading it was enough to rid the boy of his disappointment: 
 
      
 
    Your companion reached level 2. 300 experience until next level. 
 
    Select one of three development paths for your companion. 
 
    Think twice before making your selection. Once you choose, the other two paths will no longer be available. 
 
      
 
    Defender. Description: your companion is a shield who takes on most of your enemies’ attacks and draws attention away at critical moments. It has heightened durability, a better personal shield, and auras that reduce damage. 
 
      
 
    Berserker. Description: your companion is a close-combat fighter, rushing into the heart of the action to destroy your enemies with its tail, teeth, and magic. It has heightened Strength, Agility, and attack speed, not to mention auras that do additional damage. 
 
      
 
    Mage. Description: your companion fights from range, using a variety of magic to attack your enemies. It completely compensates for weak defenses with an attack capable of overcoming the most powerful of defenses. It has heightened mana, improved magic strength, and auras that boost magic. 
 
      
 
    The three buttons filled Tailyn’s field of vision and refused to leave until he made a choice. He was in no hurry, however, as he was too busy berating himself for not finishing Valia’s book. It had to have an explanation for which path was best for which situation. But in the absence of help, he was going to have to just rely on the vague ideas he had. 
 
      
 
    The berserker idea was tossed out immediately. The boy’s dragon card only had four charges left, and sending his companion right at the enemy didn’t seem like the greatest idea. Some toothy beast would snap it in half, knocking off one of the charges just like that. And that left the defender and mage paths. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn thought for a while. Both seemed like good options — having an especially hardy companion gave him some kind of guarantee that he’d make it out of tough situations alive. The added damage, on the other hand, would help him take out strong opponents, the two of them together becoming an unstoppable force. 
 
      
 
    At least, if the enemy wasn’t immune to magic. There was the Nemean lion, for instance. 
 
      
 
    The berserker option was suddenly back on the table, and Tailyn was lost. If he went with the mage path, the Nemean lion would chow down Li-Ho-Dun before moving on to Tailyn as the main course. It wouldn’t even break a sweat. But if he went with the defender path… Well, then the lion would have to chew a little more, but it would still enjoy its meal. And the berserker… In that case, the boy’s companion would be able to put up a fight. 
 
      
 
    But what were the chances of coming across the Nemean lion again? Almost nil. Valanil had mentioned something about cards like that only having a few charges, and Tailyn was planning on staying well away from Halas for the near future. As soon as the herbalist and Valia were free, they were heading home to Culmart. The academy would be six months later, and Halas and the lion definitely wouldn’t be able to break in there. Although… Valanil had done a good job showing him that mages weren’t all-powerful. A few potions, and all they could do was grind their teeth in frustration. That meant the mage option was no good, as was the berserker. 
 
      
 
    Only one option remained. And it was the one Tailyn had had his eye on from the beginning. The boy could already use his magic, and he was going to learn how to use his staff and dagger with time, but that still left his defenses lacking. They were non-existent, really. And that did it. 
 
      
 
    Development path chosen: defender. 
 
    Your companion unlocked new abilities at level 2: 
 
      
 
    Tough bones (passive ability). Description: your companion’s body is tougher and more resistant to all types of damage, its shield level 10 times higher than the standard. Its body is also more flexible and less prone to damage from impacts caught by its shield. 
 
      
 
    Protective aura (passive ability). Description: while your companion is near you or your group (no more than 100 meters away), all damage taken is reduced by [companion level]% but no more than 80%. 
 
      
 
    The dragon froze in midair and began growing. Thick scales appeared, a protective plate sprouted, and Li-Ho-Dun itself turned into a thick and hardened if short snake no longer than a meter. And when the dragon came back to life, it wasn’t wagging its tail anymore. No, it was a serious companion prepared to fight for its master. Next to the control panel, Tailyn noticed a new icon depicting a shield catching an arrow. It didn’t offer massive protection, but it was something, and it was going to be especially helpful if the boy could get his companion up to level eighty. At that point, it would take some doing to even touch Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    But there was bad news, too: the time between dragon attacks had climbed to twenty seconds. Sure, the creature could breathe fire for two whole seconds, doing incredible amounts of damage, but it was out of the action for a third of a minute afterwards. Something needed to be done about that, only Tailyn didn’t know what. He was going to have to ask Valanil or Forian when he had the chance. 
 
      
 
    The boy’s perception adjusted to the changes and began only pointing out insects that had reached level two. There weren’t many of them, which made it a disappointment that Li-Ho-Dun didn’t get any experience from level one targets. Obviously, Tailyn made sure of that, sending his companion in to take out an entire nest of wasps, but all he got out of that was a bunch of corpses. 
 
      
 
    Over that first day, Tailyn only covered a third of the distance he’d been aiming for. Too much time was spent running around looking for targets for his dragon. 
 
      
 
    Experience received: +1 (to next level: 233). 
 
      
 
    The sun had just barely reached the horizon when Tailyn decided he’d had enough. The area was bereft of level two creatures, meaning he was just wasting time. Noticing an enormous tree sprouting up right in the middle of the steppe, the boy decided to spend the night in it, especially as the ruins of an ancient city were a bit off to the side. He had no desire to come across another guard. The tree was perfect. 
 
      
 
    Despite its new size, Li-Ho-Dun easily turned into a shimmering bracelet, finding its usual place on the boy’s wrist. The good news there was that the protective aura remained active. Tailyn climbed up to the top of the tree, found a nice little niche between some branches and the trunk, and made himself comfortable. After arranging the leaves to make sure he couldn’t be seen from below, he quickly fell asleep. It had been a long day. But the boy wasn’t in for a good night’s sleep — chaos below woke him back up right before sunset. Sitting up, he spent some time staring in confusion at the red bodies running around below, fragments of their conversations drifting up to him. But it was only when someone mentioned the word Halas that his drowsiness was instantly wiped away. 
 
      
 
    Lixes. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, the protective barrier is up!” a human voice called, and Tailyn pressed himself against the branches, afraid to so much as breathe. He recognized the voice instantly — it was Zaril, one of Berad’s fighters. The crystal fence himself was there, too. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Everyone, gather up!” 
 
      
 
    The rest of the team began to cluster around the tree. Besides Berad, there were just seven left, though they still represented an impressive force. 
 
      
 
    “The black lix just mentioned what we’re doing here. See that city? Our job is to escort Halas’ advisor to the local temple or whatever’s left of it. He’ll cut up the mages there, and we’ll be free to head to the Forest of Desire, hand over the girl, get our reward, and go pick up the next batch of slaves. Questions?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s going to be tough without Sloan,” one of the fighters said. “He had the best scanner.” 
 
      
 
    “That wasn’t a question,” Berad shot back. “Sloan is gone, and we’re still here. Zaril, you’re our eyes now, so get ready. I’m pulling you off ditch-digging.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we know who’s over in the ruins?” asked the next fighter. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. The reds swear there isn’t anyone, that they’ve been through them time and again, but I don’t trust the bastards. We’ll be ready for the worst. Okay, get some rest! Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s wave of fire card popped up, telling him it was ready to go, but he couldn’t use it — Valanil and Valia were somewhere nearby. The boy’s breathing quickened, though he was able to quell the nerves before they gave him away. As the crystal fences headed off to their tents, the enormous crowd disappeared, turning into bare earth. They’d turned the protective barrier on. But what really worried Tailyn was that he couldn’t see anything with his scanner despite the fact that he knew exactly where everyone was. Where was he supposed to shot? It was tricky. 
 
      
 
    Night fell, but Tailyn was in no hurry to climb down from the tree. He remembered all too well what had happened the last time — Sloan was perfectly fine wandering around outside the barrier. And while he was gone, Berad definitely had others capable of hiding in the darkness. Presumably, the group wanted to know who they’d be dealing with in the city, and it was easier to figure that out at night when the creatures all popped out of their holes. That was why the boy sat patiently on his branch rather than running in to help Valia. 
 
      
 
    Loot division type selected for Valanil, can you get out of your ropes? I have an idea group: everyone on their own. 
 
    Valanil Revolt invited Keran Tisor to join the group. 
 
      
 
    Valanil: Tailyn, we have a problem. Valia’s unconscious. They got me, too, but my regeneration helped. 
 
      
 
    Valanil: They’re going to kill us in the morning, so we have to run now. I’m taking the healer — he’ll carry Valia. 
 
      
 
    Valanil: We’re going to head for the Forest of Desire. It’s our only chance. See you there. 
 
      
 
    One more person in the group. Presumably, another of the mages the lixes had captured. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, it hit Tailyn why the new group member’s name sounded so familiar. Keran Tisor was a healer mage at level twenty-seven and the partner of Forian Tarn, the boy’s mentor. A year ago, they’d set off for the Gray Lands, and he hadn’t heard from them since. But there was Keran. Alone. Where was Forian? The boy’s excitement grew to the point that he made a false move — a branch snapped below him. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that noise? Where did it come from?” someone whispered from down below. Tailyn froze. 
 
      
 
    “Birds,” a second voice replied. “Can you see anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Just branches. No movement. But no birds, either.” 
 
      
 
    “So head up and check. Be careful. The last thing we need is some monster jumping down on top of us.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn slowly moved aside the leaves he’d placed between the branches and peeked downward. His scanner told him one of Berad’s fighters was climbing silently, though the boy couldn’t see his partner. The latter was either hidden by the branches or staying motionless to avoid giving away his position. 
 
      
 
    Instantly, the boy knew what to do. Valanil and the group were going to make a break for it, which meant someone needed to keep the attention of the lixes and Berad’s mercenaries away from them. And what was the best way to do that? Give them something they wanted even more. And Tailyn was sure he was someone both Berad and the lixes did indeed want much more. 
 
      
 
    It was time to risk it all. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-I 10 times. 
 
    Charges remaining: 40 of 50. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn turned to make sure his fire bounced off the ground away from the protective barrier while still hitting the fighter who was climbing up. The tree burned like a match — the boy overdid it with the charges just to make sure he definitely took out his targets. He didn’t get off scot-free, however, as the heat from the burning tree hit his OGM-III, too. The cooling system wasn’t up to the task, though the job was done. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed level 27 and 29 creatures. 
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    After materializing his rope, Tailyn jumped to his feet and jumped around the trunk to get away from the burning side. Tying himself up and tossing the rope over an especially thick branch, he leaped downward, not particularly worried about hurting himself when he landed. The fire he’d kindled was going to last an entire minute, which meant he couldn’t stay in the tree without baking or burning to a crisp. And while the rope helped, he still hit the ground hard. Tailyn groaned, but he couldn’t help but notice that the combat complete status hadn’t changed. Nobody had noticed him. After winding up the rope, Tailyn crawled away from the tree. He didn’t have time to grab the loot, which was a shame — it was presumably quite the haul given how strong the pair had been. Suddenly, the air began to shimmer a few meters away from the boy, and an enormous crowd of prisoners appeared surrounding the tents in the camp. The boy was stunned to see how many there were. If he’d sent his waves in that direction… He shuddered to think what would have happened to the humans and…lixes? What were they doing there? 
 
      
 
    Tailyn completely forgot about the pain he was in. It was true — there were green lixes in with the humans. None of the weak creatures had so much as twitched when the nearby tree had caught fire. Although, no, one of them did move, and Tailyn focused his attention on him. That let his perception tell him who the daring one was. And when he saw, he nearly screamed in rage. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir (green lix). Warrior. Age 18. Level 12. 
 
      
 
    “What happened?! Where are they?!” Berad yelled into the night, and both people and lixes ran over to the tree. Their shock made sense — two more frames had turned gray, telling the crystal fences that their group was down to five. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir is inviting you to join I see you. Save me, and I’ll get you out of this. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone drink potions against fire!” Berad barked. Tailyn frowned as his main weapon was neutralized just like that. Anyone who could spit on fire would be able to find where he’d landed and track him to where he was in a matter of minutes, and while the boy didn’t know how many enemies he was up against, the fact that the crystal fence had so quickly grasped the situation spoke volumes. He was a serious opponent. Perhaps, more so even than Sloan. That definitely put him above Tailyn’s pay grade, and that meant it was time to beat a retreat. The only problem there was that they had horses, while Tailyn was on foot… It wasn’t going to take them long to catch him. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn peeked his head up cautiously and looked over at the green lixes. Only Ka-Do-Gir was being held with something that looked like chains, the rest just tied up with simple ropes. The lix understood exactly what was on the boy’s mind. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir is inviting you to join The black lix in charge has the key. He’s in the big tent. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn turned around. Berad was standing at the base of the tree looking up, and his fighters were climbing higher, completely ignoring the flames. The red lixes, in turn, were running and jumping all around like a pack of dogs. Meanwhile, nobody was paying the least bit of attention to what was going on in the camp, so Tailyn decided to go all in. Ka-Do-Gir was going to be useful, that was for sure. But not for getting the boy out. Tailyn had learned how to ride, so he was going to be fine, but he needed the lix for Valia. Assuming she was still unconscious, she probably wouldn’t be able to stay on the back of a horse. 
 
      
 
    As was often the case, as soon as Tailyn made the decision, the jitters disappeared. He knew exactly what to do. Crawling forward a bit, he found himself among the prisoners, all of whom ignored him completely. The humans and lixes had all been turned into lifeless dolls with no longer seeing eyes. There was no getting them back. Like Valanil had told him, they were bodies bereft of souls. 
 
      
 
    As Tailyn crawled past their legs, he saw the tent the lix had mentioned. There was a cage nearby holding the mages, all of whom were bound hand and foot, and the boy’s heart beat faster when he saw Valia. The girl’s face was one big bruise, and the angle her arms were tied at made it look like they’d been broken in several places. And that was “I’m okay”? The boy had seen corpses buried looking better than her. His vision blurred as his attention focused completely on the tent. Apparently, the black lix assumed nobody would dare attack Halas’ representative, as he hadn’t even stepped out to see what was going on. That was a mistake. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn leaped to his feet and dashed toward the tent. Two reds were standing guard outside, but they had nothing on the boy. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Two electric strikes, and their twitching bodies hit the ground. Tailyn had to hurry — that left him just thirty seconds to deal with the black lix. Still, like Valanil always said, that was an eternity. Throwing back the flap, the boy jumped inside and saw the creature’s back. It was hit with an electric strike a moment later. Tailyn wasn’t about to play fair. 
 
      
 
    “Li-Do-Gun, I’m waiting for your answer. Don’t make me angry,” came a voice speaking in the lix tongue. For some reason, it sounded funny to Tailyn, and the rage that had been consuming him dissipated. The buzzing in his ears died away; colors returned to the world around him. Listening closely, Tailyn realized it was a child speaking, or at least a lix that wasn’t quite mature. He turned around, burning valuable seconds, until he saw where the sound was coming from — it was a device that looked something like a miniature portal. His perception told him what it was. 
 
      
 
    Intercom-II. 
 
      
 
    That was how the black lix had been getting orders from his commander — through the device. It was a good trick. Tailyn definitely wanted to get his hands on it. But remembering where he was, he switched active cards and began sending fireballs at the convulsing lix. One, two, five… It took twelve shots doing 1,012 damage each to take the creature out, its armor having turned out to be more than impressive. Heading back to the entrance, Tailyn grabbed the two red lixes, both of which were still out of the action, and dragged them inside. He wasn’t about to kill them. For whatever reason, something told him that would have been a bad idea, at least right then. He would only have been broadcasting his location. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on over there?!” called the demanding voice in the intercom, and the boy decided to just go for it. He already knew who was talking. Turning off his hermetic seal, he responded. 
 
      
 
    “Hi, Halas. How’s it going?” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn Vlashich…” Somehow, Halas immediately figured out who he was talking to. Although, perhaps he could see. Tailyn didn’t know how the intercom worked. 
 
      
 
    “Good guess — you get a pie!” the boy replied using a phrase Motar loved to say during their practice sessions. Bending over his defeated enemy, Tailyn placed a hand on him. He needed the key. 
 
      
 
    “Halas, I’ve always wanted to ask you something. Why is it that lixes all have three-part names, and yours only has one part? Did you pay someone off?” 
 
      
 
    Once again, silence fell, only that time it came in handy for Tailyn. Nobody was distracting him from what was most important. 
 
      
 
    Active Marauder attribute detected. Analyzing body… 
 
    Loot received: 
 
    533 gold. 
 
    2771 coins. 
 
    Location maps (42). 
 
    Crystal (16). 
 
    Advisor’s Armor (1). 
 
    Advisor’s Helmet (1). 
 
    Booster-IV amulet (1). 
 
    Strength-IV ring (3). 
 
    Agility-IV ring (3). 
 
    Steel Claws-IV (1). 
 
    Key for Shackles (1). 
 
      
 
    It was an impressive list. Halas’ advisor had been well-equipped, and it was just a shame he’d focused on strength and agility. 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m the chosen one! And I’m going to squash you like a bug. My destiny will be fulfilled!” came the answer from the intercom, but Tailyn wasn’t paying any more attention. Having fired another round of charges into the lixes to buy himself thirty more seconds, he dashed out of the tent. He’d had enough chit-chat. 
 
      
 
    Three bound mages were lying in the cage. But no sooner had Tailyn stuck the key into the lock, than the shackles holding one of them shattered. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, give me your knife!” Valanil said, holding her hand out. She treated the boy’s appearance as so commonplace that it even hurt a little, though he still materialized his knife and handed it to her. She immediately got to work on Keran, leaving Valia for later. In the meantime, as the boy pulled the key back out, he heard the herbalist whispering over at him. 
 
      
 
    “Where you going?” 
 
      
 
    “To get help,” Tailyn replied, doubling over and scurrying off toward the lixes. Finally, Berad figured out what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “It’s Tailyn, his tracks, and they lead toward the camp. Everyone get back there!” 
 
      
 
    There was no more reason to hide. A moment later, Tailyn was tossing the key to Ka-Do-Gir and yelling at him. 
 
      
 
    “Go get Valia!” 
 
      
 
    “Got it, young mage.” The lix caught the key and popped his chains open in one quick move. Freedom. Finally. Halas had lost his mind when Tailyn flooded the city and escaped, taking his rage out on the greens. Ka-Do-Gir’s name was ruined, his tribe was doomed to oblivion, and there was no way back. Only forward. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn wasn’t giving any more thought to Ka-Do-Gir. He had just a few seconds before Berad and his crew showed up to straighten things out, so he got to the horses, untied them, leaped onto one, grabbed two more, and galloped toward the cage holding the mages. Berad caught sight of him just then. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn Vlashich!” The crystal fence’s thunderous roar could probably have been heard back in Culmart. A bolt from a crossbow slammed into the boy’s side, just about knocking him out of the saddle. And while it didn’t pierce his shield, it did some serious internal damage, his regeneration popping up to tell him it needed fifteen minutes. But Tailyn wasn’t about to stop there, and he disappeared behind the tents. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry, let’s go!” he yelled, and Valanil was the first to react. The woman vaulted into the saddle and reached out so Keran could hand her the girl, but that was when the other member of the getaway team showed up. 
 
      
 
    “The lix is going to take Valia!” Tailyn shouted as he saw the woman breathing in to take out the green creature. “Keran, hurry!” 
 
      
 
    The healer didn’t loiter around, and a second later eight creatures left the protective barrier. Three horses, three riders, a lix, and the lix’s load. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to find you, kid! Hear me?! I’m going to tear out your heart and stuff it down your throat!” Berad screamed after them, but there was nothing he could do. The prisoners had gotten away. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    KA-LI… 
 
      
 
    A fireball soared up into the sky to light up the area. The horses started and took off running even faster, none of them enjoying the dark. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?!” an enraged Keran yelled. “They’ll see us!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a great call,” Valanil replied instead of the boy. “He’ll attract all the night creatures, and they’ll get in the way of anyone who tries to follow us. Tailyn, again!” 
 
      
 
    She didn’t need to tell him twice, and the next fireball shot upward. It was followed by a third and a fourth. That did it — something howled off to the side, and its howl was taken up by a dozen other voices. The beasts had noticed the signals and were sprinting over from all directions. Because while the burning tree represented danger they needed to stay away from, the fireballs meant food. Keran said nothing, just making a sharp turn and barking an order after ten minutes spent galloping wildly. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” 
 
      
 
    “The Forest of Desire is straight ahead!” Tailyn yelled back, pulling up his map just to make sure. The loot he’d gotten from Halas’ advisor had been invaluable. With almost all the Gray Lands spread out in front of him, there were only a few small white spots, though Keran had just turned toward one of them. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to head to the forest via Tartila Mine,” the healer shot back. “Keep up!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stared down at his map once again — that name was nowhere to be found. Could the white spot they were heading toward be Tartila Mine? If so, it was almost as big as the forest. But why was Keran picking that route? The straight shot really was shorter, and there were only two roads through the mountains marked on his map. They were probably guarded, too. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, let’s go!” Valanil noticed that the boy was starting to fall behind. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a bad place!” Ka-Do-Gir barked when he realized the direction the group was suddenly heading in. He was running next to Tailyn, pushing himself to the limit. There was no way the lix was going to show weakness. “I’ve heard all kinds of nasty rumors.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody asked you! Shut up and keep running,” Valanil shot back, wishing she could hit the lix with a lightning bolt. Everything inside her tensed up every time she caught a glimpse of the back-stabber. After breaking out of captivity, she wanted blood, and the green lix would have served that purpose perfectly if it hadn’t been for the fact that he was carrying Valia. And while Valanil personally had no need for the girl, the latter’s death would have put her plans for Tailyn in jeopardy. Ultimately, all she could do was watch silently as Ka-Do-Gir ran. Everything she was going to do to him at the very first opportunity ran through her mind on a loop. 
 
      
 
    “Hold up, dismount!” Keran had taken control of the group and led by example. Leaping off his horse, he dug around in the saddlebags and gave the animal a clap on the flank when he couldn’t find anything. Whinnying its disapproval, the creature galloped off into the night. 
 
      
 
    “Am I going to have to repeat everything?” Keran asked when nobody followed his lead. “Got down right now! Does the lix understand our tongue?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” Valanil decided to show her loyalty to the academy agent and dismounted. After also finding nothing in her horse’s saddlebags, she set it loose. “Tailyn, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    The boy had no idea what Keran was going for by dismounting in the very heart of the steppe. But he couldn’t ignore Valanil. At least, he could have, but he didn’t want to. Letting his horse go, he joined the group. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” Keran called over his shoulder as he took off running along the course he’d set. “Watch your feet — there are lots of rocks. We have to run a couple kilometers.” 
 
      
 
    Again, the boy pulled up his map, and that time they were heading toward the foothills of the mountain range, the same one he’d been moving parallel to as he’d worked with his dragon. He couldn’t help but think back to his less-than-pleasant trip into the ancient monster’s stomach, though that was when his scanner picked up movement to his right. Working on nothing but reflexes, he wheeled and cut loose a bolt of lightning before he even realized who he was shooting at. 
 
      
 
    “Lervans!” Ka-Do-Gir yelled as he jumped to the side and snapped his teeth together. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, wave of fire,” Valanil yelled, though he already knew what to do. The electricity he’d tried had turned out to be ineffective. The lervans, or steppe vampires, were unpleasant creatures the size of big cats that looked more like cockroaches. Generally speaking, they roamed under storm cover, leaping into trees during the rain in hopes of a sudden lightning strike. Electricity was the nutrient they craved. Of course, they enjoyed meat, too. There was a whole chapter about them in Valia’s book, in fact, and so Tailyn was basically a lervan expert. If he’d had something with freeze, the creatures would have been easy to take out, but fire was a good choice, too. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” Keran roared, appearing suddenly next to the boy. “Don’t you dare use that card. They can’t know where we turned until morning. Keep running — just try to knock them away and deal with it!” 
 
      
 
    That was easier said than done. The lervans came leaping at them from all sides, latching their jaws into the mages’ unprotected bodies. Only Tailyn was impervious to them thanks to his OGM-II — they couldn’t get through. But he wasn’t about to let everyone get eaten. As he saw the attacks starting to do serious damage given how none of the others had shields left after their captivity, he emptied his shield enhancement card, dumping five charges into everyone. The weakness debuff didn’t bother him in the least. They would figure out how to get through the twenty-four hours, and in the meantime the nasty little cockroaches just bounced harmlessly off the group. It would have taken the whole crew hours to gnaw through 6,750 armor. And nobody was going to give them that much time. 
 
      
 
    “We’re almost there,” Keran called back happily when he saw some familiar landmarks. “We should be in time!” 
 
      
 
    Far behind them, the steppe lit up as Berad attacked the night creatures. A battle broke out that the crystal fence was definitely going to win, though it both slowed his progress and gave away his position in the process. The fugitives had put some serious distance between themselves and their pursuers. Climbing up the incline, Keran pressed right up against an overhanging stone wall and waved. 
 
      
 
    “Right here! It’s the passageway!” 
 
      
 
    It was true. As soon as Tailyn got up close, he found that one of the stone walls was a bit farther than the rest, and there was a small cave opening into a dark and narrow tunnel right on the other side. His scanner showed him the passageway running straight as an arrow for at least the nearest hundred meters. 
 
      
 
    “Even if they’re amazing trackers, they still won’t get here before daybreak.” Keran made no effort to hide his excitement, almost as though it was his home away from home in the Gray Lands. Pulling a lantern out of his inventory, he drove back the darkness. But the amazing part was that the light disappeared the moment you took your first step outside the wall. Not a single ray of light escaped the cave. 
 
      
 
    Keran continued. 
 
      
 
    “But that won’t help. When the sun comes up, these walls close to form two posts, so they’ll think we left through a portal. This passageway cuts twenty kilometers straight through the mountains, dumping us in Tartila Mine on the other side. The Forest of Desire isn’t far from there.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn checked his map. It didn’t have the passageway, or at least it hadn’t before, as that time there was a line leading to the edge of the white mist and a label that read Tartila Mine. Perception and cartographer apparently integrated with each other to fill in names. And that was awfully convenient. 
 
      
 
    Keran apparently considered that enough of an explanation, gesturing for the lix to place Valia on the rocks. His hands glowed, and a few moments later the girl gasped as if waking up from a terrible dream. After lying there for a while with eyes gazing thoughtlessly off into space, she squealed in horror when her wandering gaze fell on Ka-Do-Gir. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, girl, easy,” Valanil said from right next to her. “It’s okay.” 
 
      
 
    “But that’s…” Valia was having a hard time getting the words out. “It’s…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the same lix. It’s all right, Ka-Do-Gir is with us for now, and we’ll figure everything out later. Tailyn found you. He’s here, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Where?” The terror on the girl’s face changed to hope, but that was when Keran coughed to grab everyone’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like everyone knows each other, so I’d like some explanations. What were you doing with the lixes, and how did it happen that Forian Tarn’s student happened to be in the Gray Lands? Nobody moves until I figure out who’s who. Tailyn, we’ll be having a separate conversation. Okay, let’s get started. My name is Keran Tisor, authorized representative of the academy for special affairs. I’ve been given the right to pass judgement and make decisions outside the emperor’s sphere of influence, and because, as we all know, the Gray Lands do not belong to him, if I don’t like your answers, you will in turn not like the consequences. Okay… You, Valanil Revolt, level 21, solid parameters, completed the first year at the academy. Currently the Culmart herbalist. Why don’t I remember seeing you during the fight there?” 
 
      
 
    Valanil had a hard time swallowing her anger. The mage was an acting professor at the academy and a conceited snob who thought the world was at his feet to fawn on someone as great as him. But because she needed to be exactly the person Keran wanted to see, she forced herself to forget her pride and tinge each word with submission and resignation. That was the only way she’d be able to get her revenge. The stuck-up prick who so easily read off her personal information was added to the list, and she couldn’t help but wish she’d left him in the cage. 
 
      
 
    “During the attack on the city, lixes broke into my workshop, and I was stunned and kidnapped before I knew what was happening. Tailyn saved me, after which I began training him.” 
 
      
 
    “You weren’t given the right to become his mentor,” Keran broke in. “Tailyn already has one!” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t say I was his mentor. I’m perfectly happy being a simple trainer — Tailyn is an alchemist, and I’ve been teaching him how to use potions and a sword. That’s all. As for how I ended up with the lixes…” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stared at Valanil in shock as she started to describe how she’d been taken prisoner. He’d never seen her so docile. Was Keran really such a big shot among mages that the proud herbalist was okay giving in and telling him everything? 
 
      
 
    “Got it. That’s enough for now, but we’ll come back to you. Okay, and who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have the right to ask me anything, mage.” Valia had completely recovered. Getting to her feet and straightening up proudly, she replied, “My name is Valia Levor, daughter of the Duke of Carlian. I am the empire, and the academy’s investigators hold no power over me.” 
 
      
 
    It was an open challenge, but Valia wasn’t giving in. Even there, in that forgotten tunnel far from home, she had to be strong. Tailyn was watching… 
 
      
 
    “I recognize your right to remain silent,” Keran said through his teeth. It was clear how difficult it was for him to pronounce the words, but he could do nothing when faced with the law. He didn’t have the right to interrogate the aristocracy. 
 
      
 
    “You!” Keran’s gaze fell on Ka-Do-Gir, and a card appeared in his hand. Needing an outlet for his rage, he turned to the six-limbed creature. It was time to calm his nerves. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare!” One leap later, Tailyn was standing between Keran and the lix, his palms held up defensively. “He’s my prisoner, and his life belongs to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Step aside,” the healer said, blood filling his eyes. He could ignore the slight from the duke’s daughter, but he wasn’t about to take anything from a lowborn kid who’d somehow managed to end up in the same cave as him. Without his usual OGM-IV, he had to use his cards the old way, pulling them out of his inventory, reading off the code phrase, and blowing the dust off them. He decided two icicles would be perfect for teaching the boy a lesson. Obviously, he was going to heal him afterwards, but it was going to be something the whiner remembered for a long time. Only he wasn’t given the chance. Suddenly, the boy, who should have frozen in fear, yelled over his shoulder in the lix tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Lix, attack — don’t let him use his card! Just don’t kill or cripple him!” 
 
      
 
    By the time he finished speaking, Tailyn was already throwing himself forward. He knocked the surprised Keran down, pulling out his staff as he did and landing his hardest blow. Ka-Do-Gir was already on the spot. Latching on to the mage’s arms, the lix yanked them away from his head before he could activate his magic. Keran, in turn, was so surprised he didn’t even put up a fight — it didn’t make sense that simple people would ever lift a hand against an academy mage, especially since Tailyn was trying to get into the academy himself. Meanwhile, Valanil held Valia tightly and watched what was going on silently. A satisfied smile spread unsuppressed across her face. Tailyn was doing exactly what she’d taught him, and he was even doing a good job of it, his mysterious staff doing 275 damage to the mage with each strike. Ten blows later, the healer’s face was a bloody mess, and he’d slipped away into unconsciousness. But Tailyn didn’t stop there. Pulling out his rope, he nodded to the lix to tie the mage up. 
 
      
 
    “Well, my boy, I very much hope you recognize the consequences of what you just did,” Valanil said when the deed was done. For a little while, the two just stared at each other, finally taking a simultaneous step forward and throwing their arms around each other. A few moments later, it occurred to Valanil that she was happy hugging Tailyn. She really was glad the little bugger had shown up in the Gray Lands and whisked her away to freedom. With that said, she also knew she couldn’t feel what she was feeling. It could ruin her plans, and so she pulled herself away with an effort. Doing her best to conceal her true emotions, she took a step to the side, freeing Tailyn up for his next embrace. And he didn’t mind. He’d been waiting for it for more than half a year. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Tailyn whispered, his eyes closed in delight. Just a simple touch, but how precious it felt. The aching emptiness in his chest was finally filled. In the space where his heart beat, there was something small missing that on occasion kept Tailyn tossing and turning at night. But in that moment, it was filled with Valia’s warmth. 
 
      
 
    “Hi,” he heard her reply. “I knew you’d come for me.” 
 
      
 
    Tears welled up unbidden in the girl’s eyes. Sure, she was supposed to be strong and brave, but she didn’t need to with her boy there. It felt for some reason like her problems were behind her, far behind her, with nothing but happiness and joy awaiting her in the future. Tailyn was going to handle everything. 
 
      
 
    Their childishness was completely foreign to Valanil. She was busy watching Keran, and her heart suddenly grew heavy — happiness was replaced with firm resolution and an understanding of what she had to do. While Tailyn had gone to town on the man’s face, there, a few minutes later, the bruises were almost gone. And while some might have thought the healer was somehow turning his magic on himself, Valanil knew all too well how the wounds could close that quickly. It was regeneration. The attribute the Crobar school had bought from the god was right there in all its glory, wielded by an acting professor at the academy and an enemy of that same school. 
 
      
 
    Valanil crouched down next to Keran and gave him a slap on the cheek. The mage’s eyes opened instantly, though the healer placed a finger on her lips to tell him to stay quiet. And while he was about to tell her where she could shove her finger, the woman leaned over and whispered in his ear. 
 
      
 
    “Mark Derwin, founding father.” 
 
      
 
    The healer’s rage left as though blown off by the wind. He was suddenly a dangerous, capable fighter, and he replied after counting off the requisite seconds. 
 
      
 
    “The absorber from Earth.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil placed a hand on Keran so he could activate his healer connection, and then she completed the pass phrases. 
 
      
 
    Crobar will stand forever. 
 
      
 
    Crobar will save the world. Greetings, sister! What gave me away? 
 
      
 
    Regeneration. You can’t control it while you’re unconscious. Don’t touch the boy — the Lord has his eye on him and gave me the right to be near him. Help the two of us get into the academy. That’s the will of the Lord. 
 
      
 
    I’m not in charge of admissions, so I can’t help with that. But Tailyn can recharge his cards. He’s going to be a powerful weapon in the war against the mages! 
 
      
 
    One of Crobar’s foundational principles was that if someone gave the pass phrase and wasn’t struck dead by divine intervention, they could be trusted completely. They’d graduated from the school and were on a mission. In fact, hiding information was forbidden — nobody knew who would be able to report back to the Lord. The more Crobar agents knew what was going on, the more accurately their information would reach the right ears. 
 
      
 
    I already reported that back to the Lord, so he’s aware. There’s a lot Tailyn can do. He even unlocked regeneration. 
 
      
 
    I knew it! I told Forian we should take the kid with us to study, but that idiot turned me down… Tailyn, just the first initiation stage. So he can get around the limitations to buy attributes. 
 
      
 
    Is Forian your mission? 
 
      
 
    Yes. 
 
      
 
    A mission… That surprised the woman, as it turned out Keran was a serious opponent. He didn’t look the part. 
 
      
 
    Where is Forian? 
 
      
 
    I don’t know. We got to Tartila Mine, but a brown lix attack separated us. I don’t even know if he’s alive or dead since we weren’t in a group. 
 
      
 
    Is there anything I should pass on to the Lord if I see him first? Besides Tailyn. For example, why you headed into the Gray Lands? 
 
      
 
    No, I already reported back on that. We need to head into the Forest of Desire — that’s where our target is. Only Forian had the coordinates, but we still need to look. It may be in the general’s tomb. 
 
      
 
    What may be? 
 
      
 
    I can’t tell you that, sister. Double prohibition. 
 
      
 
    Understood. Sleep, brother. May you dream of a better life. 
 
      
 
    A long needle appeared in Valanil’s hand, and she instantly plunged it into Keran’s heart. The healer’s eyes widened in pain and confusion, though there was nothing he could do. Even crying out was beyond him — Valanil had her other hand over his mouth. Knowing Crobar would squeeze everything they could out of Tailyn before tossing him away, the woman wasn’t willing to turn him over. No, she was going to raise by herself a powerful killer capable of standing up to both the mages and their hunters. The two of them were going to carry out her plans. She was going to be avenged. Turning around, however, the herbalist locked eyes with Ka-Do-Gir, who was the only witness to the murder. Neither Tailyn nor Valia had noticed anything. The two were still locked in each other’s arms, nothing in the world mattering to them besides each other. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to live and come with us, you won’t say a word about what just happened. The mage died on his own,” Valanil whispered in the lix tongue. “What do you need Tailyn for?” 
 
      
 
    “I was thrown out. My name is forgotten. But before I go to my rest, I need to do my duty with honor, and I can’t leave with debts around my neck. The count is six to two in favor of Tailyn right now.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not going with him a free lix — I won’t let that happen. Running off once was enough. If you want to repay your debt to Tailyn, you’re going to be his servant until your oath is fulfilled. Then, you can go. I won’t agree to anything else.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you care?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’ll cut anyone’s throat for his sake.” Valanil’s hiss was filled with such venom that even Ka-Do-Gir, who had been through a lot, fell silent and took a step backward. It was obvious the woman wasn’t bluffing. He’d seen what she was capable of with his own eyes. 
 
      
 
    “But I can’t always be with him. If we get out of the Gray Lands, they’ll separate us at the academy, though they’ll leave you as his servant with him. And nobody will care that a mage has a lix as a servant. There’s way worse than you there.” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir thought to himself. What the woman was offering terrified him — becoming someone’s personal servant meant losing yourself, losing your freedom. Not so long ago at all, he would have laughed in the dangerous woman’s face and prepared for death, but with nothing left, it didn’t seem so crazy. Seeing the lix’s indecision, Valanil pressed her advantage. 
 
      
 
    “I just recently figured out that Halas is Tailyn’s personal enemy. The black lix will do everything he can to destroy the kid, and if you’re next to him, you’ll be able to get revenge for yourself, as well. Nobody took your name away.” 
 
      
 
    That did it. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. I’ll be Tailyn Vlashich’s personal servant.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, kids, enough of the cuddles!” Valanil yelled, and Tailyn and Valia blushed as they took a step away from each other. “Listen, my boy, I have two pieces of news for you. The first isn’t great… You overdid it just a tad, and your mentor lost a friend. But I don’t think Forian needs to know the details.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil had nothing to lose by tricking the boy. Keran’s level hadn’t been high enough for Tailyn to get a notification or attribute boost, and even if he already had nine kills ten levels higher or more, he presumably wasn’t keeping track. And that meant he wasn’t going to suspect a thing. Hearing the news, Tailyn’s jaw dropped as he ran over, placed a hand on Keran, and groaned. The mage’s heart was no longer beating. 
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
    67553 gold. 
 
    37226 coins. 
 
    Herbalist’s Bag (1). 
 
    *** 
 
    Active Marauder attribute detected. Analyzing body… 
 
    Active protection against marauders detected. 
 
    Your attribute level: 2. Active protection level: 20. 
 
    Activating security protocol… 
 
    Security protocol: complete decomposition of everything within 1 meter. 
 
      
 
    The mage’s body vibrated strangely before it and the stone around it disintegrated into fine powder. Valanil had reacted instantly, knocking Tailyn away and jumping clear herself as soon as she saw the body begin to shake. Cursing to herself that she hadn’t thought to ask about the attribute, she turned to the boy, who was rubbing the back of his head. 
 
      
 
    “You unlocked marauder? Were you going to tell anyone? It’s dangerous! What were you even thinking…? No! How did that even occur to you? It’s pointless against mages since they get active protection after the third year at the academy, and it’s useless against everyone else. What were you planning on stealing from peasants? The baron’s orders for new taxes?” 
 
      
 
    “I just… His pulse…” Tailyn started, though he fell silent. There was nothing to say. 
 
      
 
    “Keran is dead, and that’s that. I suggest we say he was killed by the red lixes, and we dragged his lifeless body off and destroyed it after paying our respects. This hole became his grave. As the god is my witness, that’s the version I’m going with. Forian would be awfully upset if he found out that you killed his childhood friend, don’t you think? We can’t let your mentor give up on you. Valia?” 
 
      
 
    “I swear!” the girl said fervently. “Tailyn, you have to get into the academy.” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn?” Valanil asked, looking back at the boy. 
 
      
 
    “I swear,” he replied with a heavy heart. “That’s the only version anyone will ever know.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Okay, like I said, I had two pieces of news. You heard the bad news; now it’s time for the good. Tailyn Vlashich, do you agree to take on a personal servant? Ka-Do-Gir isn’t going anywhere with us unless it’s like that — I’ll kill him myself, otherwise. And yes, you can come at me with your stick. It’s okay, just stay away from my head, all right?” 
 
      
 
    “A personal servant?” Tailyn stared at Ka-Do-Gir in confusion, attacking the herbalist the last thought on his mind. “I don’t get it…” 
 
      
 
    “Just say yes,” Valia hissed excitedly. “I’ll tell you everything. This is amazing!” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “THAT’S HOW I came across the camp, and you know the rest,” Tailyn said as he wrapped up his long story. The boy had decided it wasn’t right to keep the rest of their little group out of the loop when it came to his adventures. Valanil was his trainer, and who else would help him sort through everything that had happened? Valia was his girl, which meant he could trust her completely. And Ka-Do-Gir… Having taken the oath, the lix had become Tailyn’s second shadow, incapable of betraying him or running off, not to mention going back on his word. It was a lifetime of slavery until the creature had paid off his debt. At that point, the god was going to take him out of the world. Those were the terms, and Ka-Do-Gir had agreed to them. Of course, Tailyn was saddled with the job of equipping and protecting his servant, but that was nothing compared to the benefit he was getting out of the arrangement. Valanil had put it well: Tailyn was a trinity. He was the mage, his lix was the berserker, and his dragon was their protector. Together, they made a complete group, whatever that meant. 
 
      
 
    “So cute,” Valia said, finally letting the dragon go. It swooped over to Tailyn’s wrist, in a hurry to get away from the girl who hadn’t stopped cuddling or petting it for the previous half hour. Valanil wasn’t even surprised when the boy showed off his legendary card. She wouldn’t have expected anything else. 
 
      
 
    “Do you all have clothes?” Tailyn asked as he glanced at the time. The sun was about to come up, marking when the dark tunnel would close. And while they needed to hurry, running off in just their underwear wasn’t the best idea. 
 
      
 
    “Not all of us,” Valanil replied as she pulled out her old outfit. After the OGM-I, going back to clothes that didn’t give her a bonus was difficult, but Tailyn was right — she couldn’t wander around the mountains naked. But neither Valia nor the lix had anything. 
 
      
 
    “Before they chained me up, Halas demanded I hand in my equipment and clothes,” Ka-Do-Gir explained. “My cards, the protective barrier, my claws… The blacks took everything.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s no good… Okay, try this on.” Tailyn materialized the adviser’s outfit and held it out to the lix. “What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s level four, Master,” Ka-Do-Gir said sadly. “The attribute requirements are all twenty or higher, which is beyond me. You can’t get them that high until level twenty.” 
 
      
 
    Master… The lix was surprised saying the word didn’t engender anything like a feeling of resentment. The young mage really was a master, having proven on many occasions his right to govern the lix’s life, both there and in the City of the Dead. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I already found that out,” Tailyn replied thoughtfully, having come across a new problem. As it turned out, the rest of the advisor’s equipment had the same issue, which put them out of reach for the coming few years. And was it worth hanging on to them that long? He wasn’t sure. 
 
      
 
    “Valanil, do you need something else, or are you good in that?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just simple leather, no bonuses. Do you have something to offer? Another OGM-I?” 
 
      
 
    “Hold on. Valia?” 
 
      
 
    The girl just sighed and threw up her arms. Right then, Valanil realized Valia was standing naked in front of Tailyn without feeling the least bit self-conscious. Sure, she was wearing the underwear she wouldn’t be able to take off until she turned eighteen, but most girls felt uncomfortable in it when they were around other people. Boys, especially. What could have happened between them for her to feel so at ease? Back in the cage, for example, she’d wiggled and tried to cover herself even tightly bound. 
 
      
 
    But that was when Tailyn made his decision. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, got it. Give me a minute, and I’ll figure this out.” 
 
      
 
    The boy headed over to the store after checking out his equipment. Yes, he had the OGM-I Valia had used to wear, but he knew she was going to need something better if she wanted to survive. The good news was that the combat status had disappeared. Berad had apparently lost them completely in the dark, and that let Tailyn charge his cards. Before he did anything else, he wanted to know how many coins he could raise if need be. 
 
      
 
    CARDS: 
 
    Fireball-II card valued at 950 coins. 
 
    Dragon card valued at 2500000 coins. 
 
    Electric Strike-I card valued at 260 coins. 
 
    Enhanced Shield-I card valued at 260 coins. 
 
    Wave of Fire-I card valued at 300 coins. 
 
      
 
    EQUIPMENT: 
 
    Complete set (OGM-III + OHM-III) valued at 20000 coins. 
 
    Booster-III amulet valued at 1500 coins. 
 
    Bag with 36 slots valued at 500 coins. 
 
    Matilda personal weapon valued at 1200000 coins. 
 
    Alchemist’s Bag valued at 4000 coins. 
 
      
 
    INVENTORY: 
 
    Complete set (OGM-I + OHM-I) valued at 2250 coins. 
 
    Complete set (advisor’s helmet and armor) valued at 70000 coins. 
 
    Steel Claws-IV valued at 30000 coins. 
 
    Booster-IV amulet valued at 15000 coins. 
 
    3 Strength-IV rings valued at 45000 coins. 
 
    3 Agility-IV rings valued at 45000 coins. 
 
      
 
    That was the entirety of what Tailyn could get coins for. None of his practice dummy, potions, mountains of ingredients, herbalist’s bag, old staff, or the rest interested the god. But that was the information he needed. 
 
      
 
    There were 70,163 coins left in his account. A complete level three outfit cost 60,000, meaning he definitely didn’t have enough for three and was going to have to sell something. And he knew what. But that wasn’t all — the other three all needed Booster-III amulets, which bumped the total up another 4,500 each. What drove Tailyn crazy was that the prices for him were exactly three times higher than what the store was willing to pay, though there was nothing he could do about that. 
 
      
 
    Moving on, Ka-Do-Gir needed a weapon. The lix would have been weak and useless without one. Valia and Valanil could also do with staffs, more for the attribute boost than anything. The prices there were fairly simple — 9,000 coins for any level three weapon. 
 
      
 
    And that meant it cost 73,500 coins to outfit any of the three, 220,000 for all of them. The numbers were crazy, but Tailyn didn’t have a choice. If his group didn’t have what it needed, they wouldn’t get back to Culmart. 
 
      
 
    The claws were gone. The six rings were gone. The amulet was gone. Tailyn frowned — that wasn’t enough. Even with what he had in his account. He was well short, too, and so he parted with the advisor’s complete outfit with a heavy heart. He’d been hoping to hold on to it for himself. 
 
      
 
    But just as he was about to leave and distribute the goodies he’d picked up, the boy stopped. He had money. Why not spend it? It was time for a visit to the card section. 
 
      
 
    While a fully charged Wave of Fire-I card cost 900 coins, Wave of Fire-II cost 3,000, obviously more than three times as much. Tailyn didn’t bother checking out level three — there was no reason to inflict that kind of pain on himself. Anyway, the same was true of the rest of the magic items, with three level one cards costing less than one level two card. And while that was strange, Tailyn both figured there had to be a reason and didn’t care right then. He needed more powerful cards, preferably different kinds. Relying on electricity and fire alone didn’t always work out well. 
 
      
 
    You combined 3 Wave of Fire-I cards into Wave of Fire-II. 
 
    You combined 3 Electric Strike-I cards into Electric Strike-II. 
 
    You combined 3 Enhanced Shield-I cards into Enhanced Shield-II. 
 
    You combined 3 Cold Ring-I cards into Cold Ring-II. 
 
    You combined 3 Icicle-I cards into Icicle-II. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn took his time looking over what he’d come up with. Finally, he had something strong enough to wheel out against powerful opponents. They could try to take him on, but it wasn’t going to work. 
 
      
 
    Wave of Fire-II. 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 * 1.5] damage every second. Slows opponents by 20%. Duration: [magic attack / 10] seconds, though no more than 60. Includes 150 charges. Charges remaining: 150. Each use costs: 1 mana. Requirements: Wisdom (4). Can be recharged. 
 
      
 
    And finally, Tailyn spent 35,400 coins, almost everything he had left, on a purchase Valanil definitely wasn’t going to like. He could have gone without, of course, but the more time he spent in the Gray Lands, the more he realized that you didn’t get very far by being stingy. 
 
      
 
    Alchemical Lab-II. Description: an expansion of your terminal that integrates with the store to give you access to an alchemical workshop. Does not include other workshops. Working in the Lab-II gives you a bonus: +1 to Alchemy. 
 
      
 
    Full Regeneration Potion. Description: completely restores any creature’s organism so long as there is any life left in it. Time to full regeneration: 8 hours. 
 
      
 
    3063 coins remaining in your account. 
 
      
 
    What surprised Tailyn was that there was only one full regeneration potion. He’d been looking to buy a good ten and hand them to Valia, but the store had let him down. There wasn’t anything else with regeneration in the name even when he cleared all the filters. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go.” Back in the real world, Tailyn handed out his purchases. Valia and Ka-Do-Gir started putting theirs on right away, the lix’s set even modifying to fit him, but Valanil just stared thoughtfully at what she was holding. Level three was impressive. And it was made all the more so by the other goodies Tailyn had bought. If she accepted it, she was going to be in his debt, and did she really need that? It was hard to say. 
 
      
 
    “Where did all this come from?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Halas’ advisor. I was able to loot him when I grabbed the key to the cage.” One thing Tailyn had decided not to mention was the fact that he had his own store. 
 
      
 
    “And it just so happened that he had three complete level three outfits, weapons and amulets included?” Valanil asked, eyebrows raised. “Who do you take me for, my boy? I saw the logs with the loot you got from him. Why don’t you stop making up stories and just admit that you got your own personal store? The only thing I’m wondering is when you were going to mention it, or if you were going to mention it at all.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn blushed, caught in the act. How could he have forgotten that everything was logged for the whole group? Nothing he picked up or did really got by them. 
 
      
 
    It took an enormous effort for Valanil to keep her expression impassive when she saw Tailyn’s reaction. Impossible — he’d gotten his own store? How? How had the little street urchin gotten something that rare? It wasn’t just expensive; it was absurdly expensive. There were dukes who couldn’t afford them. 
 
      
 
    “What are you on his case for?” Valin asked. “He has a store, he doesn’t — what does it matter? Get dressed, and let’s go. We’re wasting time. The sun’s going to be coming up soon, and that’s when the gate will close. Are you with us or not?” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just not hide things that could change the fate of other people, okay, my boy?” Valanil said as she began getting dressed. Everything in her was revolting. It had been a long time since she’d owed anyone anything, and she hadn’t even felt like that after the City of the Dead. Tailyn had just been doing what he was supposed to do. But in that moment, he was going above and beyond. And that was different. 
 
      
 
    The lix took the lead. Since all four had scanners, they didn’t need any light, and they could see that the path ahead was straight, even, and incredibly narrow. In some places, they had to crawl with arms wedged against the walls and their back against the ceiling. Those spots didn’t last more than ten meters each, but they were still just about enough for the little squad to turn around. Nobody wanted to get stuck in the mountain. But soon enough, they were used to spitting on their fear and getting down on their hands and knees every hundred meters. 
 
      
 
    Hours went by, and the end of the tunnel was nowhere in sight. The pinhole the entrance had turned into had disappeared when the sun came up exactly as Keran had said it would. And while it felt like they’d been going forever, Tailyn kept pulling up his map and knew they were just halfway through. 
 
      
 
    The cave appeared so suddenly that everyone froze. After four hours spent cooped up in the tunnel, the open area was a dream come true, though it was more the fact that there were living creatures in it that made everyone freeze. 
 
      
 
    “Not a move!” Valanil barked on their internal channel. There were two people still alive, both wearing the snow-white robes of the academy, and they were so engrossed in their work that they didn’t notice the new arrivals. Tailyn peeked out from behind Valanil in an attempt to get a better view of what the pair was toiling over — it turned out to be a simple door in the cliff equipped with a panel of buttons. One of the mages was tapping away; the other was writing in a notebook. The latter was so quick and confident, in fact, that he didn’t even need any light. There was an uncountable pile of notebooks on a nearby table. Every time the mage hit the enter button, a little red light by the panel lit up, nothing happened, the second mage made a note, and they started over. 
 
      
 
    Meney Ortis (human). Mage. Age 43. Level 27. 
 
    Main parameters: shield level: 5778; mana level: 8557; physical attack: 355; magic attack: 644. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zagarad Vala (human). Mage. Age 37. Level 32. 
 
    Main parameters: shield level: 6880; mana level: 10557; physical attack: 420; magic attack: 940. 
 
      
 
    “What, are they trying to figure out the code to open the door?” Valia asked. “We have a system like that in the palace.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and judging by the number of notebooks and how long the combination is, this isn’t their first year working on it,” Valanil added. “They didn’t just happen here, either — they might have portals. Lix, you take the one with the notebook. I’ll get the one by the door. Tailyn, you cover us.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you need their parameters?” Tailyn asked just in case, not really expecting an answer. Valanil stopped suddenly, however. For a little while, she stared straight ahead, berating herself for not thinking to ask about something as simple as the boy’s perception level. But after getting herself back under control, she replied shortly. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was surprised to hear that not everyone could see what he was looking at, but he just read off the numbers without asking questions. 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to be tricky,” the lix growled. “That kind of shield doesn’t just drop away with the first hit, so they’re going to start shooting magic.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite,” Valanil said darkly. It was a good thing Tailyn had warned them. 
 
      
 
    “Should I start?” the boy asked naively. “A fireball or an electric strike would stun them for two seconds… The electricity would probably be better — it won’t catch any of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Great idea. Do it!” Valanil yelled as she dashed forward. But the mages were good. Despite how focused they were on their work, they whirled around and met the onslaught with something less than open arms as soon as they heard the noise coming at them. Both the lix and Valanil caught icicles. They weren’t enough to take out their shield, though both found their progress slowed drastically — the mages were firing off level two cards at least. Not only that, but two night terrors appeared next to them. As soon as the creatures materialized, they dashed forward to shield their masters. 
 
      
 
    Bukamonster. Level 30. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was only taken aback for a second. Seeing the number of opponents you have to deal with suddenly double could do that to you, but he took a deep breath to find his center once again. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    When the lightning hit him, Zagarad twitched and looked over at the tunnel. There were two more people over there. One was just eleven; the other’s parameters, including his name, were all locked. Whispering his code word, the mage expected to see an enormous chunk of ice go flying off at the strange boy, but instead he was treated to a message about how he couldn’t use magic for two seconds. That was nothing compared to how long he and his partner had already spent in the cave, though it was an eternity in a magic battle. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” Meney yelled, and another bolt of lightning hit Zagarad. Not only did it keep him without magic for another two seconds; it also did solid damage. 
 
      
 
    No, he had to do something about that. 
 
      
 
    Sphere of reflection. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn took another deep breath without taking his eyes off his opponents. They clearly hadn’t been expecting to be stripped of their magic. Glancing at each other, they tried to fire off another round of icicles, but nothing happened. The boy muttered his syllables over and over again. Suddenly, some kind of field appeared around Zagarad, presumably some kind of additional protection, though that didn’t bother Tailyn. He could burn his way through it, too. But that’s not what happened. The next charge of electricity ricocheted off the sphere, hit the boy, did damage, and even left him without his magic. For the very same two seconds. And right after that, almost as if it had been waiting, an icicle threw him against the wall. 
 
      
 
    1880 damage received. 
 
    Movement speed reduced by 50%. 
 
    Shield level reduced. Remaining: 1811. 
 
      
 
    It was a level three card. He was up against opponents with level three cards. And that was when Tailyn panicked, not even able to restore his shields. While his cards were right there in front of him, those same two seconds were taking forever to tick by. Tailyn leaped back into the tunnel just as another icicle whipped by. The mages had figured out what was going on and counterattacked far too quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Retreat!” Valanil yelled, and she and the lix followed the kids’ example. The summoned monsters were too much for them, especially when the mages began using their deadly cards. But the problem was that they didn’t jump into the same tunnel as Tailyn and Valia. They were opposite each other. 
 
      
 
    Valanil went in first, the lix behind to cover and give her the chance to shoot back at the monster coming at them. And there was only one — the academy mages had sent the second into the tunnel with the children. Finally, the two seconds were over, and Tailyn could enhance his shield, though the weakness debuff kept him from sending it too high. Everyone else in the group was in the same position. 
 
      
 
    The bukamonster lost the advantage of bulk and height in the tunnel. Barely able to keep moving forward, it crawled slowly, turning itself into a target. Both Tailyn and Valia went to work on the level thirty creature. The problem there, however, was that the creature had partial immunity to magic in addition to its absurd personal shield — about two thirds of all the damage the pair threw at it was wasted. The narrow passageway was littered with embers and ice shards. 
 
      
 
    But however powerful the creature was, two mages in that confined space was too much for it. 
 
      
 
    “Get back! Stay away — I’m going to launch some fire!” Tailyn yelled as he cycled through his cards. It was time to bring out the serious weaponry and see what the academy mages had to say about it. 
 
      
 
    “Go! I’m taking a potion,” Valanil replied. That was enough for Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    To make sure he hit the mages, Tailyn had to get to the very edge of the tunnel. He found a spot where he was out of sight but could bounce his waves off a wall and hit the enemy, took a deep breath, and got to work. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-II 10 times. 
 
    Charges remaining: 140 of 150. 
 
    Mana -10 (897). 
 
      
 
    The raging fire cut loose, and the boy had to dash off just to make sure it didn’t bounce off another wall and hit him. That kept him from seeing how everything played out. A new pair of bukamonsters appeared, though they couldn’t do much against the fire, frying to a crisp almost immediately. But the academy mages were fine. Hidden behind their sphere of reflection, they weathered the storm with just the perspiration on their faces to show for it — their air conditioning system couldn’t handle the heat. Both Meney and Zagarad realized their opponent had pulled out the best shot he had, pumping all his resources into it, and they were just waiting for the flames to die out before heading out themselves to hunt. It had been a while since intelligent creatures had wandered in. Generally speaking, it was a dumb animal that happened across the entrance, and the change of pace was invigorating. 
 
      
 
    When the shadow flashed by Meney’s face, it took him a second to realize what it was. He jumped and tried to take a step back, only he was already up against the mysterious door. And as the shadow formed, everything inside him went cold despite the scorching heat — he’d recognized the stiletto pushing through the sphere of reflection. It was the personal weapon Crobar enchanted personally for each graduate. And judging by the ease with which it slipped into the sphere of reflection, its owner had turned down all the available enhancements in favor of just one ability: shield disregard. The slender, needle-like blade paused for just a couple seconds before penetrating Meney’s eye and finding his brain. Valanil yanked it back out and whirled around to face Zaradar. 
 
      
 
    “A Crobar assassin?!” the latter yelped, even trying to attack, though it was too late. He was relying too heavily on magic that protected him from just about any damage. Any damage except the kind done by personal weapons belonging to mage hunters. 
 
      
 
    You destroyed level 27 and 32 creatures. 
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    The fire died away, and Valanil turned around to see that she was alone. Nobody had heard the mage’s cry. She wasn’t going to have to kill anyone. Tailyn appeared and ran over, and he was about to bend over the bodies when Valanil stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “Did you not learn your lesson, you idiot? They have level ten protection from marauders — both of them! Are you trying to get an armageddon started right here? Until you get your marauder up to level fifteen, you’re not allowed to touch mage bodies. Got it? Or do I need to beat it into your head with a sledgehammer? You have a whole lix here to get your loot for you — he’s your hands from now on. Nod if you understand me.” 
 
      
 
    The boy fell silent, not expecting to be told off like that, but he nodded. Valanil terrified him when she was angry. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Valia, you take the bodies. See what they have, and I’ll figure out what they were up to.” 
 
      
 
    Group renamed. New name: Way home. 
 
    Loot division type selected for Way home: divine will. 
 
      
 
    Almost all the notebooks had burned up, leaving just a couple at the bottom of the stack. Valanil pulled out a lamp and looked to see what the notations were about. 
 
      
 
    324877 
 
    324878 
 
    324879… 
 
      
 
    It was a sequence of numbers increasing by one. That was what filled both notebooks, and presumably the blackened ones, as well. The mages really had been trying to figure out the code to the door. Thinking back, Valanil realized the one punching in the numbers had tapped ten of them right before being attacked. How many years had they been at it? 
 
      
 
    The woman went over to the door, placed a hand on it, and listened closely. Nothing. It was cold, thick, solid. Magic wasn’t going to get through it. A flask full of acid went flying, and the green liquid splashing across the metal, though it just rolled off harmlessly and hissed when it hit the stone ground. That wasn’t an option. And while Valanil didn’t really have anything else to try, she assumed the mages had worked through every option they could think of before coming to the conclusion that figuring out the code was the only way through. As luck would have it, they couldn’t even ask the pair what was on the other side. 
 
      
 
    Valia stepped closer to the scorched bodies, looked away, and placed a hand on one of them, trying to get the whole thing over as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
    12522 gold. 
 
    588 coins. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives Bukamonster-III card. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives complete level III outfit. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives Ice Strike-III card (2). 
 
    Valia Levor receives complete level III outfit. 
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives Sphere of Reflection-III. 
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives Intellect-III ring. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of distribution is that?!” The cave resounded with Tailyn’s frustrated yell, and the rest of the group doubled over in laughter. The god had never screwed the boy over that thoroughly when it came to the loot. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    “VALIA, COULD I ask you a personal question?” Tailyn even pushed his face guard back to make sure nobody could hear him. The girl’s heart both skipped a beat and thumped faster — a personal question… The older girls often giggled about that topic, casting condescending glances at the younger ones as they did as if to tell them they needed to grow up a little first. But there it was. Her turn to grow up. It was exciting… In fact, it was so exciting her palms grew instantly sweaty. What was he going to ask? It was his first question… After looking over at Valanil and Ka-Do-Gir to see that they were still working on the closed door, the girl opened her own face guard and whispered back with cheeks slightly flushed. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did we attack the mages?” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s jaw dropped — that was the last question she’d been expecting. For a while, Valia stared at Tailyn in shock at his blockheaded ignorance, as, really, ignorant he was, until she finally burst out in undisguised annoyance. 
 
      
 
    “Idiot!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m serious!” Tailyn didn’t have a clue what to write her sudden change of demeanor off to, so he decided to just keep going. “What did the mages do to deserve us attacking them? Valanil just jumped right in so confidently that I didn’t really think about it, and then there wasn’t time to talk once everything got going. But still! You and I are trying to get into the academy, and they’re all mages. So why are we just killing one after another? I’m confused…” 
 
      
 
    “And you couldn’t think about that earlier?” Valia hissed furiously. Apparently, her friends were right — she was too young for real personal questions. Although, it was possible her chosen one was just a dumb, uneducated hillbilly. 
 
      
 
    “The answer is simple, my boy,” Valanil said as she came over. She’d heard the whole thing — neither Tailyn nor Valia had turned off their microphones. “Why don’t you try to guess for yourself? I’ll give you a few hints. This tunnel isn’t on the map you got from the black lix, and they’re the real owners of these lands. The entrance, as you may have noticed, wasn’t exactly well-traversed. If it hadn’t been for Keran, we would never have found out about it, and there wasn’t anyone besides those two mages anywhere near here. Then, they were working quietly and without light just to make sure they didn’t attract unexpected guests. The door clearly belongs to someone at the academy, and they’re in no hurry to chat about it — when I was there, I heard nothing about work going on in the Gray Lands. So, my boy, you tell me. Was attacking a good idea?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn hadn’t looked at the problem from that angle. Certainly, it would have been much simpler for the mages to destroy their group rather than find out how they’d gotten into the passageway, not to mention what they were doing there. If they were trying to break through the door in secret, they would have done anything to conceal that secret. And four accidental witnesses were the last thing they needed. 
 
      
 
    “Keran knew the code phrase, but he didn’t tell us in time. Or he didn’t want to,” Valanil continued. “And just for future reference, Tailyn, if you want to ask Valia about something not related to your relationship, don’t use the phrase ‘personal question.’ It has a very different meaning.” 
 
      
 
    About their relationship? Tailyn glanced over at Valia awkwardly. Hugging and cuddling was one thing, and a great thing at that. But talking about it… No, he definitely wasn’t ready for that. Perhaps, when he grew up…in another two hundred years or so. 
 
      
 
    “This belongs to you.” Valanil materialized the complete outfit she’d gotten and held it out to Tailyn. “We’ll take care of the amulet and staff later — I don’t like owing people.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right!” Valia said, also handing Tailyn the outfit she’d gotten. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about going to level four right now,” the herbalist said when she saw the boy’s thoughtful face. Just like when he’d bought them, he’d gotten a message asking if he wanted to combine them to boost the level. 
 
      
 
    “Sweetie, how’s your wisdom? Up to eight yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Valia replied after a pause. Giving your parameters away wasn’t the best idea, but the fact that Tailyn trusted the strange woman meant she could, as well. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, here.” Valanil handed over an Ice Strike-III card. “Call it a gesture of good will, no strings attached, no payment needed. That’ll make you a better weapon.” 
 
      
 
    While everyone was passing loot around, Tailyn checked out the ring he’d gotten. 
 
      
 
    Intellect-III ring. Description: a rare item and a great find for any mage. Intellect +5; magic attack +10. 
 
      
 
    Having already figured out what the sphere of reflection was, Tailyn decided against taking it from Ka-Do-Gir. The lix spent his time jumping around right in the enemy’s face, so he needed universal protection he could roll out in a matter of moments. It didn’t require using a card, it attached to a hip, and it reflected spells back at whoever was casting them. And while it only lasted two minutes, it was like the protective barrier in that it didn’t keep you from using cards. If things got hot, the lix would have a way to survive. 
 
      
 
    “Have you figured out what the door is?” Tailyn asked, anxious to broach any topic except those personal questions. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course,” Valanil replied with a snort. “Those mages have been here for years, but it only took the lix and me a few seconds to figure out what’s on the other side and why the academy needs it. Should we tell you the code, or can you guess it yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “It was just a simple question. Why do you have to go off on him like that?” Valia asked. She didn’t like anyone else getting on her boy’s case. That was her job. 
 
      
 
    “Because it was a stupid question,” Valanil shot back. “Tailyn needs to learn which questions are appropriate, and which he should think through on his own. Your world is pretty harsh when it comes to that. Or am I wrong, little duchess?” 
 
      
 
    Valia looked like she’d been hit with a belt — only her father talked with her like that. But the herbalist was right. Tailyn was too naïve, there was a lot he didn’t know, and he was a heartless blockhead on top of it. Hillbilly. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, show us your map.” Once Valanil was sure nobody else was after her role as group leader, she calmed down. It was time to work. A few selections later, and the boy projected a stunningly detailed map of the Gray Lands. The lix lit a lamp and held it up to illuminate the area. 
 
      
 
    “We’re right here,” the herbalist said, jabbing a finger at the middle of their mountain. “Heading back isn’t an option — Berad and the black lixes are over there. They’ll have their noses to the ground trying to find us. On the other side, the tunnel’s taking us here. The empire’s nearest point is two weeks away, though we’ll have to cross this area, Tartila Mine. And while I’m not sure what that is, I have no desire to get a closer look. The lixes stay away; we should, too. So, we’ll have to go around, and that’s a problem — the mountains are on one side, and the Forest of Desire is on the other.” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that a problem?” Valia asked when the woman fell silent. 
 
      
 
    “Because Tailyn won’t be able to get in. We have our slave markings, so the security system will let us through, but he doesn’t. They’ll kill him. And that’s a problem.” 
 
      
 
    An uncomfortable silence draped itself over the group. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure? Tailyn doesn’t have…” Valia stopped when she realized it wasn’t her secret to share. 
 
      
 
    “I’m perfectly well aware he’s only partially initiated,” Valanil replied, deciding to place a couple of her cards on the table. “That’s how he got regeneration and card saturation, and it’s also how he was able to access the terminals in the City of the Dead. But this is different. The protection is against everyone who tries to get in.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why did you agree when Keran wanted to take us there?” Tailyn asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Because I didn’t see any other way to get away from Berad,” Valanil said nervously. She didn’t want to answer awkward questions. Of course, she’d just been trying to lull the mage into a false sense of security, but was she really going to tell the two kids that? 
 
      
 
    “By the way, Tailyn, you need to figure out what to do about the lix,” the herbalist said. “He doesn’t understand our conversation, and you end up having to constantly translate. That takes too much time. It could get us killed in battle, too. No, he needs to learn our language. Give me one of your crystals, and I’ll make that happen.” 
 
      
 
    Valia glanced at the boy in surprise, and his face darkened. He knew how passionate the girl was about the law. Crystals, or at least holding them, were a capital crime — the empire kept close tabs on its interests. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, I’m waiting. Either give the crystal to the lix so he can teach Valia his language, or give it to me, so I can teach him ours. We just can’t keep going like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Teach him… And Valia.” Tailyn pulled out two crystals, handed one to the lix, and gave the other to the herbalist, doing his best to avoid meeting the girl’s gaze as he did. 
 
      
 
    “Good decision, my boy. Sometimes, you need to discuss things in public without anyone understanding. Lix, come here.” 
 
      
 
    It took Valia a while to agree to go through with what was being proposed. And the problem wasn’t trusting the lix — that was fine. She knew learning the language meant breaking the law. And yes, she’d reconciled herself to the fact that Tailyn broke it since he was trying to keep them safe, but her… However, it was the idea of being able to communicate secretly that sold her on the idea. That was critical in the palace. 
 
      
 
    The training process was simple. Valanil broke the crystal, and the lix glowed white for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “The human language is unusual,” Ka-Do-Gir said so gutturally and clumsily that it was hard to understand him. “My mouth doesn’t make these sounds.” 
 
      
 
    “You need time to adjust, but you’re doing fine already. Teach Valia.” 
 
      
 
    The process repeated itself, only that time the girl lit up. When she thanked the lix in his rough tongue, she smiled. Having another skill was great. It was a status-booster. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s go back to what we were discussing earlier,” Valanil said as she pointed at the map still being projected out in front of the boy. “We need a way home.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t go through the mines. Bad place. Many lixes died there.” Ka-Do-Gir had found his stride with short phrases. “It’s always dark. Let’s go around. Here.” 
 
      
 
    The lix pointed at the border lying between Tartila Mine and the Forest of Desire. 
 
      
 
    “I have a question. Not about the way; about what happened. Why didn’t we talk about attacking the mages? Why did we risk it? Very stupid and thoughtless. That can’t happen.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil had hoped against hope that her misstep would go unnoticed. It had been too long since she’d fought mages, and she’d leaned too heavily on her new outfit, her stiletto, Tailyn. Still, while it had been an error, they’d pulled it off. 
 
      
 
    “My mistake,” she said in an attempt to cut off further discussion. 
 
      
 
    “It could have cost lives,” the lix said insistently. “You’re in debt, adult mage. Not to me. To my master. His woman. How do you value your life?” 
 
      
 
    “I was the one who killed the mages. Me, you idiot!” the woman exploded. “If it hadn’t been for me, they would have waited until the fire died away and killed us all. You owe me!” 
 
      
 
    “You’re the commander. You made a mistake. And everyone had to work extra. I think it was a stupid attack. Not thought-out. That must be addressed. It could happen again. It’s important not to forget — you owe them, Valanil Revolt.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody asked you!” The lix’s calm demeanor and the direction he was taking the conversation infuriated Valanil. She’d made a mistake. And then she’d handed the girl that card, saying herself that there were no strings attached. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, Valia, I recognize my debt to you and will repay it at the soonest possible opportunity,” she said, and the god, bastard that it was, lit her up with a glow that said it had heard her. Turning to the lix, the woman continued, hatred in her voice. “Are you happy? Can we now continue discussing how I’m going to save your worthless lives?” 
 
      
 
    While there were no objections, there really wasn’t much to discuss. They had two options: go back or skirt the mine. And with too many enemies behind them, they decided to keep going forward, though the fact that it was midday meant the way out was closed. 
 
      
 
    Everyone except Tailyn decided to get some rest. Finally, he had time to check out his new purchase. The alchemist workshop filled the area, and the boy rubbed his hands together — with Matilda bumping his recipes by ten and the workshop itself offering another point, he was going to walk away with some serious elixirs. 
 
      
 
    But the boy wasn’t able to get right to work. The herbalist’s bag he’d picked off Keran’s body displayed its contents, and for a while Tailyn was lost to the world as he gazed at the shimmering flower. The amilio they’d found long before had never been used. In fact, the dead healer only kept expensive herbs in his bag: edelweiss, ice roses, and similar plants used to make rare and epic potions. 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head to clear it, Tailyn thought to himself. What did he need? First of all, there was mana restoration, as he often found himself running short. And since all his cards were going to burn mana from then on, he needed to be able to top up his supply. 
 
      
 
    You created Mana Restoration Potion (10). 
 
    Mana -10 (887). 
 
      
 
    Each flask offered thirty-three mana, which wasn’t bad. Having 330 ready for a rainy day was definitely going to be helpful. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn didn’t bother with anything for his shield levels since thirty-six units was just a waste of time. He was going up against targets that did more damage by sneezing. On the other hand, he did splash for some attacking potions: 
 
      
 
    You created Magic Enhancement Elixir (20). 
 
    You created Alchemical Fire (10). 
 
    You created Ice Explosion (10). 
 
    You created Acid (10). 
 
    Mana -50 (837). 
 
    2763 coins remaining in your account. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn had even had to duck into the store and pick up some sulfur, basilisk sweat, and salamander saliva, but he figured it was worth it. The magic boost was especially big — it offered +32, which was enough to turn the tide of a long battle. Figuring that Valanil was strong enough already, Tailyn decided to split the potions with Valia. 
 
      
 
    After reappearing back in the regular world, Tailyn sighed in relief — nobody had noticed that he was gone. And since they still had another few hours left before they could leave, he made himself comfortable. But his gaze settled on the two scorched bodies. Valanil had been explicit about him staying away from them, though her reason was that their protection was at least ten, the same as Keran. Nobody’s regeneration would help them if they were dead. 
 
      
 
    But he couldn’t get to sleep, his thoughts going back over and over again to the mages. They probably had a mission, hidden maps, even an explanation of what was on the other side of the door. Was it worth the risk? No, he wasn’t considering just running over and planting a hand on one of them. He had another fourteen crystals left, and using them for their intended purpose — boosting attributes — wasn’t such a bad idea. Was it worth it? 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later, Tailyn decided it was. He couldn’t walk away from that kind of loot. Leaving two crystals just in case something came up later, he ducked into his settings and got to work. He was going to let the cards fall as they may. 
 
      
 
    Marauder +10 (12). 
 
      
 
    Glancing around furtively to make sure everyone was still asleep, Tailyn crawled over to the bodies. But the lix’s voice broke out as soon as he reached out. 
 
      
 
    “Have you thought this through, little mage? Are you prepared for the risk?” 
 
      
 
    “I have to do it! I won’t be able to forgive myself if I don’t. What do you think? I just got marauder up to level twelve.” 
 
      
 
    “Your trainer mentioned level fifteen,” the lix replied gently. “But if you want my advice, do it. You can’t run from fate forever. Either you die, or you survive and learn something new. But either way, you’ll find peace.” 
 
      
 
    The boy nodded appreciatively and felt better. The lix had found the right words. Indeed, touching the body was going to bring peace, and it didn’t matter what happened after that. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, no!” Valanil yelled, but it was too late. The boy’s hand fell on the nearest body. 
 
      
 
    Active Marauder attribute detected. Analyzing bodies… 
 
    Active protection against marauders detected. 
 
    Your attribute level: 12. Meney Ortis’ protection level: 10. Zagarad Val’s protection level: 10. Verification complete. 
 
    *** 
 
    Loot received: 
 
    Location maps (233). 
 
    Dean’s letter (mission description). 
 
    Salamander Potion recipe. 
 
    Basilisk Potion recipe. 
 
    Lervan Potion recipe. 
 
    Yeti Potion recipe. 
 
    *** 
 
    Marauder level insufficient to access personal inventory (required: 64). 
 
      
 
    “What did I tell you?!” Valanil yanked Tailyn away from the mages and loomed over him. “You could’ve gotten us all killed!” 
 
      
 
    “You can see the logs.” Suddenly, the peace hit Tailyn, and he stood up before continuing. “And that means you saw that I boosted my attribute, that I passed the verification, and that I got the maps for just about the entire empire. So what are you so mad about? Annoyed that you didn’t get the recipes? Or that I spent crystals without asking you first?” 
 
      
 
    Valanil was taken aback, not expecting that kind of reaction. Tailyn should have been cowed into mumbling some nonsense or other rather than standing up and looking her in the eye. Was it a challenge? Regardless, as soon as she started bending over, Ka-Do-Gir growled softly. The instigator looked ready to lunge at her the moment she got any closer. And that meant she had to think. Backing off was an admission of defeat, something that would set a poor precedent. Getting aggressive was no guarantee of emerging victorious. Valia would also stand up for Tailyn judging by the unpleasant look in her eyes, and three against one… The odds weren’t great. 
 
      
 
    “Read the letter,” Valanil said, taking a step back and admitting the boy’s right to leadership. Temporarily, of course. She was going to take back what was hers. 
 
      
 
    To wrap things up after our meeting, I decided to get everything down in writing. You and Meney Ortis will head for the attached coordinates in the Gray Lands. Keep it quiet — nobody can know where the dean’s agents are going. And since teleports can be tracked, don’t take any with you. I’m giving you twenty years to figure out the code to the door. If anyone shows up and doesn’t know the password, kill them with no questions asked. No relief will be sent; take a month of vacation time each year. When you get the door open, you’ll earn fifty levels from me and the same from the System, just don’t go in or touch anything. Use a one-time amulet so I can head straight there. And again, keep this secret. The provost can’t learn that we found the door. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You learned one of the god’s names: the System. 
 
      
 
    Judging by Valia’s and Valanil’s surprised faces, they’d gotten the update, too. Who would have thought the god had a name? It was incredible. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve been here working for ten years, it turns out,” Valanil said. “It’s just a shame we weren’t able to get into their inventory — I’m sure there’s quite a bit in there. All year, just the two of them, and ten years like that… You could lose your mind… Either they were lovers, or I’m missing something. By the way, Tailyn, are you still wondering why we attacked? You can’t count on good will in this world. Strike first, tie them up, and then ask your questions. That’s the only way. Okay, let’s move out! There isn’t anything else for us to do here.” 
 
      
 
    They had to leave the door the way it was, neither hiding it nor piling rocks up in front of it an option. And they walked out just on time — with about a hundred meters remaining until the end of the tunnel, the wall disappeared. A couple invigorated minutes later, they were enjoying freedom and the stars overhead. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t turn off your hermetic seal,” Ka-Do-Gir said. “Lots of poisonous vapors.” 
 
      
 
    It was true. The area around them was enshrouded in an unpleasant mist they couldn’t see on their scanner, though it showed up in lamplight. But as soon as Tailyn lit his lamp, a night beast’s howl rent the air. Some kind of many-legged creature up ahead of them began squelching loudly through the viscous goo. Quickly putting out the light, they waited for the creature to splash by not a few hundred meters away from them, out of range of their scanners but visible in the dull light of the stars. It was almost as big as the guard in the ancient city. 
 
      
 
    “We have to go,” Ka-Do-Gir said as he looked down at the goo that began right at the cliff base. “The strange thing about the mine is that the night creatures aren’t as bad as the ones you see during the day. I’ll lead.” 
 
      
 
    After jumping down noiselessly into the goo, the lix helped the rest down. Tailyn shivered when the slime hit his legs and smeared itself all over his outfit. Not only that, but something began prodding his leg, though it wasn’t able to do any damage. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Ka-Do-Gir said to the group when everybody looked down. “Those are Griala’s sprouts. It’s a terrifying beast, but it sleeps at night, so it isn’t dangerous right now.” 
 
      
 
    “A plant monster?” Valia asked in shock. “How is that possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Only the shaman knows, not me. I’m a warrior — my job is to kill. Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    The nighttime silence was broken by the sound of their feet squishing through the goo. No matter how quiet they tried to be, it just didn’t work, and they even had to freeze a few times when the sound attracted attention. Another time, they had to pull the lix out of a bog it had slipped into unwittingly. Tailyn’s trusty roped saved the day. 
 
      
 
    As the sky began to lighten, the group found themselves on their last legs. The marsh had drained them physically and mentally. But just then, Ka-Do-Gir took a few more steps, looked around wearily, and perked up. Enormous trees loomed straight ahead. 
 
      
 
    “The Forest of Desire! We’re here!” 
 
      
 
    However, almost as if annoyed at the joyous exclamation, Tartila Mine chose that moment to remind them why the lixes thought it was such a dangerous place. The even space between the group and the forest began to bubble, and the depths of the marsh disgorged a monster that defied belief. Something like a long, fat worm, one end featured a hole lined with several rows of giant teeth. There were no eyes, limbs, or weaknesses to be seen. And all their perception gave them were the creature’s general parameters: 
 
      
 
    Experiment 443 (monster). No class. No age. No level. 
 
    Status change: combat. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    IF THERE WAS anything Valanil was afraid of, it was worms. Not snakes — the herbalist loved those adorable little treasures. But worms… The revolting rings, the skin, the slime oozing out of every pore… Although, she’d never realized until that moment that what she felt was fear, having always figured she just didn’t like the things. But when she saw the king of them all, she realized it was indeed fear. Animalistic, innate, out of control, and beyond her efforts to resist it. And what was the point of putting up a fight when the enemy was so terrifying and strong that it didn’t even have a level? 
 
      
 
    The worm stopped growing, loomed over the area from the height of the temple, and began waving its toothy maw from side to side. That was apparently its face. 
 
      
 
    “Valanil, what are we going to do?” Tailyn yelled, though the herbalist just ignored him. She was frozen stiff. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t move,” the lix barked. “It can sense vibrations.” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn!” Valia screeched hysterically. Griala’s sprouts had come alive with the new day, and they were peeking out of the murky goo in an effort to wrap up and pierce clean through anything they came across. And the girl’s legs apparently looked the most delicious. Her shield level began dropping precipitously. 
 
      
 
    With Valanil still in a stupor, Tailyn was left with no other choice but to take charge. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, jungle call on my command — have the card ready and aim at the worm. Retreat to the rocks! Lix, grab Valanil. I’ll see what I can do about our green friends in the meantime.” 
 
      
 
    Griala’s sprouts where everywhere in the goo. In some places, there were more of them; in others, there were fewer, but they were everywhere. Everywhere but the worm’s pool, of course. The creature hadn’t yet figured out where its prey had run off to, and its head was still waving back and forth. The sprouts were actually helping by muffling the sound of the group’s getaway. But that was enough waiting. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” 
 
      
 
    Three waves of fire shot out of Tailyn’s helmet to create a semicircular carpet of fire, the boy just leaving the group a path out of the bog. While the cliffs were sheer, Tailyn had no doubt Ka-Do-Gir would be able to get at least a few meters up and help the rest of them. They had to get out of the goo. Speaking of which, why was the area called a mine? A swamp, sure, but a mine? 
 
      
 
    Griala’s sprouts scooted back into the goo to get away from the raging fire, and that was when a furious howl broke out somewhere off in the distance. Judging by the volume, yet another giant creature was about to join the fray. And Ka-Do-Gir had said the sprouts were the monster… Meanwhile, the worm had figured out where the enemy had hidden. Right in the center of the swirling flames, the monstrous experiment paid them no mind, something white flying out of its mouth and landing right where Valanil had just been standing. Ka-Do-Gir had had time to grab the herbalist and dash over to the cliffs with her. The goo hissed and smoked — the spittle was highly concentrated acid. Long, thick tentacles suddenly popped out of the goo and began wriggling around in the acid, the plan apparently having been for it to dissolve its target into a juicy piece of meat, though the only outcome was the pleasant discovery that the tentacles were very much susceptible to fire. As they slipped through the flames, they sizzled and fell into the goo, kicking off yet another fight — Griala’s sprouts did battle with each other for every piece of flesh. The worm figured out that spitting and losing tentacles was pointless while the area was on fire, and that let Tailyn’s group get to the cliffs. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no way up!” Having set Valanil down, the lix scanned the cliff face above him. It was sheer rock, so sheer that it looked like it had been cut with a knife. No holes or anything else they could have used as footholds were anywhere to be seen. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t just stand here. Let’s go! Head for the forest,” Tailyn barked, still giving orders even though it looked like the herbalist was back to her normal self. The fire burned itself out — an entire minute had gone by since the start of the battle. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, now!” he yelled, and Tartila Mine was filled with the wild yelping of summoned creatures. Fifteen of the monsters appeared, all at level fifteen — Valia turned out to be maxed out. With a long howl, they headed toward the worm, though it was more a slog than a dash. They were up to their bellies in goo, and they had to fight for every step, but they did their job by attracting attention. The worm’s next round of spittle was aimed at them rather than at the humans or the lix. 
 
      
 
    “Keep going — don’t stop!” Tailyn called. Right then, Griala’s sprouts decided to chime in, excited about an unexpected breakfast. They popped so quickly out of the water that Valia’s animals were swallowed whole in a matter of moments. After putting up a bit of a fight, they found themselves pinned by a jungle of plants. The girl frowned. The frames for her summoned creatures showed how fast their shields dropped, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it. 
 
      
 
    But the worm could. 
 
      
 
    A veritable salvo of acidic spittle sent clouds of steam billowing into the air. The area around the animals ended up black and scorched, Valia’s animals practically glued in place right in the middle. They couldn’t move — the sticky acid both dissolved them and held them together, rendering them entirely motionless. White tentacles shot up to grab their prey, but the green carpet had a response ready. The goo behind the worm exploded as another party entered the fray. 
 
      
 
    Experiment 26 “Griala” (monster). No class. No age. No level. 
 
      
 
    The hair on the back of Tailyn’s neck stood up when he saw the monster. Looking like nothing else he’d seen before, the only thing the boy could compare it to was a haystack. It was an enormous chunk of thick interwoven stalks reminiscent of a bundle of snakes ducking in, out, and around each other in a mesmerizing dance. Griala didn’t have one particular shape. Instead, it stood tall like a tower only to quickly drop into a ball, and then a pancake. Hefty braids reached out toward the worm. Finally noticing what was going on, the latter whirled around, sending a series of acidic spittle smacking harmlessly into Griala’s body. It was not to be stopped. In fact, the plant regenerated faster than the acid could eat away at it. 
 
      
 
    The braids reached the worm, and that was when it unleashed its second weapon. Or really, judging by the way it looked, its first. The giant body began weaving lithely from side to side, the mouth dipping down to bite chunks off the creeping plant. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t stop!” Regardless of the horrifying spectacle, Tailyn wasn’t about to forget his own wellbeing. Whoever won the duel was presumably going to be looking for a human snack immediately afterward, so the group needed to get away. 
 
      
 
    But they didn’t get far. A few meters into the goo, sprouts popped up to start jabbing at their shields. Griala was clearly capable of dividing its focus, and it wasn’t going to let its prey escape. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The waves of fire rolled out in every direction to force back the plants. But they weren’t able to make any progress — Tailyn’s flames would have killed anyone who tried to make their way through it. Unless… 
 
      
 
    “Valanil, how many salamander potions do you have?” 
 
      
 
    “One bottle.” The herbalist shook herself finally and pulled out a flask filled with an orange liquid. After staring at it for a few seconds, she continued. “But I’m not giving it up. It’s mine!” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody’s trying to take it from you. If I’m not back in a minute, summon your bukamonster — let them eat it. Okay, I’ll be right back!” 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn didn’t hear if anyone answered — he was already in his workshop. As might have been expected, the store didn’t work during combat. He couldn’t get new cards, either. But alchemists definitely had an advantage over other people in that they could make potions even in the middle of a pitched battle. 
 
      
 
    That did take some investment, however. Not all the ingredients were in Tailyn’s bag, so he had to watch his coins slip away like water into sand. But he didn’t have a choice. The group needed help. 
 
      
 
    You created Salamander Potion (20). 
 
    2522 coins remaining in your account. 
 
      
 
    Each potion was enough to ignore fire for twenty-seven seconds, the maximum Tailyn’s parameters allowed for. But even that seemed incredible to the boy — for the first half a minute, the sprouts would burn away, and then they could run the hundred meters. And they could do that five times. Tailyn hoped that would get them far enough away from the two infuriated monsters. 
 
      
 
    As he returned to the real world, he found himself staring at a battle in full swing. The worm and Griala were hammering each other so hard that chunks were flying everywhere. After tearing off enormous slabs of green flesh, the worm wasn’t even bothering to swallow, just spitting them out and going back for more. But Griala wasn’t backing down. Its braids pierced right through its opponent, though they immediately turned to ash, burned away by the acid. The worm had incredible regeneration. With the holes closing up even before the plant monster could make more, it was terrifying just to think where the creature was finding the strength. The mine was apparently completely under its sway. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn handed out the flasks and repeated his waves of fire, freeing the surrounding area of sprouts. Thirty seconds ticked interminably by. Not only that, but Griala seemed to be getting used to the temperature, with sprouts beginning to push right into the first. And while they burned away quickly at the beginning, with each passing second the green carpet grew just a tad faster than it was taken out. The plant beast was going to be able to withstand the waves of fire soon enough. 
 
      
 
    “Send out two waves in every direction next time,” Valanil said as she noticed the same thing the boy was looking at. She was back if trying not to look in the direction of the worm. And as soon as it was time, she yelled to the group. 
 
      
 
    “Drink up! Let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    After emptying his flask with a single gulp, Tailyn turned his hermetic seal back on. One significant disadvantage alchemists had in comparison with mages was that they had to actually drink their potions. And that meant opening his face guard, letting in the poisonous fumes and the smell of burning plants. The only saving grace was that as soon as he turned his hermetical seal back on immediately afterwards, his suit got rid of the poison and unpleasant odors. It would have been rough otherwise. Taking a deep breath, the boy jumped into the fire. The last time he’d spent a couple seconds in his own flames, the result had been unpleasant, as he’d been baked alive, and his regeneration had been put through its paces. But everything that time was simple. The fire licked harmlessly at his external shield, not so much as heating up the air inside his outfit. He didn’t even have to turn on his cooling system, in fact. And after running a hundred meters to the edge of the first wave, Tailyn sent out another round. It took eight charges, or two waves per vector, since he had to cut down the plants popping up directly behind them, too. Downing one of his magic enhancement flasks added just a bit more damage to Griala. 
 
      
 
    That helped. Over the next thirty seconds, the plants couldn’t do anything about the fire regardless of how desperately the monster wanted to get at the fugitives. The battle it was fighting with the worm had turned into a contest to see which would get tired of the whole thing first. Neither were capable of destroying the other, which meant one of them would eventually realize they were much better off chasing down the scrumptious humans rather than continuing to flail away at their current opponent. 
 
      
 
    “We’re running as far as we can this time,” Valanil said. “As soon as your shield drops below half, yell as loud as you can, and Tailyn will restore it. The only way we’re stopping is if we get slowed down. Keep those flasks at the ready!” 
 
      
 
    Once again, the long thirty seconds began, but Valanil suddenly broke it with a yell. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, what did I just say?! Your shield is below thirty percent, and you haven’t said anything. Tailyn can’t see the values! Are you trying to die?” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn reacted faster than the stunned girl, dumping three shield restorations into her. 
 
      
 
    “I… Well, I…” Valia couldn’t figure out an excuse or a way to turn the tables on the woman. 
 
      
 
    “Think faster, little duchess! This isn’t the palace, and we aren’t your nannies out to kiss your ass. Around here, they’ll eat you without a second thought. Ka-Do-Gir, what would you say our prospects look like?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s two kilometers to the forest. Those two are busy with each other, so we can get away. But we have to distract them.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll handle that. Valia, what’s the recharge time for your summoning card?” 
 
      
 
    “Twenty-four hours.” 
 
      
 
    “No good… Okay, we’ll see what my bukamonster can do. Get ready! Like I said, we’re not stopping this time. Go!” 
 
      
 
    The quartet took off like a team of trotters. At least, four of them did, with Valia squealing as the lix pulled her off her feet. 
 
      
 
    “It’s faster this way. You’re too slow!” 
 
      
 
    It was true. The girl hadn’t put anything into strength or agility, which meant she could only make it a hundred meters in the twenty seconds they had, getting her just to the end of the wave of fire. But with the lix carrying her, they covered the distance twice as fast. 
 
      
 
    “He’s off!” Valanil yelled as another participant joined the fight. It was a terrifying, disfigured monster at level twenty-four. Having cleared level twenty herself, Valanil was able to summon creatures much stronger than she was. And her bukamonster squelched through the goo into the mines, attracting the plant’s attention as it went. 
 
      
 
    The local fauna also liked what they saw. 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the worm wasn’t the only creature looking for warm meat, and as usual it was Ka-Do-Gir who first saw the threat. 
 
      
 
    “Lervans!” 
 
      
 
    An avalanche of leaping cockroaches appeared out of the depths of the swamp. They were surrounding a powerful, rhino-like animal, and as lightning flashed periodically next to it, the lervans switched out to let hungrier friends in for a snack. 
 
      
 
    Experiment 118 (monster). No class. No age. No level. 
 
      
 
    The creature just had a number, with no name to speak of. And as soon as it noticed the bukamonster, it rumbled off briskly in the latter’s direction. Griala’s sprouts disappeared as the monster approached, the electricity apparently doing more damage than the worm’s brute force. Valanil sent her creature away from the group. But that didn’t help much, as the bukamonster soon found itself impaled on a horn and turned into black dust. The monster roared angrily — presumably, it had been looking forward to chowing down on its prey. Turning its tiny eyes on the group sprinting away from it, the rhino charged with the speed of a runaway horse. The lervans, in turn, yelped piteously as they failed to keep up. Their food was getting away. 
 
      
 
    “You all run — I’ll hold it back!” Tailyn yelled, turning to face their new assailant. Five waves of fire leaped off in its direction, but the rhino didn’t even try to stop. It just sent its impressive hulk hurtling straight through. As electricity crackled along its sides to form some kind of protective sphere, the fire turned out to be entirely harmless. Hatred glared in its eyes. Though Tailyn met its stare and took off running in the opposite direction from the forest, determined to make sure the group survived. No, to make sure Valia survived. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, no!” The girl only noticed what was going on when the two were already a good distance away from each other. Tailyn had stopped and was preparing to meet the rhino, the latter just accelerating when it saw its victim standing there motionless. Lowering its head, it plowed forward in a blind attempt to drain Tailyn’s strength with its horn. And that saved the boy. However powerful the beast was, the boy was still able to leap out of the way at the last second, though the creature’s electric flashes nearly halved Tailyn’s shield as it hurtled by. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn didn’t hear the crash that happened a moment later. He’d dipped head-first into the goo, his body shaking with convulsions from an electric strike the likes of which he’d never felt before. His world turned upside down, and he even lost consciousness, but that was when the lix appeared next to him to pull him back out into the air. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll be fine without me,” Ka-Do-Gir said, pointing back at Valia and Valanil. Only the latter was running, as the herbalist was carrying the girl. “118 won’t be in time to stop them. But it’s about to wake up.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn glanced over groggily at the rhino’s body. The hulk was lying against the cliff a few dozen meters away, the water around it bubbling and hissing. Barely holding on to his senses, the boy was still able to materialize three flasks full of acid. 
 
      
 
    “Throw these at it. I can’t get them that far.” 
 
      
 
    Fire did nothing to the monster. Electricity, presumably, didn’t do anything, either. The only thing that had hurt it so far was smashing into the cliff, the latter even crumpling under the impact. It was the only blemish to be seen. 
 
      
 
    The flasks shattered in midair before ever reaching the monster, its electric shield doing the trick. But that wasn’t enough to stop their contents. As the green liquid splashed across the smooth skin, steam billowed up, and ugly sores broke out all over the rhinoceros. And while they covered back up fairly quickly, it was clear which weapon worked against the monster. Some kind of acid spray. Or an acid bath. 
 
      
 
    “Lervans!” Ka-Do-Gir whirled around and knocked several of the cockroaches back with one lithe motion. All the way down at level three, they weren’t able to put up much of a fight individually, though there were so many of them that the cumulative weight was overwhelming. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn cut loose another few waves to hold the creatures back. Having made her peace with the fact that she needed to run, Valia wasn’t even looking back, and while there weren’t really any sprouts where she was, she still wasn’t going that quickly. If the rhino decided to head after them, it was going to catch them before they could make it to the forest. 
 
      
 
    “Run! We have to pull it away!” Tailyn yelled, glancing over at the two giants battling it out. Both the worm and Griala were looking worn out. Neither of them was moving as quickly, neither showing the same cut or jab they had at the beginning. Soon, it was going to occur to them that continuing the duel was pointless. 
 
      
 
    And that meant they needed someone new to fight. 
 
      
 
    The dragon slipped off Tailyn’s wrist and wagged its tail in greeting. The boy pointed at the rhino’s face and gave the fateful command. 
 
      
 
    Attack! 
 
      
 
    His companion was much faster than he was. And if he could get the rhinoceros paying attention to Li-Ho-Dun, he and the lix would be able to catch up to the others. Sure, Tailyn knew his legendary card was going to lose a charge, but he didn’t see any other move he could make. 
 
      
 
    There was no need to repeat the command. The dragon soared off toward its opponent, though it behaved surprisingly intelligently. Instead of just flying straight into the creature’s electricity, the dragon circled around and froze right in front of the horn as the rhino just began to regain consciousness. The monster growled, twitched, tried to open its beady eyes — Tailyn saw all that on his separate screen. And that meant the protection wasn’t that advanced, after all. Or the frontal blow had taken it out. Whatever the case, there wasn’t any lightning flashing, and the dragon chose that moment to attack. 
 
      
 
    Just as the rhino pulled its eyes open, a stream of the dragon’s primordial flame hit one of them. Tailyn hadn’t realized how powerful his companion was, and his jaw fell in shock — half the monster’s face was scorched, its eye burst, and the skin melted away to reveal steel bones and some kind of wires. The rhino wasn’t a living being. It was some kind of ancient mechanism. 
 
      
 
    And that was when the monster showed off how loud it could roar. It felt like the mountains themselves were shaken to their foundation. Both Ka-Do-Gir and the boy were hit with dazed debuffs, holding them in place for an entire minute, though they weren’t knocked unconscious. And that was huge. Tailyn still hadn’t learned completely how to control his companion, so he continued issuing mental orders in the hopes that the dragon would understand them. 
 
      
 
    Lead it away! 
 
      
 
    And the dragon did indeed understand. Showing the enraged creature its tail, it streaked off, dodging nimbly between Griala’s sprouts. The plant monster was still trying to keep the fugitives from getting away. 
 
      
 
    The rhino forgot the human and the lix completely. All it cared about was the dragon, and it leaped to its feet, dashed off after Tailyn’s companion, and picked up so much speed that the wave of air just about knocked the boy off his feet. But Li-Ho-Dun was able to maintain the distance between them. 
 
      
 
    Lead it over to the worm! 
 
      
 
    The dragon executed a swooping turn and flashed off toward the giants. Apparently tired of beating up on each other, they’d stopped their fight, which was presumably why the plant had gone back to work. Tailyn repeated his wave of fire to drive the sprouts back into the goo, waiting for when the pair could move again. In the meantime, Griala was the first to notice the newcomers. Braids flew off toward the dragon in an attempt to knock it out of the air, but the later dodged them all, left the interwoven plants below it, and was even able to use its stubby legs to run along the monster. The rhino was less successful at avoiding the attacking stalks. 
 
      
 
    And that was when a bright flash lit up the area to the point that it felt like the sun itself had come down to drive back the gloom shrouding Tartila Mine. 
 
      
 
    The electric strike was so powerful that the remnants even hit Tailyn hard enough to knock a dozen points off his shield. As the radiance died away, Tailyn was able to make out the rhinoceros standing in an enormous scorched circle. There was nothing next to it. At least, nothing besides the lervans lying on their back, legs twitching in delight. Griala had quickly pulled all its sprouts back into its body, but the most important part was that the dragon was still alive. It had flown around behind the worm to shield itself from the electric shock wave. 
 
      
 
    The rhino snorted, lowered its head, and charged. It had found a new opponent. And if it was able to impale it on its horn, it would have enough energy to last it for years. 
 
      
 
    Come back! 
 
      
 
    The dragon was forced to make a wide circle around the field of battle. Once again, the worm froze and began firing off its spittle, one round hitting and even stopping the rhino. The latter roared and flared up as the acid ate though it, but Tailyn tried not to watch. The worst had happened. Griala had decided it didn’t stand a shot in the battle and withered away, quickly squelching into the goo, only Tailyn had no doubt it would soon resurface elsewhere. Downing every last mana potion he had, the boy gave himself and the lix three shield charges before dashing away from the deathtrap they were in. It was better to die at the hands of the ancient security measures in the forest than in the mouth of some monster. 
 
      
 
    Griala had its mind set on fresh meat. While the rhino did battle with the worm, the plant went back to scanning the area in search of the people, popping up not far from Tailyn not a moment later. It was off to the side since it couldn’t appear right next to the cliff, but it expanded to the point that it was able to send an array of vine arms reaching out toward the lix and the boy. Running was pointless. Griala could move along parallel to them much faster than they could go. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. Different card. Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn didn’t hold back, pumping twenty charges into his first card. But while even that wasn’t enough to knock the stupidity out of the monster’s brain, his second card helped. It was his first, and really the weakest he’d ever gotten his hands on — electric strike, only it was at least up to level two. Just like his fireball, it stunned the target for two seconds while also doing extra damage. Of course, Tailyn wasn’t looking to take out or incinerate the monster, though he knew he could at least sting it. And it was funny to watch the enormous bulk, one that presumably was afraid of nothing, rush away from the boy, its sprouts twitching uncontrollably. But Griala didn’t go far. It only wanted to find the limit of the boy’s range, and since the card was topped up, Tailyn didn’t stop firing until the monster was a hundred meters away. That was his limit. At that point, he took off running, or at least the lix did. Ka-Do-Gir grabbed the boy and sprinted along the cliff. And while Griala tried to counterattack, Tailyn held it back with bursts of five or six electric strikes. 
 
      
 
    The cliff ended so suddenly that chills ran down Tailyn’s back as the feeling of free flight rushed over him. But no, the rock wall had just angled off to the side, replaced by thick tree trunks. And while they weren’t anything like the giant Tailyn had once sent sprouting a kilometer and a half into the sky, they were still powerful. The good news was that none of them tried to kill the pair. Both Valia and Valanil were already there, standing right at the edge of the dry ground. They hadn’t made up their mind to go in. 
 
      
 
    As if sensing that its prey was about to escape, Griala launched its final attack. Shaking and jerking with each hit, the green monster came rushing at the group with terrifying intensity. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, get out of here!” Tailyn yelled, worried that Griala would get to her and the woman, too. He was at the edge of the goo. The next step, the one taking him onto dry ground, was going to be his last, and he was putting it off as long as he could — he wanted to take the monster down with him. The creature presumably didn’t have access, either. Nearby, the lix stood, prepared to share the boy’s fate. And Tailyn didn’t feel the slightest urge to argue with him. If Ka-Do-Gir wanted to die, that was his choice. 
 
      
 
    “I’m glad I had the honor of fighting alongside you, Tailyn Vlashich,” the lix said. “I’m happy to meet death in battle, face to face. Thank you for giving me this chance.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not dead, yet,” Tailyn snarled angrily as he emptied his wave of fire and electric strike cards. But all that did was slow Griala down. It wasn’t enough to stop the monster, not to mention drive it backwards. “O the count of three, we’re jumping onto the ground. Got it? And don’t you dare die! You have to get Valia and Valanil out of here. Promise me!” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it, Tailyn Vlashich,” the lix said seriously. 
 
      
 
    “Three!” Tailyn yelled when he saw the green stalks reaching out for them. “Jump!” 
 
      
 
    The goo was loathe to part with its victims. Tailyn hadn’t accounted for that, and one of the stalks got to him, piercing his right shoulder. But while the pain was agonizing, Griala wasn’t able to hold back the momentum from his leap, and the stalk flew off out of Tartila Mine along with the boy. At least, Tailyn flew off. The stalk disintegrated, leaving behind a hole the size of his fist. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn crashed down onto his back. Problematic messages began popping up. 
 
      
 
    Verifying access… 
 
    Slave driver or slave marking not detected. 
 
    Verification failed. 
 
    Activating security protocol… 
 
      
 
    The world around Tailyn swirled and faded into absolutely darkness. The thought crossed his mind that he’d met his end, his only regret being that he hadn’t made it into the academy or found the dragon’s blood. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    “IS HE DEAD?” Valia asked through her tears, doing her best not to look at Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “He’s breathing. His heart’s beating. No, it’s like he’s frozen, so we probably need to stick a slave or slave driver mark on him to get him back to normal,” Ka-Do-Gir said after studying the boy’s body. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone who showed up here before just disintegrated like Griala’s tentacle,” Valanil replied. “He isn’t frozen. Look at the wound — that monster took out his shield with one blow. From the looks of it, he’s in shock from the pain, so I think we just need to wait until his regeneration finishes working. He’ll wake up then and tell us himself how he survived. Anyway, I don’t want to go anywhere without a map of the area. I don’t like these trees. We’ll wait here.” 
 
      
 
    Griala didn’t give up, trying time and again to break through the barrier, but its braids just disintegrated in a shower of dark dust. Even a large-scale attack with hundreds of spouts sent simultaneously into the Forest of Desire didn’t do the trick. The location’s defenses were up to the challenge. 
 
      
 
    The first thing Tailyn saw when he regained consciousness were the messages. With the world still spinning off somewhere, unwilling to let the boy come back, the System was busy telling him what had happened. And yes, the System. Tailyn had decided to use the god’s real name. 
 
      
 
    Security protocol activated: cleansing. All creatures without access to the location are to be destroyed. 
 
    Activation error! Mission detected referencing General Isr Kale’s tomb: Search for Coordinates. 
 
    Finding a solution… 
 
    Solution pulled from the archive: share access in order to complete the mission. Number of active creatures for whom this solution has been applied: 2. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t even surprise Tailyn when he saw the name of the second creature with access to the location. Finally, he knew how Halas had managed to boost himself to unheard-of heights and get his hands on the kind of equipment he had. Having gotten lucky enough to have the location in lix lands, he’d spent the previous few years pulling as much as he could out of the Forest of Desire. In exchange for human lives… 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t the last of the messages. Apparently, the System had decided it was time to hand out some bonuses: 
 
      
 
    You’re the first player in this release to gain access to the General Isr Kale’s Tomb (Forest of Desire) location with just the first initiation step. Great achievements deserve great rewards. 
 
    You received access to a remote terminal. 
 
    The nearest point you can gain access to has been marked on your map… 
 
    *** 
 
    Matilda level +1 (3). 
 
    Crystal +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    Just then, Tailyn’s consciousness decided it was ready to step back into the real world. The messages swirled, flashed, and disappeared, turning the dark nothingness into beautiful greenery. 
 
      
 
    The boy woke up at the edge of the enormous forest. Judging by the bright blue sky overhead, the toxic fumes were gone, and the boy pulled back his face guard. A little fresh air was just what the doctor ordered. Taking in a deep breath, his head spun — he’d never enjoyed such a rich aroma. Something in the air was sweet, fresh, slightly tangy, and so delicious that all you wanted to do was keep sucking it in. 
 
      
 
    Turning his head, Tailyn found himself staring blissfully at Valia. She was lying next to him, a smile on her face, as well. Happiness settled on the boy — his girl was alive. She was okay. He tried to catch her gaze, but it didn’t work, her eyes fixed somehow just to the side. In fact, it looked like she was reading the System’s messages, only her pupils weren’t moving. A few seconds went by, and nothing happened except for the boy’s head beginning to pound from the overwhelming aroma of the forest. And that was when he broke out in a cold sweat. He’d seen the drool seeping out of the girl’s mouth. Pulling himself to his feet with difficulty, and fighting the weakness as he did, Tailyn saw the rest of the group. They were awake, smiling foolishly, and barely moving a muscle. Only the lix was trying to do something with his middle paws, though it wasn’t going well. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn turned his hermetic seal back on to cut out the smell of the Forest of Desire. The air cleared, and his regeneration timer popped up to show ten minutes. He’d been poisoned. His head cleared, his strength returned, and he jumped to his feet and shook Valia. It didn’t help. He couldn’t turn her hermetic seal on, he couldn’t wake her up, he couldn’t do anything. Fear settled in the boy’s heart, and he ran over to the other two. The lix was moving. But even shaking him just earned the boy a lazy glance and a twitch of his servant’s lower lip. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up! Wake up!” Tailyn yelled, though that didn’t help. And it was only when he realized that Ka-Do-Gir couldn’t hear anything through the boy’s hermetic seal that he was able to start getting some results. Of course, that came with a downside — the oppressive forest aroma hit his nose, though he knew what to expect and didn’t give in. 
 
      
 
    “Ka-Do-Gir, I order you to connect your suit’s hermetic seal. That’s a command, lix!” 
 
      
 
    The stupid grin on the creature’s face was getting to Tailyn, but the boy got lucky. Even in his half-conscious state, his servant remembered his duty, and the face guard slid into place. As the idiotic expression began to evaporate, it turned first into a look of disgruntlement, then surprise, and finally gloom. Another time, the boy would have enjoyed watching the emotions play over the lix’s face. But not then. As soon as the costume restored normal air flow, he spoke into the intercom. 
 
      
 
    “How are you?” 
 
      
 
    “No good,” the lix wheezed. “Poisoned. Bad. Hard to talk. Need two hours to get rid of the toxins. Save the rest!” 
 
      
 
    “Valia isn’t responding!” 
 
      
 
    “Try Valanil. She’s wise. Reasonable. I can’t help. I can’t even move. Do something, young master!” 
 
      
 
    The lix’s words stirred the boy into action. He began shaking Valanil, but all he got was the same thing the lix had given him at first. Without waking up, she just continued smiling dumbly and staring off into space. Panic was beginning to settle in, and Tailyn glanced around helplessly. Griala was off in the direction of the mine, still futilely trying to get at the runaways, which meant they couldn’t save themselves from the poisonous air that way. And that just left the forest itself, which was what was intoxicating its guests in the first place. Already grasping at straws, Tailyn looked over at the blinking button for his local map. The system had given him a terminal for whatever reason, and the map told him it was just two kilometers away. Could it have some kind of shelter from the poisonous air? 
 
      
 
    It was time for the boy’s rope to have another moment in the sun. The job wasn’t the most glorious, however, and Tailyn looked over sadly at Valia and the lix as he bound Valanil’s legs. The woman was the one he needed right then. If she woke up, she’d be able to help with the girl. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back. Wait for me,” the boy said to the lix as he braced himself against the makeshift harness. Dragging the herbalist turned out to be incredibly difficult — it was like she did her best to latch onto every branch and stone lying on the ground. Happily, the grass was thick and damp, and the forest was fairly clear. There wasn’t any underbrush or fallen trees to deal with. Really, it was almost like a well-groomed park, the kind the boy had seen in picture books, and there weren’t any animals around, either. They’d all presumably died from the air. But Tailyn didn’t see any flowers there to give off the smell, either. It wasn’t clear what was giving off the poison, and that made him nervous. Doing his best to focus entirely on the job at hand, the boy worked his way forward, arriving at his destination an hour later. There in the middle of the forest was a stone building looking something like a fortress for midgets — the short boy’s head was on a level with where the roof started. And while the size of the building meant they could fit inside, they had to crawl through a small door. The terminal the System had given Tailyn turned out to be underground just like the last time, too. An awkwardly built ladder led down below, and the boy was forced to lower Valanil down with the rope, only it slipped out of his tired hands. The herbalist dropped like a rock, there was a crash as something hit the ground and shattered, and the boy slid down the ladder on his butt looking to quickly see what had happened. 
 
      
 
    The floor was littered with the pieces of clay dishware that looked to have been made for dolls. The potters in Culmart often made similar pieces for the girls to keep them busy and out of the way. But in that moment, Tailyn actually felt bad — the dishes had stood there for thousands of years only to be destroyed in one fateful moment by the woman dropping down from above. Valanil was lying amidst the broken pieces, a shimmering dome housing the terminal directly behind her. But the best part was how big the protective field was. At least three meters in diameter, the whole group was definitely going to fit inside. Tailyn strode forward and found himself inside a couple steps later. 
 
      
 
    Access confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “Add Valanil Revolt to the access list,” he said. There, under the dome, it didn’t smell like the forest — the boy had turned off his hermetic seal to check. 
 
      
 
    Valanil Revolt added to white list. 
 
      
 
    It had worked, and Tailyn even jumped for joy. Figuring out all the buttons was still an issue, and so he was thrilled to find out that he could just use voice commands. 
 
      
 
    No sooner had he dragged the woman into the shelter of the dome, than the blissful smile was wiped off Valanil’s face. A minute later, her regeneration started to pull her back, and the still-motionless woman’s eyes twitched. She was starting to regain consciousness. 
 
      
 
    Group renamed. New name: Go get the other two. I need two hours. 
 
      
 
    Two hours. What had poisoned them so thoroughly that her regeneration needed the same amount of time it took to heal a hole bored right through a shoulder? Tailyn added Valia and the lix to the white list and clambered out of the cramped basement. The arrow showed him which way to run, but it was right then that his legs gave out. He sat down, overwhelmed by emotion, as it hit him — Valia didn’t have regeneration. She wasn’t going to be able to just heal like the lix and the herbalist. 
 
      
 
    “I followed your tracks. She’s weak, might not make it,” he heard Ka-Do-Gir say. The boy looked up to see the lix carrying Valia, though he himself was staggering from side to side. While the girl was still smiling, there was foam coming out of her mouth, her eyes were rolled back, and her skin had taken on an unnatural yellow hue. Only her intermittent breathing told the other two that she was still in the land of the living. 
 
      
 
    “Get her into the building,” Tailyn said, pulling himself together and grabbing the life-giving potion out of his inventory. What was he doing throwing up his hands? He had a regeneration potion that could bring his girl back. Valia was going to be okay. 
 
      
 
    The journey down into the basement was reprised, only that time the lix was the one doing the falling. He was still able to keep the girl from getting injured, however. Tailyn slipped down behind him, and as soon as they were all under the dome, he opened Valia’s mouth and poured the potion into it. 
 
      
 
    “Burned so much energy. Need to rest.” The lix laid down wearily, the two kilometers having taken quite a bit out of him. 
 
      
 
    “You saved her — thank you. If you hadn’t gotten her here in time, she might have died…” 
 
      
 
    “Can I consider saving your woman the same thing as saving you?” Ka-Do-Gir found the strength to pull himself up onto his elbows and look over at the boy. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course! Her life is my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so it’s seven to three. You keep running up the score, young master. But now there’s another person I can look out for, so I’ll be able to pay my debt and leave in peace. All right, time to rest.” 
 
      
 
    The lix’s paws buckled, and he fell back unconscious, leaving Tailyn more or less alone. The rest of the group was lying there motionless. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn went over to the terminal. He already had one, so he wasn’t sure what to do with yet another gift from the System. Exchange it for coins? That made sense, and Tailyn liked the idea. He was always short on coins, forever running out right when he needed them. Of course, there was always the option to give it to Valia, though Tailyn decided to take the principled road. He liked the girl. A lot, even. But he also remembered all too well the conversation they’d had in the City of the Dead. Friendship was one thing, but they each had their own knowledge and rewards, neither of which Valia was prepared to share without getting something for herself. And so Tailyn wasn’t going to start gifting her things, either. If she got used to them… 
 
      
 
    Access to remote terminal confirmed. 
 
    Verifying credentials and clearance… 
 
    Attention! Error detected… 
 
    Level 1 player Tailyn Vlashich already has a terminal with activated store functionality. The System forbids adding a second terminal. 
 
    Finding a solution… 
 
    Solution found! 
 
    *** 
 
    As compensation for the canceled terminal, you were given named armor corresponding to your class. 
 
    Access unlocked for the named item upgrade section. 
 
      
 
    The terminal flashed and disappeared, leaving a stunningly beautiful cuirass in its place. Tailyn thought it was the type of thing only the emperor’s guard — or maybe the emperor himself — was allowed to wear, as it shimmered a gentle blue color, looked light as a feather, and felt as tough as a dragon’s scales. Although, he wasn’t sure where those associations were coming from. It could have been the romantic books he’d enjoyed reading ever since he was six. Holding out his hand, the boy touched the new piece of equipment, and a detailed description popped up. 
 
      
 
    Vargot. Universal adaptive tactical outfit belonging to player Tailyn Vlashich (cannot be stolen or used by anyone else). Current Vargot level (VL): 3. The built-in universal protection can withstand the impact of [10 * VL] strikes, keeping them from the wearer. Maintains a hermetic seal for [VL * magic attack] minutes. Fire resistant, cold resistant, with a built-in cleaning system, mimicry, an area scanner that reaches 100 meters, and a lamp. Integrates with magic cards and elixirs in quick access slots. When worn, restores [10 * VL] mana and shield per hour; has [VL] slots for expansions (can be purchased at the store). Additional parameters: shield level: +200 * (level + Enhancement + VL); mana level: +150 * (level + Enhancement + VL); magic attack: +20 * (level + Enhancement + VL). Requirements: Strength (5), Agility (5), Intellect (5), Mysticism (5), Armor (5). 
 
      
 
    Vargot didn’t offer anything like the +1 to intellect that his OGM-III came with, though that didn’t bother Tailyn. Sure, he was going to take a small step back in parameters, but with each additional level, his armor would get stronger and stronger. And since he already met all the requirements, he pulled off the suit he was wearing, tossed it into his inventory, and pulled on Vargot. He shivered. Miniature brushes ran up and down his body, cleaning off the dirt that had accumulated, and the unpleasant process at least resulted in a clean smell. Tailyn couldn’t remember the last time he’d bathed. 
 
      
 
    The worst part was that he couldn’t wear his rings. While his amulet still worked and even integrated with Vargot, he couldn’t have anything on his fingers. The rings were useless. Apparently, Valia was going to be getting a gift, after all. Tailyn modified his status table to show two new cells, his named item level and his current companion level, and that made the whole thing much more informative. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Status table 
  
      
 
       
       	  General character information 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tailyn Vlashich, betrothed to Valia Levor 
  
       	  Alchemist 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Age 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  Yearly tax (crystals) 
  
       	  1 (beginning at age 16) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Coins 
  
       	  2522 
  
       	  Gold 
  
       	  70163 
  
      
 
       
       	  Main parameters 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield level 
  
       	  3691 (4931) 
  
       	  Mana level 
  
       	  2850 (5861) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical attack 
  
       	  375 
  
       	  Magic attack 
  
       	  835 
  
      
 
       
       	  Named item level 
  
       	  3 
  
       	  Companion level 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  Attributes 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhancement 
  
       	  15 
  
       	  Mysticism 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intellect 
  
       	  6 
  
       	  Armor 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  7 
  
       	  Perception 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regeneration 
  
       	  6 
  
       	  Agility 
  
       	  5 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  5 
  
       	  Concealment 
  
       	  5 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cartographer 
  
       	  2 
  
       	  Integration 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  Resilience 
  
       	  5 
  
       	  Marauder 
  
       	  12 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemist 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  47 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  25 
  
      
 
       
       	  Linguist 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mining 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  2 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The boy’s mana level dropped significantly without his rings — to the tune of more than 800, in fact. He was going to have to do something about that, only not right then. There was no way he was giving up on Vargot. Wearing it, his shield and, more importantly, mana levels were much higher. 
 
      
 
    The combat status was long since gone. Presumably, Griala had come to terms with the fact that the puny group had escaped its greedy clutches, and that let Tailyn recharge his cards. And even though that just about emptied his supply of mana, he wasn’t particularly worried — it regenerated quickly. After giving it some thought, he eventually activated Vargot’s mimicry and turned it into a simple hunter’s outfit. He’d been able to fool someone as experienced as Sloan, and that meant he was doing something right. 
 
      
 
    The group was still healing, so Tailyn decided to spend some time on himself. Heading over to the store and seeing a new display case, he sorted the goods in ascending order of price only to sigh heavily. The cheapest option cost a hundred thousand coins. An ordinary hermetic seal expansion that made it last twice as long cost an entire hundred thousand coins. Not looking to give himself a headache, he didn’t even bother looking at the rest of the items on display, resolving to come back when he had many millions of coins to spent. And that was certainly not right then… 
 
      
 
    The regeneration potion still hadn’t shown back up, and the boy started feeling nervous. An amilio, a phoenix feather, and two living waters cost a total of more than five thousand coins. And judging by the fact that the regeneration flask cost four hundred and completely restored whoever took it, not just if they had more than half their tissue remaining, the group was in for some rough times. At least, Valia was. Everyone else already had regeneration. But that begged the question — was there a way to get it for her? For example, trading crystals for it? 
 
      
 
    “I have a question! I’d like to buy the regeneration attribute for Valia Levor. What do I need to do for that?” Tailyn said aloud, not sure if the System would hear him or deign to answer. Surprisingly, it did. Right there under the dome, the connection with the god was much better than anywhere else. 
 
      
 
    That attribute was removed from the general list and is unavailable to initiated and uninitiated creatures alike. It can only be received from a Crobar school master. 
 
      
 
    For a little while, Tailyn stared at the message in confusion, trying to figure out what struck him as strange. It was only when he waved the message aside and happened to meet Valanil’s gaze that it hit him. The herbalist had regeneration. 
 
      
 
    Group renamed. New name: Don’t say anything. We’ll talk later. 
 
    Group renamed. New name: Sirius. 
 
      
 
    Even without seeing the god’s answer, Valanil knew all too well what it had said — nobody was allowed to have regeneration outside Crobar. The herbalist didn’t doubt Tailyn’s ability to put two and two together, so she played it safe. They were going to have to come to terms, that much was for sure. And Valia couldn’t be involved, which was why Valanil had used the group name change functionality to communicate the message and then stick in the star she remembered from her training as a stand-in. Her timer told her she had another half an hour before she regained mobility. That was enough time for her to think up the right explanation, and it was a very good thing she knew what awaited Tailyn at the academy… 
 
      
 
    Valanil was the first to get mobility back. The lix was still sleeping, and Valia had caught enough of the poison to keep her out of it for the whole eight hours. Sitting up, the herbalist locked eyes with Tailyn, who looked older than his years. 
 
      
 
    “You’re from Crobar,” the boy said, laying out the conversation from the very beginning. 
 
      
 
    “I graduated from a school by Crobar,” Valanil replied. “From seven to twelve, I was taught how to fight the mages. Just think of Keran and how smug he was, how everybody had to listen to him, and how he put you down at the first opportunity. And he’s a teddy bear compared to some of the rest of them. Mages killed my parents just because a few of them were bored. And nothing happened to them! Who cares about a few peasants? So, I was taught, but then I grew up. When I turned twelve, I left and joined the academy looking to become one of them, though they kicked me out a year later.” 
 
      
 
    “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “They called it a ‘cleansing.’ Some Crobar spies broke into the academy library and made off with some rare books. Even though the mages knew I studied at a school connected to Crobar, they didn’t suspect me — I was too good of a student, always around other people. Still, my department dean gave in to the rest and kicked me out before I got to the second year. By the time I was thirteen, I was out on the street, and I got to Culmart a couple years later. They didn’t have an herbalist out there on the border with the Gray Lands, so the elder back then took me on. The next twelve years, I worked in the town, a true and faithful servant of the empire. Sure, I know a lot about Crobar, but could you call me a mage assassin? Not really.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn thought to himself. For as long as he could remember, Valanil had always been in Culmart, and she was the only one who’d always helped him. What did it matter where she studied if she was one of them then? 
 
      
 
    “That’s why I have regeneration — one of the instructors gave it to me. He was definitely from Crobar. A magistrate if I’m not mistaken. It was a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I don’t have anything to worry about?” the boy asked, and a weight was lifted off his shoulders. He’d already gotten himself worked up over the possibility that the herbalist could kill him one day if he joined the academy. 
 
      
 
    “You do, indeed, my boy,” Valanil replied with a sigh. “When you join the academy, they’ll make you swear you don’t work for Crobar, that you don’t know anyone from the school, don’t even know anyone connected to it. And I’m very well aware that if the god doesn’t approve even one of your oaths, the academy will be closed to you forever. Your life might even be over. It’s much simpler for the mages to kill an idiot kid than to dig into whether or not he’s a spy.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’m not working for Crobar!” the boy exclaimed indignantly. 
 
      
 
    “No. Still, you now know I studied at a school close to Crobar, and that will be enough for them not to let you in.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was shocked speechless. His dream of becoming a real mage had just been shattered on the rocks of reality, and all because of some stupid herbalist. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t take it out on me, Tailyn Vlashich.” Valanil knew exactly what the boy was feeling in that moment. “You have a problem, and you need a solution. That’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “But how? I can’t join the academy. And it’s all because of you!” 
 
      
 
    “So, you don’t need help?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? You can help?” 
 
      
 
    “I can, but first I need to know how you made it into the Forest of Desire alive. A lot depends on that.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn waited for the Search for Coordinates mission to update so he could share the details with Valanil the same as he could with the lix and Valia, but that didn’t happen. 
 
      
 
    “I…I can’t,” he finally said in surprise. “I’ll be punished if I tell you.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all I need to know, my boy,” Valanil replied. She was annoyed that the System hadn’t deemed her worthy of the mission the boy had, but she’d found out what she needed to know — there was a mission in the first place. And it had something to do with the general’s tomb. 
 
      
 
    “New plan, Tailyn Vlashich. Before we head home, we need to find Isr Kale’s tomb, and then you’ll definitely know someone connected with Crobar. You’ll know the school’s founder! We’re going to be able to fool the system. Okay, show me the map so we can figure out where to go.” 
 
      
 
    There was a much more radical but far more effective way to get around the problem, but Valanil said nothing for the time being. There would be time enough later. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    “THE BOY IS growing up. Blink, and he’ll be a man,” Valanil teased, which brought even more color to Tailyn’s and Valia’s cheeks. The lix couldn’t have cared less about human relationships, so he got to work doing something much more useful for the group: exploring the basement. 
 
      
 
    “Stop it,” Tailyn said, though all that did was widen the grin on the herbalist’s face. She was having fun with the kids’ relationship. As soon as Valia had woken up and heard all about the valiant deeds of her boy, she’d thrown herself into his arms, forgotten where she was, and kissed him right on the lips. Not expecting that, Tailyn was so taken aback that he kissed her in response. The first real kiss of his young life. His head buzzed, the ground disappeared out from under him, and for just a moment the Forest of Desire faded away, leaving nothing but Valia, her soft lips, and her stunningly wonderful arms around the boy. In fact, it was only the herbalist’s cough that pulled the two away from each other, though they remained with foreheads touching, enjoying that simple connection. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you!” Valia whispered as she blushed. It was her first real kiss, as well. Bumbling and awkward, it was still heartfelt and passionate. A warm feeling grew in her chest, and for the first time since she was kidnapped, she felt happy. Urged on, she wanted to do something for Tailyn, show him how much she cared about him, how much she…loved him? Just the thought made her turn bright red and step back. She couldn’t think about that right then. Not when she was just eleven. In her head, her unpleasant aunt’s voice broke out to ruin the moment. 
 
      
 
    An awkward pause hung over the group, though the lix saved them. Shoving aside the remains of the shelf Valanil had dropped onto, he yelled over. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a passageway here!” 
 
      
 
    Indeed, a door was hidden beautifully in the wall. If it hadn’t been for Valanil demolishing the old crockery with her fall, nobody would have even suspected that it was there. Ka-Do-Gir spent a while fiddling with the lock, finally yanking open the door to reveal a dark space. The group’s scanners automatically turned on to reveal a steep and narrow winding descent. 
 
      
 
    “What could that be?” Valanil asked rhetorically, not looking for an answer. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s find out.” Not sensing any danger, the lix braced his middle limbs against the walls and started down. The tiny stairs were poorly built for lixes, so Ka-Do-Gir kept slipping, his voice finally drifting up from the bottom. 
 
      
 
    “There’s nobody here. If you want, come on down. You’ll find out quite a bit about whoever owned this place.” 
 
      
 
    The last phrase was plenty. Tailyn just crossed his legs and slid down on his rear end — carefully measuring each step was too boring. Behind him came Valia, going with the same technique. Tailyn stood up, helped the girl do the same, and looked around only to feel an unpleasant tickle in his throat. They were in a small room with several cages against the walls, none of them looking like they were for midgets. They were human-sized. 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible!” Valia exclaimed. “The midgets were simple merchants — they didn’t trade slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” Tailyn asked, hearing a word he didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    “Leprechauns, one of the races that left the planet during the exodus. They were little, green, long-eared. We don’t know what a lot of the ancient races looked like, but we do know about them. Here.” 
 
      
 
    Valia tapped a few virtual buttons, and the image appeared of a whimsical creature with a disproportionately large head, slender fingers, incredibly long ears, and a small body. It was dressed in a sharp suit and a tall top hat, while there was a swashbuckling cane in its hand that could have served either as an accessory or a solid weapon. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You learned about the leprechauns, a race that left during the exodus. A picture was added to your Creatures journal. 
 
      
 
    As Valia looked over at Tailyn, who was staring into space, she was suddenly overcome with embarrassment. Her boy hadn’t been trained, he didn’t have access to the information her teacher had given her, and he hadn’t even had time to study the book she’d given him. He knew almost nothing about the ancients even as she had plenty to share with him. For whatever reason, her tutors had forced the subject on her, explaining that she couldn’t repeat the mistakes of her ancestors when she became duchess. And there, even the simplest bit of information about the leprechauns was enough to update Tailyn’s mission. Valia herself had been terrible to him in the City of the Dead when she’d refused to share what she knew with him. Sure, he hadn’t been her betrothed then, but what difference did that make? The boy was moving heaven and earth for her, and what had she done for him? That did it. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, come here, please. I should have done this a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    Synchronize mission. It was a setting she’d been forbidden to so much as look at. The girl knew exactly what the consequences would be, and she also knew Tailyn wouldn’t be able to reciprocate without access to the mission functionality. Not only that, but he might not even decide to in the future. But that was fine. The important part was that she was doing it herself, of her own free will. Placing a hand on Tailyn’s chest, Valia began going through the settings. She had to be in physical contact for it to work. 
 
      
 
    Valia Levor is offering to unilaterally synchronize her mission Ancient History. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wasn’t expecting that. He’d found out from the girl’s book what synchronizing was — permanently copying someone else in on information about a mission. Once you turned it on, you couldn’t turn it back off as long as the mission was active. Even if Valia was far away and found out something about the ancients, Tailyn’s mission would automatically be updated, too. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t accept that,” Tailyn replied in a stunned whisper once he’d overcome the nerves. 
 
      
 
    “Please, just say yes,” the girl whispered back as she snuggled up against Tailyn. “This is the least I can do. If there’s anyone I’m going to trust, it’s you, right?” 
 
      
 
    “But I can’t do the same for you,” the boy said, trying a different angle. 
 
      
 
    “I know. If you want, you can once you get to the academy. And if you don’t want to… This is my choice, Tailyn. I’m not asking you to do anything in return. Please, just hit the accept button.” 
 
      
 
    Synchronizing Ancient History. 
 
    42 updates received. 
 
    *** 
 
    You earned 50 Ancient History updates and get a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
    Crystal miner +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    For a while, Tailyn was lost to the world as he went back in time… 
 
      
 
    About three thousand years before, а god called the “Game” or the “System” entered the world, at which point people became “players,” or those who played for their survival. Everyone was divided into three categories: soldiers, civilians, and mages. But humans weren’t the only ones on the planet. Along with the god came others, other races and monsters that quickly inundated the planet. A long and bloody struggle ensued, humanity emerged victorious, the other races left, and the monsters — or lixes, as they came to be called — remained, gradually turning into what they were then. Basically, the exodus was the end of the war, the moment when the other races left the planet, and the System began to rule. Everything was brought in line with its rules. Generals, larvae, champions, superior monsters, and inferior monsters — Tailyn learned about a long list of humanity’s foes remaining after the exodus. One, which he’d fought in the City of the Dead, turned out to be a spawn of a general in charge of a hexagon, a giant area broken up into smaller ones called locations. It was terrifying just to imagine how powerful the general was if its spawn even shackled forever was so powerful. But what really surprised Tailyn was that the god hadn’t always been there. How did people get by without it before the game? Who controlled their lives? Who gave them hints on how to live? 
 
      
 
    Lots of updates had to do with the different races and their peculiarities. There were Shurvans, Alturians, robots, morphs, orcs, demons, leprechauns…the list went on and on. But the ancients had still survived and laid claim to their lives. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks!” Tailyn said sincerely, and Valia smiled happily. She’d been helpful. “As soon as I can, I’ll turn on synchronization, too.” 
 
      
 
    “You two are at it again?” Valanil had heard the entire conversation, she’d seen the white glow around the boy, and she’d felt both pride for his sake and jealousy that nobody had ever offered her something like that. Of course, there were the fanatics at the academy, but they tried to force their own mission on people in order to get reciprocity. Valanil wasn’t a big fan of being beholden to the good of the people. 
 
      
 
    “We can take the cages,” the lix said suddenly. “It’s strange, but they fit in my inventory.” 
 
      
 
    “Valia, get inside,” Valanil said. When she saw the girl freeze, she explained. “These cages belonged to the ancients — they don’t make them like this anymore. From what I’ve heard, the bars completely block magic, so we need to check and see.” 
 
      
 
    “But why me?” Valia asked stubbornly. Her weeks of captivity were still fresh on her mind, and she couldn’t make herself follow the woman’s order. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it,” Tailyn said, sensing Valia’s feelings and jumping in himself. Pulling out his enhanced shield card, he sent a charge in Valanil’s direction. It worked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a shame…” The woman really was disappointed. With cages like that, she would easily have been offered a role as magistrate in Crobar. 
 
      
 
    “We need to shut and lock the door,” Ka-Do-Gir said. “If the cage is going to work, it’ll only be when it’s activated.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course!” Valanil exclaimed. The key was hanging on a nearby wall. Soon enough, Tailyn was locked in, at which point he pulled out a card and… 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You can’t use magic cards, physical weapons, or communication devices inside isolation cages. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn twisted like a snake on a skillet. Desperate to shout out to the group, he threw back his face guard, but the simple-looking cage didn’t let any sound through. The boy felt unpleasant, sticky fear began to grip him, tightening around his stomach and squeezing his chest. In his head, he knew they were going to let him out, but his emotions had taken over so completely that he couldn’t think about anything else. He was scared, and it was the fear that was in charge. 
 
      
 
    Valanil watched the terrified boy and realized she had her path back into a great job at Crobar. Her well-to-do old age was secure so long as she built up her executioner attribute to work with imprisoned mages more effectively. Once in the cages, they would be powerless, defenseless, and scared to death. The cages themselves instilled a kind of fear the person inside couldn’t do anything about no matter what kind of willpower they had at their disposal. 
 
      
 
    But was that what she wanted? 
 
      
 
    “Open it up,” she said, and Ka-Do-Gir freed his master. The latter leaped out and bent over double, emptying his stomach. The boy’s whole body shook. 
 
      
 
    “There are five cages here. Everyone takes one; I’ll take two. They might come in handy. Tailyn, pull yourself together — you’re an alchemist! If it was so bad, why didn’t you destroy the cage? Was your inventory locked down? Or did you run out of acid?” 
 
      
 
    The herbalist’s surprisingly harsh tone shook Tailyn out of his stupor. He thought to himself — really, why had he started to panic? Vargot’s quick access slots worked fine. 
 
      
 
    “There are only two keys, so Tailyn and I will each take one. We’ll make copies the next time we come across a master.” 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You found out that leprechauns hid people or other creatures in cages to block their magic. Figure out why they did that. 
 
      
 
    “So, they were slave traders after all…” Valia said disappointedly when she read the same update. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Tailyn, pull up your map of this area,” Valanil said. 
 
      
 
    The boy tossed his cage into his inventory and followed her instructions. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t look like the lixes knew that much about the Forest of Desire,” Valanil said. From the leprechaun house to the general’s tomb, it was no more than ten kilometers. Their destination was smack dab in the middle of the Forest of Desire, and for the first time the herbalist realized the fearsome area wasn’t actually as big as it appeared. In fact, most of it was just greenery without any detail. Either that’s the way it actually was, or the black lixes only had access to the main road leading from the central access point to the tomb. And that brought up a question — why hadn’t the usually inquisitive beasts explored the location? Sadly, the answer was obvious. It was the security system. There had to be monsters, machines, or something else equally deadly. The poison, for example. Was it worth the risk of heading farther in? 
 
      
 
    But they didn’t have much of a choice, and so the next few hours were spent getting to the tomb through the lifeless forest. The last few hundred meters even saw them crawling as the sounds echoing over from the direction of the tomb were impossible to confuse with anything but slave drivers. Suddenly, the forest ended, turning into a fairly deep and wide quarry filled with all kinds of different creatures. All of them were hard at work digging up what remained of the once-great person’s tomb. 
 
      
 
    “My tribe,” Ka-Do-Gir hissed, nodding toward a large group of green lixes. While the space had once been an even clearing with enormous trees, the black lixes had brought slaves to dig up the walls of Isr Kale’s last resting place. And that helped Tailyn and the rest remain unseen — they were higher than everyone else. Level 150 guards patrolled the edge of the quarry. Only Tailyn had seen anything like them before, and the octopus-like monsters were terrifying to the other three. They controlled the perimeter. Looking around, the group saw it was made up of high walls surrounding several two-story stone buildings that were so simple they felt embarrassed for the ancients. Time hadn’t served them well. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir’s tribe was digging up the far side of the outer wall, which was still hidden underground. And to keep the greens working, there was a slave driver standing over them, a black lix with an enormous whip he used to lash his weary charges. Ka-Do-Gir ground his teeth in helpless rage. Sure, they may have kicked him out, but he still felt like part of the tribe, and it wasn’t easy watching his fellow lixes be treated that way. 
 
      
 
    But the most impressive thing in the quarry was a gigantic oak tree growing out of the center of the dig. Just to make sure nobody touched it, the lixes had even left an embankment around it that was equipped with a broad stone staircase. And there was a black stone next to the oak, a place of sacrifice, while the giant’s trunk had been hacked apart. The even blue light emanating from the hole left no doubt that there was a crystal inside. 
 
      
 
    “Somehow, I don’t really want to head down there,” Valia said, echoing what was on everyone’s minds. And it was true — while they might have been able to take on the lixes, nobody wanted to try out the guards after hearing Tailyn talk about how fast and powerful they were. One, maybe. But ten… That was too many. 
 
      
 
    Just then, a commotion broke out by the main entrance as slave drivers brought in a new batch of slaves. One mage bound hand and foot that neither Tailyn nor anyone else recognized rounded out a group of twenty numericals. A black lix stepped out of a building not far from the oak and began looking the mage over critically, his inspection including everything but peering into the man’s mouth. The gag got in the way of that. Finally satisfied, he waved, and several lower-level lixes ran over, presumably the top dog’s helpers. They grabbed the mage and hauled him inside the building. In the meantime, the main lix pulled out a dagger and pointed at the sacrificial stone. Unable to do anything, Tailyn just watched as the numericals were slaughtered, knowing that the guards would have stopped him long before he could get close enough to activate his wave of fire. 
 
      
 
    After he finished with the slaves, the lix waited a little while, and then bent over the tree. Something shimmered in his hands. Something or someone had just traded items for the lives of twenty humans. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t tell me there’s another ancient creature hidden around here somewhere,” Valanil whispered. The System heard her. 
 
      
 
    New mission: Isr Kale’s Tomb. Description: you reached the ancient general’s tomb and found out that the black lixes are sacrificing people. Find out who they want to resurrect and stop them. Your reward will be rich. 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Valia groaned as she stared at the text. “What are we supposed to do? Just run right in there?” 
 
      
 
    “Head back to the leprechaun house,” Valanil said as she began to crawl back, the sacrifice still on her mind. It called to mind unpleasant memories of when she’d very nearly been sacrificed herself. “We’ll talk there about what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a second,” Tailyn said, stopping the group. “Why isn’t everyone in the quarry asleep?” 
 
      
 
    It was true. The poisoned air was having no effect on the crowd digging down below. And not only that, but the fact that the procession that had just arrived had marched up so confidently meant the main entrance had to be safe, too. As always, it was Valia’s eagle eye that caught what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “Got it! There’s a vague shimmering above the oak. That’s why the lixes didn’t chop it down — it’s what keeps the protection up. The dome covers the entire quarry, and even the guards aren’t going outside it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, but what holds up the field by the road?” Tailyn asked insistently. “That’s ten kilometers as the crow flies. How do the lixes get people here? Does the oak have something to do with that, too?” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer forthcoming. No matter how much the girl looked, she couldn’t find anything. 
 
      
 
    “I think we need to scout that out,” Tailyn said. 
 
      
 
    “Why do you care, my boy?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Tailyn replied frankly. “Although, no, I am. If we bring down the protection, at least by the road, the lixes won’t be able to get to the tomb. They won’t be able to rush us all at once even if some of them have hermetic outfits. Plus, they won’t be able to bring anyone else to be sacrificed. Better have the numericals die with a smile on their face than to be turned into dried-out mummies.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense. Lix, what do you say? Can we get to the road without being seen?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing’s impossible so long as the guards aren’t patrolling it. I’ll go first.” 
 
      
 
    They ended up circling around almost a kilometer to safely make it to the broad road. Small trees lined it on either side, and they were set so close together that it looked more like one long hedge. After making sure nobody was there, Valia went over to the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s your answer.” The girl touched the trunk and felt a buzz. Powerful energy flows were surging through it. 
 
      
 
    “That’s impossible,” Valanil said from nearby. “We would have heard about that a long time ago — trees can’t create magic.” 
 
      
 
    “What if it’s not them?” Tailyn jabbed Matilda into the ground and heard a dull thumb. Digging up the grass, he found himself looking at metal and wires. “That’s what’s creating the energy. The trees are just conductors.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what does that tell you?” Valanil asked, still not getting why Tailyn was so intrigued by the whole system. 
 
      
 
    “It gives me an idea, maybe a good one. You all get back — it’s going to get toasty around here.” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Five waves of fire swept off in either direction to engulf the road. Trees crackled, burning brightly despite the energy running through them. Ten seconds later, ash showered down to the tune of a bubble distinctly popping. The protection holding the poison back from that section of the road was gone. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” Tailyn yelled as he took off. Nobody objected, and the group circled back around to the edge of the quarry. 
 
      
 
    “It worked,” Valia exclaimed. “Nice job, Tailyn!” 
 
      
 
    The guards were gone, having all rushed off to figure out what had happened on the road. They might have even been going to restore the protection, but that didn’t matter. In that moment, they were gone. The green lixes looked around in confusion — their overseer had also gone missing. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn picked up a stone and threw it through the dome. It passed through the shield without a problem, telling him the protection just held back the poisoned air. 
 
      
 
    “Shall we?” the boy asked with barely concealed excitement. “We need to get into that building. That’s where they took the mage, so that’s where the main black lix must be. The entrance to the tomb has to be there, too!” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do it,” Valanil said, checking her quick access slots. “Everyone ready? Go!” 
 
      
 
    Leaping the wall wasn’t a problem. Even with how tall it was, it was still much lower than where the group had been lying. The protective field let them through without a delay or triggering an alarm system. Tailyn summersaulted as he landed, noticed out of the corner of his eye that Valia was in her usual spot on the lix’s back, and dashed off as fast as he could in the direction of the two-story building. None of the green lixes reacted in the least. As the group sprinted by, they just looked around and waited for their overseer — it didn’t occur to any of them that they could take off. 
 
      
 
    “There’s the door!” The lix got to the building first. Valia leaped off his back, leaving him to get to work. For some reason, the door was locked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be right back!” Tailyn knew he was taking a risk, but he couldn’t just leave the black stone there. The lixes were presumably going to get the protection back up and running, and he didn’t want them coming back to sacrifice more people. 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Valanil yelled after him. “The guards are coming back! Lix, hurry!” 
 
      
 
    The boy hit the brakes and slid across the ground as he looked back in the direction of the road. Three spherical octopuses were hurrying back as fast as they could — somebody had informed them that the group of humans and Ka-Do-Gir had shown up. And that somebody had dispatched a formidable army. 
 
      
 
    “Done!” Ka-Do-Gir twisted his pick in the lock one more time, something clicked, and the door flew open. “Get inside!” 
 
      
 
    The blow that landed a moment after the door slammed shut shook the whole building. The guards had run straight into the wall in their attempt to get at the intruders, and the door cracked. While the group could tell the guards weren’t going to be able to get through immediately, it wasn’t going to take more than another ten of those hits. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a way down — let’s go!” Valanil yelled when she saw a flight of stairs. A noise broke out on the second floor as the guards tried to get in through the windows. The lix went first to scout out the path ahead and meet any opponents head-on, with Valia and Valanil following him. Tailyn brought up the rear. Suddenly, the door shattered, and tentacles battled with each other to get through. As something told Tailyn his fire was going to be useless, he decided to go with a different card to buy them some time. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Cold Ring-II 10 times. 
 
    Charges remaining: 140 of 150. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, everything fell silent. The guards’ tentacles were covered with frost and stopped moving, almost as if they’d been turned to icicles. Struck by an idea, Tailyn brought Matilda slamming down on the nearest one. His ears rang — it was more like hitting metal than living flesh. And while the blow didn’t get him anywhere, he felt better knowing he had a weapon he could use against the guards. He just needed to figure out how to get at them through the cold. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn slid down the stairs and found himself next to the group. The lix was working on another lock. The enormous metal door looked much more like an ancient tomb than the squalid two-story building, which presumably meant the lix had built the latter so they had somewhere to live while they were digging. 
 
      
 
    “Let me try,” Tailyn said when he saw Ka-Do-Gir’s middle limbs begin twitching nervously. He obviously wasn’t having much luck with the lock. Stepping aside, the lix let Tailyn come over to the door, and the digital panel the ancients loved so much told the boy it was looking for a code. Of course, no one in the group knew what it was. 
 
      
 
    But Tailyn didn’t care about the code. Halas hadn’t had it when he’d shown up, and he’d been able to get inside, presumably not after the kind of antics the mages in the mountain had been trying to pull. That meant there had to be another way. The boy just needed to find it. 
 
      
 
    A fairly large panel stretched over the buttons, and Tailyn placed a palm on it. Nothing happened. Taking off his glove, he tried again. That time, it worked exactly the way he’d been expecting it to. 
 
      
 
    Verifying access… 
 
    Mission for Isr Kale’s tomb detected. 
 
    Access granted. 
 
      
 
    A noise broke out from up above as the guards were freed from their frozen state and dashed after the fugitives. Shadows appeared in the stairway. But right then, the door slid silently off to the side. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me!” Tailyn barked as he ran into the tomb. 
 
      
 
    Sirius entered the 1st level of General Isr Kale’s tomb. 
 
    All group members receive +1 level. 
 
    *** 
 
    Crystal +1 (4). 
 
      
 
    The door slid shut again, cutting the group off from the guards pursuing them. Tailyn looked around and froze. His mouth gaped — he’d never seen anything like the buildings in front of him. He would never have imagined they were even possible. 
 
      
 
    “Sweet mother,” Valia whispered as she gasped in shock. She knew where they were. 
 
      
 
    “No, little girl, your sweet mother won’t be helping you here.” Even Valanil was impressed, though she did her best to disguise her surprise with an instructive tone of voice. “This is an example of the true greatness of the ancients. What they were able to do without any magic whatsoever.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    THERE HAD BEEN a time when the City of the Dead impressed Tailyn with its scale, beauty, and richness. The perfect stone constructions had been beyond anything a modern architect could have come up with, and the boy had decided nothing else could come close. The world wasn’t capable of it. But oh, how wrong he’d been. 
 
      
 
    Isr Kale’s tomb was a multi-level tower made of metal and glass, at the center of which was an enormous black core plunging down from the fifth story. Up against the ceiling, it supported the giant oak. And down there inside the tomb, the earth around the tree turned out to be transparent, showing off the crystal that actually was there tearing the oak apart from the inside. But it wasn’t the usual blue skill booster. It looked three or four times as big, in fact. And regardless of how transparent everything was, the group’s perception was powerless to tell what it was, just spitting out exclamation points when they looked at it. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was stunned by how exact the tomb’s angles were. Everything was unusual, strange, nothing like what he was used to, though at the same startlingly perfect — the rivets, the seams, the joints, the straight lines, and the crystal-clear glass everywhere. The entire inner wall was made of glass, and it was so tough even Ka-Do-Gir couldn’t so much as scratch it. The boy pressed himself against the transparent wall. From where he was standing, he had a great view of the opposite side of the tower, not to mention what was happening down below at the base of the pillar. 
 
      
 
    Lixes were all over the place. The creatures were taking down the walls, stripping them of everything they could get their dirty little paws on. Suddenly, it hit the boy — the magnificent structure had once been even more beautiful, only the coin-starved monsters were systematically looting it. Everything bigger was broken down into its smaller components. Then, it was all whisked into a portal set up by the pillar. Ka-Do-Gir suddenly growled, following that up with a question he asked to nobody in particular. 
 
      
 
    “What’s that bastard doing here?” 
 
      
 
    There was no answer forthcoming, but that pulled Tailyn away from his examination of the other walls, forcing him to focus on the scene below. 
 
      
 
    And there was plenty to see. 
 
      
 
    First and foremost, his gaze was captured by the shimmering portal. It was being held open by two shamans, both of whom were presumably brown lixes — that was what color their skin was. And it was into that film that the marauders were hauling their loot, tossing it in as though the portal was just one-way. The younger workers were buzzing around an older lix the group had already seen out managing the excavations outside, while there was also an old, wrinkled lix leaning on a staff. Always dissatisfied by something, the latter handed out blows left and right using both his staff and his middle limbs. But the surprising thing was that the proud lixes didn’t even dare talk back to him. Instead, they just started running faster and hauling more when they found themselves on the receiving end of his administrations. 
 
      
 
    But even with all that, it was neither the shaman with his lixes nor the marauders that shocked the boy. That honor belonged to a pool at the base of the column. The murky red water — or whatever the liquid was — continually seethed, the bubbles popping and spraying the prisoners hanging above the pool. When the liquid hit them, they writhed and gave off some kind of blue glow. Tailyn recognized one of them — it was the mage the caravan had carried in. And the reason he recognized the poor guy was that he was the only one of the three prisoners with skin remaining. The others were mere chunks of meat that twitched in agony when the red liquid hit them. 
 
      
 
    But the mage didn’t last long. About a minute after Tailyn began watching him, the blue light around him blinked a few times before completely disappearing. The rope holding him up snapped, and the poor guy’s body dropped into the pool, splashing the other victims as well as two lixes carrying loot over to the portal. As the new wave of red liquid hit them, the other two prisoners just twitched even harder, and the blue light they were giving off became even more intense. But it was different for the lixes. While they only took a few drops each, that was enough for their bodies to crash to the ground, two ugly piles of black goo no longer reminiscent of the powerful and fearsome creatures they once were. And that infuriated the old shaman still more. His blows began raining down with new intensity. 
 
      
 
    A pair of green lixes showed up equipped with shovels to clear the remains of their comrades off the floor and into the pool. That left just two bodies hanging over the liquid, and the lixes continued hauling off loot as though nothing had happened. 
 
      
 
    “You know him?” Valanil asked when she had her fill of watching the goings-on. The glass didn’t let her use her perception, so the shaman remained just as nameless as his prisoners. 
 
      
 
    “Vu-Rga, one of Halas’ closest advisors,” Ka-Do-Gir replied, practically spitting out the shaman’s name. “The last time I saw him, he was at level 112, the most powerful brown mage, probably the most powerful lix mage, period. He’s eighty-three years old. That’s up there for a lix — in human terms, it’s 166. The bastard has caused so many problems that he was driven out of all the tribes, though nobody’s been able to kill him no matter how many times they’ve tried. He’s too strong… Only Halas was able to bring him to heel. Of course, that just made the old dog even crazier and more malicious, to the point that they say he’ll kill you for looking at him wrong… When Halas decided to take out his frustration on the green lixes after what happened in the City of the Dead, Vu-Rga personally killed every third member of the tribe. He didn’t even have pity on Li-Do-Gu, the most beautiful of the greens. My female.” 
 
      
 
    That new information turned out to be so helpful that the group finally saw a message pop up when they looked at the wrinkled creature. 
 
      
 
    Vu-Rga (brown lix). Shaman. Age 83. Level 112. 
 
      
 
    “The only thing I don’t understand is where the tomb itself is,” Valia said. “There should be a sarcophagus with a body inside, but all I see is that awful pool. What is it there for? Are they draining mana?” 
 
      
 
    The girl’s guess didn’t sound so far off to the herbalist. The blue glow around the mages could potentially have been there to suck mana out of them, particularly if the mages hanging above the acid were able to regenerate it quickly. Valanil pressed herself against the glass once again to get a better look. The blue glow was washing into the pool, and she could see next to it a strange apparatus looking something like an alembic from an alchemical lab. The red acid flowed through the tubes, blue drops fell into a receptacle, and the drops were filtered a few times before reaching flasks. One of the shamans was busy making sure they were completely full, replacing them and starting the process over when they were. And the rich color of the liquid in the flasks spoke volumes to the herbalist. Each one restored at least a thousand mana. Yes, that kind of production line was far more efficient than working with plants and pebbles in a workshop. At least, it was so long as they didn’t run out of working material — the poor guy the lixes had just dragged in presumably hadn’t been the best mage. 
 
      
 
    “The tomb is probably farther down,” Valanil replied. “We’ll have to get through all five levels to reach it. Lix, what do you know about that shaman’s weaknesses?” 
 
      
 
    “There aren’t any. He has all kinds of powerful cards, though nobody knows where he got them. Most are for summoning. All the lixes know about Vu-Rga’s monsters.” 
 
      
 
    “This is getting better and better,” the herbalist practically groaned. “Tailyn, my boy, tell me you have enough wisdom to recharge this card.” 
 
      
 
    The woman handed the boy her most valuable find in the previous ten years, her bukamonster card. While it still had four charges left, she had no desire to jump into battle without having everything fully charged. Nobody knew what would happen to her…or to Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Tailyn replied, happy he could be useful to the group, too. The combat status had disappeared the moment the group found themselves in the tomb. And since nobody had yet realized they had unexpected guests, there had been no new status change, and Tailyn was able to charge the card and return it to Valanil. He did the same with Valia’s jungle call card. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s no way back now. Lix, you’re first; Tailyn, you follow him. Valia and I will bring up the rear. Let’s see what these bastards can do.” 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
    You cannot modify your current deck. 
 
    Opponents remaining: 38. 
 
      
 
    It was a surprise to see how few creatures there were down below. The first floor had just three lixes working away at some kind of panel, none of them paying any attention to the newcomers as they tried to work loose and carry off half the wall. And their levels were laughable — from three to five. A few swings later, and Ka-Do-Gir had turned them into loot, though even that came up with just three suits of lesser armor that Tailyn got. Each was worth twenty-two gold, barely enough to justify taking up an inventory slot, though the boy was going to keep them around as long as he had the slot available. Ten years spent living with nothing had taught the boy to never turn down extra gold. 
 
      
 
    Finally, the lix in charge noticed Tailyn’s group. A few quick gestures later, and a group of ten fighters and two shamans headed up to meet them, Vu-Rga looking to join but just stumbling out of breath against his staff after a few steps. Still, he was able to rap a slow shaman on the back and yell something after him. The latter bowed low, nodded, and ran off to catch up to the rest. 
 
      
 
    “They’re going to take some work — they aren’t marauders,” Ka-Do-Gir said calmly. The upcoming battle didn’t have him ruffled in the least. To the contrary, he couldn’t wait. Lixes were born to fight, and he was in his element. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s head over! While they’re on their way up, we’ll bathe them in fire,” the boy said, pointing at an open area on the opposite side of their floor. For whatever reason, the tomb builders had made it such that you had to do a complete circle to drop down a level. The stairs were just a few dozen meters away from the door, though they were separated by an impenetrable wall. The only way to get over to the other side was to go around. 
 
      
 
    “They might be ready for that.” Valanil didn’t share the boy’s enthusiasm. The fighters didn’t really bother her, though the powerful shaman’s students looked to be formidable foes. And her perception still wasn’t telling her what level the approaching group was at. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s meet them here,” Valia said suddenly as she peeked around the corner. “If Tailyn shoots fire from here, it’ll bounce off the wall and into the next hallway. And they won’t be able to do anything about it — in the City of the Dead, the lixes fired icicles, so I assume they’ll be doing the same here. Only they won’t be able to from the other side of the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you not hear me, you idiot?” the herbalist shot back as annoyance overwhelmed her. “They might be ready for fire! Is kissing all your head is good for, or can you think with it, too?” 
 
      
 
    It looked like Valia had been shocked. The girl had ignored the woman’s behavior, writing it off to the stress, but she couldn’t let her talk like that. Commoners needed to remember their place. Calling her an idiot, really? 
 
      
 
    “Nobody gave you the right to talk to me like that,” she said firmly the way her father had taught her. Valia knew the effect that voice had on people. “You’re not my trainer, not my mentor, not even my nanny. You’re just a regular country herbalist here helping Tailyn!” 
 
      
 
    “Are you kidding me, little duchess? Did you forget where we are?” Valanil was stunned. All she wanted to do take the little whiner and beat into her who was who, but out of the corner of her eye she saw the lix getting ready to rush over to defend his master’s female. And that was the last thing she needed. 
 
      
 
    “If you want to meet them here, go for it. That’s your choice. But we’re leaving.” Valanil found the strength to swallow her emotions, though there wasn’t a hint of deference in her voice. She was going to have to deal with the little upstart later, something that was definitely going to happen. The kid had picked a great time to flash her teeth. 
 
      
 
    “Valia’s right — this is a great position,” Tailyn said, taking the girl’s side after evaluating the rooms and angles. “The fire won’t bounce back, and if it doesn’t work on them, I can always just switch to cold rings from the other side of the wall.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you two serious? Ka-Do-Gir just told us that Vu-Rga specializes in summoning, and that means his students are going to summon, too. And do you really think the Nemean lion is the only thing that can stand up to magic? They’re going to chew you up and spit you out!” 
 
      
 
    “If fire and ice don’t work, we have the bukamonster, jungle call, and the lix,” Tailyn replied with a serenity beyond his years. After thinking for a moment, he continued with a question. “Although, what did you want to suggest? What’s the best spot in your opinion?” 
 
      
 
    Valanil peered through the transparent wall as if looking for help. The squad of lixes had already climbed two of the five floors without slowing down in the slightest. On the one hand, that was a good thing — they were going to be tired by the time they got there. On the other, it showed how strong they were. She wouldn’t have been able to run up the stairs that quickly. 
 
      
 
    “The stairs,” the herbalist said, pointing at the passageway between the floors. “That’s the best spot for us.” 
 
      
 
    “The fire won’t be able to fill the whole space.” Valia was all in, destroying every last semblance of a relationship between her and the herbalist as she looked around at the open area beginning right at the end of the stairs. “Maybe you forgot, but Tailyn’s fire has set borders, and there’s nothing for it to bounce off of down there. The lixes will just step to the side, wait for a minute, and head up the stairs. And then, yes, they’ll definitely chew us up.” 
 
      
 
    The herbalist’s expression turned stony despite the hurricane that raged inside. The whiner wasn’t just casting aspersions on her abilities; she was pointing out her mistakes, too. The girl was right — the stairs weren’t the best option. But the woman wasn’t about to admit that. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, we have to go!” Valanil said, turning to the boy. “The little duchess is wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “No, we’re going to stay right here,” Tailyn replied as he took up a position by the passageway. “Valanil, get bukamonster ready. Valia, have jungle call up. Ka-Do-Gir, you head down to the passageway — you’re going to be my eyes. As soon as the lixes show up, run back, and I’ll cut loose with my fire. Everyone, let’s go!” 
 
      
 
    Valanil’s face darkened, though she said nothing, just going over to the wall. She decided not to say another word to the two kids who’d suddenly decided they were great strategists. They could fight on their own. If it came to it, she could figure out how to cut a deal with the lixes. 
 
      
 
    A couple minutes later, the beasts appeared. They pounded noisily up to the top floor and kept going without stopping for a second. 
 
      
 
    “Go!” Ka-Do-Gir yelled as he rushed back past Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The boy went right ahead and invested twenty charges in his wave of fire. Heat blasted the air, and the flames quickly found a way out by hitting the wall and bouncing past it. Valanil pressed herself up against the glass wall to see what happened. Presumably, the lixes weren’t going to just run idiotically into the trap — they had to have a surprise ready. 
 
      
 
    And that was what happened. After twenty seconds of fiery chaos, nobody had gotten a notification about the lixes sustaining losses. Thirty-five of them had been alive before it; thirty-five were alive after it. On the other side of the glass, a shadow painfully familiar to the herbalist flashed by, and part of the fire died away long before it was supposed to. The shadow flitted by one more time, putting out another section of flames. 
 
      
 
    “Hydras!” Valanil yelled, dashing over to Tailyn and standing between him and the room with the fire. “No more magic — they’re using hydras!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn froze, chills running unpleasantly down his spine. Valia’s book had told him about hydras, creatures mages hated the most because they could absorb spells cast at them to become even stronger. The magical fire spawned by the boy’s card was sweeter than honey for them. And he’d sent out twenty charges… It was terrifying just to think about what the monsters had turned into. They only used physical attacks, skipping magic, but that didn’t make things any better since their short legs carried around three heads that battered away relentlessly at opponents. Besides their personal shields, they also had scales thick enough to withstand a direct hit from a crossbow bolt. Things were looking grim. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, get jungle call ready!” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t help,” Valanil practically spat as she began pulling out elixir after elixir. “Whatever we could summon is also magic, so the hydras would eat them without a second thought. What do you have for alchemy?” 
 
      
 
    “Acid, fire, freeze. Ten of each. If need be, I can make more pretty quickly.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil just about dropped a flask of alchemical fire on the ground when she heard the boy. Just like that, he’d mentioned that he had a virtual workshop, and that was impressive. Since she’d already known about his store, she’d assumed the little squirt had picked up the salamander potions there, but no — he had his own workshop. What was next? A crystal farm? Still, the herbalist quickly regained control of herself. There would be time to deal with the kid later. 
 
      
 
    “Give everything to the lix and go make another ten of each. Do you have the materials?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Tailyn replied as he materialized an armful of glass. 
 
      
 
    “Would you deign to help, your highness?” the herbalist asked sarcastically with a nod toward the elixir arsenal. “We’re going to have to do some throwing. Tailyn, why are you still here? Hop to it!” 
 
      
 
    Ten of each elixir meant it was going to take a few minutes. The boy ran off to the far corner to make sure he wouldn’t catch a stray blow and jumped into his workshop. Waving off the different greetings and other nonsense, he quickly spent three hundred coins on the ingredients he was going to need before popping off flask after flask. Ten bottles of alchemical fire. They were pretty powerful even considering they would only burn for forty-five seconds — that was enough. Then, it was time for ten flasks of acid, also lasting just forty-five seconds each, though that was also enough to burn through just about anything in the world. Except glass. Finally, there were ten ice explosions. All of them created a space with a temperature of minus eighty degrees. And while that wasn’t much, it was sufficient to hold back an overly zealous opponent’s attack. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, where are you?!” Valanil’s shrill scream broke through his workshop, and Tailyn left without even finishing the last flask. With no time to look around and evaluate the situation, he found himself staring down the open maw of a terrifying creature. The wave of fire had turned out to work in the group’s favor, however — having swallowed it, the hydras had gotten both stronger and bigger. Too big, in fact, to fit comfortably through the passageway. One of them was stuck in the door as it tried to reach the boy, and all three heads were snapping their teeth just a couple meters away. With each passing second, they got just a little closer. The creature was squirming its way past the obstacle. 
 
      
 
    The group had run off into another room to get away from the monster’s teeth. The only problem was that they’d forgotten about Tailyn, and they were yelling as loudly as they could to get his attention. And while alchemical fire was burning merrily on the hydra’s body, it didn’t look to be doing any damage. The creature’s scales were impervious to acid, fire, and cold, making it the perfect weapon for taking out mages. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s usual calm fell over him. The boy was no longer worried by the heads chomping at the bit to get at him — he knew what to do. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, can you see this thing?” Tailyn asked, dropping his elixirs back into his virtual inventory. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the girl replied as she sniffed and choked back her tears. “Tailyn, don’t die!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not planning on it. Attack it with magic! Now! Fire everything you have except for jungle call — we’ll be needing it a bit later. Go!” 
 
      
 
    Setting an example for her, Tailyn sent ten ice rings flying. The hydra even stopped jumping around, just letting its tongue hang out in satisfaction. No sooner had the white glow of magic descended on the monster, than it absorbed every last bit. But that was what Tailyn had been going for. He was going to feed the creature everything it wanted. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, come on!” Tailyn yelled as he switched cards. Since nothing was bouncing off the monster, he could use his favorite weapon — his wave of fire. 
 
      
 
    Icicles flew toward the hydra’s flank, disappearing before even touching the creature’s body. All three of its heads broke out in a happy grin, at least assuming it could grin in the first place. Magic. Sweet, sweet magic. The monster stopped moving, just letting the little human delights spend their cards making it stronger and bigger… 
 
      
 
    Bigger? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-II 30 times. 
 
    Charges remaining: 100 of 150. 
 
      
 
    Yes, bigger. 
 
      
 
    A minute later, the hydra absorbed the last of the wave of fire and realized something was wrong. Its heads had grown to an unheard-of size and began to get in the way of each other even as their opponent continued firing delicious magic. The only problem was that the ancient structure built three thousand years before hadn’t been designed to hold something that big. Icicles and lightning rained down on the creature, growing it even larger, and finally Tailyn got the result he was waiting for. 
 
      
 
    Something was going to give, either the gigantic hydra or the tomb. Happily, the ancients had built the tomb well, and there was an unpleasant crunch that elicited a look of pain and horror in the hydra’s eyes. The passageway it hadn’t been able to get through had shattered its scales. Free of its confines, the creature’s body continued to expand, cutting itself open on the wall. The room was filled with a nasty black goo, and another icicle hit the creature in the side. Only that one wasn’t absorbed. Burrowing into the scales, it shook the hydra’s body and left an enormous hole behind. 
 
      
 
    “It worked!” Valanil exclaimed happily. 
 
      
 
    The hydra’s heads were no longer moving. Its eyes rolled back, its tongues lolled out, and suddenly the whole mass blinked and disappeared as though it had never been there. Even the black goo that had splashed out of it evaporated. The shaman had deactivated its pet and everything else connected to it. 
 
      
 
    From the direction of the passageway, a thunderous roar broke out, and the next creature came charging through. Three heads appeared to lock in on the boy still standing in his spot. Without waiting for instructions, Valanil began sending icicles slamming into it, getting the creature ready to get stuck in the passageway the same as its friend had. And that’s exactly what happened. The idiotic monster surged forward in blind rage only to find itself unable to go any further. 
 
      
 
    “Do it!” the herbalist yelled, and a wave of fire burst out. Tailyn didn’t let up. His first breath was enough for thirty charges. His second gave him another twenty. After that, he switched to lightning and fireballs — the hydra needed as much magic as they could give it. 
 
      
 
    The situation repeated itself. The creature grew and grew until its scales gave in under the pressure, black goo came oozing out, and the body began to blink, only just then Tailyn dashed forward. Away from the group. Valia’s cry caught him right at the passageway that had destroyed the hydras, though the boy had given himself exactly one second to carry out his plan. But even that turned out to be a lot. Steel claws slammed into his body, but that wasn’t enough to stop him. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Wave of Fire-II 10 times. 
 
    Charges remaining: 40 of 150. 
 
    You destroyed more than 10 creatures at least 10 levels above you. 
 
    You received a level-up for one random attribute. 
 
    Cartographer +1 (3). 
 
      
 
    The lix was too late. It was just a moment, but that was enough for Tailyn’s elixir-enhanced magic to wreak havoc on the creatures who’d come running up. And while the combat status didn’t change, the number of enemies they were up against dropped to twenty-three, most of which were the level two and three marauders working on the tomb. 
 
      
 
    “That was dangerous, my boy, but you timed it well. Good job,” Valanil said before pointedly avoiding a look in Valia’s direction and continuing. “I hope this battle went to show that there can only be one leader in the group. And as long as we’re in the Gray Lands, little duchess, you’re going to follow my orders. Whine and flash your teeth one more time, and I’m afraid you won’t see your precious father again. That’s not a threat. I’m just stating facts. It would have been much easier to take out the hydras on the stairs the way I said — any questions about that?” 
 
      
 
    Valia wasn’t used to speaking with people who had their backs turned to her, so she was forced to remain silent. And while she knew all too well that the herbalist was twisting the facts to suit her narrative, the latter was right about one thing. There could only be one leader, and that leader definitely wasn’t Valia. Tailyn? Maybe, but not yet. And not the lix. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” Valanil continued, taking the silence as agreement. “Tailyn, grab the loot, and let’s keep moving. There’s a lot more for us to do.” 
 
      
 
    The herbalist stepped away from the glass and couldn’t hold back her surprise — it was knocked out of its frame in one corner. If the hydra had been just a bit luckier and gotten stuck in the opening rather than in the corridor… It was scary to think what might have happened. Peering through the hole, the herbalist grunted. Her perception had finally kicked in to show her who they were up against. 
 
      
 
    And that was when the woman’s heart began beating wildly. She could see the details of the mages hanging above the red acid. 
 
      
 
    Forian Tarn (human). Mage. Age 33. Level 32. 
 
    Vavon Der (human). Mage. Age 288. Level 144. 
 
      
 
    Turning to the girl, who was still trying to figure out how to react to the herbalist’s claim to leadership of the group, Valanil asked her a question. 
 
      
 
    “Valia, are you sure the Nemean lion killed Magistrate Vavon?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Loot received: 
 
    4233 gold. 
 
    6200 coins. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives Hydra epic card. 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives level II complete outfit (3). 
 
    Valia Levor receives Hydra epic card. 
 
    Valia Levor receives level II complete outfit (3). 
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives level II complete outfit (3). 
 
    Ka-Do-Gir receives level II steel claws (5). 
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives level II complete outfit (3). 
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives level II steel claws (5). 
 
    *** 
 
    Active Marauder attribute detected. Analyzing bodies… 
 
    *** 
 
    Location maps updated (7). 
 
      
 
    THE WALL OF TEXT that popped up in front of the boy quieted for a moment the fire burning in his chest. He even forgot about his mentor hanging down below, though that wasn’t for long — he’d finally found out why Forian hadn’t come back to the town when he got the news about Dort. Why he hadn’t come back to take Tailyn to the academy. It all turned out to be because the pride of the academy and one of its most promising recent graduates had been working for the black lixes as a mana source. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a shame I won’t be able to use this. It would come in handy,” Valia said, looking down sadly at her new hydra card. It only had two charges left, and it wasn’t possible to recharge it, though even that wouldn’t have been a problem if she’d been able to use the magic-devouring monster. And even though it didn’t live long — just wisdom minutes — that would have been enough to destroy Vu-Rga. The real problem was the combat status that was in no hurry to go anywhere. The crossed swords still flashed red, and there were twenty-three more opponents left to take out. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s one option,” Tailyn said as he glanced thoughtfully at the door. It was on the opposite side of their floor. “But it would be a risk.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re thinking about leaving the tomb and getting mixed up in the guards’ tentacles?” Valanil asked with a chuckle. “Not the brightest of ideas, to be honest. Right up your alley.” 
 
      
 
    “The guards might not be there,” the boy said. But even Valia wasn’t going to back him up. 
 
      
 
    “No, Tailyn, we can’t take that kind of a risk.” 
 
      
 
    The boy could only sigh and dump his loot in his inventory. The store wasn’t working, so he didn’t have a way to sell the useless level two equipment. Meanwhile, Valanil watched him and again suddenly realized that she felt something for the country bumpkin. Was it gratitude? That was possible — he’d figured out how to beat the hydra, and not her, after all. But remembering how Tailyn had openly taken her on put paid to that idea. Valanil nipped it in the bud, deciding to lean into the resolution without much thinking about the consequences. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, are you planning on sharing the gold and coins? Maybe, you didn’t think about that for Keran. And you might have forgotten about it when we took out the mages in the mountain pass. But what’s keeping you from giving us our share this time?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re so petty!” Valia piped up predictably, pouring oil on the fire of the rift that had yet to close. “Tailyn gave us outfits, elixirs… He’s done everything for us, and you’re here thinking about gold!” 
 
      
 
    “We gave the outfits back, and we’ll take care of the elixirs later, but nobody wiped my rear with gold paper, little duchess. I’ve had to struggle for every coin I can get my hands on in this world, and I have no intention of losing my share.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought the god splits everything up, including coins and gold,” Tailyn said in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “No, that only applies to the loot. The gold and coins go to whoever collects everything,” Valia explained. “What, you didn’t get that far in the book?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn could only sigh. The encyclopedia was his weakness — he should have spent more time reading it and less time training. 
 
      
 
    “My share stays with Tailyn,” Ka-Do-Gir said. “If I need something, I’ll ask my master, and he’ll decide if it’s something he wants to buy for me.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s your right. But I’d like to see fifteen hundred coins in my account. The sooner, the better, in fact.” 
 
      
 
    An awkward silence fell. The healer crossed her arms over her chest and stared at Valia with a grin on her face, the girl busy trying to find the right words to put the commoner in her place. But she wasn’t able to. When it came down to it, the loot really was for the whole group, and Tailyn had kept it all for himself. Everyone stared at the boy, who was taken aback by their attention. He wasn’t used to that. 
 
      
 
    “Here.” He quickly counted off the herbalist’s share and handed her a large coin materialized by the god. “I’m not trying to take what isn’t mine.” 
 
      
 
    And with that, everyone realized it was time to move on. They weren’t going to be able to help Forian or Vavon from where they were. If they were going to be able to at all, of course. Valia had insisted she’d seen the magistrate die, though when she saw him hanging over the red acid, her insistence vanished instantly. 
 
      
 
    The first two levels were easy enough to get through as the marauders had stripped everything down to the bare walls. On the third, there were still workers toiling away, though they took off under the cover provided by their leaders as soon as the group appeared. Without paying any attention to the remains of the shelves and cabinets attached to the walls, Tailyn and his troops made their way down to the bottom of the tomb. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no sarcophagus here, either,” Valia whispered as soon as they stepped through the door. The entire fifth level was laid out in front of them. Besides the horrifying pool, the open portal, and a few boxes the lixes had clearly been carrying from somewhere, it was vacant. And the lixes themselves were all hiding behind Vu-Rga, though the old shaman was making no move to attack. Leaning against his staff, he gazed steadily at the approaching group. 
 
      
 
    “There are only two to keep in mind,” Ka-Do-Gir said as he stepped to the front. “Vu-Rga and his advisor. The two shamans holding the portal open are out of this, and the one collecting mana elixirs is busy. The green isn’t a fighter. And the marauders… They’re level three, so we can ignore them.” 
 
      
 
    “Ka-Do-Gir.” Finally, the silence was broken by Vu-Rga’s rasping voice. “The lix who proved unworthy of a place next to Halas. I’m not surprised you’re a slave, especially to a human. When I get back, all the green tribes will be wiped out. Your former tribesmen will curse your name as I strip their skin off.” 
 
      
 
    The old man fell into a coughing laugh that sent shivers running down Tailyn’s back. Vu-Rga looked out of his mind. And with no hydra next to him, the boy decided to attack without waiting for Valanil’s signal. It was time to rid the world of the mad lix. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Ten waves of fire flew off toward the lixes, raging in their desire to turn the creatures into charred embers. But at the last moment, Vu-Rga reacted — the old guy turned out to be fairly quick on his feet. He waved his staff, and a protective dome appeared to stretch a few meters out in front of him. And while the flames were powerless against the new obstacle, the worst part was that they didn’t even bounce off. The shaman’s protection was capable of absorbing the fire the same way the hydras had. 
 
      
 
    The response was quickly forthcoming. The air around the shaman began to materialize, turning into something dark and fanged, looking from a distance like a disfigured wolf. No sooner had it appeared, than it snarled and dashed forward, freezing a few meters in front of Tailyn. A chill ran down its skin, but it wasn’t fear. Valia had used her ring of cold to pin the creature to the ground. 
 
      
 
    Vargan wolf (monster). Artificial creation. Level 100. 
 
      
 
    A few icicles hit the wolf’s flank as Valanil and Valia kept up their fire, though they couldn’t damage the creature. It was going to take something more than icicles fired by level seventeen and twenty-two humans to break through level one hundred armor. 
 
      
 
    For example, another ten waves of fire. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    Another wave of his staff once again kept Vu-Rga safe from the flames, though the dome didn’t reach far enough to cover the wolf. A pained howl broke out. Still holding the creature in place, the ice refused to melt in the inferno Tailyn had cooked up, the result of what the encyclopedia had told him was the symbiosis of group magic. The wolf could do nothing but twitch and wheeze until it disintegrated into white smoke after the fiftieth second. The fire had been able to burn through its armor. 
 
      
 
    “Not bad for humans,” Vu-Rga called over as soon as the fire died away. “But what are you going to do about this?” 
 
      
 
    An intimidating spider appeared next to him. 
 
      
 
    Lera tarantula (monster). Artificial creation. Level 100. 
 
      
 
    “Cold doesn’t work on it,” Valanil said immediately. “But it doesn’t have an answer for this!” 
 
      
 
    Before Vu-Rga’s creation could charge the group, a bukamonster appeared next to the herbalist. And while it may have been all the way down at level thirty, that was enough. The two monsters rushed each other, crashed together, and collapsed to the ground in a blur of action. A minute later, only one stood up. The bukamonster. It staggered and had to hold itself upright, but it was alive, unlike the melted spider. Valanil immediately sent her creature forward at the lixes. Of course, the marauders glanced at each other and took a step backward, but the mage wasn’t impressed. His staff waved, a block of ice hit the bukamonster, and the latter disappeared without a trace. 
 
      
 
    “He’s just toying with us!” Valia exclaimed in a shocked tone. “He could kill us at any moment!” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have that card,” Vu-Rga called over happily. “It’ll be good to pick it up — I’m glad you showed up here with it. What else do you have? How about locusts?” 
 
      
 
    An incredibly thick cloud of insects appeared next to the shaman. Without waiting for the humans to respond, he sent them over, and it was once again Tailyn’s turn to show off. The locusts looked particularly flammable, and he had another twenty charges left in his wave of fire card. Ten was presumably enough to take out the new opponent. 
 
      
 
    “Just like that?” the old lix spat with a scowl, and Tailyn flew backward a good twenty meters, his back hitting the wall hard. But while the electric strike should have fried him to a crisp, his protection held up, just dropping to zero and leaving a giant hole in Vargot. The boy’s consciousness was barely able to hold back the darkness that looked to overwhelm it. Coughing, he got to his feet, his regeneration telling him it needed an hour. The lix shaman was incredibly powerful. 
 
      
 
    “No more of that! If it happens again, I’ll take it out on you.” 
 
      
 
    Vu-Rga had shown off five of the fifteen cards in his active deck, but even they had been enough to reduce the humans’ cards to nothing. And that was when the sixth card kicked into action. The air next to the old lix again began to materialize, that time turning into an enormous snake capable of both poisoning and swallowing anyone whole. 
 
      
 
    “Leave that thing to me!” Valia called melodiously, and an army of summoned creatures rushed off after the snake. Jungle call spawned the animals that were needed in the moment. That time, they were five nimble mongooses the size of Ka-Do-Gir, all of them sprinting toward the snake and surrounding it in a deadly dance. One leaped in, then a second, and then a third. The poisonous viper tried to fight back by crushing the animals, but it just wasn’t fast enough. The creatures Valia had summoned stayed one step ahead of its lunges until its protection had been beaten away to nothing. A minute later, the winners dashed off toward Vu-Rga only to disappear right next to him in a cloud of white smoke. The old shaman had nailed every single mongoose with an icicle. 
 
      
 
    “You said that wouldn’t happen again!” Valanil yelled, though Vu-Rga just chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “So punish me, human female. And if you can’t, shut your mouth!” 
 
      
 
    Another body hit and slid down the wall. Unlike Tailyn, the herbalist was knocked unconscious. 
 
      
 
    “And you’re the ones Halas is so afraid of?” The old shaman’s voice dripped with disgust. “My students are capable of more than you! I haven’t so much as broken a sweat, and look at you. Weak, useless, wimpy… You’re just lucky you’re mages — you’ll live a tad longer up over the pool. But you, green slave, earned yourself a separate punishment. You’re going to watch as the green lixes are slaughtered. They’ll look you in the eye as they die, and when I begin stripping the skin from them, they’ll curse your name. Freeze!” 
 
      
 
    Something dark appeared in Vu-Rga’s hands to cast beams on everyone in the group. Tailyn lost control of his body — he was reduced to a statue. And as his insides burned, he wanted to scream in pain, only he couldn’t. But not everything went the way the old shaman had planned it. Even through his agony, Tailyn saw a black beam hit Ka-Do-Gir and ricochet right back at Vu-Rga. The old shaman wasn’t prepared for that move, and he found himself just as frozen as the humans. 
 
      
 
    The sphere of reflection. Ka-Do-Gir had activated it in time. 
 
      
 
    There was a flash of silver lightning as the lix dashed in to attack. The marauders died one after another, incapable of standing up to their enraged green comrade — just as Ka-Do-Gir had said, they weren’t fighters. Things weren’t so simple with Halas’ adviser, however. After standing up to his new opponent’s initial onslaught, both of the two swung away with their steel claws, only neither was able to gain the upper hand. Regardless of his fury, Ka-Do-Gir just couldn’t make up for the difference in levels. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s body still didn’t belong to him. And what bothered him most was that there wasn’t even a timer to tell him how much longer he was going to be held motionless there. He narrowed his eyes — the shaman who’d been busy with the mana elixirs had left his post and was heading over toward the scuffle. It was clear that he was just waiting for the right moment to block Ka-Do-Gir and hand the advisor the victory. Tailyn needed to do something, but what? He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t yell, he couldn’t move. Nothing. It was like he’d been thrown into the store and turned into a statue, only his consciousness was there in his body rather than over by the virtual shelves. 
 
      
 
    But wait, there was the store. Sure, it didn’t work during battle, but the boy had something else — the workshop. What if leaving it unblocked his body? 
 
      
 
    Making the decision took one moment, loading his mind into the room with the alchemical tools took another, pulling it back out took one more, and the last saw him filling his lungs with air and staring over at the creeping mage. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The lix’s body collapsed in a fit of convulsions. Tailyn hadn’t been able to think up anything better than an electric strike, buying himself another minute. Without taking long to think, he looked over at the two shamans still holding up the active portal. Two more electric strikes dropped them to the ground. The portal collapsed, sending a shock wave across the room, and while Tailyn held up under it, Valia was knocked to the ground. The girl was still frozen. 
 
      
 
    “Push him away!” Tailyn ordered, and Ka-Do-Gir did just that. Twisting, he gave Halas’ advisor a punch in the chest that sent the black lix flying back a few meters. And by the time he hit the ground, he was a twitching mess. The boy had struck hard and fast. 
 
      
 
    “Finish him!” Tailyn yelled as he switched cards. The four lix shamans were all lined up nicely for him, and he emptied his wave of fire card. That time, there was no protective field capable of absorbing the flames. They got to the far wall and bounced back to intensify the attack on the brown beasts. 
 
      
 
    A minute went by… It was an eternity for the boy as he waited to see what happened, and while neither Valia nor Valanil had regained consciousness, he couldn’t let himself be distracted by them. Three of the lixes burned up in just a few seconds, but Vu-Rga was a monster. The prostrate lix’s shield had managed to surround the old man with an additional field that kept him safe from the fire. Nothing was happening. 
 
      
 
    Again, the silver shadow flashed by, and Ka-Do-Gir appeared next to Vu-Rga. Regardless of the situation, Tailyn couldn’t help but notice that they were down to just two opponents: the old shaman and the green lix cowering in the corner. Steel claws whipped through the air, though there was nothing they could do but send sparks flying. The lix couldn’t get through the shaman’s defenses. 
 
      
 
    “Get away from him!” Tailyn yelled as he went to a different card. He didn’t have that many charges remaining, but his fireball card was still full. And that was presumably going to be enough to finish off even that monster. 
 
      
 
    Only a little while later, he turned out to be wrong. Vu-Rga’s field absorbed the fireballs without the shaman taking a single point of damage. Not only that, but the temperature around him didn’t rise at all. Since the fireballs didn’t explode, their extra feature didn’t kick in. Lightning, icicles, and cold — none of it could beat through the old lix’s shield. 
 
      
 
    “Stop, Master,” Ka-Do-Gir said, running over to stand between Tailyn and the shaman. “You aren’t going to be able to destroy him! Much stronger mages had tried and failed.” 
 
      
 
    “So, what?” Tailyn even growled in frustration and barely kept himself from sending a frustrated fireball flying at his own lix. “You think we should just sit here and wait for him to get up?” 
 
      
 
    “No, young mage. I think we should tie him up and stick him in a cage. We won’t be able to do anything to him now, and I’ll bet even the red pool would be powerless. But we can keep ourselves safe from him, at least for a little while.” 
 
      
 
    The fog of rage and anger was just short of controlling the boy’s mind, but Ka-Do-Gir’s relaxed gaze kept his emotions from gaining the upper hand. The boy couldn’t show weakness in front of the lix. After taking a few deep breaths to calm his nerves, he materialized his long-suffering rope. 
 
      
 
    “Do it.” 
 
      
 
    Even in that moment, the old shaman’s protection was incredible — it held the rope almost two centimeters away from his body. But that wasn’t about to stop Ka-Do-Gir, and the long rope soon turned the terrifying shaman into a caterpillar inside its cocoon. Then, Tailyn materialized his cage, and as soon as the shaman was locked inside, there was a long groan accompanied by gasping for air. Valia and Valanil had woken up. 
 
      
 
    “That just leaves one,” Tailyn said, pointing over at the green lix in the corner. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take care of him.” Ka-Do-Gir went over to his tribesman, who shrank back even further, turning into a tiny green ball of shaking flesh. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to live?” Ka-Do-Gir asked, looming over his opponent. The latter could only squeak in reply. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, repeat after me. I have been defeated. Spare my life.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn didn’t hear what the green replied, though he saw the steel claws flash. The chain that had been around the poor guy’s neck dropped to the ground. And right then, the System finally decided to do the group a favor. 
 
      
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn collapsed to the floor in exhaustion. He had no more energy left. In fact, he felt as expended as his cards, completely and entirely. Even when Ka-Do-Gir came over to shake him by the shoulders, asking something and pointing over to the side, Tailyn couldn’t find the strength to so much as understand what the lix wanted. He nodded, only looking to rest. 
 
      
 
    “Leave him alone,” Valanil said as she crawled over. The hit against the wall had shattered her spine, leaving her pulling herself around using her arms, and her regeneration needed another three hours to get her upright. “He’s burnt out and needs time. Can you get the mages free?” 
 
      
 
    The lix looked over at the ropes to see that they were attached to hooks on the far wall. Calling over the other green, who was still jumping at every motion, Ka-Do-Gir freed first Vavon and then Forian from the red pool. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn watched impassively as his mentor was freed. The skinless bodies dropped to the ground, a puddle of blood forming immediately under them. Although, it might also have been the red acid from the pool. Valanil was in no hurry to show off her skills as a healer, and it took an enormous effort for Tailyn to meet her gaze. The woman was lying nearby. 
 
      
 
    “Can you heal them?” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s going to heal me?” was all she said in reply. The woman could barely keep from screaming as the pain pierced her back, but she wasn’t going to give in. Not in front of the kids. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn wanted to say something, but his weariness was too much. All he could do was collapse to the ground and stare up at the ceiling. Forian was going to die. But at least he knew what he was getting himself into. From what Tailyn remembered, his mentor had said something about how he might not come back from the Gray Lands, and that the dean himself would take the boy on if that happened. Either way, he would get into the academy, with or without Forian. So what was there to worry about? 
 
      
 
    Growling as he pushed away that line of reasoning, Tailyn fought to concentrate and looked over at the store button. Lying there and feeling sorry for himself was all well and good. There was nothing wrong with that. But the boy had something that kept him off the sidelines — Forian was his mentor. Tailyn was the mage’s student. And how was he going to look himself in the mirror if Forian died? Was he going to just complain about how tired he’d been, how much he just wanted someone to feel sorry for him? 
 
      
 
    No. As long as Forian was still breathing, he needed to fight for the mage’s life. Where was that regeneration potion? 
 
      
 
    The shelf that should have held the beautiful flask costing 400 coins was empty. Tailyn stared at it for a while in hopes of a miracle, but it wasn’t forthcoming. The System wasn’t about to make it easy on him. 
 
      
 
    And that meant he was going to have to do things the hard way. 
 
      
 
    The store gave way to the workshop. An amilio, a phoenix feather, and two living waters cost 5,200 coins. It didn’t occur to the boy that he already had one flower he could have used to bring down the price, as he was just going as quickly as he could. Selling his level three outfit got him twenty thousand coins, and 20,800 went toward buying ingredients. Tailyn didn’t know how serious the wounds Forian and Vavon had sustained were, so he decided to play it safe. Two flasks for each of them was presumably going to be enough. 
 
      
 
    Stepping back out of the workshop helped drive the weakness away, and the boy leaped up and ran over to his mentor. Turning the body over meant suppressing a gag — Forian’s muscles were gone in addition to his skin, leaving bare bones and empty eye sockets. The boy’s hand shook, and Ka-Do-Gir stepped over to take the flask from Tailyn’s weakened grasp. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it. You rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Two for each of them,” Tailyn barely had time to say before he hiccupped in surprise as a message popped up. 
 
      
 
    Attention! Your personal enemy entered the Forest of Desire location. 
 
    Time to restore the damaged pass: 12 hours. 
 
    Prepare for battle! 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    WAKING UP was unpleasant even if the pain was gone. His body still remembered the red liquid, tensing up every twenty seconds in spasms that really hurt. Still, they were nothing compared to the madness of the previous few months, and Forian’s faded consciousness returned to sense his body without opening his eyes. The only negatives were the spasms and the cold stone. Everything else was gone. Concentrating on the icons, the mage read his status and found that his named armor and weapon were nowhere to be found. His accessories, too. His personal shield might as well have been, with just what he’d been able to restore over the previous eight hours. And mana… A cold sweat broke out. His mana was still at zero. For some reason, it wasn’t regenerating. And why had the lixes pulled him out of their torture chamber? Did they really think some new kind of pain would be enough to break him and make him betray the academy? Stupid animals. They had no idea who Forian Tarn was. If the god decided he needed to suffer, that was what he was going to do. 
 
      
 
    “He woke up, only he’s trying to just lie there quietly,” a woman’s voice said, and Forian’s eyes popped open in surprise. As the lixes had talked with him themselves, it was impossible to mistake their guttural speech and the way they mangled the human tongue with anyone else. The man realized he was sitting against a stone wall — that was where the unpleasantly cold feeling was coming from. And next to him, there was a completely ordinary woman who, judging by her worn looks, had seen quite a bit in her time. Forian concentrated so he could read her attributes. Valanil Revolt, 38 years old, and the mark of the academy told him she’d completed the first year. She was the official herbalist in Culmart. That was a familiar name — wasn’t it the town his student was from? 
 
      
 
    “Mentor!” A boy stepped out from behind the herbalist. He was eleven years old, he was wearing simple clothes, and the strangest part was that his parameters were blocked. All but his name, age, and level. Forian frowned. His perception was at thirty, which meant anyone looking to hide from him would have had to have their concealment up to at least twenty. But the boy was down at level one — he couldn’t have an attribute higher than fifteen. So, how was the mage, a second-class investigator, powerless against a kid? He checked his map and found that they were in a location called General Isr Kale’s Tomb. Then, to cover for his own confusion, he went on the attack. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn? Didn’t I tell you to stay in Culmart? What are you doing in the middle of the Gray Lands?” Forian said before breaking out in a fit of coughing. Over the previous four months, his vocal cords had only ever been used to scream in pain. There hadn’t been any talking. 
 
      
 
    “Water. Drink,” said a guttural voice, and Forian almost jumped when a lix held out a full cup. Barely able to contain his shock, the mage studied the creature — Ka-Do-Gir, green lix, level thirteen, Tailyn Vlashich’s servant. Servant? And not just anyone’s servant; he belonged to the boy standing a couple strides away with a hurt look on his face. He apparently hadn’t been expecting that kind of reaction from his mentor. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not fair! Tailyn saved your life, and you’re here getting on his case!” said another thin voice. Forian had a hard time not cursing — what was going on? Turning his head, he found who was talking — Valia Levor, eleven years old, level seventeen, solid parameters. And since he could read them, Forian realized it wasn’t that all children were hidden from him. It was only Tailyn. But wait, a Levor? The Duke of Carlian’s daughter? What was even happening? How had that group found each other? 
 
      
 
    The mage tried to get up, and he was surprised when there wasn’t a problem. It was as if the last few months had never happened. Pursing his lips in anticipation of the worst, he looked down, though he had to frown again. His body was in perfect condition. Even the scar he'd gotten when he was very young was gone. And Keran had told him he’d carry it with him for the rest of his life. Speaking of Keran, the mage had to wonder where he was. If he was still alive. 
 
      
 
    But his sentimentality didn’t keep him from realizing the main thing, which was that a regeneration elixir was the only way his body could have been healed to the point that even the scar was gone. And they were both rare in general and definitely impossible to find in a place like that. It had to have been brought in from the outside world, and since every flask was accounted for at the academy and in the empires, there was only one place to get one. Crobar. Regeneration was their bread and butter. But who? The lix or the herbalist? Which one of them was a mage hunter? Forian didn’t even consider the kids. 
 
      
 
    “The potion Tailyn made didn’t work on Vavon. Are you able to help him?” Valanil asked as if in passing, though she was quietly readying every defense she had at her disposal. The way the mage had tensed up after looking himself over spoke volumes. For example, it told her he’d guessed about the regeneration. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn made it?” Forian asked in reply. His theory came crashing down faster than a house of cards. “Tailyn made a regeneration potion?” 
 
      
 
    “Lesser,” Valanil said. “It restores your body as long as at least fifty percent of it is left. And we dumped two whole flasks into Vavon, but…” 
 
      
 
    “You meant Magistrate Vavon?” It finally hit Forian who she was talking about. The herbalist stepped to the side, revealing another body — the gray-haired old man he knew from the academy was lying on the ground. 
 
      
 
    Vavon Der (human). Mage. Age 288. Level 144. 
 
    Status: insane (mind cannot be restored). 
 
      
 
    So, that, it turned out, was the end the god had had in mind for the old man… Tough. The magistrate’s body was living and breathing, but it was all just reflexes. There was no intelligence, and there wasn’t any chance of regaining it, either. And that same fate would presumably have awaited Forian himself if the god hadn’t sent the motley group. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing can help him now,” the mage said heavily. “We need to get Vavon back to the academy so he can be buried with honors.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s going to be a problem,” Tailyn said, finally chiming in. “An enormous army of black lixes with Halas at their head is going to be showing up in another four hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay? Student, did you forget what happened to the lixes in Culmart? The same thing will happen here.” Just in case, Forian checked his active deck and inventory. The ten flasks of mana would help to begin with, and then he’d be able to figure out why his own wasn’t regenerating. The lixes may have been able to strip him and destroy his equipment, but they hadn’t been able to get into his personal inventory. And that gave them a good shot at survival. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it, Mentor. Halas has a Nemean lion.” 
 
      
 
    “A year ago, it was at level fifteen, so I assume it’s up to something like twenty,” Valanil added. “And the lixes have been using hydras, too. We don’t have a line of spearmen to hold them back, so Tailyn is right — we do have a problem.” 
 
      
 
    While the news wasn’t great, it wasn’t critical. Forian considered cards the solution to all problems just like every other mage who graduated from the academy, and even if magic didn’t work on the beast, there were ways around that. For example, the mage’s epic telekinesis card could lift enormous boulders into the air. He wanted to see what the Nemean lion would do about them, and hydras were the least of his worries. They were idiotic creatures mages learned how to deal with during their third year. 
 
      
 
    “We have four hours. That’s more than enough time to find a way out if the god wishes it,” Forian said. “But first, I need to know everything that’s happened since the moment I left for the Gray Lands, and also how you all got here. I can’t make a decision without knowing what’s going on. Why don’t we start with what’s most obvious? Valia and Valanil. Levor and Revolt. Your names are too similar to be a coincidence — is there anything you’d like to share on that account?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s brows shot upward. It was true, and not something he’d ever noticed before. But what was the issue? 
 
      
 
    “Simple coincidence, nothing else,” Valanil replied as casually as she could, doing her best not to tense up even on the inside. She didn’t know what the mage was capable of and didn’t want him to sense the truth from her body language. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, it’s a coincidence!” Valia added. The insight had taken her aback. “The first time I saw her was a year ago when I was captured by the lixes. She didn’t know anything about me!” 
 
      
 
    The thought crossed the herbalist’s mind that the girl was getting a bit ahead of herself with a declaration like that, but the secret was one better kept to herself. Perhaps, one day Valia would find out the truth if her father completely lost his mind and decided to end his own life. The oath he’d taken before the god wouldn’t let him live more than a second if he revealed the real reason behind the girl’s name. Although, Valia was right about one thing. Valanil hadn’t even known the girl existed until she saw her in the City of the Dead. But her name alone had been all the herbalist needed to see. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, we’ll call it a coincidence, but what about everything else?” Forian decided against lingering any longer on that surprising point. If only he’d known that it was actually the most important thing they could be discussing, he wouldn’t have been so quick to let it go, but he was more interested in finding out what had happened while he’d been gone from the world. Not to mention how the group had shown up there. 
 
      
 
    Valanil took the lead. Without going into details, she went through how Tailyn was whisked out of the city by Isor Barka, how they’d uncovered the plot with the crystal fences — she had to send the mage the mission description before he could believe a city elder would betray someone so openly — how they’d gotten away, how they’d been captured once again, and how Tailyn had freed them. She tried not to say anything about Keran besides that he’d died fighting the fences and lixes with them. Smoothly guiding the conversation along, she skipped right over their trip through the mountains and Tartila Mine, just mentioning how they’d gotten into their current location thanks to how they’d been marked as slaves. The lixes who’d imprisoned them had also saved them, it turned out. 
 
      
 
    “And that’s pretty much how we got here,” Valanil said in closing. “Trying to get away from the guards. And three hours from now, an army of black lixes is going to show up.” 
 
      
 
    “Brief, but informative,” Forian muttered discontentedly. He’d been counting on a much more detailed version of the events, and he’d gotten nothing but the barest minimum. Looking at Valia, he had to ask another question. “How did the daughter of the Duke of Carlian get captured by lixes?” 
 
      
 
    Once again, it was a question Tailyn didn’t know the answer to, so he was all ears. The previous few days had flown by so quickly that he hadn’t had time to stop and have an actual conversation with Valia. 
 
      
 
    “I was betrayed,” the girl replied in a low voice that spoke to how little she wanted to remember what had happened. “The crystal fences needed mages, and they cut a deal with my supervisors. When I came by to dump the stone I’d mined, my nannies were killed, and I was tied up and delivered to the lixes. Valanil told you the rest.” 
 
      
 
    The duke’s daughter and supervisors… Forian had mixed feelings. On the one hand, he could sense she was telling him the truth, though on the other the whole situation seemed impossible. 
 
      
 
    “What is that, an isolation cage? Whose is it?” The mage’s wandering eye fell on one more item sitting farther away. Reflexes kicked in yet again, and Forian was suddenly ready to attack anyone who looked at him wrong. An isolation cage and regeneration. There was just too much of Crobar for one little group. 
 
      
 
    “That one is mine, but we each have one. We found five,” Tailyn replied. 
 
      
 
    “Found…” Forian’s voice was laced with unconcealed sarcasm. “Something Crobar fighters would cut the throat of any mage over just to make sure they didn’t get the chance to study them. And you just found them?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we did,” Tailyn replied forcefully. The boy was still feeling hurt. “We found five cages in a leprechaun hideout not far from here. And it didn’t have anything to do with Crobar! The god is my witness!” 
 
      
 
    A snow-white glow bathed the boy, and that raised more questions than it answered. The cages really had been found, and they’d really been left there by leprechauns in the past. But how? Why? That was what didn’t make sense. Still, the sense of danger passed, letting Forian collect his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    “You need to learn how to control your passion, student,” the man said calmly. “Mages should respond precisely, simply, without emotion, and strictly to the point. Heat and emotion are for romantic novels. And in the meantime, I need to know how a simple kid from the provinces came to be betrothed to the daughter of a powerful duke.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s none of your business!” Valia exploded. “The god approved of my choice, and nobody has the right to dispute it. Even my father didn’t try!” 
 
      
 
    Forian could only grunt — the girl’s argument was a good one. And that meant she’d been acting on her own, of her own accord, and against the wishes of her parents. Not bad for eleven years of age. The mage took another look at his student. His clothes were clearly simple, something hunters wore when they were out chasing small game. Of course, the bracelet on his left arm, presumably a gift from Valia, attracted his attention, not to mention the rough staff on his back and the fact that he wasn’t wearing the ring Forian had returned using the mentor functionality. And yes, why wasn’t Tailyn wearing it? The intellect bump was great for mana down at level one. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me this, my student. What happened to my instructions? I told you to find clothes that fit a mage, not this nonsense.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right!” Tailyn said suddenly as he materialized an outfit. “Here, take this. No good running around naked.” 
 
      
 
    The boy figured sensibly that if Forian had had any kind of clothing in his inventory, he wouldn’t have been standing there in just his white underwear. And actually, it was only Tailyn and Valia who saw the underwear. For Valanil, for example, Forian was stark naked. 
 
      
 
    The mage just nodded gratefully as he accepted the outfit. His student wasn’t obliged to share with him, so thanks were in order. Although, what was he going to share when he himself was wearing some hand-me-downs… 
 
      
 
    “Level three?!” For the first time in a while, Forian’s composure abandoned him. Looking around in shock, he took a closer look at the group surrounding him. The dean, who’d personally trained him to pay attention to detail, would have snorted derisively — Forian hadn’t noticed the depiction on the lix’s silver armor that told him it was level three, too. That was the highest anybody under level twenty could wear. Everyone else had mimicry turned on, the true value of their protection hidden, and the academy mage could only conclude that the months of torture had dulled his perception. All his colleagues camouflaged their armor as the white robe that symbolized the academy. And for whatever reason, it hadn’t even occurred to him that anyone else could do the same. So, Tailyn was wearing a complete level three outfit… Not bad. It finally made sense why he wasn’t wearing the ring — what did he need with something that miserable? 
 
      
 
    Forian spoke that last thought aloud, deciding to finally praise his student. 
 
      
 
    “You have level three, too, I take it? Not bad for a beginner mage, not bad. And what…” 
 
      
 
    When he saw the boy’s reaction, Forian trailed off. Tailyn was blushing, but not the way he did when he was embarrassed. He was trying to hide the truth. 
 
      
 
    “So, you aren’t wearing a level three outfit?” the mage said, and Tailyn turned an even deeper shade of red. His eyes were fixed on the floor. But the strange part for Forian was that he wasn’t the only one taken aback — everyone else was staring at the boy, too. 
 
      
 
    “We gave you back two outfits!” Valia explained, forcing Forian to mask his expression with impassiveness. Two outfits? What was going on? How did they have that much equipment? 
 
      
 
    “Well… I…” Tailyn began to mumbled, but his mentor quickly jumped in. 
 
      
 
    “Precise. Simple. No emotions. Out with it!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not wearing a level three outfit because I don’t need it,” the boy blurted out. “I’m wearing this…” 
 
      
 
    His armor transformed, and a silence fell over the group. The lix couldn’t have cared less what his master wore so long as his master liked it. Valia smiled — the gorgeous armor turned her boy into a true cavalier, and that was all she cared about in that moment. But Valanil and Forian were stunned, their consciousness carrying them far away. Neither of them would ever have guessed that the boy had Vargot. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and there’s this.” Tailyn held out his hand, and his staff leaped into it, straightening out and lengthening. It wasn’t nearly as twisted as it had looked on the boy’s back. 
 
      
 
    “Matilda,” Forian said, swallowing hard as he recognized a weapon he’d once carried himself. That was back before the lixes had destroyed it. 
 
      
 
    “This, too, as long as I’m showing you everything. Everyone knows about it, anyway,” Tailyn continued with a sigh as the bracelet on his arm dropped down toward the ground. Only instead of ringing as it hit the stone, it turned into a small golden dragon that hovered in the air a step away from its master. And that was the final straw for Forian. Completely losing his aura of leadership, he sank down onto the ground — Tailyn hadn’t just surprised him. He was shocked. 
 
      
 
    “The dragon legendary card. There are at least two of them,” the mage mumbled, recognizing the beast. His department dean had one, too, only about three times as large. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t tell you my parameters — I’m not supposed to.” Tailyn saw his mentor’s reaction and lost control — he wanted to prove he was a worthy student. He wanted to show off. He just wanted to be a regular boy. “But I have a store, an alchemical workshop, a mountain of ingredients, good cards — ” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, enough,” Valanil said sharply. “You forget yourself.” 
 
      
 
    Forian felt a pang of jealousy — some nobody of an herbalist had been the one to put the boy in his place rather than him. And that helped the mage regain his composure. Getting to his feet and brushing the dirt off, he turned toward Valanil and addressed the suddenly quiet boy. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, I want to know this woman’s status. Who is she, and why does she know so much about you?” 
 
      
 
    Valanil tensed up under the mage’s intense stare. Forian had quickly adapted the outfit Tailyn had given him, turning it into the snow-white robe academy mages used to instill fear in most of the world’s inhabitants. And not only that, but the herbalist realized the mage still had his personal deck, it was presumably fully charged, and he was prepared to use it at the drop of a hat. 
 
      
 
    “She’s my trainer.” Sensing that something was amiss, Tailyn stepped between the two. “She taught me alchemy, and she also made a deal with the guards to have them teach me how to use staffs and knives. Oh, and elixirs.” 
 
      
 
    “How did he get so lucky?” Forian asked, looking askance at the herbalist. 
 
      
 
    “A blood debt,” the latter replied with a shrug. “Tailyn saved my life. Twice. Or maybe even three times — I’ve already lost track. I want to balance the scales, so I’m not just any trainer; I’m the boy’s official trainer. The god recognized me.” 
 
      
 
    “What? How dare you?!” the mage exclaimed indignantly. “Only mentors have the right to name trainers!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, and you’re such a great mentor that you left him with two cheap cards and nothing to go on in a border town,” Valanil replied, snorting and no longer fearing for her life. After the few minutes she’d spent speaking with Forian, she’d figured out how to position herself. But just in case, she doubled down. “The god led Tailyn to me, the god let him save me, and the god confirmed my right to call myself the boy’s trainer. So you could be his mentor three times over, Forian Tarn, but that still wouldn’t give you the right to question the decision. If you want to take that up with someone, just take yourself right over to the nearest temple. It’s not my problem!” 
 
      
 
    The mage’s expression darkened, but he contained his rage. Valanil was right. 
 
      
 
    “If that’s the god’s will,” Forian said coldly. “When we get back to the empire, I’m going to find out everything there is to know about you. We’ll see what kind of trainer you are.” 
 
      
 
    That was an open threat, but Valanil wasn’t worried. Her cover had saved her life once already, and it had been checked back then by far more experienced investigators than the level thirty-three upstart eyeing her in that moment. If the names hadn’t raised much of an eyebrow, the rest was going to be fine. And that meant she could plow on ahead. 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome to dig into whatever you’d like. But right now, we have to figure out how to get out of General Isr Kale’s tomb.” 
 
      
 
    “This isn’t his tomb,” Forian said, and the group all stared at him. “This is that ancient piece of scum’s hall of fame, the spot where he boasted about everything he did. Actually, I’m glad the lixes stripped it bare. Isr Kale doesn’t deserve for his name to be remembered.” 
 
      
 
    It took an effort for Valanil not to throw a punch at the mage, demanding that he shut his dirty mouth and take back what he’d just said. Only a true mage marked for destruction could call a hero like the general a piece of scum. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, where did they capture you?” Something dawned on Tailyn, and he decided to check out his hunch before he mentioned it aloud. “In the forest or outside it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, here in the forest,” Forian replied, not sure what the boy was getting at. “I was able to take out three of the guards, but the fourth blocked me and put me to sleep. I woke up on a torture table without clothes — the lixes destroyed everything I had on.” 
 
      
 
    “So, you weren’t marked as a slave, but the location security system still didn’t kill you,” Tailyn continued. “That’s only possible if you have a mission having to do with the tomb. The secret mission Keran mentioned in Culmart… Are you supposed to find the general’s tomb? The real tomb, not the hall of fame.” 
 
      
 
    Forian gazed silently at his student with mixed emotions. On the one hand, he was happy to see the boy using his brain for more than holding his skull in place. On the other, Forian was equally capable of drawing conclusions, and Tailyn clearly had a mission related to the tomb, too. That was the real reason the odd group had showed up there. It wasn’t the tale Valanil had spun. And to wrap it all up, there was an additional notification. The dean had made his favorites take an oath not to let anyone find out about the mission, and the god had heard it. Even the lixes hadn’t been able to beat the details out of Forian no matter how hard they tried. But then… 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search. Updated description: this mission is secret, and you only have the right to discuss and share it with the dean of the magic card department, Keran Tisor (dead), Tailyn Vlashich, Ka-Do-Gir, Valanil Revolt, and Valia Levor. 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Forian said slowly as he began putting together the packets to share. The god was never wrong. And if it decided the group was worthy of the dean’s secret, that was the way it was. It was also a good verification — the god would never have him share the mission with someone who wasn’t worthy. Everything that was happening was for the good of the academy, and that was the will of the god. 
 
      
 
    “This is a decoy the ancients made to keep marauders off the scent. The actual tomb is located farther down, and that’s why we need to head up. The entrance to the tomb is outside the hall of fame at the top of that black pillar. Here you go.” 
 
      
 
    New mission: Search. Description: make your way down to the third level of General Isr Kale’s tomb and examine the sarcophagus. According to ancient manuscripts, it contains an entrance to a dungeon, a mythical location plucked out of our world. If that’s true, explore the dungeon and report back to the dean. The location map is attached. This mission is secret… 
 
      
 
    “And now, Student, I’d like to know how you got past the location defenses.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    “WOULD YOU LOOK at that…” Forian said as he once again read through the description of the mission Valanil had sent him. Isr Kale’s tomb definitely indicated that there was some leftover from the exodus down in the lower levels who had managed to stick around, building a connection with the lixes and exchanging the gifts of the ancient piece of scum for the sustenance it needed — living souls. While Forian had never come across anything like that personally, he knew his dean had actually built a reputation as a hunter of ancient monsters. He'd taken out at least seven of them. And it turned out the mage’s student wasn’t half bad, either — killing One, the hexagon general’s top spawn, was no laughing matter. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn looked over at Forian and quietly hated himself. Even after a direct order, the System hadn’t given him an update, meaning that while Ka-Do-Gir and Valia had been included in the list of people he could share information with, Valanil and Forian hadn’t. It was like they weren’t worthy. And because of that, he had to dodge and even lie to the person who was supposed to become the one most important to him over the coming eight years. His mentor. But the System didn’t give him another way out. Happily, the boy remembered his other mission related to the tomb, just fibbing about when he’d gotten it by saying it was when he’d broken the prisoners out of the lix camp. He claimed he’d guessed why the lixes were taking them to the Forest of Desire, and the System had done the rest. 
 
      
 
    Valanil appreciated the boy’s story. When she shared the mission with Forian — the boy still couldn’t — she added a point to draw the mage’s attention away. 
 
      
 
    “There’s apparently a pool in the town they were taking us to. Halas was only sending mages that way, after all, so the bastard probably wanted to see if he could get another mana farm up and running.” 
 
      
 
    “We should definitely check that out,” Forian replied. “We can’t leave those pools around — we’ll take this one out, too. Grab the cage and the magistrate, and head up. We’ll meet by the door. Tailyn, you stay with me.” 
 
      
 
    The mage quickly downed three flasks to max out his mana. Meanwhile, Valanil sent him an invitation to the group, though he declined without bothering to give a reason why. The herbalist understood, of course. He just didn’t want to share his parameters, a smart move by someone who didn’t trust anyone. 
 
      
 
    “Lix, you and your friend grab that thing,” Valanil said with a finger jabbing in the direction of the cage holding Vu-Rga. The shaman had already woken up, and all his efforts to get himself free were amounting to nothing. The old creature was as helpless as a newborn kitten behind those bars. 
 
      
 
    “The little duchess and I will carry the magistrate. Come on, Your Highness, grab that end.” 
 
      
 
    Valia glared at Valanil, though she said nothing as she picked up the magistrate’s legs. Regardless of his age, the old mage was anything but light, promising a difficult climb. All the girl could do was rely on the skills she’d picked up in the quarries she’d been sentenced to. One way or another, carrying heavy rocks around tempered you even when your strength was all the way down at two. 
 
      
 
    The procession began its slow journey upward. Tailyn cast another glance around the empty level — there was no loot to gather after the battle. With everything valuable already tossed into the portal by the lixes, even their equipment was only enough to give everyone in the group five hundred gold after it was sold. Marauder turned out to be powerless, as well. Halas’ advisor was useless, with nothing whatsoever to his name. Of course, the main loot was with Vu-Rga, but nobody was in a hurry to risk opening the cage. They all understood that the moment the monster made it to freedom would be the group’s last. Even Forian wasn’t going to be able to help. 
 
      
 
    The boy’s mentor waited for the rest of the group to disappear before turning to his student and handing him a metal disk with ten thousand coins. 
 
      
 
    “Turn off your group connection. Good job. Now, head into the store and buy five Alron potions. They should cost two thousand coins each.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn followed the instructions without asking questions, not even expecting his mentor to explain what was going on, though the latter surprisingly did just that. 
 
      
 
    “It’s really a shame you became an alchemist, especially without really being prepared for that. Over at the academy, that’s not a class they really like, not even in our department. But that’s water under the bridge, so we’ll make do with what we have. Once you get to the academy, you’ll really dive into the science, but we can cover the basics — you should know that there are four main division in alchemy, with neophytes always picking two to delve into. If you try to cover all of them, you’ll be such a bad alchemist nobody will need you. The Alron potions you bought are bombs. Those are ranged weapons that do damage when they hit an obstacle. Give me a couple other examples of bombs.” 
 
      
 
    “Alchemical fire. Acid. Ice explosion,” Tailyn said quickly after pulling up his skills. The picture was starting to make sense. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. Those are all bombs. Next, we have concoctions that block different types of damage. The most popular is salamander potions — they let you ignore fire. Give me a few other examples.” 
 
      
 
    “Basilisk, lervan, and yeti potions.” That was easy enough, too. Tailyn had all of them. 
 
      
 
    “Excellent, you’re getting it. Next, there are the classic potions that have oils you rub on weapons. That group has everything that increases parameters. Examples?” 
 
      
 
    “Mana and shield restoration, magic enhancement. But I don’t know anything about those oils.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s fine. If you pick that block, they’ll teach you everything. The last division is abilities, or what makes alchemists especially valuable in our world. Have any idea what I might be talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “Recharging cards?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Lots of people unlock the alchemist skill for themselves just to get that ability. I’m one of them, in fact, though you should end up being much better than me.” 
 
      
 
    “What about my lesser regeneration potion? It’s definitely not a bomb, though it isn’t really a concoction, either. Is it just a potion? But it doesn’t improve parameters; it just heals.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s an ability. And it’s rare, I should add, even unique, but definitely an ability. Step farther back, and I’ll show you how Alron potions work.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn went over to the way up out of the level and turned around. Forian was just finishing setting up a potion next to the pool, after which he sprinted off uncharacteristically fast, almost as if there were a crowd of angry lixes after him. Grabbing the boy, he dove through the doorway, and a deafening explosion ripped through the air a moment later. The entire lower floor was splattered with red acid, and the air was filled with steam, but the job was done. The pool was gone without a trace. 
 
      
 
    “Alron potions explode a little while after being exposed to the air,” Forian explained as he set the boy down. “Your personal shield would probably have kept you safe from the main hit, but that wouldn’t be enough to soften the impact. Anyone within a meter is torn to pieces. Although… You have Vargot, so you’d survive, but you’d be the only one. That’s why it's so expensive. It’s too dangerous. Okay, let’s go catch up to the rest.” 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, could I ask you a question?” Something had gotten under the boy’s skin, and he went ahead and asked his question when he didn’t get a response. “Why did you send everyone but me off? I could have bought you the potions in front of them, no? Or was there some secret to how you blew up the pool?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no secret, but you’re on the right track. Remember this: we’re mages, which means we leave grunt work to commoners. Hauling around cages and other loads is for rabble and servants. While they’re doing that, our job is to oversee the process and punish anyone who steps out of line.” 
 
      
 
    “But — ” Tailyn started, but Forian held up a hand. 
 
      
 
    “Just accept that. And bear in mind that if I ever see you feeling sorry for the rabble or trying to make their job easier by taking a load yourself, you can forget about being my student. I don’t waste time on scum. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    The boy said nothing as he processed the information, but Forian wasn’t backing down. 
 
      
 
    “I’m waiting. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mentor.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s the last time we’ll be discussing that topic. How are your cards? Do you need to recharge them?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, right!” Having a specific job to do was enough to clear the boy’s head. He decided to just cross all the different bridges as he came to them — first, his cards, then everything else later. Because while the boy could understand his mentor’s logic, he couldn’t accept it. The whole thing stood in complete opposition to everything he believed in and strove for. But recharging his cards was more important in that particular moment. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s mana had just about run out by the time he finished with his last card. It had taken him 3,600 to get them all back up and ready to go. Meanwhile, Forian watched his student work with unfeigned surprise, having expected him to just be working with the cards he’d been given a year before. But it turned out they were gone without a trace. Instead, the boy had six level two cards with 150 charges each, and he hadn’t even needed to drink a mana potion to recharge them. It was impressive. Even Forian himself had needed to polish off a few to get himself ready. Of course, most of his cards were epic, but that didn’t do anything to take away from the fact that Tailyn had really made some strides. 
 
      
 
    The worst part was that Forian couldn’t even see the boy’s parameters, having himself forbidden him from completing his initiation. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, is that the same reason why you decided not to give me and my group level bonuses? Because mages should stand above everyone else?” 
 
      
 
    “Explain yourself.” Forian even stopped, taken aback. 
 
      
 
    “You said yourself that you killed three guards. And you got level bumps or attribute and skill bonuses for them, right? So, right now you’re still the only one who can kill the guards outside, but if you do that, you’re going to take the entire reward rather than sharing it with the group.” By the end of his little speech, Tailyn was blushing, having decided he’d somehow crossed a line. The look on his mentor’s face didn’t bode anything good. 
 
      
 
    Forian was at a loss — his student’s words cut deeper than any stiletto. According to the rules he’d followed his entire life, he should have gone ahead exactly the way Tailyn had described, killing the beasts on his own and taking the reward for himself. Only he’d never had a student he had to worry about. Actually, Tailyn was perfectly capable of worrying about himself — the issue was more that Forian owed the boy a blood debt no matter how distasteful that feeling was. And he needed to pay it if he didn’t want the god punishing him. 
 
      
 
    Forian Tarn invited you to join The dean’s mission. 
 
    Attention! If you accept the invitation, you will be removed from the Sirius group. 
 
      
 
    “What about the rest?” Tailyn asked, in no hurry to hit the accept button. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll invite the rest as soon as I see them,” Forian replied. “I can’t join someone else’s group, but I can create my own.” 
 
      
 
    That was enough for the boy to buy in and leave Valanil’s group. His frame popped up in front of Forian, and it was only the fact that the mage knew a surprise was coming that kept the unperturbed expression on his face. Tailyn’s counting parameters put him at around level seventeen. Of course, he was behind Valia and especially Valanil in terms of his mana and magic strength, but those two also had their level three mage outfits giving them a boost. The mage sighed. Life at the academy was going to be tough for his student — he knew all too well how the children of high-born mages treated anyone stronger than themselves. Even Forian’s patronage wasn’t going to help. Tailyn was going to have to fight for his place in the sun the same way Forian once had. 
 
      
 
    The mage set such a snail’s pace that they only caught up to the rest of the group by the door. In fact, his slow amble was driving Tailyn crazy, though there was nothing the boy could do about it. But at least his mentor kept his word. Once they actually did catch up, he invited the rest of the group and restored their communications. 
 
      
 
    “You blocked yourself?” Valanil snorted when she took a close look at the frames that popped up. “What, you think we’re enemies?” 
 
      
 
    “I think life is long enough to take a risk,” Forian replied. “Okay, I’m going first; Tailyn will follow me five seconds later. The rest of you will sit here and wait for us to come back for you. Don’t so much as stick your nose out there until we do.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not leaving my master alone,” the lix growled. “I’m coming, too.” 
 
      
 
    A slight twitch of Forian’s lip was the only tell pointing to the emotions he was going through. 
 
      
 
    “The lix will go with Tailyn,” he said. “You two will wait here. Okay, Tailyn, your five seconds starts now.” 
 
      
 
    Forian touched the panel, and the door slipped off to the side. The dean had done a good job preparing him for the road. When he got out the door, he found that the stairs were gone without a trace, the guards having pulled the entire building apart from the foundation. Even the ground had been furrowed by their tentacles, the creatures apparently having tried and failed to dig their way around the door. 
 
      
 
    A protective shield appeared around Forian, and the mage leaped forward, hopping nimbly from rock to rock. Off to his right, movement appeared immediately as a guard in energy conservation mode kicked into action and tried to take out the new opponent. The problem for the mage was that he couldn’t talk one-on-one with Tailyn — anything he said was going to be heard by the entire group, but he couldn’t say nothing. Nobody had forced him to take on the role of mentor, after all. 
 
      
 
    “The thing you always have to remember, Student, is that no matter what level your opponent is at, there’s always a way to take them out. You just have to find their weaknesses. Just take the guards, for example, all the way up at level 150. First, you have to isolate them.” 
 
      
 
    Despite how quick the ball of tentacles was, it wasn’t quick enough. Forian activated one of his cards, and an icy shroud descended on the surrounding area. The boy looked up to see that it was ice all the way up. Once upon a time, he’d pulled the same trick, only he hadn’t been able to keep the monsters pinned for long. His mentor continued talking evenly, almost as if there wasn’t a deadly tentacle right next to him. 
 
      
 
    “The guards were created specially to keep a group of non-mages safe from magic attacks. They’re practically immune to all kinds of magic damage, ice and fire doing almost nothing to them. And they feed on energy.” 
 
      
 
    “Created? They’re artificial creatures?” 
 
      
 
    “Machines, to be precise. So, now that you know a little more about them, you can plan your attack. What are machines most afraid of?” 
 
      
 
    “Electricity?” Valia chimed in when Tailyn didn’t answer right away. 
 
      
 
    Forian said nothing, leaving it to the boy to correct her. 
 
      
 
    “No, they feed on that. Maybe, structural damage? If they’re machines, their insides should be all in order, something like Isor’s music box. One time, Dort dented it, and it stopped playing. Isor was furious.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Forian said as he felt an unusual sense of satisfaction that his student with his lack of education had found the right answer when the duke’s daughter had gotten it wrong. Really, it was surprising how happy that made him. 
 
      
 
    “But how do we damage them?” Tailyn asked with a frown. “I don’t know how to break… Careful!” 
 
      
 
    The guard turned out to be stronger than Forian was expecting, and it was able to free a few tentacles that were sending flying straight at its main target. Even the beast’s artificial brain was sufficient to figure out who the biggest threat was. And while Forian struck again with his freeze, he was too late — three long, black tubes had wrapped themselves around him to block off his line of sight. His protection held up, but his mana level dropped precipitously. Worse than that, he couldn’t see because of the tentacles on all sides, so he couldn’t pick up or throw a rock. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn froze, staring at the black mess of tentacles enveloping his mentor. There was no notification about Forian dying, though the boy was all too aware that if he did nothing, it wouldn’t be a long wait for one. Fire did nothing to the guard. Electricity was equally powerless. Ice? That was just enough to stop it, and only for a few seconds. The boy needed pure, naked power, though he didn’t have any ready to go — Valia’s and Valanil’s summoning cards needed hours before they’d be off cooldown. The hydra was also pointless since there wasn’t any magic for it to absorb. More out of desperation than anything else, Tailyn waved his hand to activate his dragon. 
 
      
 
    Attack! Free Forian! Cut through the tentacles. 
 
      
 
    Li-Ho-Dun soared off, cutting loose a stream of fire as it did. A few tentacles twitched in pain as the companion’s fire ignored their protection and cut right through them. And while the attack only lasted two seconds, that was more than enough to lop off everything holding Forian in place. Not knowing how long his mentor’s freeze would last, Tailyn threw in ten charges from his own Cold Ring-II and ran over, only Ka-Do-Gir got there first. The lix’s steel claws went to work freeing the mage from frozen flesh that was anything but willing to throw in the towel. 
 
      
 
    “Careful! There are more up there!” Valia called, and Forian, who was still trapped, immediately activated another burst of ice. Educating was out of the question. As it turned out, dealing with multiple guards in a closed space wasn’t particularly conducive. 
 
      
 
    Eight tentacles reached down as two guards tried to force their way through the hole. And just as they finally freed Forian’s head, the dragon’s twenty-second cooldown time finished. Tailyn turned away and left the lix to finish the job. He needed to deal with the guards — the dragon was able to roast holes in them, and he planned on maximizing that. 
 
      
 
    Attack! Go for the eyes! Or whatever can kill it. 
 
      
 
    The dragon flipped its tail and flew off toward the guard on the lower level. That one was first; the two frozen up above were next. But that time, Li-Ho-Dun didn’t start its flame from a distance. Instead, it ducked out of the boy’s line of sight behind a rock, got right up in the monster’s face, and found itself staring into a pair of beady eyes. Tailyn even shivered when he saw the thirst for blood projected onto his vision. He’d never thought it was possible to convey emotions with a single glance, figuring that was just something romantic girls made up, but there was hatred right there. No intelligence, just the desire to destroy and devour. 
 
      
 
    And that was when Li-Ho-Dun attacked. 
 
      
 
    The stream of fire wasn’t directed at the eyes; it was aimed at the space between them. And while the guard’s forehead held up for exactly a second, it soon evaporated, unable to handle the heat of primordial fire. That opened a path right into the creature’s holy of holies — its brain. Lasting just one second longer, the dragon’s flames were still enough to turn the bare gray matter into kindling. 
 
      
 
    The dean’s mission destroyed General Isr Kale’s tomb’s 3rd guard. 
 
    *** 
 
    You destroyed a creature 149 levels above you. 
 
    All your attributes and skills were boosted by 1. 
 
    *** 
 
    Your companion reached level 3. 400 experience until the next level. 
 
    New ability unlocked: 
 
      
 
    Monster target (passive ability). Description: your companion attracts the attention of monsters, forcing them to attack it first. This ability is even active in bracelet mode. The damage your companion receives from monsters is reduced by 50%. 
 
      
 
    The tentacles dangling from up above twitched and came back to life — the ice hadn’t lasted long. Tailyn and his mentor used cold rings at the same time, but even that didn’t help much. The creatures were becoming immune to the card. In fact, the only thing that saved the group was that the idiot beasts were ignoring them completely, their attention fixed on the agile dragon. But while Li-Ho-Dun wasn’t having a problem staying ahead of the sluggish tentacles, they were moving ever faster with each passing second. Sooner or later, they were going to chase down Tailyn’s companion in the enclosed space. 
 
      
 
    “Get it outside! Lure them out!” Forian barked, instantly realizing what was going on. “Just don’t fly too far away — they have to stay locked onto the dragon.” 
 
      
 
    “On it!” Tailyn wasn’t sure what his mentor’s instructions meant, but an understanding of what he was supposed to do dawned on him. It was simpler said than done, however. The guards had plugged up the hole, though it helped that they were falling all over each other in their hurry to get at the dragon. After waiting for them to crash into each other yet again, Tailyn sent Li-Ho-Dun straight up. Tentacles flashed, but they were too slow. Not only that, but as the dragon soared by the monsters, it cut loose a stream of fire that elicited a thunderous roar from one of them. The machine was suddenly missing an eye. 
 
      
 
    “Change of plans — everyone, get out here!” Forian yelled to the group’s female contingent, which was peeking out of the open door. “Lix, make sure everything gets carried up. Tailyn, follow me! Take the dragon around the perimeter, farther away from the tree.” 
 
      
 
    Having finished handing out instructions, Forian began quickly leaping up the stones. The spiral staircase was gone, but that didn’t slow him down. To the contrary, it just meant he didn’t have to go in circles. 
 
      
 
    “Master?” Ka-Do-Gir didn’t make the slightest move to obey Forian. The latter was nobody to the lix. 
 
      
 
    “Do it. First, the magistrate, the cage after him,” Tailyn said as he glanced sadly over at the guard’s body just three meters away. Trying not to think about the loot he was missing out on, he clambered up after his mentor. It wasn’t the time for looting; in that moment, survival was the name of the game. The boy couldn’t climb as quickly as Forian, his split consciousness making it hard to concentrate. His lack of practice was showing through, and the boy swore to himself that if they made it out alive, the dragon wouldn’t be returning to his wrist. 
 
      
 
    Nothing much had changed outside since the previous time Tailyn had been there. The green lixes were standing off to the side, the idea of making a run for it still not occurring to them; the black slave driver was buzzing around; and the tree was still pierced by the blue light as it towered above the excavations. 
 
      
 
    “How long does your companion live?” Forian asked. 
 
      
 
    “Until it’s killed,” Tailyn replied, surprised by the question. Did companions have a limit? 
 
      
 
    “Excellent. Keep the guards about ten to fifteen meters behind it, just be careful with the turns. If someone capable of controlling them shows up, they’ll start trying to cut it off. Make sense?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” the boy replied, barking out a phrase that popped into his head. He couldn’t remember where he’d heard it, or even if he’d heard it, though it seemed like it fit in that moment. Forian spun around and looked the boy up and down. 
 
      
 
    “If I didn’t know you personally, I’d say you were from Crobar,” he said. “Forget that phrase. And don’t even think about using it at the academy — if the dean or his deputies hear you, you’ll be beyond anyone’s help. That’s what the scum who hunted mages back in ancient times used to say, the military scum that made us lose almost all our knowledge and tech. Do you understand me, or should I repeat myself?” 
 
      
 
    The boy even paled, not expecting to be reprimanded so harshly for what seemed like an entirely innocent phrase. 
 
      
 
    “I… Okay. I won’t say it anymore… I didn’t know…” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s why you’re still alive. What’s taking so long? We’re losing time!” 
 
      
 
    His questions were directed at the lixes carrying the magistrate’s body up to the surface. Ka-Do-Gir just snarled as he and his fellow green ducked back into the hole, Valanil and Valia taking their place. 
 
      
 
    “Grab the magistrate and carry him over to the tree.” Forian clearly didn’t like seeing anyone just standing around. But in that moment, even Valia’s pride didn’t keep her from obeying — the guards chasing the dragon did a great job clearing her head. The pair of women ran quickly over to the embankment, the old man in their arms. 
 
      
 
    “And we’ll get some practice in, my student,” Forian said with a nasty grin as he cracked his knuckles. “The next time the guards run by, hit the last one with lightning. We need to distract it from the dragon, only don’t you dare move a muscle. I need it to run right at you.” 
 
      
 
    The boy swallowed, but he had no option other than following instructions. The group dashed by, and Tailyn took his shot just a tad late. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    One charge didn’t do much, so he had to keep up a steady barrage. It was only after the tenth hit that the guard stopped, turned toward its new target, and took an icicle to the face. That didn’t cheer it up. Roaring, it came rushing toward the puny creatures that had dared pull it away from the main target, though it looked happy enough to pick up a quick snack and get back into the action. 
 
      
 
    “Guards aren’t as dangerous on open ground,” Forian said, once again finding his stride as a mentor. “They’re just as fast, strong, and impervious to magic as ever, but they’re as dumb as sheep. Taking on a well-prepared mage one on one, they don’t have a shot. Okay, let’s do this!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn flinched in anticipation of a hit from the guard, but it wasn’t forthcoming. Forian had activated his regular freeze card to stop the creature just a few meters away from the boy. And while one of its tentacles had actually reached his defenses, it hadn’t managed to do a single point of damage. 
 
      
 
    “And just when the beast is about to destroy you, it loses — doesn’t have enough brains, too focused on the job at hand. It forgets what’s around it, and that’s it’s biggest mistake. Remember this lesson, Student. It’ll come in handy time and again. Not only with guards, too — with everyone who thinks they’re strong. You just have to have the right card, something like telekinesis.” 
 
      
 
    An enormous boulder that looked bigger than the guard itself came crashing down on the creature, pancaking it entirely. The whole thing ended so quickly and mundanely that Tailyn even felt kind of bad for the terrifying beast. 
 
      
 
    The dean’s mission destroyed General Isr Kale’s tomb’s 5th guard. 
 
    *** 
 
    You destroyed a creature 149 levels higher than you. 
 
    All your attributes and skills were boosted by 1. 
 
    *** 
 
    Experience received by your companion: +150 (to next level: 250). 
 
      
 
    “Finally!” Forian looked over to see the cage the lixes were carrying out of the hole. “I thought you two were taking a nap down there. Take that thing over to the tree — we’re not done with our hunt.” 
 
      
 
    Forian was exultant. Every guard they killed got him five random attributes and skills, some of which were fairly valuable. For example, the god was clearly on Forian’s side — he’d seen his card saturation jump both times. It crossed the mage’s mind that bringing the boy out with him to hunt high-level monsters when they got back might be a good idea, and an awfully profitable one at that. 
 
      
 
    But the mage’s glance in that moment was arrested by strange movement on the road leading to the excavation site. Someone was hurrying up. 
 
      
 
    “You said the lixes wouldn’t be here or another two hours!” 
 
      
 
    “Those aren’t lixes,” the boy muttered, paling when he recognized the group running over. “They’re crystal fences who sell humans. Berad and what’s left of his group.” 
 
      
 
    “Mage hunters!” Valanil yelled. “Careful — I’d bet my life they’re from Crobar. They’re too good at grabbing mages. They’re the ones who killed Keran, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” Forian said as he watched the future corpses with hatred in his eyes. The mongrels were about to taste the wrath of a true battle mage. 
 
      
 
    Valanil wiped away sweat and sighed as she and the girl finished hauling the damn magistrate up the hill. But her weariness wasn’t enough to hide the delight creeping across her face as she realized she’d just taken care of her biggest problem. Once Tailyn got to the academy, the investigators there were going to be able to dig all they wanted into who he knew from Crobar and how he knew them. She wasn’t going to have to mutilate his body with a brand of silence. No, the boy was going to be hers alone, and she wasn’t going to give him to the academy or Crobar. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    BERAD STOPPED his horse next to the dig, his annoyed gaze fixed on the lone figure of the academy mage. Halas hadn’t said anything about a level thirty-two Forian Tarn. In fact, the lix had just mentioned a kid and a couple runaway slaves — there hadn’t been a word about a battle mage in a snow-white garb. Berad knew all too well what people dressed like that were capable of. And while he wouldn’t have hesitated with Sloan at his side, his trusty lieutenant was no more, not to mention quite a few others. The crystal fence’s group was down to five, himself included, and he knew very well what the quintet could do. A good mage would be able to take them out. 
 
      
 
    But the fence wasn’t about to throw in the towel. His job wasn’t to kill anyone; Halas had given him specific orders to keep the targets where they were until the main force arrived. And the passageway was very nearly fixed, though the bandit wasn’t positive why they couldn’t just head through the damaged section with their hermetic seals turned on. Every lix in Halas’ guard had level three or even four armor suits. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, look — there they are!” 
 
      
 
    Berad himself had already seen the three enormous hulks dashing after the golden dragon. Never having come up against a guard, he couldn’t help a nervous flutter in his chest despite the warning he’d gotten from Halas. Level 150 was nothing to laugh at, and just one look at the long tentacles was enough to make his stomach tighten. 
 
      
 
    The strange procession dashed by, and Berad jumped into action. A small device Halas had given him to control the guards appeared in his hands. One of the elephants dug its short legs into the ground and skidded to a stop, shielding the crystal fences from the mage’s attacks. And after Berad flipped a lever to set a new target, it gave a victorious cry and dashed toward the mage. 
 
      
 
    Forian scowled — it was exactly what he’d been afraid of. Someone had shown up to control the defensive machines. And the worst part was that Valanil had been right. The fences stayed out of range of his cards, and then they’d even stuck the guard between him and them, telling him how trained they were in fighting mages. Yes, they were definitely from Crobar. As those thoughts ran through Forian’s head, he waited until the monster had just about gotten to him before activating his ice. It wasn’t going to hold the thing for long, but it would be enough for him to take out the character controlling it. 
 
      
 
    “Teacher, behind you! There’s another guard!” 
 
      
 
    Before he even saw the new opponent, Forian used his freeze again. It was just in time. The second guard controlled by Berad was stopped not ten meters to his right, and worse than that was the fact that the third monster chose that moment to hit the brakes. The plan was obvious — Berad wanted to send all three of them at the mage to make sure he was taken out. Or at least, keep him too busy to fire back at Berad. But what infuriated Forian more than anything was that there weren’t any boulders nearby that were big enough to crush his assailants. 
 
      
 
    “Get to the tree now!” Forian yelled as soon as he realized he was going to lose the battle. He needed a new position. After sending a new round of ice, he quickly dashed up the staircase the lixes had dug, checked to make sure his student was also climbing up a different way, and took his shot. The entire hill around the tree was covered in a thick layer of ice. As the guards rushed over, their stubby legs struggled to gain traction and pull their enormous bodies up the incline. 
 
      
 
    Forian even smirked — the idiot creatures couldn’t get up. He had enough charges in his card to keep the ice in place for several hours, and that would be enough time for him to think of something. But right then, it occurred to him that Tailyn wasn’t up with the rest of the group. 
 
      
 
    Just like the guards, he was sliding down the ice. 
 
      
 
    “Master!” Ka-Do-Gir yelled, grabbing the second green lix and dashing down toward the boy. But that was when Berad noticed the boy, too. The fence crystal grinned — the little bastard had given his little group so many problems that he didn’t mind ignoring Halas’ orders for a little while. While the black lix leader wanted to kill Tailyn himself, it didn’t look like he was going to make it in time. The guards stopped trying to get up the frozen hill and refocused on the boy sliding down. Even the gold dragon constantly flashing by wasn’t enough to grab their attention. 
 
      
 
    “Crouch down and jump on my command!” Tailyn heard right next to him. Putting an end to his futile attempt to get up the hill, he leaned against the icy incline and watched, heart pounding, as the guards reached toward him with their tentacles. 
 
      
 
    “Right now!” The lixes picked Tailyn up and pressed him down into a crouch, after which they grabbed his waist on either side. “Jump!” 
 
      
 
    The boy leaped like he’d never leaped before. The earth receded beneath him, the tree trunk rushing at him. With a disgruntled roar, the monsters realized their prey had gotten away — the lixes had thrown Tailyn with such force that he actually hit the tree’s lower branches. Dropping to the ground and waving Valia away, the girl jumping over to hug him, he ran back over to the edge of the hill. 
 
      
 
    “Here!” It took just a moment to materialize his rope. Grabbing one end, Tailyn tossed the entire coil down, looking for Ka-Do-Gir to grab hold so he could pull the lix up. But it was too late. The guards were everywhere down below. 
 
      
 
    “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Valanil hissed as she yanked Tailyn back and pulled the rope out of his grasp. Right then, one of the guards had the good sense to grip the rope and give their end a strong pull. The smaller green lix had already been caught, his journey ending in a guard’s mouth a second later, but Ka-Do-Gir sprinted away from the tree in an attempt to lure the monsters away. They weren’t having it. Berad had decided that the life of some lix wasn’t worth it, preferring to focus on the four mages. 
 
      
 
    “Ka-Do-Gir is down there!” Tailyn yelled as he tried to break free of the herbalist’s grasp. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be fine!” Valanil had to shake some sense back into the boy. Just then, the lix slipped through the shield, and the icon showing his audio status went gray. The film blocked the connection. 
 
      
 
    “I’m disappointed in you, Student. You were too slow, you didn’t follow a direct order, and you put a member of the group in mortal danger,” Forian said harshly without even turning toward the boy. “If your servant dies, it will be your responsibility. We can’t wait for him.” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be back,” Tailyn said. 
 
      
 
    “And he’ll make it past three guards? Your servant struck me as much smarter than that,” the mage said derisively as he laid down another layer of ice. The guards slid down with a frustrated whine, unable to get to their target with their tentacles. 
 
      
 
    “What’s next? Where’s the entrance? Or did you decide to just wait for the lixes to get here?” Valanil asked, looking around nervously. They were right in the middle of the dig, too far away to make it to the outer wall the way Ka-Do-Gir had. 
 
      
 
    “The entrance is somewhere around here — we have to find it.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, it’s like in the City of the Dead,” Valia said. “Under the terminal.” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend touching that thing if you want to go on living,” Forian replied. “We don’t have access to it.” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn? Try it again?” 
 
      
 
    “They got my rope, and the store doesn’t work during combat,” the boy said, glancing angrily down at the guards as the slipped and slid. The machines didn’t get tired, which meant they would get to their targets sooner or later. Either they’d climb up, or Halas would show up. And the timer said there was just an hour and a half left before the latter happened. 
 
      
 
    “Look! The entrance has to be around here. If you have to, break the crystal! Come on!” For just a moment, Forian gave in to his emotions. The few seconds he’d spent next to the tree had been enough for him to realize that the dean’s instructions had been far from complete. The entrance to the second level was concealed above the hall of fame. Well, they were there, but it was nowhere to be found. And the damn guards… None of them paid any more attention to the dragon, only turning toward it when it got too close. And in those cases, a flick of a tentacle was enough to keep the nimble creature far enough away that its primordial fire couldn’t reach them. The boy’s weapon was useless. Tailyn was still staring in the direction of the forest, expecting his servant to show back up. How naïve. If the mage had been in the lix’s shoes, he wouldn’t have stopped running until he reached his tribe, where his mage could help him get rid of his oath and eternal servitude. And Forian assumed that was exactly what he’d done — why else would they have lost communication? Was anything there enough to block it? 
 
      
 
    “Easy enough to tell us to break the crystal,” Valia muttered in frustration. The girl had smacked the blue object a few times with her staff, but nothing was happening. 
 
      
 
    “It’s advanced,” Valanil replied. “Without five points for your crystal miner, you won’t have a shot. It’s pointless. And we don’t have any professional miners here, so we’ll keep looking.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait a second,” Tailyn said, finally shaking himself out of his stupor. “Let me try.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get the skill?” Forian just about missed the guards’ next attack, and they got halfway up the hill before he laid down another wave of ice. Whining yet again, the hulks slid back where they’d come from. 
 
      
 
    “I happened to get it, and then it happened to level-up,” Tailyn replied, not particularly interested in delving into the subject. He was well aware of what his mentor thought of people trafficking in crystals. 
 
      
 
    “You happened to get it?!” Forian roared. “What does that even mean? How do you possibly ‘happen to get it’?!” 
 
      
 
    “Take a deep breath.” The herbalist’s even tone hit the mage like a bucket of cold water. “You don’t get how Tailyn picks things up. It’s always by chance and unexpected — just take his enhancement and card saturation, for example. Have you even realized that your student has regeneration? Going to write him off as a Crobar acolyte now? There’s nothing surprising in the least about him just happening to get it. Go ahead, my boy — break the crystal. Something about this whole thing feels off. I don’t trust the timer.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn avoided his mentor’s gaze, realizing full well that they had a serious and highly unpleasant conversation coming. Pulling Matilda out and taking a swing, he brought the end down on the crystal. There was a deafening crash, almost as if a glass bottle had exploded on the stone, and some messages popped up in front of the boy: 
 
      
 
    Crystal Miner skill detected. 
 
    You meet the minimum requirements to mine Rich Crystal Veins. 
 
    Would you like to destroy this crystal deposit? 
 
      
 
    Another wave of ice swept past him — the guards continued to battle their way up toward the people. Selecting yes, the boy was able to stop squinting as the bright blue light died away and left five regular crystals lying there. Five from a single deposit. He could certainly have used something like that in the City of the Dead. In that moment, however, he had to be careful, making sure Forian didn’t suspect anything. He turned toward the mage and held out the crystals. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, could you hold onto these and give them to the authorities?” 
 
      
 
    Valia had already taken in air to ask why the boy was behaving so strangely, but Valanil placed a hand on her shoulder and pushed her down onto the ground. The herbalist could have kissed Tailyn. He was acting far wiser than his years, and the idiot duchess had come that close to ruining everything. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, get your hands off me!” the girl yelled, forgetting everything else in her indignation. 
 
      
 
    Forian accepted the crystals and felt the tension inside him subside. His active card switched back from dark strike to cold ring. Without a second’s hesitation, he would have attacked Tailyn if the boy had dropped the crystals into his inventory or, the god forbid, used them on himself. The blue stones belonged to the emperor, and anyone who did anything else was a lawbreaker. It wasn’t up to Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “There’s something here!” After making sure Valia wasn’t about to give the boy away, Valanil had gone over to inspect the vacated hollow in the tree. She’d noticed something strange right away, too. The empty space was covered in buttons, and the walls were evenly marked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a lift,” Forian said. “And who is that?” 
 
      
 
    A thick stream of creatures came pouring down the road leading to the dig. And while they were still far off, Tailyn could tell who they were. The lix timer had disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “Halas and his Nemean lion,” he said in a low voice. “The ice won’t stop them.” 
 
      
 
    “Valanil and Valia, get into the lift,” Forian barked. “Hurry! Tailyn, cast a wave of fire — we have to stop the lixes. It’s okay if the lion gets through. Thirty charges. Now!” 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    The area all the way up to the road itself was covered in fire. Sadly, Berad and his fighters had already headed farther back, so they didn’t get caught, and the guards didn’t care about the fire, either. They continued slipping away on the icy surface just as they had been, their frustrated noises filling the air. But that was fine, as the point of the fire was to keep the group somewhat hidden from their new attackers. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you still here? Get down below!” Forian didn’t like how the women weren’t getting a move on things. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t! The lift isn’t active. Do you think we’re idiots?” Valanil shot back. Forian permitted himself a curse — he hadn’t thought about that. But just then, a young voice cut in. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it! Get ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, no!” Valia threw herself at the boy only to be caught by Forian. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t get in his way, little lady. Hurry into the lift! Tailyn will activate it.” 
 
      
 
    Admittedly, Forian himself didn’t put much stock in Tailyn at that moment, though he didn’t see another way. It was going to take a miracle to save them, and the strange kid certainly had enough of them up his sleeve. That was why it wasn’t worth getting in his way. 
 
      
 
    “Get the cage in here, too.” Valanil was also in a hurry as she stared at the boy, who’d turned into a statue. The fact that he hadn’t burned up instantly meant he’d gained access and was working on the power supply. 
 
      
 
    “Take the magistrate — ” Forian started to say, though he was quickly interrupted. Valanil had no qualms about talking back to the mage. 
 
      
 
    “Not on your life! You can take him yourself — I’m not about to ride an elevator with someone out of his mind. Valia, give me a hand. We can’t leave the lix here.” 
 
      
 
    Forian bit his tongue, just marking the time in his virtual notepad. He could check the logs later to refresh his memory and give his student’s trainer the punishment she deserved. In the meantime, she was fine carrying off their caged prisoner. 
 
      
 
    At the same time, Tailyn was trying to talk the security system into letting him reroute the energy streams. Gaining access had been simple enough for someone with partial initiation, the god apparently having just one system for everything. The precedent had been enough. But that had been where the good news ended. 
 
      
 
    Your access level is insufficient to reroute energy. Contact the administrator to raise your access level. 
 
      
 
    Where is the administrator? 
 
      
 
    The administration building was destroyed. No new coordinates have been given. 
 
      
 
    How do I get access if there isn’t a building? Who am I supposed to talk to? 
 
      
 
    Your request could not be processed. Contact the administrator for more details. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn’s frustration grew as he kept coming up against the same answer. The system was as stubborn as a mule. Having gotten it into its head that it needed permission from some administrator or other, it was taking him around in circles. But the issue was that the Nemean lion was about to show up and eat them all, so Tailyn blurted out the first thing that occurred to him. 
 
      
 
    I talked to the administrator and was put in charge. That includes access to everything. Go ahead and verify that. 
 
      
 
    Processing your request. The connection to the administrator could not be established. 
 
      
 
    I have access to control the tomb, and I demand that the lift start working! 
 
      
 
    Processing your request. The connection to the administrator could not be established. 
 
      
 
    Great, then I officially count the system as acting in defiance of the administrator. I’m going to head back over, and you can kiss yourself goodbye. You’re going to be liquidated! 
 
      
 
    Protocol 99-GR-3 applied. Because contact with the administrator could not be established, control was handed over based on the claim to access. 
 
    Redirecting energy. 
 
    Lift engaged. 
 
      
 
    “It’s working!” Valia shouted, her cry venturing across the edge of his subconscious. 
 
      
 
    “Get down there — you have thirty seconds!” That was Forian. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was about to disconnect when he heard another voice. It was low, vibrant, calm. 
 
      
 
    Not bad, human, not bad. That was a nice move since the system couldn’t check you. It’ll be my pleasure to swallow you and your companions, so come on down. I’ll be waiting. And I’m hungry. 
 
      
 
    A herd of shivers ran down the boy’s back — someone really was down there, and it was expecting them. The mission the god had given him had been right on the money. However, regardless of the warning, the lift was gone by the time Tailyn disconnected from the terminal. 
 
      
 
    “Did you hear that voice?” the boy asked his mentor worriedly, though the latter just waved him off as if to say he didn’t have time right then. The mage was focused entirely on the forest surrounding the dig. A chain of lixes had just appeared, the big six-limbed creatures so close together that not so much as a mouse would have been able to sneak past. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like this even a little bit. Level four armor, all of them with levels in the fifties, absurd parameters… Where did the black lixes come up with that kind of power? And how does nobody know about it?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s someone down there!” Tailyn finally yelled. “It’s a trap!” 
 
      
 
    “Learn how to savor the moment, Student,” Forian said, his voice finally regaining the imperturbability it had lost. “The only way we’ll die is if the god wishes it. So long as we’re acting in accordance with its will, nothing can threaten us. There’s a reason we were led here. It’s our path. If we stop, we’ll be swept away, so we have to keep going.” 
 
      
 
    “But the lixes will just follow us down, so what’s the point? Halas can use the lift, too — he has the same access to the terminal that I do.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not ours to judge,” Forian shot back. “But you’re on the right track. We have to destroy the lift…” 
 
      
 
    “The store isn’t working,” the boy said just in case. 
 
      
 
    “I know.” Forian turned the hill into a skating rink once again. “We need to think…” 
 
      
 
    “Ka-Do-Gir!” Tailyn suddenly yelled. “They have Ka-Do-Gir!” 
 
      
 
    The group of lixes eased their way grandly into the dig, ignoring everything around them. A hydra was out front gobbling down the boy’s fire. Behind it, Halas was riding on his golden lion, his head thrown so far back that he looked the part of emperor of all the planet. Everyone else was beneath him. Directly behind him, four black lixes were leading a hairy creature reminiscent of a cow, and Tailyn’s servant was on its back. His armor was shredded, his body had been lacerated by claws, and his limbs were twisted unnaturally, but Ka-Do-Gir was still alive. At least, that’s what the boy’s perception told him. 
 
      
 
    There was a click on the other side of the boy as the lift returned. Realizing he was going back on his promise to himself, he returned his dragon to his wrist — the last thing he needed was to accidentally lose it. It could ride down with him and then take off once they got to the bottom. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry, let’s go!” Forian ordered. “We’ll decide how we want to block the passage once we get down there. Grab the magistrate!” 
 
      
 
    “But the lix — ” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t help him! They didn’t kill him right away, so that means they need something from him, and we can free him later.” 
 
      
 
    That seemed reasonable, so the boy leaned over Vavon’s body. But as soon as he touched it, a message popped up: 
 
      
 
    You can’t use the Marauder attribute on a living being. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, the boy knew what to do. 
 
      
 
    “I know what to do with the lift,” he said hurriedly. “The lixes won’t be able to follow us! The magistrate must have really strong protection against marauders — he’s three hundred years old, after all.” 
 
      
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “The kid’s on to something,” Valanil said through the intercom. “You know yourself the old man died — it’s just his body that’s still breathing. His consciousness is gone forever. Tailyn has the marauder attribute, so if you kill the magistrate and try to loot his body right before the lift door closes…” 
 
      
 
    A happy roar came from over where the lixes were as Halas leaped off his lion and pointed at the tree. Finally, the guards stopped their fruitless climb and backed off. It was time for a professional who spat on ice to take care of the problem — getting to the top was going to be a matter of a single leap. For a moment, Forian was taken aback, though he quickly regained control. His student was right. Their lives were worth more than an empty shell. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, do it. I don’t have a weapon.” 
 
      
 
    Matilda leaped back into Tailyn’s hand, and a crushing blow slammed into Vavon’s head. With no personal shield, it was instantly turned into a bloody mess. 
 
      
 
    “Quick, get into the lift. Touch the body!” Forian barked as he pulled the magistrate’s body over to the door. All Tailyn had to do was place a hand on it to activate the protection the magistrate had. If he had protection. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet.” Tailyn suddenly felt the sense of calm that often found him when he was himself facing mortal danger. Sticking a hand out of the lift and holding it right above Vavon’s body, he didn’t try to loot it. Instead, he waited. The Nemean lion was in fine form, moving in slowly to let its victims savor their fear and the imminence of their demise. For a second, it disappeared as it made its way over to the base of the tree-topped hill. 
 
      
 
    Seconds ticked by. The boy’s hand twitched, and he bit his lip so hard he drew blood, but he still waited. Even Forian didn’t hurry him, having figured out what he was going for. Of course, the mage hated when he had to wait for other people, but there was nothing he could do about that. It was up to the god to decide if they were going to live or die. If not, Vavon would detonate the moment Tailyn placed his hand on him no matter when that happened, then or a few moments later. And so Forian waited with his hand on the button. One push, and they would be sent flying downward. 
 
      
 
    With a streak of golden lightning, Halas’ companion leaped up onto the hilltop. The lion cut loose a thunderous roar that should have frozen the blood of anyone daring stand against it, but that was exactly what the boy had been waiting for. 
 
      
 
    “Now!” Tailyn yelled as he let his hand fall onto the magistrate’s body. Forian jammed the button, and everything started happening at once. 
 
      
 
    Active protection against marauders detected. 
 
    Your attribute level: 14. Active protection level: 85. 
 
    Activating security protocol… 
 
      
 
    The door slammed shut, and Tailyn’s stomach leaped into his throat as they shot downward. From the inside, the walls of the elevator were just as transparent as the ceiling of the hall of fame, which let him see what happened on the outside. An enormous fireball swallowed up the tree, the terminal, the entire hill, and, most importantly, the Nemean lion. 
 
      
 
    The shaft was filled with fire, and the roof of the lift began heating up. Made of some kind of strong material, it was still unable to withstand the incredible temperature. All that saved them was how fast the lift itself was racing away from the fire. But as soon as they stopped, drops of melted metal began to rain down — the flames were in no hurry to let their victims get away. The door opened, and Tailyn leaped out into a small room. Valia and Valanil were working on a door that was apparently locked. 
 
      
 
    “Get against the wall!” Forian yelled as he yanked the cage over and leaned against it himself. Valanil reacted instantly, grabbing the girl as she did, and that was when the fire burst through the top of the lift and angled out. With the flow as strong as it was, the wall Valanil was leaning against melted away instantly. Tailyn just had time to hear a short shriek of pain before Vargot lit up to warn him of the danger and its inability to maintain an optimal temperature. As it heated up, the boy swallowed a salamander potion to keep himself safe from the fire. 
 
      
 
    But it didn’t help. The flask that was supposed to make him immune from fire turned out to be powerless against the force of nature Vavon’s death had unleashed. Tailyn’s legs were scorched, but he stood tall. Falling into the stream of fire would have meant the end. Of course, everyone else definitely had it worse since Vargot was better than level three armor at dealing with the heat, and the only good news was that he hadn’t gotten any messages about group members dying. There were plenty of other messages, however. 
 
      
 
    Security protocol activated: local armageddon covering a radius of 30 meters, damage radius of 200 meters. 
 
    *** 
 
    You destroyed more than 50 creatures at least 50 levels above you. 
 
    You received a level-up for four random attributes. 
 
    Integration +1 (5). 
 
    Agility +1 (8). 
 
    Cartography +1 (6). 
 
    Resilience +1 (8). 
 
    *** 
 
    The dean’s mission destroyed a legendary creature. 
 
    Level +1. 
 
      
 
    Instead of a level, Tailyn got a crystal, already his fifth, and that was when the armageddon finally abated. The fire suddenly disappeared, almost as if someone had turned off a valve, and the boy peeled himself off the wall and ran forward as fast as his roasted legs would carry him. His regeneration told him he needed three hours to get back to working condition. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn found the three bodies quickly. They were burnt, almost charred, but alive. With Forian moving more than the rest, the boy began to shake him, knowing all too well how much that was going to hurt. 
 
      
 
    “Coins! I need coins to save you! Thirty thousand. I’m going to make potions!” 
 
      
 
    The combat status hadn’t disappeared, so he had no way to sell everything he had in his inventory. And that just left one way out — getting the coins from his mentor. 
 
      
 
    Forian’s face guard slid to the side, releasing a cloud of smoke. And with how horrific his face looked, Tailyn was afraid to even think what Valia and Valanil had been turned into. Turning his one remaining eye on the boy, Forian tried to say something but couldn’t. His mouth had been roasted shut. 
 
      
 
    “Please, I need coins!” Tailyn practically whimpered. “I can save you. Please!” 
 
      
 
    An enormous glimmering coin appeared in Forian’s hand. Grabbing it, Tailyn jumped immediately into the workshop. He knew he’d be fine — his regeneration would take care of that. And that meant he had to save the rest. One potion wouldn’t be enough, the damage being much worse than he’d hoped for, and that meant each of the three needed two flasks. The ingredients for one cost 5,200 coins. And he needed six. That was 31,200 coins. Forian had given him the 30,000 he’d asked for, but that was fine — he could throw in his own. The most important thing was to finish in time to save the group. 
 
      
 
    It took just seconds for Tailyn to get everything ready. Jumping back out, he pried Forian’s mouth open with an effort and carefully poured the potion in. That was one down. Valia and Valanil were lying next to each other, having taken much more damage that Forian. The fire had apparently not broken through the wall immediately. Stopping suddenly, Tailyn couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw Valanil with her arms around Valia, the woman shielding the girl with her body. The herbalist’s back looked horrific, her armor had melted, and the boy could see her spine, but she was still breathing. Tailyn swallowed hard — there was no time for sentiment. Pulling the bodies apart, he deactivated their face guards, having asked them to give him access to their hermetic seal after the incident with the poison. Two flasks went to each of them, and it was only then that Tailyn could sit down weakly and read the latest message to pop up. 
 
      
 
    What had the god wanted to tell him? 
 
      
 
    Ka-Do-Gir, a member of The dean’s mission, was killed by Halas. 
 
    You lost your servant. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn choked back the sorrow and glared upward in hatred. In that moment, he realized that what he’d felt toward Dort had been nothing but mild distaste. Real hatred was what he felt right then for his personal enemy, and the boy swore that he would one day force Halas to answer for what he’d done. The lix was going to feel the pain of loss with every fiber of his being. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dean’s mission entered the 2nd level of General Isr Kale’s tomb. 
 
    All group members receive +1 level. 
 
    *** 
 
    Crystal +1 (6). 
 
      
 
    TAILYN PULLED his mentor through the hole the fire had burned and looked back with distaste at Vu-Rga. The lix had survived, the isolation cage having completely blocked both the flames and the heat. For a good while, the boy thought about whether to drag the old shaman over or not, unwilling to see what was going to happen when he handed him a level bump. Who knew what the bastard would be able to do with it? But leaving him there wasn’t an option, either. The armageddon had destroyed the tree and part of the central column, and Tailyn could see through the clear ceiling, which was also the floor of the hall of fame, that the lixes were already running around trying to get to the hole. All they wanted was everything, people and loot both. But the best news for Tailyn was that the terminal was gone without a trace. There were going to be no more sacrifices made there. 
 
      
 
    Deciding that Florian would be less than pleased if he lost their valuable prisoner, Tailyn lugged the caged lix through the opening and looked around once again. He was in a large empty space. The fact that his scanner couldn’t see the other side meant it was more than a hundred meters away, and while the spot where Tailyn was standing was made of stone, the rest of the hall featured clear glass. Green acid bubbled underneath it to show what awaited anyone who tried to go any further. But projected onto the glass were red lines that outlined a labyrinth, with the picture changing every minute. Part of the floor disappeared with each new change. If you didn’t react to the changes in time, you’d drop into the acid, and that would be curtains for you. Every time the labyrinth moved, however, a green line also appeared to lead past all the holes in the floor. Tailyn reasonably decided it was a trap — it was too good to be true. 
 
      
 
    Everything in him wanted to move, to solve the problem, but the boy wasn’t about to drag the whole group off into uncertainty. Rage still coursed through his veins, so in an attempt to quench the fire, he sat down next to Valia and pulled out his mage encyclopedia. If he had to lose time, he was at least going to lose it wisely. 
 
      
 
    “A dynamic labyrinth,” Valanil said, the first to speak when she woke up three hours later. Tailyn had made some solid progress in that time. For whatever reason, every line in the book left an indelible print in his memory to the point that he didn’t have to go back even once. Almost thirty pages in the space of three hours was a personal record for him. 
 
      
 
    “Level eight,” Forian replied. He’d woken up long before, first spending time deciding what to spend his free parameter points on. Two levels in the space of a few minutes was an especially pleasant event given the fact that he hadn’t been expecting them. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, come on…” Valanil said. “What do you mean, level eight? They’re impossible!” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. I’ve been studying this one for half an hour, and there’s no logic to it.” 
 
      
 
    “What even is a dynamic labyrinth?” Tailyn asked. He wasn’t really expecting a response, but his mentor went ahead and gave him one. 
 
      
 
    “The final trial academy students go through every year. After the first year, it’s just a simple labyrinth with moving walls. For the second year, they add traps, animals after the third, and so on. The students’ job is simple: they have to find a way out. As they’re going, they can team up, go it alone, help each other, even attack each other. All that matters is getting out first since the student with the best time gets a meeting with the dean. But all the labyrinths have walls you can jump onto if there’s a problem. Plus, there’s no danger — they’re in the arena, so you can’t die. But there aren’t any walls here. And there’s no logic. No sequence… Everything changes randomly, so I can’t build a path through.” 
 
      
 
    “A path?” Tailyn latched onto that familiar word and glanced back at the green line. It updated every time right along with the labyrinth. “Is that the green line leading to the other side?” 
 
      
 
    “What line?” Forian asked, peering intently at Tailyn and even sitting up. “Can you see something?” 
 
      
 
    “A line,” the boy replied. Suddenly, he’d realized something was wrong. “It’s green, and it leads from here to that door, just dodging all around like a drunk rabbit. I assumed it was just a trap.” 
 
      
 
    “Valanil?” Forian asked. He turned to the herbalist. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t look at me — I have no idea what’s going on.” The woman always got nervous when there was something she couldn’t explain. “Valia, sweetie, get up. Can you see a green line?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” the girl said as she pulled herself to her feet. “There are just the red lines projected down from the ceiling. Nothing green. Valanil, I — ” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s come back to that once we get out of here,” the herbalist said dismissively. She knew exactly what the nitwit was going to say. On the outside, Valanil was calm, but she was exultant on the inside. The Duke of Carlian wasn’t going to have a reason not to bring her in, and that’s when she was going to remind him of his wild youth. 
 
      
 
    “So, I’m the only one who sees it?” Tailyn said in shock. “But why?” 
 
      
 
    Because I’m expecting you, my long-awaited dinner! I don’t want you to fall into the acid — you won’t taste nearly as good. Just go ahead and follow the green line, and you’ll get right over to me. I’m waiting. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn even hiccupped when he heard the unfamiliar voice in his headset. 
 
      
 
    “Who is that?” Everyone else tensed up, having finally heard it, too. 
 
      
 
    “The one who trades items for people,” a pale Tailyn responded. It hadn’t been a figment of his exhausted imagination — the voice had been real. “I told you it was a trap…” 
 
      
 
    Silence hung for a while, only broken by the sound of the lixes digging behind them. The creatures were relentless. With a hoist already set up, they were dead set on getting into the demolished lift shaft and finding the humans. Halas had apparently taken the detonation to heart given the fact that he’d thrown all his forces into the chase. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t go back — the lixes and guards are up there,” Forian said thoughtfully. “And it’ll be another fourteen hours before I can activate my portal. My agent turns on his part of the card at a set time, but something tells me those animals aren’t going to give us that long. We’re going to have to keep going no matter who’s out there waiting for us. It’s certain death here. It’s possible death there.” 
 
      
 
    Again, silence fell, and it was Forian once again who spoke up. He suddenly pulled a purple card out of his inventory. 
 
      
 
    “The portal. It activates at exactly noon and leads to my residence in the capital. I’m going to leave it in my outer pocket, so if something happens, take it out and use it. There aren’t any limitations.” 
 
      
 
    “Mentor…” Tailyn started, though the mage held up a hand to show he wasn’t finished. 
 
      
 
    “Once we get past the labyrinth, I’ll go first. If I don’t get lucky, Tailyn, I want you to do the same thing you did with the magistrate once Valia or Valanil takes the card. I have level thirty protection from marauders, so you won’t be able to get that. It’ll trigger a small ten-meter armageddon. Tailyn, if the monster here is a threat to the empire, you have to stop it. Even if it costs you your life. Repeat that back to me!” 
 
      
 
    “How dare you ask him to do that?!” Valia asked indignantly, though Valanil replied approvingly at the same time. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, mage, I’ll make sure he does.” 
 
      
 
    The herbalist’s estimation of Forian jumped a few pegs. No matter what kind of bastard he was, she had to admit he was always thinking of others even if he went about it oddly. 
 
      
 
    “You, too? Why?” Valia asked in surprise. She hadn’t been expecting that. 
 
      
 
    “Because one life means nothing when there are millions at stake,” Forian replied sharply. “And you, young lady, should know that better than anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “But Tailyn isn’t an aristocrat! He didn’t take the oath of service to the empire.” 
 
      
 
    “This is pointless.” The mage wasn’t about to spend time proving his point to the duke’s daughter. He knew his student would follow orders, and that was enough. 
 
      
 
    “A minute isn’t enough time for us to get to the other side,” Tailyn said. While the group had been arguing, he’d gotten busy studying the winding green line. It disappeared every minute only to appear somewhere completely different. 
 
      
 
    “We’re not supposed to beat it in the first minute,” Forian said. “While the walls are changing — here, the projections — we’ll have to stand in place and wait for the update. After that, your line will pop back up. If there isn’t a way forward from where we are, there isn’t a way out, and we’ll have to wait for the next change. Valanil, this time you and I will carry the cage. Valia will go with Tailyn. Hold his hand and don’t step outside the line. Watch your feet, follow the path exactly.” 
 
      
 
    Forian’s calm, confident tone was mesmerizing. In fact, Tailyn got the feeling his mentor beat labyrinths like that every day, making the whole thing old hat. The mage even began talking about how to beat the trials as they went. 
 
      
 
    “There are ten entrances to the labyrinth you have to beat after the first year, though there’s only one exit. Throughout the year, you’ll earn points, and the best students will go first. The next wave will head in five minutes later, and that will continue until everyone is inside. They’ll also tell you about the right-hand rule — when you’re up against a wall, always turn right. And even though that’s a huge misconception, a lot of people still go for it.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t work?” Even Valanil was engaged in the conversation. She’d failed the trial. 
 
      
 
    “No more than choosing at random. The labyrinth resets every minute, the walls change, and you can find yourself in a dead end if you just go right. No, if you beat the labyrinth that way, it’s because you got really lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “Then, how do you beat it? Oh, the green line just disappeared.” 
 
      
 
    “Nobody move! The path is changing!” 
 
      
 
    The red lines went fuzzy, some sections of the floor disappeared, others appeared, some were reinforced, and the whole thing happened so quickly it was hard to keep track. The only problem was that there wasn’t a green line in front of Tailyn. It was behind the group. 
 
      
 
    “We wait,” the mage said calmly when he heard the news. “Sooner or later, it’ll come back to us. There’s no sense jumping around — I don’t want to see what happens if we step outside the line.” 
 
      
 
    Everyone was fine with that, especially because they wanted to hear more from Forian. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so if it isn’t the right-hand rule, how do you beat the labyrinth?” 
 
      
 
    “Logic. Spatial thinking. Building the optimal route,” the mage replied. “But the best way is using a companion. Tailyn got lucky there — he already has eyes in the air. The walls in the labyrinth are three meters high, and there’s no roof, so you send your companion up after every change to see where you should head. That’s the second part of the trial. If you’ve prepared ahead of time, you can find multiple ways out and even knock off your opponents’ companions at the same time. Since only one student will land that meeting with the provost, all bets are off, and nobody spares any expense. You can’t die in the labyrinth, after all. Of course, you can go crazy from the pain easily enough. There goes the change! Tailyn, do you see the green line?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes! It’s right in front of me.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, let’s keep moving. Valanil, want to pick things up a bit? I feel like I’m carrying the cage by myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, something doesn’t make sense.” Tailyn was turning Forian’s words over in his mind, but he couldn’t put everything together. “Let’s say I figure out how to get through the labyrinth. But that only works the first year when there aren’t any traps — I assume you can’t see them from overhead. The animals probably run around, too, never standing still.” 
 
      
 
    “I like how critically you think, Student,” Forian said with sincere appreciation. Yes, Tailyn was going to make something of himself. “You’ll find out later how to beat the labyrinth for the second year. There’s no need to worry about that now — first, enroll, and then make it that far. Hold up!” 
 
      
 
    “Lixes!” Valia exclaimed, a finger pointing back in the direction they’d come from. The nimble creatures had already broken through to the second level, and it wasn’t just them. There were humans among them, too. Berad and the remains of his team were underground looking for revenge. 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for orders from Forian, Tailyn cut loose ten waves of fire. The boy wasn’t so much hoping to destroy their new opponents as he was trying to hold them off. However, the lixes were accompanied by a pretty solid shaman who summoned a hydra to take the brunt of the force. The creature quickly grew, acquired a taste for the flames, and dashed forward into the projected labyrinth. 
 
      
 
    One flash of light later, and nothing remained of the monster. Just some ash drifted down into the acid. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, let’s definitely avoid stepping outside the line,” Forian said with a chuckle. “Tailyn, keep going. We have thirty seconds left.” 
 
      
 
    The lixes made a few more attempts to find a way forward, but none of them worked. Some dropped into the acid, others had the ceiling drop down and crush them, and still more were fried by lightning. For his part, Tailyn just kept marching forward in silence, stunned by the power in the labyrinth. It was terrifying to imagine the person that could make it through without help. But they were presumably out there somewhere. 
 
      
 
    Valanil was the first to notice the newcomer. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, and there’s Tailyn’s personal enemy in the flesh.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s a personal enemy?” Forian asked. 
 
      
 
    “Honestly, I was hoping you’d explain that. It’s the first time I’ve heard of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Me, too,” Forian replied with annoyance creeping into his tone, yet again forced to admit how little he knew about his student. “I’ll have to dig into the archives. Wait here!” 
 
      
 
    Halas went over to the edge of the platform and looked down into the acid. Pointing at the nearest fighter, the leader sent him along the red path. A couple seconds later, black mist drifted up toward the ceiling — that was all that was left of the lix. Halas barked something, and Berad unslung his crossbow. A silver bolt smacked into Tailyn, who had just turned around to see what was going on. 
 
      
 
    1599 damage received. 
 
    Impact blocked. 29 blocks remaining. 
 
      
 
    “What? How?” The stunned crystal fence’s exclamation could be heard all the way around the room. He reloaded his crossbow and tried again. Tailyn did his best to cover the rest of the group, understanding full well that if any of them were hit, the bolt would both pierce their suit and send them flying off the green path. When the second shot hit him, his defenses held again, and he didn’t even twitch even when the bolt smacked right into his head. If it hadn’t been for Vargot, his neck would have been broken. 
 
      
 
    “Hold!” Forian barked as the labyrinth began to change. The boy hoped it was for the last time — they were close to the end. 
 
      
 
    “Give me back Vu-Rga, and I’ll let you leave!” Halas yelled. The leader was on pins and needles, not sure how to get past the obstacles. 
 
      
 
    “Come and take him,” Tailyn called back cheerily. The green line turned sharply and led them right to the other side. They were almost out of the labyrinth. 
 
      
 
    The lixes tried magic, weapons, and shouts, but nothing worked. Having gotten more than a hundred meters away, Tailyn’s group was out of range. And as soon as they set foot on the stone surface, a landmark message popped up: 
 
      
 
    You beat a level 8 dynamic labyrinth. 
 
    All group members receive +1 level. 
 
    *** 
 
    Crystal +1 (7). 
 
      
 
    Nobody besides Valia was particularly excited about the level-up, as the girl had reached level twenty, unlocking the ability to push her parameters past fifteen. And that’s precisely what she did, distributing her points between wisdom and intellect. As much as she wanted it, enhancement wasn’t coming her way — apparently, she was unworthy. Even her father hadn’t been able to do anything. After making their way down a set of stairs to the ground, the group found themselves in an open space, and Tailyn’s eyes glowed. It was lined with display cases loaded down with goods. There were unusual ancient devices, weapons, books, and much more that wasn’t supposed to exist in the world, and that told the boy that the System would take it all away as soon as he gained access. But it would hand out something incredibly valuable in return. For example, another dragon card. Why not? 
 
      
 
    The dean’s mission entered the 3rd level of General Isr Kale’s tomb. 
 
    All group members receive +1 level. 
 
    *** 
 
    Crystal +1 (8). 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search for Coordinates. You reached the storage section of General Isr Kale’s tomb. Find clues that will tell you about the key to Lavr Nalin’s notebook. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Status change: combat complete. 
 
      
 
    “I was already starting to think you turned around,” came a low voice. It was the same one that had broken into the group’s communications. “It would have been a shame to kill you remotely.” 
 
      
 
    Footsteps were heard, and a strange creature stepped out into the open area. It looked something like a powerfully built two-meter human, only it was covered from head to toe in thick hair. And while the big ears made it less intimidating, there were no whites in its eyes, making them two wells delving into the abyss. They were so horrifying that nobody even noticed the ears. Suddenly, Tailyn was gripped by a wave of nausea. And judging by the way the rest of the group doubled over, he wasn’t alone. 
 
      
 
    “A Shurvan?” Forian asked in surprise before suddenly freezing. The creature had blocked the powerful and experienced mage like he was a helpless child. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly, Forian Tarn. A Shurvan.” 
 
      
 
    Finally, Tailyn’s perception kicked in, giving him a read on the creature. 
 
      
 
    Olsen (Shurvan). Function. No age. No level. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a long time since I last got to talk with living humans.” Olsen circled the group, looking them over as though they were choice pieces of meat. He even poked Valanil to see how soft her curves were. “I don’t think I’ll swallow you right away.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Forian wheezed as he fought the block. Tailyn also tried to move, but it didn’t work. The surprising part was that the combat status didn’t appear. It was almost like Olsen hadn’t even attacked them yet. 
 
      
 
    “Intrigued, huh? Even staring death in the eye, mages are still mages, always interested in learning more about the world. But what’s this? Interesting! A secret mission from the dean of your department. Well, I have good news for you, Forian Tarn. There really is a dungeon hidden here, one of ten left on your planet. It’s right behind that curtain.” Olsen pointed at a cloth hanging on one of the walls. “I closed it off so it wouldn’t bother me. Ah, you got a mission update, did you? It’s just a shame that won’t really help you.” 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search. You found out that dungeons are real, and that there are ten of them. One is behind the curtain on the third level of Isr Kale’s tomb. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, you’re lucky. Over the three thousand years I’ve been imprisoned here, I’ve really started wanting to talk to somebody. Let’s play a game — I’ll answer one question for each of you, and then I’ll eat you. There are some changed over there, and I want to grab them, too. Halas is an interesting character. Oh, he’s tied to you, Tailyn Vlashich. Look at that — a personal enemy! Impressive.” 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Forian growled again. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll call that the first question. I’m a function, part of the System that appeared on your planet along with the game. To translate that into the lingo you’re used to today, I’m a messenger of the god. Its voice. Its hands. A long time ago, I was supposed to support and develop a safe zone the changed couldn’t get into, somewhere humans could feel safe. And I did the best job I could until Mark Derwin, the absorber, showed up. He and I had gotten into it during the previous release. Actually, he very nearly destroyed my village, leaving me with just a pittance to make sure I stayed alive, and then he did everything he could to make life miserable for me. The issue was really that he didn’t like how I treated his partners and humanity in general. But that’s an old story that doesn’t really have anything to do with your question. Anyway, there aren’t many like me left here. A few of them you know as the emperors — they’re obligated to protect and develop the planet. Although, what they’re doing is anything but that, really just focused on sucking the remaining noa out of it. But that doesn’t have anything to do with the question, either. I really need to learn how to talk again. This is ridiculous. Next!” 
 
      
 
    Valanil tried to ask something, only she wasn’t able to fight off the block the way Forian had. Olsen frowned, baring snow-white fangs, and moved his fingers. 
 
      
 
    “How did you block us, and how do we fight back?” 
 
      
 
    “What a rude question,” the hairy creature replied, his frown deepening. “But I did promise you, so I’ll have to answer. I blocked you because you entered my function’s area of influence. The third tomb level is where I’m as strong as the game itself because I’m part of the game. Part of the System. How do you fight back? You don’t. As long as the display cases are upright, I’m immortal. Next!” 
 
      
 
    Valia gulped down air — the block had been too strong for her to breathe. 
 
      
 
    “What would you like to find out before you die, little girl?” 
 
      
 
    “How did Tailyn get a personal enemy? How is that possible? And why did you call him changed?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s more than the one question we agreed on, but I’ll write that off to your age. Halas is an interesting changed. Somehow, he got access to the location, started talking to me, and found a portal to One, the same One you later destroyed. I should be grateful to him — I haven’t been this full in the last three thousand years. But I didn’t find out that Tailyn was his personal enemy until it was too late, otherwise I would have turned him over. You’re mine now, however, and I’m not giving you to anyone. Yes, personal enemies and how they’re possible. It’s all the boy’s father’s fault. When you want a baby’s initiation to go as well as it possibly can, you sacrifice victims — thirty each went toward you and Forian, giving you both the maximum bonus. Four hundred, I think. Tailyn had his victim, too. The difference was that in your case, the slaves didn’t want to die, while Tailyn’s father gave his life at the god’s altar. That unlocked mana for the boy and brought him to me. But it also triggered an ancient mechanism in the System by creating a balancing force, someone whose only goal in life is to destroy Tailyn. That balancing force is Halas. Only he’s more than just there to balance out one person; he’s balancing out humanity as a whole. You’ve grown too numerous, so it was time to trim the herd. As far as the changed, that’s simple…” 
 
      
 
    If Tailyn’s jaw could have dropped open in surprise, it would have. The boy never would have thought his father could be so selfless. In the meantime, Olsen went on to talk about who the lixes were, but the boy decided to get to work without waiting for the end of the story. He had a plan for how to get out, and it required a trip to the store. As he listened to the function, the boy’s consciousness found its way to the virtual shelves. They looked almost the same as the ones actually surrounding him. 
 
      
 
    “Before the game entered your world, there were about three billion people living here. The System took seventy percent of them and turned them into inferior monsters. The changed. And they had one goal: kill and eat humans. After five kills, inferiors turned into regular changed. After fifty, they were champions; after five thousand, they were superior champions. When the exodus happened, Mark Derwin had to make a decision: turn people back the way they were and get rid of the System or protect the planet and keep the game from coming back. He chose the latter. As time went on, the changed turned into the creatures you call lixes. And the absorber himself, curse him, resurrected his partner and jumped into the next release. Hopefully, they killed him there. Okay, you’re starting to bore me, so let’s hear your question, boy. We can wrap all this up then.” 
 
      
 
    After coming back from the store, Tailyn felt control over his body once again return to him. His lower half was still blocked, but everything from the chest up was free. 
 
      
 
    “My question I pretty simple. Basically…” 
 
      
 
    Deciding that he’d done enough to distract Olsen, Tailyn threw his arms wide to scatter an entire battery of Alron potions. He’d had to sell one of his two remaining level three armor suits to buy them. Ten flasks materialized fairly quickly and went flying off in different directions. Olsen, in turn, started in confusion at the glass bottles, not understanding what was happening, but it hit him when the first couple detonated. Tailyn could sense that his body was no longer his. Too late, however — the last flask had already been sent flying. Slamming into one of the cases, it shattered and exploded. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” Tailyn yelled as soon as he was back in control of his body, though there was no answer. His entire group was lying on the floor in slowly expanding pools of blood. Really? Again? 
 
      
 
    Olsen, who had collapsed to the ground, began to move. The boy had only been able to destroy half the display cases, but that was still enough for him to lose most of his power. His head buzzed, his thoughts tripped over each other, and he had a hard time straightening everything out. Suddenly, he realized he was being shaken vigorously. He opened his eyes and found himself staring at Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “How did Mark Derwin resurrect his partner? How? That’s my question. Answer me!” 
 
      
 
    “Using concentrated noa,” the function forced out against his will. He’d promised to answer whatever question the boy had. To get himself back into action, he needed another couple minutes, and then the kid was going to pay. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not an answer! What’s noa? Where do you get it?” 
 
      
 
    “Noa is the essence of the planet. You have some of it — you call it crystals. If you combine twenty of them, you get a sphere of concentrated noa, and you can use it to resurrect other creatures. That’s what Mark Derwin did. And there’s your full answer.” 
 
      
 
    One more minute. He needed another minute to restore his strength. Picking his head up, Olsen didn’t see the rest of the group, and the cage with the lix in it was gone, too. For a while, he was taken aback — the system hadn’t told him anything about them dying or leaving his location. Where could they be? 
 
      
 
    “I hope this kills you,” the boy said before he filled the space with fire. The display cases that had stood there for three thousand cases went up like dry kindling, and Olsen felt the life draining out of him. It was the exact same thing he’d done so many times to the victims the lix brought him. He wanted to yell, only he didn’t have the strength for it. And when the cloth caught fire, Olsen felt nothing — his function had been destroyed. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn stood amid the inferno, awaiting the result and thinking back to what had transpired over the previous couple minutes. All his coins had gone toward lesser regeneration elixirs. Everything that could bring in just a few more had been sold, and he still hadn’t been able to buy all six — Valanil had only gotten one. The boy was hoping her regeneration would be sufficient with the added push. Throwing the curtain Olsen had pointed out to the side, he’d then seen the shimmering blue film of a portal, and there was no way they could stay where they were. The function was going to wake up soon. And that made up the boy’s mind for him. Pulling the caged lix over to the dungeon, he’d tossed it inside — no explosions, no lightning, no notifications about the lix dying. That told him he’d made the right decision, and he did the same with the rest before trying to loot the display cases. Unfortunately, everything in them belonged to Olsen, and the System wouldn’t give it to anyone else. Finally, after shaking the function awake and getting his answer, Tailyn had put everything to the torch. He didn’t want the lixes getting their paws on it. 
 
      
 
    It was only after the boy was sure his plan had worked and that the function was gone forever that he stepped into the portal. He had to get away. A disorienting second later, and his vision was filled with messages from the System 
 
      
 
    The dean’s mission discovered Isr Kale’s Sarcophagus. 
 
    Crystal +1 (9). 
 
    *** 
 
    Mission complete: Isr Kale’s Tomb. You found out who the lixes were bringing their victims to, destroying both the function Olsen and the terminal. By freeing up significant resources, you earned a generous reward. 
 
      
 
    All group members receive +3 levels. 
 
    As compensation for the levels you were not able to receive, you were given a named accessory corresponding to your class. 
 
    *** 
 
    Named item level +1 (4). 
 
    *** 
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. 52 updates received (information added to your journal). 
 
      
 
    You earned 50 Ancient History updates and get a reward: +1 to a random skill. 
 
    Herbalism – Ordinary Daisy +1 (9). 
 
      
 
    Tailyn read through all the messages before collapsing to the ground. He didn’t even take a look at the item forming in his hand. It could wait. He needed to rest. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Raptor. Universal alchemist’s accessory belonging to player Tailyn Vlashich (cannot be stolen or used by anyone else). Current Raptor level (RL): 4. Scans the area within a radius of 5 * RL meters, showing all living and non-living creatures, including those with Concealment less than RL + Perception. Lets you interact with other objects and machines within a distance of RL + Enhancement meters. While in workshops, decreases the cost of materials by 50%, though materials bought at that discount are only available for use in the workshop. Additional parameters: magic attack +100 * RL; mana level +100 * RL; Alchemy +2 * RL. Requirements: Perception (5), Integration (5), Scanner (5), Cartographer (5), Monster Knowledge (5), Anatomy Master (5) (Note, you do not meet the requirements and therefore cannot use this item). 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Crystals detected (9). 
 
    Would you like to unlock the missing attributes? 
 
      
 
    TAILYN LOOKED DOWN at the gorgeous bracelet designed to attach to his right arm, stole a quick glance over at Forian as the mage slept, and agreed to the system’s offer. His new piece of equipment still wasn’t going to be available, but the new attributes might benefit from a random upgrade. The boy needed to make sure that opportunity was out there. 
 
      
 
    You spent 3 crystals and 3000 gold to unlock attributes. 
 
    Attributes received: Monster Knowledge (1), Anatomy Master (1), Scanner (1). 
 
    *** 
 
    Monster Knowledge. Description: an attribute that helps you in fights with monsters by showing their weaknesses and blind spots, a list of their abilities, and ability cooldown timers. Works on monsters through level [Monster Knowledge + Enhancement]. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Anatomy Master. Description: an attribute that helps you in fights with humans and lixes by showing their weaknesses and blind spots, a list of their abilities, and ability cooldown timers. Works on creatures through level [Anatomy Master + Enhancement]. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Scanner. Description: an attribute that identifies creatures within scanning range. Works through walls. Integrates with Vargot and Raptor. Identifies creatures with Concealment no more than [Scanner + Enhancement + Perception]. 
 
      
 
    Three crystals and three thousand gold were gone just like that. Tailyn even felt a twinge of annoyance at the System — it couldn’t just get by on gold? The boy would have paid five, even ten thousand for each of the attributes if it would have meant saving crystals, but the System insisted on taking both. 
 
      
 
    The new attributes came in handy right away as Tailyn saw red dots pop up on his scanner. Four of them were the group and the lix in the cage, while the other three were twenty meters away. 
 
      
 
    Security Bot (machine). Artificial creation. Level 5. 
 
      
 
    The extra vision was great. As it turned out, Raptor was even able to see through walls, and that was fantastic. The scanner only worked in the immediate vicinity for the time being, unable to see what was around the corner. And that was a shame. Tailyn cursed to himself. If his mentor would give him the five crystals and not get mad about him using them on himself… But no, there was no sense dreaming about the impossible. 
 
      
 
    Forian was the first to wake up, though he went for a while without showing it. The whole sensation of being unsure what to do wasn’t one he was used to. First of all, his mana still wasn’t regenerating. His mysticism wasn’t working the way it was supposed to, and he didn’t know why. Second, Forian had spent his entire life believing the emperor was infallible and innocent. Whatever he wished was what the empire wished, and that was what was best for its people. Back when he was a student, the mage had applied to be an investigator so he could hunt down criminals, crystal traders, and Crobar spies. But it turned out that it had all been for nothing — instead of the human everyone thought the emperor to be, he was a function left behind during the exodus. Forian had no doubt Olsen was telling the truth. The Ancient History mission had been updated, and the god wouldn’t permit a lie to be let out as truth. But what was he supposed to do? Was it good? Bad? Something else? He wasn’t sure how to react to the news. 
 
      
 
    “So, this is a dungeon?” Valanil asked. The place they found themselves in really did look like a crypt, what with the narrow, dimly lit corridor; the paintings of skulls, graves, and more reminiscent of funerals hanging on the walls; and the generally evil feel everything gave off. The wall separating the group from the bots Tailyn had noticed billowed like a sheet of smoke, only they still couldn’t see what was on the other side. Valanil glanced over at Forian and smirked. 
 
      
 
    “Stop pretending you’re asleep, Mage. I may not be a great healer, but I’m a healer nonetheless, and you’re conscious. What are we going to do?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew,” Forian replied reluctantly and sat up. “Student, there’s no description of a battle in my logs, but you only get three levels for outstanding achievements. You killed Olsen. How?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn pulled himself away from his book and retold the story, only skipping his last conversation with the function. Everything inside him warned against letting Forian in on that little secret. 
 
      
 
    “What’s Raptor? I haven’t come across one of those.” 
 
      
 
    “A scanner.” Tailyn revealed the details of the god’s latest gift, not much bothering to secure the information. Out of everyone there, only Vu-Rga didn’t have the right to it, and the boy had no doubt that leaking the news of Tailyn’s equipment would be the last thing on his mind when he got to the academy. The mages were going to have much more pressing questions. 
 
      
 
    “And you can’t use it right now?” Forian asked. Tailyn just threw up his arms. “What about unlocking the attributes? While you’re at level one, pretty much anything you do will boost them.” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no terminal nearby,” Tailyn replied carefully. He couldn’t say no. 
 
      
 
    “When the lix taught you his language, he didn’t have a terminal, either,” Forian said, setting the bait, though Tailyn already had an answer for that. 
 
      
 
    “Ka-Do-Gir wasn’t my servant yet, and I’m not responsible for what he did. He realized that we were going to need help if we wanted to survive…” 
 
      
 
    “You’re starting to get on my nerves. Can you unlock the attributes you need if I give you the crystals?” 
 
      
 
    Valanil and Valia stared at Forian as if he’d just turned into a monster. 
 
      
 
    “That’s prohibited, Mentor,” Tailyn said just in case. “Anyone who uses crystals is supposed to be executed on the spot.” 
 
      
 
    “You didn’t answer me,” Forian said coldly. “Yes or no? I need a clear answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. The lix showed me how to activate crystals to unlock or boost parameters,” Tailyn blurted out, leaving himself a loophole. 
 
      
 
    “Which attributes are you missing?” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn pretended he was checking the description, though he was actually busy trying to find a way out. He couldn’t lie to his mentor. But he couldn’t tell the truth, either. When he realized the silence was stretching out suspiciously long, he found the right way to put it. 
 
      
 
    “If I’m going to use Raptor, I need to boost three attributes. The rest are all where they should be.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so three. Got it…” 
 
      
 
    For a little while, the mage said nothing. They could leave and come back with reinforcements. But could the mages they’d bring be able to get through the labyrinth without help? Forian had to doubt that. But without eyes out in front of them, he was also sure they had no business heading into the dungeon — it had already been there for three thousand years, which meant it had to be packed with creatures that could take them out with a sneeze. Tartila Mine was proof enough of that. The mage spent some time staring at his student before the thoughts in his head dug far enough. And they were making him both hopeful and nervous. Finally, he’d had enough. 
 
      
 
    “Student, what I’m going to do right now is forbidden by all the laws of the empire. But new knowledge dictates new rules, and we’re going to have to revisit everything we used to think was the case. Valia, Valanil, you need to swear that you will never, either in word or in deed, verbally or non-verbally, make reference to what is about to happen. Repeat after me… 
 
      
 
    Almost as if they’d been enchanted, the herbalist and then the girl repeated the awe-inspiring oath, after which the mage turned to Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “Student, you need to unlock those attributes and get them up to five. You’ll be our eyes — that’s our only shot at survival. There was a reason the god led us first to the large crystal and then to Olsen, leaving me with exactly the fifteen crystals you need. It’s the god’s will, and it’s not for me to intervene. Here.” 
 
      
 
    An entire packet of shimmering stones appeared in Forian’s hands. It was everything he had, and while he knew he could be punished, he was convinced he was making the right decision. When your actions keep pace with your convictions, you can stretch the law. Even if you’re an investigator. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn could barely keep himself from throwing his arms around the mage’s neck and confessing everything. But he shook himself — that was out of the question regardless of what had just happened. Grabbing the crystals and deftly dropping three into his inventory, he got to work. 
 
      
 
    Anatomy Master +4 (5). 
 
    Monster Knowledge +4 (5). 
 
    Scanner +4 (5). 
 
      
 
    The new piece of named equipment was suddenly available for use, and the boy strapped it onto his wrist nervously. 
 
      
 
    “It worked!” he said in an awed whisper as he stared out at the picture in front of him. A map of the dungeon showed up on a separate frame, though it just depicted everything within a radius of twenty meters. But even that was enough for Tailyn to gasp at the number of opponents they were up against. The security bots were everywhere. 
 
      
 
    “All level five?” Forian asked dubiously. “Are you sure? Humans haven’t been here in three thousand years, so they should be enormous!” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I’m seeing,” Tailyn replied in confusion. “Maybe, someone’s hiding, but I don’t see anything.” 
 
      
 
    “Or Tailyn can only see the kids or simple guards, while the real monsters are high-level enough that Raptor can’t beat their protection,” Valanil said reasonably. “Don’t forget that he’s just at level one. Hey, by the way, when can we use the portal? I can’t tell you how much I want to go home.” 
 
      
 
    “We have a bit more than five hours left,” Forian said after checking. “Okay, Tailyn will go first, I’ll be after him, and the girls will carry the cage with the lix. We need to figure out what’s going on with the bots, not to mention why they’re only level five. Move out!” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn went over to the smoky wall and placed a hand on it. There was no resistance. After working up the nerve, he stepped forward and found himself in a long corridor ending in a fork. Raptor kicked into overdrive, building the dungeon structure, and it turned out to be another labyrinth or cave with a confusing mess of rooms linked by corridors or smaller rooms. 
 
      
 
    Status change. Current status: combat. 
 
    You cannot modify your current deck. 
 
    Opponents remaining: 50. 
 
      
 
    “I’m lost,” Forian muttered when he joined Tailyn. “Where are there so few of them?” 
 
      
 
    The boy could only shrug. He was also on edge — it was a mythical dungeon, the kind there were only ten of on the planet, and it was just about empty, guarded only by some innocent little machines. Even he wouldn’t have had a problem taking them out alone, and he was at level one. In fact, that’s what he did by sending his companion in. 
 
      
 
    Experience received: +3 (to next level: 247). 
 
      
 
    The dragon fried one of the bots and flew back, afraid of the return fire. 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding!” the shocked boy whispered as he took a closer look at the damage numbers. Just the two remaining bots had knocked off half Li-Ho-Dun’s shield. The dragon flew back and hid behind its master, displaying no desire whatsoever to play the hero. 
 
      
 
    “Well, there’s your answer,” Forian exclaimed happily. “They’re using blasters! Finally, some kind of logic, at least. Don’t get close — we’ll take them out from range. Machines don’t like electricity, so that’s what we’ll use.” 
 
      
 
    “I…” By the time Tailyn opened his mouth to say he was ready, the whole thing was over. Valanil and Forian had each taken a shot. The bots had been reduced to smoking piles of ash. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, check for loot,” the mage said, though the boy was already on it. Tailyn didn’t even have to bend over the remains — Raptor had a special section for marauders, and that meant he didn’t have to worry about any more armageddons. 
 
      
 
    Loot cannot be received from artificial creations. 
 
      
 
    “Student, take the herbalist’s end of the cage. Valanil, you and I will be up front. I don’t think this is the time to explain who’s supposed to shoot what, so I need an experienced woman.” 
 
      
 
    “You need an experienced partner or an experienced woman?” the herbalist asked, unable to hold back a quick jab. And while Forian opened his mouth to respond, he realized that anything he said would sound ridiculous. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go. Tailyn, should we go left or right?” 
 
      
 
    “Doesn’t matter. There are two bots around each corner.” 
 
      
 
    It had been a long time since Forian was that disappointed. The security bots died one after another, not even living long enough to fire a shot or charge in for an attack. Tailyn’s scanner worked miracles — they knew in advance about everything within twenty meters, even the bots that were hidden on the other side of two or three walls. The only spot that made them work was a big cave with fifteen of the machines hiding in it. Forian even had to pop a mana potion to restore his shield, having taken five blaster hits. 
 
      
 
    “That’s it?” Valanil paced the empty cave, eyeing the walls. Just like in the tunnels, they were decorated with macabre themes and for some reason crosses with someone hanging on them. “This is where Isr Kale was buried. But where’s the sarcophagus?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, we need to find the rest of the bots, and then the passageway to the next level will open,” Forian said. “Tailyn, lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    It took them a while to find their last opponent, and Tailyn had built a complete map of every nook and cranny in the dungeon by the time they did. As it turned out, there were rooms radiating out from the big cave to make the shape of the sun. The fiftieth bot was in the far ray as if hiding from impending doom, and Valanil hit it with a bolt of lightning before turning to Forian. She was throwing up her arms as if to ask what to do next when the System preempted her question. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You destroyed the first round of monsters. 
 
    The dungeon has been updated, monster levels bumped up five times (current: 10). 
 
    *** 
 
    Opponents remaining: 100. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn exchanged a confused glance with Valia. Nobody had told them the enemy could respawn. From the direction of the sun came a conversation in a strange language, a pattering, and odd clicks. 
 
      
 
    “Kara mol!” called a loud voice right behind him, and Tailyn spun around. There was someone standing by the wall wearing green clothing that smacked of the military, and he was aiming a blaster back and forth between Forian and Valanil. 
 
      
 
    Guardsman Isr Kale (human). Artificial creation. Level 10. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn was surprised when neither of the mages reacted, and he decided to jump in. 
 
      
 
    Ka-Li. 
 
      
 
    You used Electric Strike-II. 
 
    Guardsman Isr Kale has a level 5 negator, absolute protection against magic cards through level 5. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mission update: Ancient History. You found out that the troops made active use of negators, which are special devices that let them ignore magic attacks. Additional mission: negators were prohibited after the exodus and are to be disposed of when found. Find a negator and earn an impressive reward. 
 
      
 
    “Kara mol!” The blaster began turning toward Tailyn. The guardsman had realized Tailyn was also a threat, though everyone froze for a second, not sure what to do. Finally, the boy gave an order: attack! 
 
      
 
    The dragon had been crawling along the wall, avoiding any sudden moves that could attract the guard’s attention. And it was only when it was right behind him that the boy gave the order. Fire flashed, and the guardsman’s head melted away. The body stood there for a moment before flickering and disappearing, the number of enemies dropping by one. 
 
      
 
    Experience received: +8 (to next level: 239). 
 
      
 
    “Mage, what do you know about multiple rounds?” Valanil started throwing questions at Forian. “What can we expect from the dungeon?” 
 
      
 
    Even Tailyn could tell the herbalist was nervous. She’d never come across anything like what they were dealing with, and just the idea that something could be immune to her weaponry scared her. 
 
      
 
    “We’re the first to enter a dungeon. There are mentions of them dating back to the exodus, back when there were more of them, but the fragments still around don’t have anything about rounds. They also don’t mention the guards showing up just anywhere. Student, what does your map say?” 
 
      
 
    “There are four right outside this room. Another two on the other side of the wall.” Tailyn was back to his main responsibilities, though he still couldn’t help making a suggestion. “If magic doesn’t do anything to them, why don’t we try alchemical fire? Or acid spittle? Cold explosion? I have enough materials to take out all the guardsmen.” 
 
      
 
    “Do it!” Valanil replied, perking up. How had she forgotten that the boy could make elixirs even during battle? Was old age catching up to her? “Make ten of each, and we’ll test them out to see which works best. And get your dragon ready — it’s our last hope. Forian, you’re useless now, so take over the cage.” 
 
      
 
    The whole dungeon could probably hear the mage grind his teeth, and Valanil brightened. Her dig had landed. And most importantly, they both knew she was right. Forian begrudgingly went over to Tailyn and nodded toward Valanil. 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll take over here.” 
 
      
 
    A couple minutes later, they’d found out that fire, ice, and acid all worked beautifully on the guardsmen. Tailyn preferred the cold, though that was just because it kept their opponents from shooting back at them. It was terrifying when someone in the middle of burning up or melting away ignored the pain and tried to fight it out. The cold just turned them into icicles, and at that point it only took a single hit from Matilda to shatter them. Freezing didn’t hurt, either… The boy had been through fire, so he knew what the guardsmen were feeling. Sure, they weren’t alive or real, but it still got to him every time Valanil tossed a flask of alchemical fire. In those moments, it was unsettling to watch the insanity in her eyes. She’d found targets that were perfect for taking out all the pain and hatred that had built up over the years, and it didn’t bother her that she was scaring the boy. 
 
      
 
    “More!” she said, holding out a hand and waving away the ice. “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    Yet again, the biggest problem for the group was the central cave. Thirty of the guardsmen had congregated there, so Tailyn set the elixirs out in front of himself and activated his wave of fire, not thinking of a better way to handle the situation. Just as he’d expected, the fire did nothing, though it did push the guardsmen to leave their posts in groups of two or three. Valanil and Li-Ho-Dun met them in the narrow tunnel. And while the dragon wasn’t able to do much, it still took out three of them. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You destroyed the second round of monsters. 
 
    The dungeon has been updated, monster levels bumped up five times (current: 15). 
 
    Final round. Single combat. 
 
      
 
    “Student?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.” The boy knew what Forian was asking, but his screen was empty. There were no opponents within twenty meters. 
 
      
 
    “I’d bet my life it’s in the big cave,” Valanil muttered. The group had been forced to hunt down the last guardsmen in one of the rays. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, take the cage,” Forian said, ridding himself of a responsibility he didn’t think should be his so long as he had a student there to take care of it. 
 
      
 
    And Valanil was right. A red dot appeared on Raptor when the group got to the middle of the dungeon, and when Tailyn focused on it, he couldn’t suppress an exclamation of surprise. He’d never seen a description like that. 
 
      
 
    Isr Kale’s Essence (boss monster). Artificial creation. Level 15. Abilities: 
 
      
 
    Automatic attack. The boss uses one of his tentacles to strike a target. Cooldown time: 3 seconds. 
 
      
 
    Creature summons. The boss summons 10 level 15 helpers that live for 30 seconds. Cooldown time: 2 minutes. 
 
      
 
    Necrotic strike. The boss turns in a random direction, prepares for two seconds, and attacks the sector in front of it with dark matter. The sector is cleared of dark matter 3 minutes later. Cooldown time: 2 minutes. 
 
      
 
    Frenzy. When the boss’s personal shield disappears, his attack speed and damage are increased by a factor of 5. 
 
      
 
    “What’s a boss?” three people asked so synchronously that it sounded like they’d spent hours practicing. Forian maintained his imperturbable expression. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no exact data, just rumors and short mentions from the ancients. But that doesn’t matter now — I need to get a look at him.” 
 
      
 
    A few turns and a hallway later, the group found itself right outside the main cave. Isr Kale’s essence was a transparent person three meters tall and wearing a mottled guardsman’s uniform. Standing in the middle of the cave with his arms crossed over his chest, he looked like he was waiting for the group — Tailyn had no doubt he already knew they were there. And the boy was about to step into the cave when Forian stopped him. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn Vlashich, Valia Levor, and Valanil Revolt, you need to swear that you will never, either in word or in deed, verbally or non-verbally, make reference to what you’re about to learn. Repeat after me…” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you asking us for a lot of these?” Valanil replied with annoyance in her voice. “Everywhere we go, it’s just secrets and oaths. Is that a mage thing?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not up for discussion,” Forian shot back. “I was given clear instructions, and you’re not part of them. The only reason you’re here is because Keran is dead. So, you can either take the oath, or we’ll wait, activate the portal, and head out. That’s it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m in,” Tailyn said. He was dead set against leaving the dungeon one step away from finding out where the key to Lavr Nalin’s notebook was hidden. 
 
      
 
    “I’m with Tailyn,” Valia chimed in, taking the boy by the hand and glancing over at the herbalist expectantly. “Studying at the academy comes with a lot of responsibilities, and it’s a good idea to get used to not being able to blab about everything. Or was there someone you were planning on reporting back to?” 
 
      
 
    Valanil had some choice words for the girl, but she kept them to herself. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fine with me, too. I’m just surprised.” The herbalist backed down, and a minute later the group was bathed in a white glow. The System had accepted their oath. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so what’s on your mind? What’s a boss?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea,” Forian said with a grin as he turned toward the creature. “I’ve never encountered one before. Everyone, remember where you are so you don’t happen into the sector with necrotic energy. Meanwhile, you take the summoned creatures with fire, Tailyn. The dragon can lead the ghost around the edge of the cave.” 
 
      
 
    “My dragon?” the boy asked in surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Student, am I using words you don’t understand?” Forian raised his voice, making it perfectly clear he wasn’t happy with Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    “But it’ll die!” 
 
      
 
    “If you don’t stay on your toes, you’ll die, too, and soon,” the mage said forcefully. “Send the dragon in. Now!” 
 
      
 
    “Come on, my boy, there’s a reason you made it a shield,” Valanil said gently. Her tone couldn’t have been more different from his mentor’s — she was trying to get through to him. “Don’t worry about your companion. If you can handle this, it’ll handle it. Just keep a close eye on things, lead the monster around the edge, and everything will be fine. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Tailyn replied with a reluctant nod. He couldn’t say no to Valanil when she asked like that. 
 
      
 
    “There we go,” the herbalist said with a smile. “Send in the dragon.” 
 
      
 
    Attack! 
 
      
 
    Li-Ho-Dun wiggled its tail obediently and surged forward. As soon as it flew into the cave, a message popped up: 
 
      
 
    You entered into combat with Isr Kale’s essence. 
 
    Phase 1. 
 
      
 
    “Mages,” boomed the rich, chesty voice. The monster could speak. “Even after my death, you still give me no rest.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not here to fight you, General!” Forian yelled as he followed the dragon into the cave. “We need information.” 
 
      
 
    “Information?!” the boss replied, enraged. “How dare you ask me for information? You’re going to pay for that!” 
 
      
 
    The general’s face darkened, he froze, and Tailyn, who had walked in behind Forian, sensed something was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Get out of the way!” the boy yelled as he ran over to the wall. Valia and Valanil reacted fast enough to avoid getting hit, a wide swath of stone darkening and swirling with blackness. The pictures on the wall that was in the targeted sector disappeared into the charge of dark energy. Apparently, that was the necrotic strike, and Tailyn swallowed hard. But his dragon struck back right then. As the fire hit the boss, he whirled around and lashed out with something that didn’t look at all like a limb. It was a tentacle. There was one growing out of his back, which was why they hadn’t seen it at first, and it turned out to only be one of several. They reached out toward Li-Ho-Dun, forcing the agile dragon to bob and weave as it pulled away. And while the monster didn’t go after it, he turned with it to let his tentacles go to work. They were just long enough to reach the far side of the cave. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t just stand there; attack!” Forian barked as he hit the boss with a dark strike, his most powerful card. A black ball the size of his head formed in front of him and rushed off toward the target. 
 
      
 
    “I want to know where you hid the dragon’s blood!” the mage yelled as soon as the sphere hit the boss’s back. The latter staggered and turned slowly toward Forian, a move that saved the dragon. Meanwhile, Tailyn was stunned to hear what Forian was looking for. Li-Ho-Dun even crashed into a wall, not expecting the strange command from its master, though the boy pulled himself together and got his companion back into the air. His ears were focused on every word, however. Suddenly, it made sense why the god hadn’t told him to share his mission with his mentor — the mage already had it. 
 
      
 
    “You mages will never get to the storage! We kept you away back then, and we’ll keep you away now. Servants, I summon you! Come punish the game’s animals!” 
 
      
 
    Even as his tentacles kept tracking the dragon, the boss reached out toward the entrance to the cave, and ghosts began to appear there. The usual guardsmen, the only difference was they were semi-transparent, the same as the boss himself. Tailyn hit them with ten waves of fire before realizing it was pointless. The creatures had the same immunity to magic their predecessors had. 
 
      
 
    “Tailyn, get more potions ready!” Valanil yelled, handing Valia some of her supply. “We’ll take care of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it, woman! No potions! Let the dragon attack them, get their attention, and lead them into the necrotic energy. The guardsmen can’t fly, so they’ll burn up. Herbalist, you have your job — do that!” 
 
      
 
    Valanil hissed, looking ready to leap at the mage, but she said nothing. In the meantime, Tailyn adjusted the dragon’s flight path to pull it above the fire and fly past the guardsmen. The summoned squad had just entered the cave when the shadow flashed by them, its stream of fire cutting down four of them on the first pass. None were very strong against the dragon. Forgetting the group of humans, the guardsmen dashed off after the flying target, the whole group soon finding themselves dissolving in the necrotic energy. A flash of light, and a few fairly wide pathways appeared along the floor, only the guardsmen were nowhere to be found. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have a shot, mages!” the boss yelled as he threw his tentacles at Forian. At least, they were aimed at where Forian had just been — the mage had leaped nimbly to the side. The tentacles corrected their mistake, but Forian dodged again, his yell filling the cave. 
 
      
 
    “Student, distract him! Come on!” 
 
      
 
    “On it!” The dragon flashed past the boss’s face, and history began to repeat itself. Tailyn’s companion dodged the tentacles as it flew around the room; the group jumped to the side every time they saw the boss’s face darken; guardsmen periodically appeared to carve convenient passageways through the necrotic energy. Then, the sequence repeated itself. 
 
      
 
    The only change was that the boss stopped talking so much, just throwing out the stray line about how mages all had to die. And that went on until Valia and Valanil both threw up their hands. 
 
      
 
    “My cards are out. All I have left is my summons.” 
 
      
 
    Forian turned a withering gaze on the useless pair. It was hard for him to imagine being at that level and still having such mediocre cards — there was no preparation to speak of on their part. 
 
      
 
    “Get back and wait there. Student, what’s your status?” 
 
      
 
    “Thirty or forty charges,” Tailyn estimated without taking his eyes off his dragon. The boss was about to activate his ability, and he needed to be ready to distract the guardsmen. 
 
      
 
    “Attack! Let’s finish this.” 
 
      
 
    The boy did just that, sending fireballs sizzling off toward the boss. Since Raptor was telling him fire was the boss’s weakness, he decided to start with them. The temperature in the cave began to rise — twenty shots was enough to turn the place into an oven. Unfortunately, that didn’t appear to bother the boss at all, as he kept right on chasing the dragon. The same wasn’t true of the guardsmen, at least. As soon as the next set appeared and set off after the dragon, they dropped to the ground and melted without even getting to the necrotic energy. 
 
      
 
    “Stop it!” Forian yelled. “You aren’t getting through. Pull back!” 
 
      
 
    Just then, the boss decided it was time for some more dark matter. Turning toward the mage, he spat out the black slime, and while Forian was able to leap to the side in time, he went the wrong way and found himself caught between two patches of the stuff. If Tailyn had the guardsmen to lead around by the nose, he could have cut a path through, but they were already dead. Forian couldn’t move. But just as the boss’s tentacles reached out to crush the mage, a flask smashed against the general’s head, leaving behind a thick layer of ice. 
 
      
 
    “Again!” Forian called when he saw what had happened. Tailyn’s favorite elixir was the perfect tool — the boss couldn’t move. 
 
      
 
    “That was my last one — I’m out!” 
 
      
 
    “Make more! Divide your consciousness. One part can head into your workshop; the other can stay out here in reality.” 
 
      
 
    “They teach that in the fifth year!” Valanil shot back indignantly. “He’s just a child!” 
 
      
 
    “And he’ll be a dead child if he doesn’t do it right now. I need twenty flasks of freeze, another twenty of acid. Do it, Tailyn. You have integration, so learn how to use it! You can hear voices from the outside world when you’re in the workshop, right? Latch on to those sensations and leave part of your consciousness here.” 
 
      
 
    Tailyn couldn’t help but remember jumping into his workshop while Olsen had been talking about the lixes and where they’d come from. Even inside, he’d still been listening to the function, unwilling to miss anything. He focused all his attention on the workshop button and the control panel for the dragon. His consciousness blurred. Maintaining his mind in the outside world didn’t work, and he found himself in his lab, though part of the boy did stay behind to fly the dragon around the wall. That was a good thing, too — the boss soon unfroze and went back to chasing the nimble creature. The boy’s head began to pound, his nose started bleeding from the stress, and his legs shook, but Tailyn just clutched the table for support. He needed those elixirs. 
 
      
 
    Twenty freezes. Twenty acids. Blood spraying around the lab. His mentor’s order complete. By the time Tailyn got back out into the real world, his consciousness was just about gone. His head buzzing, he collapsed to his knees, dropping his load out in front of him. His dragon smacked into a wall and dropped to the ground. With a laugh, the boss reached out to finally grab the little bugger and finish it off. 
 
      
 
    “Come back, my boy. We need you!” Valanil’s hand dropped onto the boy from behind him, and a wave of warmth flooded through him. Pulling his eyes open with an effort, Tailyn stared at the frozen boss — the herbalist had a great arm. The dragon jerked and pulled at the boss’s motionless tentacles in an effort to break loose, but nothing worked. It was stuck. 
 
      
 
    “Acid isn’t doing anything! Fire isn’t, either!” Valanil yelled, and Forian appeared next to her. One of the sections of necrotic energy had presumably disappeared. 
 
      
 
    “How is he?” 
 
      
 
    “Alive if not for long with a mentor like you,” the herbalist muttered. “Kids can’t split their consciousness — they’re not ready! You just about got him killed.” 
 
      
 
    “But I didn’t. Okay, we need to retreat — we can’t get through that thing’s shield.” 
 
      
 
    “What, your cards are empty, too?” Valanil shot back sarcastically as she hurled another flask at the boss, who was beginning to move. Just then, the dragon’s fire came off cooldown, and Tailyn used it to cut through the tentacles. Li-Ho-Dun wrenched itself free, though its freedom came at a cost — a deep gash had appeared along one flank. The companion’s personal shield was gone. 
 
      
 
    “Here, let me heal it.” Valanil placed a hand on the dragon to stop the bleeding. Of course, the herbalist’s nose began to bleed instead, and she had to drink a mana flask. 
 
      
 
    “What a useless healer,” Forian said. “Hurting yourself to heal others is the last thing you need in battle. Okay, pull back! We can’t win this.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” someone said, and everyone stared in surprise at Tailyn. The boy was calm and focused. “I need time. Don’t throw any more ice — we won’t need it.” 
 
      
 
    The dragon flew back into the air, circling close to the boss. Ten seconds later, the ice was gone, and the general resumed chasing after the boy’s nimble companion as if nothing had happened. The group waited silently to see what Tailyn had thought up. The boy was controlling his dragon, though he wasn’t off by the wall that time. He was pushing the dragon right up against the boss’s head. Finally, the latter stopped and summoned its army. 
 
      
 
    “Take care of them with elixirs,” Tailyn said without pulling himself away from his dragon. Flasks flew by, but he ignored them completely. There was going to be no split consciousness. No, it was like Tailyn had become the dragon, dodging back and forth between the beast’s deadly tentacles. Finally, the moment he’d been waiting for arrived. 
 
      
 
    “Dodge!” Forian yelled. The boss turned toward the group, ready to spit another charge of necrotic energy, only the boy didn’t go anywhere. The creature’s face darkened, and he opened his mouth to finish the battle, but that was when the dragon attacked. 
 
      
 
    The boss had a weakness to fire. Raptor had said as much. But the flames couldn’t beat through his shield — neither magic nor the dragon had worked. And that meant they had to get the fire somewhere without a shield. Right into the creature’s gullet, for example. 
 
      
 
    The stream of primordial fire hit the boss’s open mouth and mixed there with the necrotic energy. In fact, Li-Ho-Dun’s attack was so powerful that the boss swallowed what he’d been planning on sending in the group’s direction. The dragon had rammed the energy back down into the creature with its all-consuming flames. 
 
      
 
    Three seconds ticked by, and Tailyn pulled the dragon away. If his plan didn’t work, they were definitely going to need to run. 
 
      
 
    “The guardsmen — they’re gone!” Valia called happily. “It worked!” 
 
      
 
    It was true. The summoned creatures had disappeared. Meanwhile, the boss’s tentacles dangled helplessly, the general himself crashing heavily to his knees a few seconds later. His semi-transparent body showed how the fire and black slime filled him, making him ever so vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    “Summon!” Forian yelled as the cave suddenly became home to ten level twenty-five panthers. Valia used her jungle call. Next to her, a level thirty-five bukamonster appeared — Valanil wasn’t about to be outdone by the girl. The boss jerked as he tried to fight off the encroaching horde, but the beasts tore him to pieces. And while the black goo oozing from his wounds killed off the panthers, it wasn’t enough for all of them, and the bukamonster finished the job by pancaking the monster’s head with a single blow. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You won the single combat. 
 
    Isr Kale’s Sarcophagus cleared. 
 
    Crystals +3 (10). 
 
    *** 
 
    Experience received by your companion: +200 (to next level: 15). 
 
    *** 
 
    You beat the dungeon in a group of four or fewer people. Reward level increased by 1. 
 
    *** 
 
    Valanil Revolt receives complete level IV outfit. 
 
    Valia Levor receives complete level IV outfit. 
 
    Forian Tarn receives complete level IV outfit. 
 
    Tailyn Vlashich receives complete level III outfit for his companion. 
 
    *** 
 
    Named item level +1 (5). 
 
    Attention! The next named item level will increase parameter requirements by 15 (to 20). Be careful and make sure you're ready ahead of time. 
 
      
 
    A stone sarcophagus with a transparent lid appeared where the boss had just been. Inside, there was a skeleton wearing ancient armor that shone like it was brand new, a weapon in its hands, and strange accessories strapped on everywhere else. It hit Tailyn that everything was named and therefore couldn’t be sold, which was a shame — he wouldn’t have minded the extra coins. But that wasn’t all. Isr Kale’s essence insisted on having the last word, so a ghost appeared above the ground as soon as the beasts and the bukamonster disappeared as though they’d been dipped in necrotic energy. The general looked much more human. Not only was he the right size, his tentacles were also gone. 
 
      
 
    “You defeated me in battle, mages, but you won’t win the war. You’ll never get the dragon’s blood! It’s hidden securely, and even though the provost stole my journal, it doesn’t have coordinates of the cache in it. Earth will belong to humans, not the game’s animals!” 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search for Coordinates. You found out that the key to Lavr Nalin’s notebook is written down in Isr Kale’s journal, which is kept by the academy provost. Get access to the journal. 
 
      
 
    Mission complete: Search. You beat the dungeon and found out how it works: there are multiple rounds followed by a boss at the end. Your group received a reward for completing it. 
 
      
 
    Crystal +1 (11). 
 
      
 
    Forian stared at the sarcophagus and tried to swallow his rage. Even the four levels he’d picked up weren’t enough to quell the fire burning in his chest — all he wanted to do was grab his staff and smash the ancient’s coffin into a million pieces. What was he supposed to tell the dean? That Keran had died in vain? That the search the dean had been working on for hundreds of years was impossible? The only clue they had as to the whereabouts of the dragon’s blood was a dead end. Even as a ghost, the soldier had refused to give up the secret. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch that,” Valanil said when she saw Valia reaching to open the lid. “It’s loaded with traps to keep out people like you, and I don’t think Tailyn would have any better luck. Something’s off about those bones. Mage, want to try getting through the protection?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Forian replied. “I’m not good enough for that, though we aren’t going to just leave it. Tailyn, I need five Alron potions. Here are the coins.” 
 
      
 
    Valanil didn’t dare argue with the mage, though everything inside her revolted against how he was about to treat someone who had saved the planet. And while the boy followed his mentor’s instructions without hesitation, the herbalist noticed him and Valia exchange an odd glance. Too odd. The kids had a shared secret that had something to do with the general, and the woman filed that information away. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was going to pay sooner or later. And that included Tailyn. 
 
      
 
    The boy himself was trying to distract himself with his updated companion. The armor had come at exactly the right time, boosting the creature’s shield significantly. Not only that, but it reduced the cooldown time for its attack by 50%, meaning it could breathe fire every fifteen seconds. If it had had that kind of armor before the battle started… It wouldn’t have been a competition. 
 
      
 
    But really, Tailyn was frustrated. Everyone in the group had gotten a level four suit, and despite the fact that he’d come up with and executed the winning plan, all he’d gotten was an update for his companion. With that said, he didn’t share his feelings even with Valia, as he was worried about how she might respond. The girl was far too emotional and unpredictable. She very well could have thrown her loot at him, pouting and insisting he take it when he declined, which he would have regardless. Vargot was better. 
 
      
 
    All the group had left to do was wait. Finally, Forian activated his portal, and the boy grabbed the cage with the lix and stepped into it. The Gray Lands were behind them — forever, Tailyn hoped. He never wanted to have to deal with the lixes on their turf again. Halas could come find him in the empire if he was so hell-bent on finding him. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on here?” came a woman’s annoyed voice as soon as the space surrounding him began to take form. Tailyn looked around to see that he was in the inner quarters of a beautiful, intricately designed palace. Everywhere he looked, there were arches, columns, marble floors, and snow-white sculptures, with swords, long curtains, and paintings hanging on the walls. The boy’s mouth gaped wide. In comparison to Forian’s residence, Isor’s palace was a pigsty. 
 
      
 
    “I asked what’s going on here,” the woman said, and Tailyn finally saw who was speaking. A lovely woman was looking down at him from a balcony on the second floor. 
 
      
 
    Finiel Beon (human). Mage. Age 27. Level 24. 
 
      
 
    “Finally! Forian, what took so long? And who’s that commoner?” 
 
      
 
    Those last phrases were addressed to Forian and Valanil as they stepped out of the portal. Tailyn didn’t hear the sarcophagus explode, but he could tell from the herbalist’s face that it definitely had. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to my residence,” Forian said calmly as he brushed off some nonexistent dust. Nodding to his servant, who was holding the second part of the card, he continued. “Thanks, Patrick, I appreciate it. Student, you can leave the cage here. I’ll have it taken care of.” 
 
      
 
    “Student?! What did you do?” came a hysterical shriek from the balcony, and Tailyn shivered. Suddenly, he was anything but excited about being Forian’s guest. 
 
      
 
    “I did what the god led me to do,” Forian replied, finally noticing the woman. “Finiel, this is my student Tailyn Vlashich and his trainer Valanil Revolt. They’re going to be living with us until he joins the academy. Tailyn, Valanil, this is Finiel Beon, my bride.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to live under the same roof as a couple of commoners,” the woman announced. “They can get out!” 
 
      
 
    “Patrick, take the guests to their rooms so they can get themselves cleaned up. Also, let the Duke of Carlian know his daughter is here — he can pick her up.” 
 
      
 
    “Forian! I’m serious, there’s no place for them in our palace!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my palace, Finiel. My palace, my rules. You haven’t forgotten that in the year and a half I’ve been gone, have you? Patrick, why are you still here? Was I unclear?” 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, Master. Right away.” The servant bowed and led the guests off, doomed as they were. Having Finiel Beon as an enemy was the last thing anyone would have wanted. It was simpler to just throw yourself off a bridge. 
 
      
 
    But that was the last thing on Tailyn’s mind. All he could think about was getting his hands on Isr Kale’s journal. Since his mentor needed dragon’s blood, he, Tailyn, needed it, too. And why hadn’t Isr Kale or Mark Derwin used it themselves? What was the point of hiding it? It was incredibly powerful, after all. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to say why, but Tailyn got the distinct impression that that was the most important question he had to answer. And the System agreed wholeheartedly. 
 
      
 
    Mission update: Search for Coordinates. Additional mission: find out what dragon’s blood is needed for. How can it help or harm the planet? 
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE TRIAL of Isor Barka, the Culmart elder, shook the empire. The Duke of Carlian himself was the accuser, his daughter’s kidnapping pinned on the elder’s negligence. And the worst part was that Isor didn’t really have a defense. He really had known about the kidnapping, not to mention who’d pulled it off, and he hadn’t done anything. 
 
      
 
    Isor’s Betrayal complete. 
 
    Crystal +1 (12). 
 
      
 
    The execution was held the same day, after which Isor’s head was paraded around the imperial cities with a list of his crimes read off in the city squares. From what Forian said, the provost had insisted on that, and the emperor had eventually agreed that the bureaucrats had gone too far and needed to be reined in. A fear of inevitable punishment was a great reason to follow the law. 
 
      
 
    Dort, Isor’s son, got lucky, as he was found not guilty, left alive, and sent off to live with distant relatives. But that was the end of the good news. Finiel turned out to be such a nasty, vengeful woman that Valanil fled Forian’s palace three days later, having found an entire brood of earthworms in her bed. The high-born bitch had somehow learned what the herbalist was most afraid of. But with nowhere for Tailyn to go, he was forced to tolerate the plagues his mentor’s bride threw at him. Formally speaking, Finiel didn’t go against Forian’s orders — she stayed away from open conflict. But the boy had something new to deal with every day, from his food being heavily salted to rats appearing out of nowhere to his door being stuck for days. The domestic beauty did everything she could without breaking the law. And everything she did was focused on getting Tailyn to leave the palace, as doing so before joining the academy would have meant he’d left his mentor of his own free will. 
 
      
 
    It was only when Tailyn went to talk to Forian covered from head to toe in blue dye that the mage gave in. Grabbing his student, he headed over to the academy, a fairly large but still separate city within the capital. It was delineated by a high wall. 
 
      
 
    “Student, I can’t admit him until he turns twelve! That’s the rule,” the dean said with a deep sigh after hearing out his favorite and taking a look at the embarrassed boy. The dye wasn’t really washing out, so he was going to be walking around with a bluish tint for the next few days. 
 
      
 
    “Mentor, please.” Forian wouldn’t have asked if the situation had been different. “He isn’t going to live to see his twelfth birthday. Finiel will eat him first!” 
 
      
 
    “You should have thought about that before refusing to take her brother on as a student,” the dean laughed as he glanced back at the boy. The kid was good. For his age and level, more than good. Even Valia Levor, who had submitted her papers and was being fought over by every single department, wasn’t on his level. And before everyone else found out about Tailyn, the dean knew he needed to act. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, Student, but only because of our relationship. Have you taken care of your problem?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. My mysticism still isn’t working even after adding parameter points.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you realize that a mage without mana is an impossibility. You have a year to figure out an answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mentor,” Forian replied with a bow of his head. “I have a year.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, as for you,” the dean said, looking over at Tailyn, “congratulations on joining the academy, Tailyn Vlashich. I hope you prove worthy of our trust. I hate it when people disappoint me.” 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You enrolled in the academy. 
 
    Level +1. 
 
    Attention! Error detected… 
 
    Returning to previous state. 
 
    You can’t level-up until you complete your initiation (20 days remaining). 
 
    Finding a solution… 
 
    Solution found! 
 
    *** 
 
    Crystal +1 (13). 
 
    All your attributes and skills were increased by 1. 
 
    *** 
 
    You’re the first person in this release to enroll in the academy at level 1. 
 
    You received access to a remote terminal. 
 
      
 
    Tailyn checked his map and found the red dot just a few steps away. But there was nothing in the room besides the dean’s desk. The one-story buildings occupied by the department heads were in a beautiful garden set apart from the main building, and that told Tailyn the terminal might be underground. In a basement? Or even deeper? There was no telling what kinds of tunnels had been dug down there over the millennia. But that didn’t make anything easier. And he was going to have to figure something out — there was no way he was going to give up on a gift like that. It was how he’d gotten Vargot, after all. Pulling up his status table, the boy grunted his appreciation for what he saw. It was time to figure out what life at the academy was like, not to mention what the rules were. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Status table 
  
      
 
       
       	  General character information 
  
      
 
       
       	  Tailyn Vlashich, betrothed to Valia Levor 
  
       	  Alchemist 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level 
  
       	  1 
  
       	  Age 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  Yearly tax (crystals) 
  
       	  1 (beginning at age 16) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Coins 
  
       	  2770 
  
       	  Gold 
  
       	  71970 
  
      
 
       
       	  Main parameters 
  
      
 
       
       	  Shield level 
  
       	  5331 (5331) 
  
       	  Mana level 
  
       	  7011 (7011) 
  
      
 
       
       	  Physical attack 
  
       	  575 
  
       	  Magic attack 
  
       	  1575 
  
      
 
       
       	  Named item level 
  
       	  5 
  
       	  Companion level 
  
       	  3 
  
      
 
       
       	  Attributes 
  
      
 
       
       	  Enhancement 
  
       	  15 
  
       	  Mysticism 
  
       	  11 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intellect 
  
       	  9 
  
       	  Armor 
  
       	  9 
  
      
 
       
       	  Wisdom 
  
       	  10 
  
       	  Perception 
  
       	  9 
  
      
 
       
       	  Regeneration 
  
       	  9 
  
       	  Agility 
  
       	  9 
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength 
  
       	  8 
  
       	  Concealment 
  
       	  8 
  
      
 
       
       	  Cartographer 
  
       	  7 
  
       	  Integration 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Resilience 
  
       	  9 
  
       	  Marauder 
  
       	  15 
  
      
 
       
       	  Monster Knowledge 
  
       	  6 
  
       	  Anatomy Master 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  Scanner 
  
       	  6 
  
       	    
  
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Skills 
  
      
 
       
       	  Alchemist 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  80 
  
      
 
       
       	  Herbalism 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  38 
  
      
 
       
       	  Linguist 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  1 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mining 
  
       	    
  
       	  Points invested: 
  
       	  6 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    But the most important thing was to find the best sweets the capital had to offer. Valia had invited him to come visit, and he wasn’t going to show up empty-handed. Was the meeting with the dean ever going to end? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book Two 
 
      
 
    Book Three is available for preorder on Amazon! 
 
    Tears of Alron (The Alchemist Book 3) 
 
    Preorder Now!


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Be the first to know when Vasily Mahanenko’s next book is available! Follow him at https://www.bookbub.com/profile/v-mahanenko to get an alert whenever he has a new release, preorder, or discount! 
 
      
 
    Please meet our new author! 
 
    Kaitlyn Weiss works in the genres of romantic fantasy, urban fantasy and fantasy adventure. You can download her first book FOR FREE on Amazon: 
 
    Captive of the Shadows (The Fairy Code Book #1). 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you like our books and want to keep reading, download our FREE Publisher's Catalog, a must-read for any LitRPG fan which lists some of the finest works in the genre: 
 
      
 
    Tales of Wonder and Adventure: The Best of LitRPG, Fantasy and Sci-Fi (Publisher's Catalog) 
 
      
 
    New! 
 
    City of Goblins (In the System Book #1) LitRPG Series  
 
    by Petr Zhgulyov 
 
      
 
    World of the Changed  LitRPG Series 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    Rogue Merchant  LitRPG Series  
 
    by Roman Prokofiev 
 
      
 
    Project Stellar  LitRPG Series 
 
    by Roman Prokofiev 
 
      
 
    Clan Dominance: The Sleepless Ones  LitRPG Series 
 
    by Dem Mikhailov 
 
      
 
    The Alchemist  LitRPG Series 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    An Equation with One Unknown (Invasion Book #2) LitRPG series 
 
    by Vasily Mahanenko 
 
      
 
    Neue Versionen (in Deutscher Sprache)! 
 
    Survival Quest: LitRPG-Serie 
 
    von Vasily Mahanenko 
 
    Sehr geehrte Leserinnen und Leser, die ersten beiden Bücher der Reihe wurden von Lubbe herausgegeben und sind im Handel und bei Amazon erhältlich. 
 
    Leider hat der Verlag beschlossen, die Serie nicht weiter zu übersetzen, und wir haben uns entschlossen, dies selbst zu tun. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALL BOOKS BY VASILY MAHANENKO: 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    Survival Quest (The Way of the Shaman: Book #1) 
 
    The Kartoss Gambit (The Way of the Shaman: Book #2) 
 
    The Secret of the Dark Forest (The Way of the Shaman: Book #3) 
 
    The Phantom Castle (The Way of the Shaman: Book #4) 
 
    The Karmadont Chess Set (The Way of the Shaman: Book #5) 
 
    Shaman's Revenge (The Way of the Shaman Book #6) 
 
    Clans War (The Way of the Shaman: Book #7)  
 
    The Hour of Pain (The Way of the Shaman Bonus Story) 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman Comic Book: 
 
      
 
    The Way of the Shaman. Step 1: The Beginning: Volume One 
 
    The Way of the Shaman. Step 2: The First Day: Volume Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dark Paladin LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    The Beginning (Dark Paladin Book #1) 
 
    The Quest (Dark Paladin Book #2) 
 
    Restart (Dark Paladin Book #3) 
 
      
 
    Galactogon LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    Start The Game (Galactogon: Book #1) 
 
    In Search of the Uldans   (Galactogon Book #2) 
 
    A Check for a Billion (Galactogon Book #3) LitRPG series 
 
      
 
      
 
     Invasion LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    A Second Chance (Invasion Book #1) 
 
    An Equation with One Unknown (Invasion Book #2) 
 
      
 
      
 
    World of the Changed LitRPG Series: 
 
      
 
    No Mistakes (World of the Changed Book #1) 
 
    Pearl of the South (World of the Changed Book #2) 
 
    Noa in the Flesh (World of the Changed Book #3) 
 
      
 
    The Alchemist LitRPG Series:  
 
      
 
    City of the Dead (The Alchemist Book #1) 
 
      
 
    Short Stories: 
 
      
 
    You're in Game! 
 
    (LitRPG Stories from Bestselling Authors) 
 
    You’re In Game-2 
 
    (More LitRPG stories set in your favorite worlds!)


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    In order to have new books of the series translated faster, we need your help and support! Please consider leaving a review or spread the word by recommending Forest of Desire to your friends and posting the link on social media. The more people buy the book, the sooner we'll be able to make new translations available. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
    Want to be the first to know about our latest LitRPG, sci fi and fantasy titles from your favorite authors? 
 
    Subscribe to our New Releases newsletter! 
 
      
 
    Be the first to know about new LitRPG releases! 
 
    Visit our 
 
    Facebook LitRPG page 
 
    to meet new and established LitRPG authors! 
 
    Tell us more about yourself and your favorite books, view new book covers and make friends with other LitRPG fans! 
 
      
 
    More LitRPG news and discussions at fellow LitRPG group 
 
    LitRPG Society! 
 
      
 
    Follow the latest LitRPG news on Twitter! 
 
      
 
    Till next time!


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vasily Mahanenko is a fantasy author working in the new genre of LitRPG - the MMO-based fantasy and sci fi. His Way of the Shaman series took Russian literature by storm in 2012. 
 
      
 
    Vasily dipped into his college-days insider knowledge as a hardcore gamer in order to create a believable world of the virtual-reality MMO game. His bestselling series combines fiction and video games, telling the story of Shaman and his friends stuck in the ruthless reality of Barliona. He used his more than ten years' experience as an ERP implementation project manager to approach his writing in a well-organized manner, working to a strict schedule, a set of deadlines and even a budget. At the moment, the series boasts six novels with the seventh one in the works - this time the author expands on stories of Shaman's companions and those who helped and supported him in his trials and tribulations. 
 
      
 
    The English translation of The Way of the Shaman series is now available to the English-language reader in its entirety. So is his other LitRPG series, The Dark Paladin. Vasily’s latest project to date is also set in the world of Barliona: The Renegades (The Bard from Barliona Book #1) LitRPG Series, co-written with another Russian author, Eugenia Dmitrieva. 
 
      
 
    Vasily's other passion is space exploration which is why he works on a sci fi LitRPG series entitled Galactogon. Set in a space-simulator based world, the series is already available in English on Amazon. 
 
      
 
    He’s also released a graphic novel series based on his bestselling series: The Way of the Shaman Comic Book. The English translation of the first two installments are available here and here. Alternatively, check the book on the author's site: http://mahanenko.ru/en/Comics-1. 
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