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Recap of Book One


Ben was just another overworked programmer looking for meaning and glory, suffocating under a menial life. He found it in a fleeting portal to Spiraling Semitor. Using his programming skills, he not only found the portal, but managed to partially control the transfer when he used it. This gave him an Arcana value of 199, something far beyond what he should normally have been given by the magical portal as it transported him out of Earth.

This was how he became a tier three dedicated healer and support mage, but with a serious catch: two powerful curses that prevented him from either casting spells onto himself or harming anything's HP. Therefore, his vast array of support spells and impossibly powerful healing were useless if he was alone.

Ben was transported to the fringes of the Goldmark Tetrarchy, to a forest of vast trees with massive, ever-undulating roots. There, he met Sio, an exiled warrior of Kren specializing in strength and endurance, who promptly saved his life. Quickly thereafter, she was injured to the point of being near death, and in healing her, Ben also removed a terrible affliction. Sio vowed to protect Ben using a Major Oath of Kren, and together they returned to Nikorice to regroup and expand their small group into a proper mercenary party.

However, Ben's arrival to Semitor drew the attention of a powerful merc from the Hive, the Matron, who tried to enslave Ben with her mental magic. She was thwarted as Sio managed to slip Allana's Blessing onto his neck, marking him as a citizen of Goldmark and thus beyond the reach of any member of the Hive.

In Nikorice, they teamed up with Rayne, a merc succubus specializing in Agility and Arcana. While Sio and Rayne were only tier one, they were still among the highest-leveled people in the Goldmark town. With Ben's powerful support magic, they could fight far better than their levels would suggest. To earn some easy coin and get Ben used to fighting in a party, they took on a seemingly easy quest to destroy a cursed tree that had been poisoning a nearby village of Riwian spiders.

On the way, Ben and Rayne became lovers, while the Matron was cast off from the Hive, now free from the shackles of her position. Arriving at the cursed tree, Ben's party struggled to defeat the sturdy—if non-aggressive—plant. However, Ben realized that his healing magic might extract a cursed object from within the tree. Unfortunately, by removing the cursed massive book from the tree's insulation effect, he fully released its power, spewing incredibly potent poisonous Mana. Ben was barely able to control the cursed object by equipping it; the book's poisonous aura overridden by the curse that prevented him from dealing damage.

Returning to Nikorice with a heavy purse and flush with victory, Ben and his party enjoyed a hearty night out, and in the morning were jumped by goblins enthralled by the Matron. They fought them off as they tried to kidnap Ben but were not able to kill the Matron herself. They then noticed the danger they were in, with Ben now also firmly in the crosshairs of the local powers of Nikorice, particularly the Alderwen that led the town.

In preparation for more conflict with the Matron, they upgraded their gear and Ben looked into getting rid of his two curses, but they were too powerful for the tier one healers of the simple frontier town to deal with. Before they managed to rally any forces to deal with the Matron, she attacked, flooding Nikorice with enthralled goblins and wolves in an attempt to flush out Ben and his party.

They were joined by Mitera, a water-drake trying to recruit Ben's service as a healer to help her people at the distant Olerrak marshes. They accepted her help after she revealed that the Matron had already dealt with all the tier one leadership of Nikorice and forced a local quest to be issued asking for Ben's capture.

With the water-drake added, Ben and his party decided to confront the Matron on the outskirts of town. After a pitched battle where his fully enhanced party barely fought off the Matron's army, Ben forced the Matron's control to waver, and she was defeated.

With the leadership of Nikorice likely to hold him responsible for the damage the Matron caused, Ben and his party left for Mitera's home, accepting the quest to help her people.


Chapter 1

To the Olerrak Marshlands


I woke up slowly, still feeling Rayne's lingering warmth in the tent around me and smiled. I guessed that my body would groan at needing to move the morning after a pitched battle, at least not fully recovered from my minor concussion. But there was none of that. I was as fresh as when I was first brought to Semitor, and for a moment, I missed the rumbling majesty of the moving roots of the Small-Leaf forest. In a few moments, fully dressed and outside, I took a deep breath of fresh air as the massive sun in the distance roiled with endless streaks of fire, looking like it was about to swallow the horizon. I could even see the outline of Nikorice in the distance, and made one final nod at the town, apologizing for almost burning it down.

“We should leave now.” Sio was behind me in full armor, imposing as usual. I checked the time, and it was nearly 8 am. I must have needed more sleep than I expected, even with my high MP regeneration.

I turned back to our minimal camp, my party taking down our tents. Rayne had already taken care of ours, her nimble Agility a blur as she nearly tackled me to the ground with a tight hug. I ran my fingers through her smooth, black hair, and then she whipped away, ramrod straight.

“We need to discuss a new formation,” she said, slipping into her mercenary neutrality.

“Agreed,” replied Sio.

Mitera turned from the camp's edge, where she was holding watch, a broad smile on her reptilian face, her tail swishing behind her.

“Might I suggest,” she said, “that I could simply stand in front of Ben, whatever position he is in? Since I can cast both offensive and defensive spells and have more battle experience.”

“That’s good,” said Rayne, relief in her voice. “This way we don’t need to practice a whole new set. Ben, Mitera will focus on you in battle and stand in front of you. Whatever formation we use, if she gets too close to you, be sure to step back.”

“Very good,” said Mitera.

At that, we set out to the valley before us. Any morning laziness fully dissolved into tactical efficiency, and our Mana snapped into place. Only Mitera's wafted somewhat apart.

“Basic Arrow,” said Rayne. Sio took the front, followed by Rayne, and then Mitera filled just in front of me.

“Now would be a good time to formally accept my quest,” said Mitera.

In all of last night's stress, I had neglected to do that, but luckily it made sense to not accept the quest until we were far away from Nikorice and on our way. After all, the Interface was far less private than I would've hoped, except for maybe the Personal Interface, which seemed to be at least a bit more protected. But not fully, since it took basically no time for the bigwigs at Nikorice to somehow learn about my curses. I opened up the quest log, and there were several new quests sent to our party specifically. I ignored all of them except for the one from the Regional Interface, glowing subtly silver over the pack of more normal-looking Interface windows.

Quest Notification

Title: Curtail disease in Olerrak Marshlands

Objective: Clear clutch-rot disease from at least 75% of the infected broods of water-drake kin in the Olerrak Marshlands or determine the cause of the clutch rot so future broods won't be infected.

Source: Regional Interface (Goldmark)

Difficulty Tier: 2

Restrictions: Solo

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: (none)

Reward: 60 silver slats.

Description (Goldmark): The water-drakes of the Olerrak Marshlands are afflicted with a disease unique to their reproductive cycle, called clutch-rot. Various accounts confirm it does not infect humans or Riwian Spiders. Nevertheless, contact with the waters of the spawning pools themselves is not advised. Standard treatments from first-tier Way of Blue healing have been able to alleviate symptoms but not prevent spread. Second-tier healing not yet attempted. Contact the way of Blue emissary for the region for (page 1 of 3)

Accept? yes /no

I checked with Mitera that it was the right quest just to be sure, then accepted it. The other quests I archived with a thought, and they automatically moved to a sub-folder with the icon of a bird holding a wing over its head.

I started trying to pay attention to the world around me as the Perception expert in the party. I strained my sight and hearing, every sense finely honed and focused on detecting threats. Passively, as if slipping into a pool of water, I cast Perception Dome, my senses sharpening and—more importantly—extending all around me.

We descended into the cool and gloomy valley north of town, the winding dirt road closed in by the sheer cliffs and large slabs of blue stone. These stones hummed with Mana more strongly now, or perhaps I was just noticing it better. I had to tear myself away from being drawn in, however, since my job now was something else. And there it was, barely a few minutes after the start of the valley, a rustle in the bushes ahead.

“Fourth bush to our right,” I said, “near the base, where you can barely see the trunk.”

Sio readied her greatsword, and Rayne her daggers.

“Side cast?” asked Mitera.

Sio and Rayne nodded, focusing ahead. Mitera started to draw out glyphs with the wand in her hand, then quickly stepped out from behind Rayne, pointing the wand at the bush. A thin jet of water burst from the weapon and disappeared into the dense foliage. A tight shriek caused me to flinch, then a pool of dark blood drained out, like a red shadow. Carefully, Sio stuck her sword in and dragged out a long rabbit carcass. The entire left side of its face was carved out by the water jet.

“Good aim,” admitted Sio. “Even at a distance and with obscurity.”

Rayne nodded.

“Thank you,” Mitera replied, smiling at the compliment. “Thank you truly,” she repeated, looking back and forth between Sio and Rayne. I chuckled at this oversized lizard being so giddy with simple praise. Her magic skills didn't really shine in last night's frantic battle against the Matron and her mind-controlled army, and it was good to see it up close, without any hurry. Her glyphwork was tight, and her Mana efficiency was quite a bit higher than mine, but I was surprised to see that her flow rate was a tad sluggish. Probably an unfair comparison to the absurdly high Arcana value that I had cheated myself into.

We continued up the narrow path, and I easily noticed the rabbits well before they attacked, often before they even noticed us. Compared to the ice-bats further north, they weren't really a threat, with slow and telegraphed movements that felt exaggerated.

Many hours later, we got close to the intersection at the end of the valley, the pale white trees of the Riwian Forest starting to peak from the boulders ahead. I grimaced at how we were forbidden from returning, the dangerous book on my hip a stark reminder of that close call. This time we were to take the more well-kept road east, which should make for smooth travel well within my promise to the spiders that I'd stay away. Well, that the book would stay away, to be precise.

But as we turned a corner leading to the open campground of the crossroads, we saw a group of seven other mercenaries at the resting area. Their scout whistled, and they were all up, their own circle becoming a loose formation approaching us, weapons out.

“Ben, cast quickly!” Mitera whispered as Sio and Rayne readied themselves. She didn't need to, since I had already started casting as soon as I saw them move towards us, but the thought was appreciated.

My heat racing, I cast Fire Infusion 3 onto Rayne, the spell crawling up her body and coating her two daggers. The seven mercenaries noticed what I was doing and started to run, spreading out so as to encircle us. Rayne leaped forward to preempt them, and Mitera cast her water jet spell at a mercenary loading an arrow to her bow. Sio stayed near me as four attackers drew close, two with heavy maces, the other two slightly to the back, one with a pair of daggers, the other a battered short sword and shield.

I started casting Chainmail 3 for Sio, which would make her largely invulnerable to slashing weapons, and still give substantial defense to most other physical damage too. Tier 3 magic really delivered. However, the attacking mercs would get to her first, since it still took me 30 seconds to cast a Tier 3 spell. I kept at it, focusing on my casting, and Sio met her attackers by deflecting two blows, then received glancing strikes onto her armor from the other two. Just as she was about to be pummeled by their second volley of strikes, I finished the spell and hurled it at her.

Sio laughed and swung her sword in wide arcs, slashing the throat from one of the mace-wielding thugs as she took the full brunt of their strike without even slowing down. The second mace-bearer stepped back at the assault, which exposed their dagger-wielder. Sio followed her strike with a shoulder-charge at the woman with the shortsword and shield, knocking her down.

I started to cast Chainmail 3 again, this one for Rayne, and turned to see her weaving between a woman with a massive shield and another with a spear, an archer dead at her feet. I almost broke my spell at the realization that she was surrounded, but a dirt wall rose from the ground between Rayne and the spear-bearer, which stopped the spear strike before it could even start. Rayne shifted her stance to focus on the shield-bearer in front of her. The shield kept Rayne away as she danced around it, but the shield-bearer also seemed to be holding her shield with both hands, unable to actually strike, a weird impasse.

Sio had in the meantime seemed to have killed two of her four attackers and was facing down the dagger-wielder and last mace-wielder, who were struggling to step back and regroup, their attacks bouncing off Sio ineffectively. Sio’s wide, heavy strikes kept them off-kilter, and soon she cleaved the dagger woman’s left knee right off. Her pained scream cut the chilly, blood-soaked air.

I turned back to Rayne just as my spell was ready and cast it on her as Mitera tore the spear-bearer’s head clean off with her water jet. My spell almost missed Rayne, but it hit her on the ankle. The shield-bearer, noticing her party was decimated, tried to retreat, quickly shuffling backwards, but an Endurance-enhanced Rayne dropped one of her daggers and grabbed the shield with one hand to leap over the woman's defense and stab at her face.

Sio finished off the last mace-wielder with a clean strike to the head, caving in the helm completely with the blunt side of her sword. We quickly regrouped to a circular formation, looking out at the battlefield.

I focused entirely on the world around me, even turning my head side to side to get a full view, ignoring the cold breeze from the Riwian forest, the sun beating down from above, the gentle resonance from the rocks to the south, and every blade of grass and still stone. Every corner was a potential for further attack, so I focused every fiber of my being on a broad view.

After a long minute or so, Rayne made the motion for us to sit down and properly rest. I was surprised when it came, having been so engrossed in my focus. Then I felt the stench of blood and other battle-refuse again, the smell getting stronger, slowly starting to slither across my whole body.

“These aren't like the people we fought in the Riwian forest,” Rayne said. “They were more coordinated and had better equipment, even if they were no match for our party.”

“Indeed,” said Sio. “These were proper mercenaries; all save one at least level six.”

Mitera nodded. “A reasonable way to try to attack a party of our size, under normal circumstances. Especially given their composition for targeting spell-casters. They did underestimate the effect of Ben’s enhancements, however.”

“I don’t recognize any of them,” said Rayne. “They aren’t from Nikorice.”

“I kept that one alive,” Sio pointed to the unconscious woman that she charged earlier. “The weakest one by far but may be worth questioning.”

Rayne tied her up with the length of Riwian silk I had in my bag, and Mitera cast a spell that turned the ground under her into a sludge that, when hardened, trapped her in the ground up to her waist. Sio then slapped the woman in the face, waking her up. She was groggy and confused, clearly concussed. I cast my weakest single-target healing spell on her, Single Heal the First, since that frame of mind would not be conducive to an interrogation.

“How are you all so strong?” she asked, her voice thick with frustration. “We had you outnumbered nearly two to one.”

Mitera chucked. “Clearly your employer forgot to properly account for third-tier enhancement magic.”

The woman’s eyes widened as she looked at me in shock. “You’re him?” she gritted her teeth and looked down, then seemed to struggle against her restraints. I took a step back but quickly noticed she was just sobbing quietly.

“Who’s your employer? Who wanted us killed?” asked Sio.

“A manservant of some sort, a-a—” her sobbing intensified. “A man with slick red hair, wearing simple clothing, p-p-paid twenty silver upfront, promising double that after the job was done. We met him at the T-Tidal where we were passing by on our way here to hunt Mekal Plants in the southern f-f-forest.”

I was a bit surprised she'd reveal so much all of a sudden, but it did make more sense that a mercenary wouldn’t be so attached to a shady employer.

“I'm unfamiliar with that description,” said Mitera. “Could be anybody’s concubine or servant.”

“But I do think we just made twenty silver.” Rayne smiled, her giddiness peeking past her mercenary battle-readiness.

“Anything else?” Asked Sio, pointedly turning away from Rayne.

“Umm, he had a small mole on the left side of his neck, no rings but signs of normally wearing one on both index fingers, brown eyes, too attractive for the Tidal, really. I swear, I don't know anything else.”

Sio grunted at this and kept staring at the trapped woman. Rayne and Mitera started shuffling through the belongings of the dead women all around, lifting limp limbs and turning over severed trunks. I looked away, trying again to scan the wider area beyond the dead bodies, telling myself I was just being careful.

“Please,” our prisoner continued. “We only took the job because our last several contracts failed. We had barely any coin and were desperate. Please.”

“Did you or any of your party members touch the man, like shaking his hand?” I asked.

“Yes,” the woman replied, uncertainty peeking from under her crying. “Our leader, the one with the spear, shook his hand when we met him.”

I wondered if I had the tools to solve this particular problem and went over to the dead woman. Her face was streaked with blood and paralyzed into a blank numbness. I removed the gauntlet in her right hand, and below it, she was wearing a long-sleeved shirt that went all the way to her hand, a small strip of cloth encircling her middle finger. Convenient.

I cast Analysis on that strip of cloth and got the information for her undershirt, a style and cut that was fashionable in the capitol three years back, the used shirt passing through two others before reaching her, and I skimmed through other such irrelevant detail until finally reaching a part that said the last person it touched other than the wearer.

“The man is Olten Arvet, assistant butler to the Tidal village head Overseer,” I said, everybody staring at me in surprise.

“You were able to find that out with only a base-tier Analysis spell?” asked Mitera, her tail swinging behind her in glee.

I nodded, not at all pleased since this meant the Nikorice Alderwen had written us off and wanted us killed, the Overseer of the Tidal Village being one of her cronies.

“How come they didn’t send more after us?” I asked. “Since the Alderwen knows my level and all that?”

Mitera paused. “Perhaps that is all she could muster in short notice that wouldn’t be from her own regular force. Hiring too many mercenaries could also likely draw attention from the capital. A calculated risk that it could work, perhaps, but a poor choice indeed.”

“Yeah, not so many mercs hang around the Tidal village,” said Rayne. “That area’s piss poor for quest or creature hunting. Also, the usuals at Nikorice are hard-pressed to take up quests to kill each other, towns that do that quickly end up becoming bad places to merc in.”

“The Alderwen wasn’t behind this,” a voice came from the tree line. Our party smoothly returned to battle formation, weapons up.

A woman stepped out, hands up. I easily placed the distinctive scarring on her face—this was Moksha, the human liaison to the Riwian spiders.

“How did you manage to hide from my Perception Dome?” I asked, unnerved by how close she got without me sensing it.

She smiled. “You clearly don't have experience countering concealment skills. I suggest you look into that.

I nodded, thankful for the lesson.

“Do you know the reason for this attack?” asked Mitera. “Why would the Overseer do this?”

Moksha came closer, and a spider the size of a dog crawled up her back. I had thought it was a backpack before, but now the woman was almost covered in long legs extending around her body in a nightmarish halo. A pair of fangs the size of fists and eight small, unreadable eyes were next to her face. This was by far the smallest Riwian spider I'd seen, but even at a glance, it looked like the deadliest.

“Incompetence,” Moksha said, a small thread of anger in her voice. “She thought she'd be currying some favor from the Alderwen with this, given the faulty information she obtained about your little misadventure last night.”

“And I presume you weren't going to get involved, even with your current support?” asked Mitera, staring at the spider.

Something felt heavy about Moksha's escort, so I focused slightly on the spider again, letting Analysis produce its passive output.

SouWasil, Assassin of Rin, Lvl 16 Agi/Per, Age 37

I was surprised that this was a merc into their fourth boon, its specialization a concern. My ability to buff my party would mean nothing if a creature like him would charge at me and tear me to pieces before any of us could even react. Luckily they were still buffed up, my Tier 3 spells lasting just over an hour now, but even that wouldn't help very much against overwhelming Agility. Even if Rayne specialized in the Attribute, she was four levels lower than the assassin. This was a bad matchup.

“I wasn't here to deal with this group,” said Moksha. “I'm simply in the area because I needed to talk to you. I just didn't want to wipe out a Tidal party to do so, since that would cause annoying political fallout. Thanks for dealing with that for me, by the way.”

She looked at our prisoner and smiled, the spider on her back's mandibles clicking.

Rayne cleared her throat. “So, what did you want to discuss? We aren't planning to go into the forest, if that's what you're worried about.”

“Yes, we saw you’re accepting the water-drake's quest. We know where you're going.”

I frowned, expecting the news to not be so transparent, but at least this confirmed the need to be careful when dealing with the Local and Regional Interface. And probably the Domain Interface too.

“Is that a problem?” asked Mitera, her conciliatory tone gone. I knew how important that quest was for her, and even the small chance that Moksha would try to dissuade us from pursuing it surely felt like a real threat.

“No,” Moksha said. “I just have a small addition. Here.”

She threw a small metal rod for me to catch, and Sio stepped in front of me and caught it in the air. She held it for a moment, turning it in her hand, and then looked at Moksha.

“It's just a portable quest token.” Moksha rolled her eyes and then pointed at Mitera. “Tell her.”

Sio gave the tube to Mitera, still looking intently at Moksha, not a moment leaving her alert posture. As always, her wariness was appreciated.

“Indeed,” said Mitera, “that's what it is. It's perfectly safe. The quest is locked, however, and can only be seen by you, Ben.” She held the small tube up to me.

I nodded and took it. Immediately, a quest notification popped up.

Quest Notification

Title: Infiltration of the Water-drake rebellion

Objective: Ensure the success of the water-drake rebellion against the Fawsin invasion.

Source: Regional Interface (Goldmark)

Difficulty Tier: 0

Reward: Blessing of the Siftwell Church

Description (Goldmark): Should the Olerrak Marshlands engage in foul rebellion against the Goldmark Tetrarchy, enter their service. Ensure they survive against any attack by the Fawsin lightning-drakes. Failure conditions are decrease of Olerrak fighting force below 25%, Fawsin takeover of the Spear Tip Fort, or death of the Olerrak leadership. Further instructions to be given upon Legion entry into the area.

Accept? yes /no

“This seems… serious,” I said.

“It is,” said Moksha. The spider stirred at her back, its large legs shifting on her shoulders and waist. I got the implicit threat. Accept the quest or be killed. “The water-drakes have become increasingly overt in their dislike of Goldmark under Khlokun's leadership. If they rebel, the area will be attacked by the lightning-drakes, seeing a way to regain the territory they previously ceded to the tetrarchy. The Rin people do not wish such dangerous volatility in the area, needless to say.”

“Why have me join the rebellion, then?” I asked. “Wouldn't you want me to help fight against it instead?”

“When the lightning-drakes invade, we cannot have the invasion become too successful, because should they take over the marshland, we are the next major enemy in the area. A legion battle in our lands could be ruinous, and we already had enough ruin for a while.”

My hand unconsciously went to the book under my robes, remembering with some regret that I was basically the cause of what she was talking about.

“Regardless,” Moksha continued, “we would only need for the rebellion to hold on long enough for the Southern Legion to get here and take care of the situation. This quest would identify you and your party as an infiltrating ally to them, even at a distance.”

I shared the quest with my party via whisp. Sio and Rayne didn't respond, still on high alert should the spider attack. Mitera put one hand on my shoulder.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>I'm sorry to get you involved in the political mess of my people. It shouldn't be your burden to bear. But I doubt this quest will be hard to fulfill, however, since there can be no rebellion before we finish our quickening over this next year. No rebellion, then the quest doesn't trigger, and if we leave the area right after your healing, the clause on entering their service will not be enforced. In the worst case, the quest is invalidated. Maybe it's even completed for free. Church blessings are major rewards, as well, with benefits rumored to be as good as uncommon boons. <<

I shrugged and chuckled. “We're in the area, anyway. Might as well.” I clicked accept.

The spider on Moksha's back retracted its legs, condensing back into the size and shape of a small backpack.

“A good choice,” said Moksha, turning to leave.

Sio grunted in displeasure, but relaxed back into standard formation, sheathing her greatsword. We all stared at Moksha's back until she disappeared into the trees, then waited a good while longer.

“Now, what about this one?” Sio asked, looking at the captive, who was deathly still and quiet, as if hoping we had forgotten about her.

“I believe we picked out everything of value from these bodies,” said Mitera. “We should kill this last one and be on our way. Should also prevent any loose ends with the Riwian spiders, as they will certainly not let her hear all that and live.”

Our prisoner shuddered, stifling a sob.

“That would be pathetic,” said Sio. “She is no longer a threat, the information she holds meaningless. We should simply release her.”

Mitera faced Sio and raised one hand in a conciliatory gesture. “Well, she would be able to report back to her employer about our tactics and specific strengths and weaknesses, having seen them firsthand. Perhaps the Alderwen and Overseer will not attempt again, but there are others who might. This information suddenly available for purchase. The next group we fight will most certainly be a better match, and likely an overwhelming one.”

Rayne nodded slowly, her neutral mask on tight, but she kept looking at the woman sunken into the ground, then away. Even to me, it was obvious that she was deeply uncomfortable and trying to hide it badly.

Rayne’s behavior seemed odd, since she didn’t seem against killing people so far, so I stared at our prisoner for a bit, and a pop-up box next to her face appeared, just like it did with the Alderwen. The pop-up had only minimal information, stating her name and level, but it made me catch my breath.

Nina, (No title), Lvl 3 Agi/Str, Age 18

I looked at her again. Beneath the leather helmet, under the dried snot and dust, she was awfully young. This felt different from being attacked and fighting back, especially since all I did was stand back when others did the real work. The acrid, biting smell of blood and feces almost made me throw up. I had to turn towards the Riwian breeze and look up at the clear blue sky for a while to regain my composure. The massive sun flared with long tendrils of leaping flame from churning red and orange whorls.

“Nina, right?” I said, and the girl looked up, her gray eyes pink from the crying, her young face slightly puffy. She nodded after a bit. “Why did you become a mercenary?”

“What?” she asked.

“He asked for the reason you became a mercenary,” Rayne repeated, her voice soft. She bent down and wiped Nina’s face with an edge of her dagger-cleaning rag.

“My village, to the far w-west of Goldmark,” she stumbled at the words. “It's often attacked by sky tendrins. Since I was a child, I helped fight them back with a spear, so before I knew it I made it to level two, then three. So it was either this or become a Rhestin farmer, and I didn’t want to end up with burned fingers and hallucinating every time the rings came up purple.”

Sio and Rayne nodded, and even Mitera’s emotional distance seemed to soften. I opened up the party whisp.

Ben -> Party:

>>How about we invite her to our party? It seems safer than letting her go, and even if she is lower-level, the odds of her dying in battle are still better than us just killing her here.<<

Rayne -> Party:

>>I agree.<<

Sio -> Party:

>>I am unsure. She joined a group of murderers, seeking the death of fellow mercenaries. But indeed there seems to be no proper way to resolve this issue that is also tactically sound.<<

Sio's text paused, the cursor blinking to apparently indicate idleness on the active chat screen, and after a short break: >>I agree.<<

Mitera -> Party:

>>Very well. I also agree<<

Her reply seemed to have a bit of a delay, however, which from her I assumed was meaningful.

Ben -> Party:

>>Why do you hesitate, Mitera?<<

Mitera -> Party:

>>Simply thinking over the options<<

I turned to look at her, and she looked down, soon a bigger block of text continued.

Mitera -> Party:

>>To be honest, I didn't consider this option, which is a shortcoming on my part, since even adding lower-level fodder to our group will not hold us back and can only help. I should've considered this and am embarrassed by the mistake. <<

I wondered if there was more to it than this, but decided to let it go, since it seemed clear that everybody was on board.

“Nina, would you like to join our party instead?” I asked.

She looked up in shock. “Yes. Please, yes. I swear to—” She choked. “I swear I will fight well for you.”

Mitera reversed the spell she cast on the ground and Rayne untied her. As Nina got up, I extended the invite to her, which she accepted instantly. Her icon appeared in the corner of my view, below the other party members.

As we started to move out, I noticed Nina was standing aside, as if she wanted to say something but didn’t have the courage.

“Something wrong?” I asked, trying to sound as reassuring as I could. I felt maybe I should have touched her shoulder or something, but she seemed so small and shaken that I felt like even just talking to her was threatening.

“May I take my old party leader’s spear?” she asked, voice still unsteady. “I’m better with the spear than sword and shield, and we couldn’t afford another one.”

I nodded, not seeing the problem. “Go ahead.”

“What happened to your original spear?” asked Rayne.

“It’s this one,” she said, leaning down to pry the spear from her comrade’s hand. “Karina was at a higher-level, so she said she should use the better weapon.”

Sio grunted in disapproval.

“Make sure you take all you need,” I said. “Oh, and Rayne, give her the four silver of her take.”

Nina took the money quietly, looking at it with wide eyes, as if not believing it was there. She also took the knapsack of the leader and some bits and pieces from the other fallen party members, replacing her gloves and boots, as well as her helmet. She had short, pink hair that barely reached past the top of her neck, matted with sweat against her scalp, since she didn’t have a cowl or any underclothing to cushion her helmet before she took one.

Soon we were off again, all of us silently deciding we didn’t want to rest and eat near these corpses. After a quick discussion, Rayne, Sio, and Mitera decided that our newest acquisition should stay behind me in formation, and we'd figure something better later.

Given our newer threat, I stayed alert as we traveled east along the wide paved road, the Riwian forest stretching to our left and the start of the odd bluffs surrounding the northern parts of Nikorice to our right. Many hours passed, and we encountered no more trouble.

As the sun started to set, the bands of the planet's ring started to shine a bright green near the horizon, quickly cutting through the sky. We sat in a circle to the side of the road and drew lots on the order of who would stay up to keep a lookout while the others slept. After all, this was not a Circle Haven, so we needed to be careful.

Rayne -> Ben:

>>Thank you for today. I’m glad we didn’t have to kill the girl. <<

Rayne was close to me, sitting barely a foot away, so I reached out and pulled her smallness in close, her hand softly on my leg. I felt a tinge of sadness seeping from her Mana, so I quietly held her as we ate our silver rations.

-x-

Pixyn

I briefly considered the information on this rebellion but knew the formal process would not derail my documentation. Much greater threats to the Tetrarchy must be found for my work to be paused as I reported to Penship. This was a relief, since that often meant losing my scribe, a chance to show Goldmark another great lesson. And I rather liked this one, too. He was so different from the usual high-tiered scribes the Covenant deigned to be worthy.

Since a scribe was often defined by their party, Penship Covenant active magic displayed the status of the newly acquired member, as perceived by her own Personal Interface.

Ninandra Hullsaken Madrap, Level 3

HP 100

MP 70

Stam 100

Str 10

End 6

Agi 10

Arc 7

Per 4

Luck 3

Boons:

(none)

Status:

(none)


Chapter 2

A Platonic Curse


We walked, Sio and Rayne in front and Nina in the rear, Mitera and I sandwiched in between. Several hours of silence passed without so much as a stray rabbit, only the fluctuations in the Riwian forest’s cold gust moaning at us in a subtle ebb and flow.

“Seems like this road is not very densely populated by the usual threats,” said Mitera. “Should I cast a first-tier principal detector? Perhaps then we may not have to worry as much.”

“I am not sure that is adequate precaution,” said Sio, not turning. “Is it a creature detector?”

I remembered the plant creature stabbing at her face, almost the first thing to happen upon my stumbling into Semitor and agreed with Sio's concern.

“Creature, human, motion, and Arcana,” replied Mitera. “Like I said, a principal detector.”

Sio grunted but then nodded. “That seems adequate.”

Mitera stopped, and so did the group, and she spent twenty seconds casting the elaborate spell. The glyphs dissolved into a mist that expanded away from us, but stopped a good 200 feet away, forming a subtle dome. I checked her status on the side and was surprised the spell only cost 7 MP.

The careful tension in the group dispelled slightly, with Rayne breathing out a small sigh of relief at the spell, and even Sio’s efficient step softened. Made sense with what Sio said before, that roads had fewer creatures on them, with more of the risk being human.

“That seems like a surprisingly cheap spell to cast, MP-wise,” I said.

“Detector spells are designed like this,” replied Mitera. “To be cast multiple times in the field, but with more difficult casting requirements so they are indeed MP-efficient.”

I nodded. “Seems like something I should learn.”

Mitera turned to me, a smile on her lips, “I could teach it to you.”

“Oh, that sounds excellent,” I said, fully willing to lean into the benefits of having another mage in the group. Or at least one that didn’t share Rayne’s laziness for studying Arcana. This could help me fill in many yawning gaps in my understanding of Arcana. “But can I see all the spells that you know? Maybe there are others that are more important for me to learn first. I’ll of course show you my spell list as well.”

Mitera’s smile widened and her tail started to twist onto itself. “That would be wonderful. Here, let me share my pool.”

I got a pop-up on my field of view, a small rectangle to the side that had Mitera’s spells split into three categories: destruction, shield, and a third for all the base-tier spells. Before letting myself get drawn into the details, I wanted to make sure my being distracted was not putting the party in danger.

“Rayne, Sio,” I looked up to them. “Is it ok if I study Mitera’s spells for a while? I won’t be scanning with my Perception while doing this.”

Rayne looked back. “Yes, Mitera's spell should be enough on these roads.”

“I will also continue the scan while you study,” said Mitera. “We can take turns. I can easily talk and not diminish my Perspective abilities much.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, since I noticed that deepening my attention dramatically increased my ability to use that attribute. But I just nodded and turned back to the spells, since it was clear that critters popping up from the woods were less of a danger now.

I first looked at spells not focused on battle and saw the base and first-tier Primary Detector, as well as even MP-cheaper Motion, Creature, and Arcana Detectors. There was also a translation spell, and something called glyphic decomposition. The translation spell was apparently able to translate text from six languages that I didn’t recognize, and the Glyphic Decomposition spell would display the glyphs of spells cast on objects. This puzzled me somehow, since it felt like to me that I could detect that on my own, at least for simple spells. But I went to the other spells before letting myself dig deep into any one of the spells.

Mitera's base-tier spells had a few enhancement spells and a spattering of what seemed like quality-of-life spells like Clothing Cleaning, Scale Ointment, and Hold Book. The book one seemed particularly attractive, apparently able to hold a book in the air for convenient reading. Her water spells were what I expected, with spells like Water Blast, Wave of Fangs, and an ice spell called Sharp Water. Dehydration was a bit odd, with spells like Draw of Removal that was apparently designed to be an attack like Water Blast but removing water instead of shooting it. There was also Dry Sift, which is what Mitera used to affix Nina to the ground by changing the distribution of water in the soil. The last dehydration spell brought up a pillar of dry soil to serve as a protective barrier and was called Wall of Dry. This was likely the spell she cast to help Rayne in battle.

I looked up at my own support spell list, now curious that it seemed like my spells were divided into categories of Earth, Water, Air, and Fire, but Mitera’s was divided into Water and Dehydration.

“Mitera,” I asked. “Why do you have this 'Dehydration' category for spells, separate from water spells? It looks like my spells are divided up differently.”

Mitera nodded. “My kin have centered water in our life, and attacking other water-drakes with attacks that remove water are especially effective, so most spells centered on either water concentration or water removal. Humans have developed magic that follows the model of four platonic elements.”

I perked up at this. “Do you know where the word Platonic comes from?”

“My, my,” Mitera said, one hand graceful on her chest as she turned fully to me. “I'm so pleased you would care. I haven’t found a mercenary yet that is interested in linguistic arcography!”

“I wouldn’t say it’s a burning curiosity,” I admitted. “Just something I recognized from Earth.”

“Ah, yes,” said Mitera. “The same place the Goldmarks were summoned from, I believe. Interesting that you come from the same source.” I balked at this. The founders of the Goldmark Tetrarchy were originally from Earth? How come Sio or Rayne didn't bring this up before? I almost stopped walking, trying to take this in.

“But no,” Mitera continued. “I believe the platonic model is far older than the Goldmark founders, and a particularly efficient form of Arcana systematics. Some attribute it to one of the reasons that humans have been so good at empire-building. I'm not so convinced this is the underlying cause, more one of many confluent factors. I think the schism between the lightning-drakes of the Fawsin peaks and their vassal copper-drakes is grossly overlooked, for instance. But being from the area and closer in kin would likely skew my view on the subject.”

So not only were the Goldmarks apparently from Earth, but there was Earth influence in Semitor even before. I was also relieved to note that Mitera thought that my coming from Earth wasn’t particularly noteworthy. It did indeed seem like people here were more interested in my high-level than the details of where I came from. This felt like a good thing to not have to worry about on top of everything else.

I looked away from Mitera’s spell list and noticed that Nina was now in front of us, chatting quietly with Rayne. The young girl was clasping her spear tightly against her chest, and her body language screamed careful deference. Made sense, she was not only a new addition to the group, but the lowest level member by a good deal. I wondered if we should talk about how to power-level her, but figured this wouldn't really be an option, or else everybody would do it and an institution like the Tirone Sisterhood would have a much easier time doing what they do. So I just returned to thinking about which spell to learn, which felt like the more tractable problem.

Any offensive spell was ruled out, of course, since one of my debilitating curses prevented me from causing damage at all. I wondered what would be more useful, a defensive spell like the Wall of Dry or one of the less battle-oriented spells, like glyphic decomposition or the Detector spell.

“Mitera,” I asked, “can you teach me this Wall of Dry spell? I feel I could use a defensive spell, and with you in the party, I'm not sure it would be as useful for me to learn a Detector spell.”

“Of course!” Mitera nodded, with a flourished tilt to her head. “Will be a pleasure. But can I take a quick look at your spell list as well?” There was a note of care in her voice, clearly trying to mask her burning curiosity with a casual tone.

“Sure,” I replied, and flicked my spell list to her. “Did that do it?”

“Yes,” she said, eyes already focused on the middle distance.

“I’ll keep to lookout duty for a while then.”

She nodded, already engrossed, and I started extending my Perception. Nina was still talking to Rayne. Some of her earlier anxiety more relaxed, but Sio seemed a bit distant from Rayne, the Mana between them holding a subtle friction. I wondered what that was about but figured it could wait until we settled in properly for the night.

I turned back my full attention to my Perception duty, finding myself somewhat content at doing so. It wasn't particularly difficult or exciting, but there was a certain intangible engagement to it. The patterned moaning of the forests to the north had a cadence to it.

An occasional gust rattled the leaves in a smooth, silky flow that whispered to the short grass alongside the road. The steep hills to the south had an impassive solidity that was pleasant to dwell on, the frequent blue, jagged stones sticking out having their own Mana-infused muttering.

They tugged strongly at my Arcana as much as my hearing and were less regular than the forest, and the two formed a natural conversation. I noticed an ice-bat in the distance beyond the Riwian trees, but it was even further away than Mitera’s detection spell, far out of our way, so no need to bother with it.

“Stop here?” asked Rayne aloud to the group, snapping me out of my attention. I wondered why we were stopping so soon, but the system clock showed six in the evening already. How did I manage to stare off like that for hours on end? I briefly worried about the lost time. But I knew that was not the case, since I distinctively remembered Mitera re-casting the Detection spell often, Nina briefly talking to Sio as well as Rayne, and various other small events like this with uncanny precision. Not so much lost time as selective attention. This was almost akin to when I focused on code and ended up working for hours and hours, the flow of the work itself vivid and salient, even as time slipped away. This was the first time I got that flow by looking out at the world. I wondered if it was some odd property of this unnaturally beautiful world, or just my ability to appreciate it.

“Agreed,” said Mitera. Sio started to unfasten her helm as we all sat again in a circle, back to back as we ate our rations.

“That was really impressive how you kept your Perception up for so long,” Nina said, her back straight as she stared at me with her blue-gray eyes.

I looked away, a bit embarrassed by the openness of the compliment.

“Indeed,” replied Mitera to my other side. “I can barely do that for an hour before I need to rest. You've done it for over four and don't look even a bit tired.”

“Is it a difference in our Perception stats?” I asked. Mine was forty-five, and since Nina didn't focus on Perception, I doubted hers would even be ten.

“Partially,” said Rayne. “But the execution of Attribute-based skills that are not on any skill tree are difficult to compare between people, and frustrating to develop or teach.”

“Indeed,” said Mitera. “My Perception is thirty, yet I also cannot keep such intense focus for that long.”

I nodded, and it made sense. It seemed like Sio’s ability to absorb damage linked to her Endurance attribute was not an activatable ability like any of my spells, and Rayne mentioned that many of her Agility-related skills were the same. Even if they did have activatable skills, it seemed like they relied on them far less than spell casters.

“Can I ask a question?” Nina asked, quietly.

“Sure,” I replied, taking a bite from a ration stick.

“How are you so powerful this soon? I can barely believe that we're the same age.”

I nearly choked on my food and had a prolonged coughing fit that I had to follow with a drink from my canteen. Even Sio and Rayne turned around briefly to check if I was alright, and Mitera gently tapped me on the back.

“I’m so sorry!” Nina said in genuine panic. “I didn’t mean to offend you!”

Trying to shake away my ever-increasing embarrassment, I brought up my status screen on the main page and noticed the fourth statistics tab, below Name, Level, and Primary/Secondary stats. The age tab. Somehow, I had just overlooked that one entirely.

“Ah, yes,” I said. “I’m apparently eighteen years old now.”

Rayne turned back to me, a look of concealed laughter on her face. “You honestly didn’t notice?”

“No,” I said, feeling a deep blush rising. Nina was still looking at me, so I turned to her, if only to do something to get everybody's attention to something other than my face.

“I was summoned from another world called Earth and woke up here with these levels and skills. There, I was thirty-three years old. I’m honestly not sure if only my body is so young now or if I still have an older body, but the number is bugged out because I’m not from this world normally.”

“It seems unlikely that the Hive Queen is related to your situation,” said Sio.

“I didn't mean that kind of bug,” I said.

Mitera hummed, deep in thought. “Most likely you were summoned into a younger body, since it would make sense to construct a body in its physical prime. Or that your summoning tapped into the Ascendance system, which also rejuvenates the body to its peak age.”

Nina’s stare now was wide-eyed in wonder.

“So, yeah,” I continued, “there’s nothing that special about my situation, Nina, I didn’t earn my levels like all of you did.”

Nina looked away, sadness creeping into her demeanor. Somehow, this was a sore point with her, so I let the subject drop.

We continued shortly after, and Mitera showed me the glyphs needed to cast the base-tier version of the Wall of Dry spell. The spell had over fifty glyphs associated with them, which seemed insane for something that had to be cast quickly. My healing spells were longer, of course, but they weren't as time sensitive as something like Wall of Dry.

“How can you draw out fifty glyphs so quickly in battle?” I asked Mitera, frustrated at how long I took compared to her. My Arcana was an absurd 199, which should be impossible for anybody under the fifth tier, but it still took me thirty seconds to cast anything but the Analysis spell. Sure, my glyphs were more involved than most of what I saw Mitera had, but it still didn’t add up.

“You can’t,” she replied. “With enough study, you can create bridging links between more distant glyphs and thus skip certain glyphs for drawing them out, only having your mind activate them. And if you have such intimate knowledge of the lower-tier spell, it makes it easier to learn the higher-tier or even develop it yourself.”

I nodded; my interest peaked. “How do you bridge glyphs? Do I need to read about it in spellbooks or just practice?”

Mitera nodded. “Indeed, certain books detail common bridging glyph combinations for specific spells, but the combinations are nearly endless. Some bridges can increase spell-casting time but decrease MP consumption, like my Principal Detector, while others are optimized for casting speed or effect. It also varies from caster to caster what bridges have what effects.”

“So if I cast the spells more often, I should be able to find ways for bridging?”

“Generally, yes,” said Mitera. “That is thought to be one of the more efficient ways to do so, in a combination of full casting, interrupted casting, and general study of the target spell.”

Armed with refreshing insight into how to cast better, I was now unsure of the best way to proceed. Should I learn Mitera’s spell at all or focus on forming bridging connections in the spells I already knew? The question felt very familiar, similar to my early studies when I had to decide which programming language skills to prioritize over others as I gained an understanding of the massive amounts of material in the field.

But while studying code was free, casting spells cost MP, so I couldn’t do it over and over, since even half an hour of interrupted casting with single-digit MP cost would deplete my MP, and I'd have to wait for it to slowly tick back up. So it seemed like the best solution was to practice my casting, but in the downtime learn Mitera’s spell, which at least in the beginning required no MP.

“Okay,” I said. “Can you show me the base-tier Wall of Dry spell?”

“With pleasure,” replied Mitera, puffed up with pride.

It was somewhat harder to see the shape of the glyphs from Mitera drawing them out compared to written down, but it was clear enough. Memorizing them, however, was difficult, since they were very different glyphs than the ones I knew. I hoped that this one would be similar to my Earth-type spells like Chainmail, but that turned out not to be the case. This “Dehydration” school certainly was quite different from anything that I had.

So I decided that when I was not on Perception duty, I would split my time between studying the Wall of Dry and trying to improve my knowledge of the first-tier single healing spell, which seemed like the most important to cast quickly in battle. I also wanted to add at least some studying of my poison book to the rotation but thought it might be difficult to do it while walking, so decided to only do that in the idle time we had between breaking to eat and sleep.

Nina sighed loudly with her head hung down. I could tell she’d had a long day with almost losing her life and getting thrown in with us. Thinking of her brought to mind more of the events that had happened during my focus time. Twice we encountered a rabbit that wandered into the road, but I saw both well in advance. Sio and Rayne had Nina attack it, so they could see her skill with the spear. I, of course, cast the Chainmail enhancement on her before she started, so she was at no real risk, but after each time we took a good half-hour break so that Sio and Rayne could give her pointers on fighting better. They were a great combination, Sio being more knowledgeable about using a spear, while Rayne also had Agility as her primary attribute. At first, I thought this meant the subtle rift between Sio and Rayne was mended, but I only felt cold efficiency between them as they focused on Nina.

When setting up camp for the night, I thought standing guard would be much easier with Mitera’s detection spell, but the more experienced mercs all agreed that it would be too risky to rely just on that spell after dark. So even with the spell active, we had a lookout that didn’t include Nina, due to her low Perception attribute and general lack of experience.

But we did set up a campfire and have a proper meal, since Mitera had a powder that made a campfire not emit smoke. Rayne and Sio took turns giving Nina intensive spear-handling lessons before bed, since she didn’t need to be a lookout and so could recover with a full night of sleep.

As Sio started with Nina, Rayne took charge of the simple soup gurgling over the fire. Across from her, I unclasped my book and expanded it to its full size.

“Is that the infamous Riwian Tome of Poison?” asked Mitera, looking at it with almost palpable curiosity.

“Yes,” I replied. “I’ll be studying from it when we stop for the night, but it seems harder than bridging glyphs or learning your Wall of Dry spell.”

“I can imagine. Too bad that your status curse prevents you from using it.”

“Well, it’s the only thing keeping it from killing us all, so I’d say that more than makes up for it.” I smiled at her. “Do you want to give it a try?”

“Absolutely not!” Mitera was taken aback and seemed genuine in her refusal. “If even you have difficulty understanding the Arcana in that object, then it's far too high-level for me, and even if I could equip it, which is doubtful, the only thing I could think to use it for is toss it deep into the Olerrak quarry. Might be the only thing that could kill that blasted troll and the Goldmark goons that run the place. But I doubt I'd even get the chance, since it would only draw the greed of powerful mages that monitor the Interface for this sort of opportunity. I'd likely be killed for the book within the week.”

I sighed, realizing I had yet another target on my back. And my no-damage curse was likely not great protection against that risk, since a better-educated and equipped high-level mage might actually be able to control the book properly. Suddenly, going further from the core of Goldmark civilization into a volatile area seemed like a good way to give me some time to figure out a more sustainable solution for that particular problem.

“But I wonder…” Mitera gave me a probing look. “It seems odd to me that a weapon is made so undiscerningly. There must be a way to use it safely, or that it has some other use compatible with your condition, if it's built as a utility item.”

I wasn’t so sure about her first assumption, since after all, somebody embedded the book into that tree in the first place. Maybe it was like a landmine gone wrong? Or maybe it was supposed to do some long-term damage in the area with all that spewed poison? But if they wanted to attack the Riwian village, they could have just kept it in its native state, not contained by the tree. And what kind of utility item would create a massive halo of Arcane poison around it? No, too much didn’t make sense about this book, even with all I'd learned, so I needed to be careful above anything else. And I especially shouldn’t trust Mitera with it, since she seemed at least a bit too trigger-happy with using it to wipe out entire population centers just out of convenience.

Sio was now sitting across from me, having switched out with Rayne for Nina's training. She had her helmet and cowl off, so her lovely blond curls spilled over her breastplate, her blue eyes looking at her soup bowl with an odd intensity.

Ben -> Sio:

>>Sio, are you all right? I noticed things were tense between you and Rayne. <<

I typed the message out but hesitated to send it. It felt like I was butting in too much. And was it rude to whisp when face to face?

I looked up at Sio and realized she was looking at me.

“Sorry,” I said, before I realized anything. I chuckled to myself. What am I apologizing for? We've literally fought together in battles where we all could've died in. Apparently, that was not enough to dispel the occasional awkwardness.

“I was about to send you a message via whisp,” Sio said. “But I saw you were composing one when I opened the panel to you.” Ah, so the other person could see you were writing one if they had you active in a private window for whisping. I wondered if I could change the privacy settings on that.

“Ah, I didn’t notice,” I replied, trying to get the conversation back on track. “What did you want to say?”

“It is a subtle indicator, one of the small lights in the corner of the whisp window, which is why I mentioned it.”

“Thank you.”

“I wanted to explain to you,” Sio continued, “and Mitera as well, since you both are here.” At this, Mitera stopped pretending not to listen and turned to us.

“This quest you accepted, on aligning with the enemies of Goldmark in subterfuge,” she said, then paused for a moment. “It is a valid tactic. Acceptable within the strategies of Kren, even if low soldiers like I should defer to our commanders on such matters, but here in Goldmark there is no such structure.

“I will join you in this endeavor, of course, as it is still within the duty of my Oath. But I need to mention it will be difficult for me. The clarity of purpose I hone as a warrior is ill-suited to the need for deception in this role.”

I nodded. “Of course, I mean, all of us have our strengths and weaknesses. I'm perhaps the biggest example of that.”

She shook her head. “No. There is another issue beyond that. The reason for my exile from Kren.”

Only now did I notice that the campsite had grown eerily quiet, the clashing sounds of Nina's training gone. Rayne and Nina were now standing behind me, listening. Sio looked up at Rayne, then down again, quickly.

“I am cursed with the bloodline of a berserker.” Sio sighed. “The inclination would break my build in casting aside all the tactics of Endurance into a battle-trance of fury. An affliction that taints my mind away from the deliberate balance of a Stalwart.”

“Oh, Sio,” said Rayne, but Sio raised a hand, interrupting her.

“I mean to say that such an infiltration quest is a hidden opportunity, a way to deepen my restraint and tame the call of my bloodline.”

I nodded, staring at her carefully, trying to fully take in what she means. “So we should keep an eye on you for any signs of you giving into this? Anything we can do?”

Sio looked aside, uncertain. “I do not know, to speak true. Among my people, the bloodline is rare. In fact, the reason I came to Goldmark upon my exile is the notion it is more common here, but I find information on it still lacking.”

She straightened, looking at me with all hints of hesitation gone. “But I will fulfill my duty. This is but another obstacle in my path, and I will become a Stalwart of Kren, fulfilling the conditions of my exile. Know this.”

Sio grumbled, her eyes narrowing slightly. “But also know that the more immediate task will be difficult for me, so my skills may be found lacking. That is all.”

I remembered that Oath she took back when we first met, and even could bring it back up in my Interface.

Oath

Source: [Sio]

Target: Bendarios Sermakador Garandau

Oath Tier: 1

Duration: Undetermined

Adjudication: Kren Regional Interface (UNAVAILABLE)

Spoken Intent: Previous Oath from [Sio] to [Bendarios] payment to be fulfilled by [Sio] performing bodyguard and other battle-related duties as a party member to [Bendarios]. Duration of payment depending on actions taken in the role compared to proportional service of original life debt, as assessed by [Kren].

A tense silence fell upon everybody, and I could tell they were all waiting for me to say something. This was harder than battle. But it was somewhat of a relief to hear that even somebody as impressive as Sio could struggle with something.

“Thank you,” I blurted out. “For mentioning all of this. I also don't know what the best way to go forward will be in the marshlands. In the best case, we go in, I heal up a bunch of drakes, then we head out. Nice and tidy, no problems. Maybe the higher-up water-drakes try to recruit us to their side, and we can navigate that, leaving before any rebellion actually starts.”

Rayne chuckled. “Yeah, bet my left tit it won't be so easy.”

Mitera stiffened at this, frowning, but said nothing.

“Regardless,” I continued, “we're here for you, too, Sio, so count on us to help you out in any way we can. As much as you have that oath thing, you also saved my life back then, right? Depending on how you count each battle, multiple times.” Rayne nodded vigorously, also looking at Sio with quiet intensity, as if willing my words to hit harder.

Sio stood and moved to put her helm back on. “Kind of you to say, Bendarios, but you are not Kren. A Stalwart is expected to hold herself up to a higher standard.” She lifted her sword, the massive chunk of metal cutting the air as she effortlessly flung it over her shoulder. “Apologies for dwelling so long on this. 'Tis my turn with Nina, correct?”

Nina flinched at the mention of her name, then filed in behind Sio. Rayne took Sio’s place and started to read from a magic book, so I did the same with my own for another hour before we settled for the night.

My bedroll ended up between Sio and Rayne. Sio fell asleep instantly, her impressive armor strangely peaceful under the green shimmer of the rings stuck to the sky. When I turned to Rayne, she was facing me, eyes closed tightly and strained, hands in front of her as if in prayer. Her eyes opened as I looked at her, and she reached out to hold her hands in mine.

Rayne -> Ben:

>>Since we're talking about things that are hard to bring up, I want to tell you soon about all that it means to be a succubus. All of it. I just… It's difficult. I'm afraid. <<

Ben -> Rayne:

>>Is it easier like this? Over whisp? <<

She nodded slowly, then turned around, pushing herself against my body, drawing my arms around her.

Rayne -> Ben:

>>There are many reasons people hate us. Some of it is because we aren't born like this, we simply turn as we reach adolescence, usually around the time our Interface activates. Some feel that it steals their children. But the biggest reason is Mana Corruption. If a succubus sleeps with one person consistently, we get attuned to their fluids, and if there is a big discrepancy in power or skill, we can start changing their Mana. Make them more dependent, or subservient, or anything, really. This was often done by higher-level succubae enthralling low-level men. With few enough men available as is, the fallow started to resent succubae, even if most of us could barely manage to survive. But there was always a very visible succubus or two with multiple men, their red eyes showing off who they were. While a throng of singlets can't do anything to a second-tier succubus with glyphmasoned armor, they can lash out at the rest of us. <<

Rayne curled up further, and I tightened my hug.

Ben -> Rayne:

>>But this Mana Corruption won't happen with us, right? I'm literally over twenty levels above you, and my Arcana is absurd. I get the feeling we don't need to be afraid of this, right? <<

Rayne -> Ben:

>>Yes. Your Mana is so thick and so potent I couldn't even conceive of being able to influence it, much less tap into its source. But I also don't know that for sure, succubae have been forbidden from touching the Mana source of their lovers since the Iron Age. So there may still be a risk. I'm so sorry, I should have told you. <<

I laughed out loud, and Sio shifted to look over for a moment before turning back.

Ben --> Rayne:

>>Let me take care of my own Mana. I want you, Rayne, and no irrational fear of something that is likely not even a problem can come between us. If this was the big dark secret you were holding back on, I'm just not worried. Let me know the rest if you want, as you want, of course, I can always listen. But nothing so small really matters to me. <<

Rayne turned, a broad, earnest smile on her face, her eyes wet with tears. She quietly held my hands up to her lips lightly, the smell of her hair a hint of sweetness in the crisp Riwian breeze.

-x-

Pixyn

I tapped into the Penship Covenant, seeking basic information for the Regions of the Goldmark Tetrarchy and Kren. I found this geographic information relevant, due to Ben's tendency to involve himself with women from such varied backgrounds, an unusual property that I wasn't sure was very sound. After delving into the Regional Interface of Goldmark, an excerpt from a basic report by the Curatorial Combine was annotated:

>>Despite the lack of a shared border, Kren has had extensive interactions with the Tetrarchy since its inception, and the Siftwell Church has traded with Kren since before the Goldmark Unification. Much as Goldmark history has been shaped by Allana's choice of the Civilizational Geas of Freedom, Kren has been shaped by the Geas of Order. The Geas of Order allows for many distinct advantages in large-scale organization of societal structures, but to the individual mercenary, the most distinguishable feature is that Kren citizens can make Oaths enforceable by the Interface itself. Those dealing with Kren citizens should make active use of this feature. But be careful with the precise wording of any offered Oath, since while you may examine the text of any Oath involving you, you will not be able to see the other active Oaths a Kren citizen is under. <<

Penship Covenant Addendum

Sio rose and kicked Nina awake. The young mercenary gasped, but Sio simply motioning farther along the small clearing. Nina's body groaned in exhaustion, but still she got up and followed.

Rayne was up as the lookout and stared at the two, a question hanging thick about her. But Sio ignored the succubus, since proper training needed no justification, and Nina was far too unskilled for her age, even by Goldmark standards.

“You will now attack me with killing intent behind each blow,” Sio said.

Nina held up her spear with additional seriousness, nervous tension spreading into her grip. A beginner's instinct, but Sio knew this, and many other small errors would be corrected in due time.

“When you strike, watch where you hit, and where my blade turns.” Sio lifted her massive sword and pointed it at Nina's neck. The girl gulped, clearly intimidated. This was also important since the girl needed the experience of facing opponents with more formidable armament and skill.

Nina sidestepped and dashed forward, lunging deep, her spear tip aimed at Sio's hip. Sio kept still, and as the spear hit her armor, her Endurance absorbed it, her body shifting to aid in turning the weapon aside. At the same time, Sio focused her Strength to her sword, and it twisted, fast as a cracking whip, and it lunged to Nina's exposed neck, stopping close enough to touch the collar of her leather vest.

Nina's eyes were wide at the massive blade at her neck. To her credit, she rolled away from the sword, rising with a sweep of her spear. Sio simply hopped over it, the sword now again on Nina's neck.

“Stop,” said Sio. “Reset your position.”

Nina straightened herself, eyes on Sio's blade. “How could you do that? Your sword moved at the same time as I hit you.”

Sio nodded, pleased that Nina saw this with her first strike. “It is the way of the Stalwart. We charge in with powerful Strength-based attacks, ones that forsaken any chance of defense, while we use Endurance to sustain any attacks that seek to capitalize on the apparent vulnerability.”

“That's insane!” said Nina, half in awe and half confusion. “Not only are you activating two Attributes at the same time, but you're using them in different ways!”

Now Sio was legitimately impressed. Most novice Stalwarts failed to grasp the importance of those two key concepts, even after weeks of training and coaching. This was not the first time she noticed unusual cleverness in the girl, so this was now a pattern beyond mere chance.

“You focus on Agility to speed up your footwork,” Sio continued. “Then switch to Strength when attacking. I presume in time you would want to attempt to use both with your arms to strike quickly and with added force, correct?”

Nina clicked her tongue in frustration. “You could tell that? I was hoping it wasn't so obvious.”

“Once I saw you channeling Agility into your arms as well, as we walked, but you did not do so in our earlier training. Your subterfuge was well-planned, but not well executed.”

Nina nodded.

“I agree that you should keep focusing on your current use, but aim to activate both at once, Agility to your feet and Strength to your hands.”

Nina gave a bitter laugh. “You can't be serious. At my low-level, I'd never do that! Sounds like something I couldn't even start trying until after my second boon's worth of Attribute growth.

Sio shook her head. “A common misconception. Listen carefully now.” Sio struck her sword into the ground and turned to Nina, gesturing her to set down her weapon as well. “Your Attribute value determines certain aspects of their behavior, but not all. For instance, a higher Endurance will allow more damage to be blocked or deflected, and activated over a larger section of your body, or further away from it even. However.” At this, Sio raised a finger for emphasis. “No matter how high your Endurance, if you do not detect the attack and do not focus the Attribute on its location, it will not protect you, no matter how high.”

“In the case of Agility, sometimes merely activating a single sliver of muscle in a finger can have a more devastating effect than the entire arm.” At this, Sio dropped her raised hand, fast, her meager Agility all focused on a single muscle along her arm. It moved fast, at the end of the motion, she switched her Agility to the opposing muscle, stopping the arm quickly. Nina's eyes went wide. Even if her own Agility was much higher than Sio's, she had never been able to move that fast.

Sio kept silent, her hand extended, waiting for Nina to reply. Nina's mind felt ablaze with all this new information.

“So I should focus my Agility on smaller parts of my body for the same effect, which would make it easier to at the same time activate the Strength, right?”

Sio hummed, pleased at the response, even if it was an oversimplification. “Indeed. Even if you fail to do so, your ability to control the smallest units of your body will do you well as you use each Attribute on its own. Yet listen to your body, and how the muscles and bones interact with each other as you empower their motion.”

“Isn't this some sort of Kren secret? Why are you telling me all this?” asked Nina, not used to receiving so much precious help for nothing.

Sio laughed. “Not at all. These principles are widely known, the difficulty is in acquiring such skill and the rigors of the training needed to obtain them. The power of the Stalwarts of Kren does not lie in mere secrets.”

Sio placed one hand on Nina's shoulder. “And I teach you this since I see it is an effort not wasted on you.” Behind her helm, Sio smiled at the thought of perhaps even returning home with a worthwhile apprentice, a gift to her mother. But she shook off the intrusive thought as quickly as it emerged, not wanting to hope so boldly. “Now train on what I have just taught you.”

Nina took a step back and raised a hand in front of her face, moving each of her fingers slightly, as if discovering herself for the first time. Sio drew her sword from the ground and left to train on her own, hearing the sounds of punches behind her. Sio appreciated the choice to begin without a weapon, another correct decision. No need to tell her that true simultaneous Attribute activation usually took half a decade to attain, for that knowledge could come later.

Sio hummed to herself in contentment, the excitement of teaching such a promising student filling her with vigor. Unwilling to waste this rare pleasure with sleep, she ventured further into the woods and began her training.

She swung her sword in mighty overhead arcs, the unfettered focus of her Strength displacing the air in moaning gusts. Soon, with each strike she brought up the wrap of Endurance about her, on her hands, or arms, or a shoulder or knee. Too often slightly out of sync, leading or lagging as her control over one or the other faltered and needed to be compensated, blunting the attack. But twice they sang together, the motion an unstoppable combination of attack and defense, strikes far more powerful than should be possible at her level.

Beyond the allure of power, Sio's body rang with the joy of finely honed skill, a tight balance that resonated in the sweetest music.


Chapter 3

Closing of the Fanged Jaw


The next day started much like the last. Like the day before, I split my time between lookout duties, experimenting with bridging glyphs on Single Heal the First, and learning Wall of Dry. At one point, the road got closer to the Riwian forest, and the trees were right at the edge of the stone road for a long time, so on a few occasions I had to call out Ice-Bats and fight them off. Mitera was particularly impressed by my ability to find them, saying she couldn't distinguish them from trees until they attacked, even with her Detection spell.

Toward mid-day we crested a slight hill and immediately saw a broad bridge made of an oddly black stone, with many heavily armed figures on the other side. I realize now what a fool I have been, only maintaining Perception Dome, not looking ahead of our path in more detail when making such sudden transitions. After this happened once with Nina's party, I should have learned, but here it was again.

“Back up!” Rayne whispered as she saw them, but they already noticed us, and stirred to get in formation. There were at least a dozen, all substantially better armed than the mercenaries we killed before, a pair of water-drakes among them.

“Wait,” said Mitera, “These are forces from the Fort, and my kin are among them.”

We all paused, uncertain of what to do, but indeed the soldiers seemed to be approaching with a relaxed posture, weapons not drawn out.

Mitera -> Party:

>>Let me do the talking. The Spear Tip fort is tasked with overlooking the Marshes and the border with the lightning-drakes, but they shouldn't be venturing so far from their stronghold. <<

Rayne -> Party:

>>Alright, you lead, and we are right behind you. Slam your tail to the ground if we should attack, whisp if we should turn and run. <<

Mitera -> Party:

>>Agreed. <<

Mitera casually started towards the soldiers, raising one arm in the universal greeting of non-confrontation.

The walk to meet them was long and tense. I, of course, didn't want to cast support spells since that would come across as hostile, so I strained my Perception to them as hard as I could, looking over each soldier. Most were tired and bored, but some were unusually nervous. The one at the front had a deliberate step to her that suggested pride in being the leader, or maybe strained confidence in the role.

As I stared at each one, I saw a pop-up next to their faces, like what happened with Nina. They all seemed to be between levels six and ten, with the two water-drakes twelve and thirteen, both larger and more threatening than Mitera, with thicker scales. I wondered if that was because they seemed to focus on other stats like Strength or Endurance, or if bodily variation was independent of stats, like it seemed to be for humans.

We slowed down a good dozen feet from each other just at the start of the bridge.

“Greetings,” said Mitera. “We're heading to the Marshlands; we bring the healer Bendarios to help with the rot.”

“There's been a change of plans,” the leader said. “We're to escort the healer and his party to the fort.”

“What?” Mitera asked, putting on a deliberate air of indignation, but stopping short of appearing overly aggressive. “This is an outrage! Bendarios is heeding the call of a Regional Quest! You know not only the cost of placing such a quest, but also the repercussions of interfering with one, I'm sure?”

A weak chuckle spread across the human soldiers, but the two water-drakes remained impassive.

“Khlokun approves, young drake,” one of the water-drake said, voice steady.

“And we are no longer part of Goldmark,” the armored leader continued, her voice eerily jovial.

Mitera paused, her body tense. I could sense the nervousness oozing from her for a split second before she composed herself.

Mitera -> Party:

>>Nobody do anything. I need more information. I didn't expect any stirrings of rebellion to start before the quickening is over, if ever.<<

“I-I, of course, understand,” Mitera finally replied. “Should we start?”

The soldier nodded and turned, not saying another word. The other soldiers followed, but one of the water-drakes approached Mitera instead.

“Are the marshes safe?” Mitera asked. “Has there been an attack from the lightning-drakes?”

“No attacks,” the drake replied. “Their main forces are at the peaks; none have entered the marshes yet.”

“But what about the quickening?” Mitera asked. “Isn't starting this before the next brood is stable very risky?”

The drake nodded; her face serious.

The other water-drake slowly shook her head. “I also fear for our broodlings, but Khlokun says we can't only do what the enemy expects.”

“Of course,” Mitera replied, quickly and with conviction, and even paying close attention, I couldn't tell if she was lying. Good to see her footing was regained, even if I still had some trouble reading water-drake body language.

Rayne -> Sio, Ben:

>>Be careful of Mitera. I'm not convinced she didn't know this was going to happen. She might have planned to bring us here under the guise of an easy quest, knowing this would break out and that we would get caught up. <<

I thought about it, but this didn't feel right. I would have noticed something like this in my Analysis-assisted interrogation back in Nikorice, as much as the memory makes me ashamed of the gross invasion of privacy.

Ben -> Sio, Rayne:

>>Not sure about that. From when I interrogated her, she seems to think the rebellion was far off or even just an idle threat. <<

Rayne -> Sio, Ben:

>>We should still be careful. Mitera is a new party member, and we know very little about her. <<

Ben -> Sio, Rayne:

>>As much as I’m ashamed of what I did in interrogating her, I’ve seen her innermost thoughts and don’t believe this situation has any of her involvement. But I agree that we should be careful. <<

“Slitter Markunin, this is Bendarios,” Mitera said, one hand pointing to the larger water-drake carrying two daggers. “He is a Three-Eyed Mage of the third-tier, specializing in healing and support magic.”

The massive water-drake turned to me, then after a pause gave a deep nod, eyes briefly turning to the ground. “Honored meet.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” I replied, mechanically, not sure of the proper reaction to being gang-pressed into military service. Even if it did make the infiltration quest easier, it did make the entire situation more dangerous.

“Markunin is one of the bodyguards of Dagger-Master Khlokun,” Mitera explained, “and a first-tier Stoic Dancer.”

Indeed, the small pop-up near her head said that as well as level 12, primary stat Agility, and secondary Endurance.

Mitera kept talking to the drake as we turned south after the bridge, leaving the well-maintained road for a dirt path in an even worse state than the footpath north of Nikorice. To the east, away from the river, the ground was muddy and gloomy, with only occasional dead trunks sticking out, a thin mist hanging close to the muck. I was glad we even had a footpath to walk on, since the disgusting sluice would make for slow and messy progress, not to mention whatever could be lurking in there.

The Fort soldiers kept ahead, while the two drakes were closer to us, and the whole group seemed tense and on edge, often silent. Despite their alertness, the soldiers' formation was sloppy, and I often saw them zoning out as they walked. I paid close attention, since it was my first time traveling with a party other than mine, and in every aspect, they seemed less impressive.

“Mitera, perhaps you should cast your detection spell?” I asked her, during a gap in her conversation with Markunin.

“Not a good idea so close to the lake,” Mitera replied. “It's unclear what the creatures there respond to, but it's best to avoid doing anything to draw their attention, even if we aren't near the lake proper just yet.” I nodded, in a small way curious about seeing unusually dangerous creatures. I felt like my tier 3-enhanced party could take on a lot more than the tier 1 locals and might be given some good Experience.

Barely one hour in, there was a commotion among the soldiers ahead, filled with yelling and a panicked scramble. One of them fell to the ground, screaming.

Our party bunched up, and I quickly focused ahead and towards the messy ground to our left, ready to detect any threats. The smaller drake was among the soldiers in barely a breath. Then they were all still, in an uneven formation, all facing the bog, twitchy and nervous. A snake, long as a horse and thicker than my leg, writhed on the ground before one of the water-drakes slammed her massive sword down into it. The soldier on the ground was breathing heavily, arms to the side, bleeding. The injury seemed extensive, and I guessed an HP close to zero, and decreasing due to the bleeding and poison effect. Another minute and she'd be dead.

As quickly as I could, I cast Single Heal the Second. The soldier's breathing regained its natural rhythm and then she sat up, somewhat dazed. Slowly, she tapped her body, checking for injury. They raised her head to me. Her face was caked in dirt and mottled with specks of blood, but thick with a deep relief. Soon she started crying, hiding her face in one hand as she stumbled to get up, helped by one of her comrades.

Slowly, the formation of the soldiers reformed, and the head soldier approached us, lifting her helm's visor.

“Thank you, Bendarios,” she said. “You saved my sister's life there.”

“Welcome,” I replied with a friendly smile.

The head soldier closed her visor again and went back to her people, and we continued on. After that, the soldiers didn't keep as much distance from us, and at one point, one of them even started idly talking to Rayne.

That also made me notice the water-drake Markunin was always near me, both daggers always close at hand. Not close enough to feel like an overt threat, but easily close enough to stab me before I could finish casting a spell. Even when the snake attacked, Markunin didn't budge, despite her primary stat being Agility. This made it clear that Markunin was near me to prevent our party from fighting our way out by controlling our weakest point, the soft healer middle.

Ben -> Sio, Rayne:

<<Is Markunin near me as a threat? >>

I got an immediate response.

Sio -> Ben, Rayne:

<<Yes>>

Rayne -> Ben, Sio:

<<Yes>>

Then after a moment.

Rayne -> Ben:

<<I'm so sorry, Ben. >>

I nodded, and while I knew that the threat didn't change anything, the water-drakes ominous presence felt unnerving.

I decided not to spend any time studying my spellcasting or bridging, but focused on looking at the muck, to see if I could detect these snakes coming in, now that it was clear that we couldn't rely on the soldiers ahead to keep a proper watch.

We continued, the bubbling bog getting deeper as we continued south. The river to our right was trivial to monitor, since the clear, placid surface let me perceive its full six feet of depth without obstruction, my Perception barely prevented at all. The bog, however, was another matter entirely. I could barely tell what was happening even a few inches from its surface, and the occasional gasses burping out even obscuring patches of the filthy water.

Occasionally, far out in the bog, I saw large clumps of clay sticking out of the surface, like hollowed-out balls unevenly bound to each other. They reminded me of wasp's nests from back on Earth, but much larger. I saw one move subtly, the balls rotating to have their empty holes change direction, like eyes focusing away. I tried to cast Analysis on one, but it was out of range.

Twice more we were attacked by snakes, and each time I didn't manage to detect them. The first attack aimed at one of the soldiers ahead of us, the second Sio. Both were far less dramatic situations than the initial attack, but in both cases, I had to cast a first-tier healing spell to heal substantial injuries. Those snakes seemed far faster than the ice-bats, and even though Sio blocked the attack entirely with a gauntlet, her arm was bleeding freely, and she lost nearly a fifth of her HP from the strike. This alarmed me, since it looked like she perceived the attack well enough to make full use of her Endurance.

After the second snake was killed, I stopped to poke at it with my staff, curious to see how strong its skin felt even if dead. As I stared at it for longer than usual, finally a pop-up came next to it showing it was level 12, but no other information. Interesting that creatures had levels too, so I paused for a moment to cast Analysis on it.

Phril Snake Carcass (unprocessed)

Composition:

Outer: Olerrak-doped scales (6 parts Earth, 2 parts Water, 2 parts other)

Inner: Phril Snake tissue

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 30 copper bits

Description (Analysis): Outer scales of earth-elemental keratin, mid-molt of adult stage. Doped with average amount of Olerrak, full tessellated nested structure. Damaged extensively at the midsection by attack from Kren mercenary Sio's strike. Of 4 principal fangs, 1 damaged in previous alteration with Gourd, the other 3 intact. Earth-elemental composition of fang bone brittle due to recent malnutrition. Poison sacks half full, toxin concentration and grade below average due to recent malnutrition. Dorsal eye vestigial, residual aplatonic (Page 1 of 62)

Description (Goldmark Regional Interface): Phril snakes are the most aggressive creature of the Olerrak Mashes, their approach undetectable by even first-tier tracking skills. Specialized spells and skills used by the local water-drakes perform better than standard tactics. Processing of ore from their carcass is mildly profitable, but generally not enough to justify the risk in their pursuit. Related to snake and snake-like predators in other local domains but make note those specialized tactics do not transfer. Within the third (Page 1 of 18)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Local Interface

I noticed that the information was added to an “Analysis Codex” and realized all the information from my previous Analysis was there as well. The unparalleled usefulness of the database gave me profound joy, and I quickly scanned all the previous information, not wanting to get too distracted.

Ben -> Rayne:

>>What is the level of the rabbits and the ice-bats? <<

I asked Rayne, since I didn't want to distract Sio, who stood a bit closer to the bog than the rest of us, a decoy to further snake attacks.

Rayne -> Ben:

>>The rabbits range from 3 to 5, the lower levels closer to the city, and the ice-bats are between 4 and 7, usually. <<

I nodded to myself. Now this made sense that even a blocked attack would cause so much more damage, coming from the level 12 snake. But this would also mean more experience points for defeating them, right? It could be useful to the rest of the party since my experience gain was negligible except for the Domain Interface quests.

It was not even close to sunset before the head soldier called for a break for the day, and I wondered about that, thinking it would be more efficient to make full use of the sunlight.

“Why are we stopping?” I asked, looking aside at the water-drake next to me.

“The lake is coming soon,” Markunin replied. “Best hurry past there in one go.”

I wondered if the extra time on the road wouldn't offset the risk, especially with a high-level support caster like me.

The head soldier came over, and we discussed rotation of the night watch. I was happy to see that Mitera was shrewd enough to make sure one of our party members was up at each time slot. Probably an unnecessary precaution, since it would be unlikely they would now decide to slit our throats as we slept, but best to be careful. The soldier then turned to me.

“Healer Ben, I have but a field officer's tent, but may I offer it to you this night?” She bowed slightly to me as she said so.

“Hmmmm,” I stalled, almost turning down the offer, an old habit of reflexive politeness. But the woman seemed to genuinely be grateful, and the offer was more than just an empty gesture, likely from saving the life of her sister earlier. This seemed tempting after all, not the least of which was the prospect of real privacy—and that would definitely help with what I needed to do soon.

“I accept your kind offer,” I finally replied. The head soldier gave another quick bow, a slightly deeper one this time, then returned to her group. I was glad to notice that it seemed like she was genuinely pleased, but I still wasn't sure.

Ben -> Party:

>>Was accepting this ok? This isn't like some trap or something? Or maybe she didn't expect me to accept? <<

Mitera -> Party:

>>It's common for those of higher-level to be given deference. Furthermore, they are very pleased at how you have healed their comrades earlier, so the gratitude is genuine. Usually when humans cross the bog, even tangentially as such, attacks from Phril Snakes will result in casualties, even with a healing mage. <<

I nodded, glad that I didn't mess things up. Then I opened my whisp to message Rayne privately. After all, I had a certain succubus to feed.

Ben --> Rayne:

>>Rayne, it has been a while since you had sex, right? Several days since Nikorice? <<

I looked at her, and she had her impassive battle-face on, alert and unemotional, but I could still feel an uneasiness in her Mana.

Ben --> Rayne:

>>This is why I accepted the tent for us. When we get to the Fort, I don't know what'll happen. We might even have to fight our way out, so I want you to be in top shape. That’s not even considering how much I’d like to enjoy every part of you. Do you want to be with me? <<

Still a delay, but I simply waited. She'd been a bit withdrawn recently, with everything that had been going on, and her whole worry about the Mana Corruption business as well.

Rayne --> Ben:

>>I do want to, of course! <<

She replied quickly now, her hand gently on my shoulder.

Rayne --> Ben:

>>Of course, I do. Thank you so much. I honestly was just surprised that you thought of all this for me. It means a lot. <<

Her cheeks and neck were slightly flushed, her eyes watery. I realized then how horrific any outing could end up being for her, placed in a situation where she might not be able to basically eat enough to survive. I understood a bit more about why she didn't tell me all the baggage around being a succubus, how hard it must be to juggle that additional need.

I took Rayne's hand from my shoulder and gently squeezed it, then led her into the tent.

It was large enough for both of us to stand inside, being quite bigger than any of our more minimal tents. I could feel her body close to me, looking at me with her deep red eyes, every stitch of her body yearning and hungry.

-♥-

I pushed Rayne against me with one arm around her shoulders as I lifted her face to meet mine, her mouth opening as I kissed her deeply. A deep moan coursed through her body, her Mana shimmering in delight.

Soon, her hands started to take off my robes as I undid the clasps of her leather armor with difficulty, the damned things giving bras back on earth a run for their money. A near infinity later, one of her small pert breasts was in my mouth, the other nipple pinched by my other hand as my free arm went down to her perfect ass. I wanted to envelop her fully, touch every inch of her at once.

Even my Mana flowed to her now, rising from my body like steam to envelop her. Rayne's moaning only interrupted by short gasps for air. I pushed her down to the ground, both of us finally naked, her hands traveling up and down my taut muscles as if she were playing the piano.

With a single deep thrust, I was in her wet pussy, her legs wrapped around my body, locking me into place, and her nails raking against my chest. Minus 3HP, but damn worth it.

“Should I feed you?” I asked, then thrust again.

“Yes! I need you, Ben,” Rayne gasped, teeth clenched as she arched her back upwards. “Fill me with your Mana!”

I did just that, pushing her down with my body as she pressed against mine, her hands everywhere before I clasped her wrists and held her down. I willed my Mana down into her, my MP now ticking down as it nearly misted from my body and into her, wrapping around her skin as if I touched her everywhere at once.

Rayne screamed in pleasure, so I passionately used my mouth to cover hers to reduce the sound of her climaxes. I kept thrusting even as her body shuddered as she came, keeping her in place with the weight of my Mana.

As her body started to grow limp and glow, I grabbed her face with a hand, redirecting her to look into my eyes as she struggled to focus from the waves of bliss. I looked into her large, wet eyes as my thumb drifted to her moist lips to play with her tongue.

Staring into her soft, pliant look that begged for more, I pushed even deeper, deeper into her spasming channel and came inside her. A soft, golden glow slowly filled her up as her eyes unfocused for a moment, her mouth open and limp with a soft gurgle.

I stayed on top of Rayne, inside her, feeling my cum being absorbed by her body, my Mana mist sliding off her perfect skin as she filled to capacity. She blinked, as if remembering where she was, and smiled up at me, eyes wet with tears that she wiped off with one hand.

I turned to the side, not quite done but wanting to just look at Rayne's perfect body for a while. Catching her breath with one hand to her chest, Rayne took out a small vial from her hastily discarded pack and discretely brought it between her legs. I realized this must be how she kept alive for longer periods of time, relieved that she had the option.

“How about I give you some more?” I asked, my youthful body ready to go.

Rayne smiled broadly, the manic energy that I filled her with brimming from her, shining in the hues of my Mana.

“I have an idea,” she said.

“Oh?” I was curious.

She put a hand on my chest. “Another way to prevent Mana corruption is for the lover of a succubus to take another. And I feel that as your First, I've been doing a bad job at filling your harem.”

I raised an eyebrow. “We talked to Sio about that. I don't think she's even close to ready.”

Rayne chuckled. “I mean Nina. The girl is quite smitten by you, and I think it would do her well to be with a good man for her first time.”

The thought felt appealing, but I wondered how appropriate that would be. “Isn't she rather young for me? And as such a new party member too.”

Rayne shook her head. “Meaning this is a good opportunity for her. Plus, you both are the same age now, remember?”

I actually had forgotten, so I nodded, and almost immediately, Nina came into the tent, clutching her hands nervously in front of her.

“You tricky little minx,” I said, gently pushing Rayne and laughing. “You had this all planned out!”

She grabbed my hand and kissed my palm, my hand resting on her cheeks. “As a good First should. I’ve been talking with Nina every day since she joined us, discussing our party and her goals and aspirations. This may seem a surprise to you, but I’ve done my due diligence in vetting her.”

I motioned for Nina to come closer, and she did. She brought one hand to nervously tuck a stray chunk of her short, pink hair behind her ear. It immediately escaped to again frame her soft cheek and brilliant smile, the hopeful joy in her eyes almost palpable.

Rayne gently grabbed the girl by the shoulders and helped her undress from her leather armor, slowly. I took in the sight of her plump breasts and pink nipples, delighted by the small bush matching the pink color of her hair. The sight of Rayne's naked body seemed tiny even next to the shy girl, her taught body moving with expert smoothness. Nina still had the soft curves and fullness not yet chiseled into fine muscle by the rigors of a mercenary life. It reminded me of the famous painting depicting the birth of Venus from a clamshell, a more experienced goddess to her side, poised to drape her shy nudity.

Nina blushed as she saw the desire in my eyes, and how my cock hardened at the sight of her. When she was fully undressed, she dropped to her knees beside me.

“Thank you, Ben! I’m so thankful to be in your party and have a chance to join your harem. I’ll never forget your generosity and promise to remain loyal to you, to our party.” She glanced at Rayne with a questioning look, and Rayne gave her a subtle nod before she spoke.

“We start slowly,” said Rayne, lying next to me, one hand on my cock as Nina gave me a gentle kiss, her eyes closed. I didn’t need my high Perception to feel her heart racing. “Today she doesn't get any of your fluid. That's all mine.”

Rayne guided Nina down, her lips around my cock as my first instructed the girl on how to pleasure me. What Nina lacked in skill, she made up for in enthusiasm. But as I was on the verge of finishing, I gently pushed her away and reached for Rayne's carefully set aside container. I came into it, making sure every drop made it in.

I turned back to Rayne, giving her the vial, a look of complete surprise on her face. “That's the nicest thing any man's ever done for me,” she said. For a moment, I froze at the sight of her large, red eyes, shocked at how sad that was. She quickly put the vial away in her bag and stood up. Her grace and speed were noticeably increased.

I could almost taste the overwhelming surge of energy coursing through her, not just the almost electric feel from her skin, but with a delightful ringing in her Mana. Her movements were tight and energetic, positively glowing with force.

“Go on outside and find a way to make use of all that energy.” I chuckled, realizing that she wouldn't be able to contain herself with cuddling just then.

She gave me a deep kiss, both hands deep in my hair, then she was gone in a wisp of wind. I turned to Nina and smiled, ready to start returning the favor for her earlier effort. I took my time enjoying her as I kissed her fully. By the time I left her lips to move lower, her eyes were closed, and she was moaning with each touch of my lips. I kissed and sucked her earlobes, then her neck, nipples, stomach, then further down to her sopping wet, pink pussy.

She came almost immediately when my lips and tongue first tasted her sweet delight. Her climax hit like a strong electrical current, in shuddering gasps, twisting her body, her legs around my neck, then a feverish shaking against me. I continued enjoying my delicious dessert as I encouraged as many orgasms out of her as I could.

When she finally regained control, the girl looked up at me with soft, watery eyes as I held her to my chest. She melted in my embrace as her eyes closed, her whole body relaxing. I considered ignoring Rayne's earlier instructions for Nina but decided to follow her lead. This might not just be for Nina's sake, but hers. It may be her desire as the First in my Harem to keep track of all the women being brought in, or maybe just some insecurity when doing so. So I let my body lean into the drowsy pattern of Nina's regular breathing and limp closeness, the girl already fast asleep, letting myself relax fully into her, as if immersed in a cloud of gentle warmth.

-x-
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I shied away from the narrative of such sexual activity, but I was forced to look on as it was my duty. It might be an error or mutation in my main body. Penship Covenant detected an active quest relating to Rayne's vial in the Goldmark Regional Interface. The relevant information deposited by the Siftwell Church Clemency annotated below:

>>The crafting of true Preservation Vials is limited to far too few guilds, and dependent on specialized jacrim without available means of replication. The glyphic construct for water-based temperature stabilization is trivial, but the knowledge of glyphic activation of Temporality effects is lost art. The Way of White thus announces an open Regional quest to either: 1) Produce the relevant jacrim 2) Activate time-manipulating glyphs in jacrim-independent fashion 3) Advance relevant glyphic construction methods, with deposition to the Regional Interface. Rewards proportional to contribution and include Reputation gain with the Way of White. This is in addition to standing quest to further Temporality research in any direction, the rewards stacking. <<


Chapter 4

Spiraling Semitor


The lake was a deep, powerful horror. I could taste it at the very depths of my Arcana, throbbing and dense. I could barely bring myself to look at it, and then couldn't look away, the smooth water's gentle beauty a cackling joke.

The dirt path we took curved as far away from the eerily still shore of Lake Fang as it could before the churning edge of the bog, but it wasn't enough. Even the bog seemed to skirt away from the water, as if the putrid wastewater knew.

“Ben.” Rayne was shaking me slightly—I must have stopped walking. The rest of the party and some of the fort's soldiers looked at me with concern. Even Sio's attention drifted from the bog to me.

“Don't you feel this?” I said, my mouth dry. “We can't be here.”

“Ah, as expected from a high mage,” Mitera said. “I also feel the threat of the lake, as does any mage of substance that draws near.”

She turned to one of the two mages of the soldier's group, who mumbled unconvincingly.

They saw nothing. If it was a gap in the Arcana or Perception or a combination of the two, I didn't know. Neither the cursed tree nor its Poison Book felt anything close to this. We were in front of real danger like nothing I had ever seen before, and apparently, I was the only one who knew it.

I nearly broke off and ran back, but I felt Rayne shaking me again. I looked at her concerned face and realized that something stupid like that would get us killed. Then I looked at Sio, standing closer now, still facing the bog, but her worry was palpable. Mitera stood to my other side, straining to look relaxed, and even little Nina was off to the side, straight-backed, and staring at me. I tried shaking off my sense of dread, since so much could kill us, from the fort soldiers and Khlokun's water-drakes, or a snake foolish enough to come so close to the lake. I took a deep breath and started walking.

I strained my Perception to its limits, desperate for any shred of information from the lake, the bog, the air. I could tangibly feel a dome around me where my sight, hearing, smell, and even the subtle wafting of Arcana extended. Around and behind me, I sensed Nina's left leg dragging slightly more than her right and the shuffle of her trousers against her hips, the slight hum of a very low-level of Arcana a faint outline on her body. Briefly, the memory of her naked body from last night drew me away from the lake's impossible Mana, but quickly its pressure returned.

The rest of my party glowed differently, each a differently tasting Mana against my Arcana in myriad little sounds and sights and smells. Rayne rang sweet and cloying, Sio crisp and smooth, Mitera like water falling on rocks. I could feel the currents of the bog, the subtle ebb and flow of the thin mists burping from its surface, the heavy reeds and twisting plants below the surface. But the lake stifled any attempt to see. It was a thin veneer of still water, then an impossible, endless depth within.

At the far shore of the lake, I saw the sharp, uneven hills that flanked the east of Nikorice, their surfaces blasted and empty. It was all rock with barely a stich of grass on them, most entirely made up of the strange glowing stones that were less frequent closer to town. They hummed a distant Arcane resonance as a backdrop to the shouting power of the lake. In the far distance to the south, I saw a single peak clear up from the horizon's obscurity, almost touching the edge of the lake, to my surprise. Its west side was a dark, somber rock, its east face littered with small openings, like windows.

“Is that the fort ahead?” I asked, my voice a whisper.

Rayne strained to look ahead, as did Mitera and Markunin.

“I don't see it yet,” said Mitera, and the others nodded. “But it should be to the south, yes.”

“A few hours and we should see it at the edge of sight,” Markunin added.

I nodded, realizing that my Perception skills likely make my sight that much better. I noticed Nina getting closer to me from the back, her attention drifting towards me. I turned to her just as she looked down, but not before I caught a glimpse of her staring.

Ben --> Nina:

>>Is something wrong, Nina? <<

I whisped at her with a flutter of anxious urgency. The lake made the world off-kilter, everything fluctuating wildly between useless and gravely important.

“Oh, no!” Nina blurted with a flinch. “Nothing at all. Sorry, I didn't mean to bother you.”

I slowed down so that she could be at my side. A break in our formation, but I didn't care. The lake smirked at my feeble attempts at caring.

“It's no bother, really,” I replied, looking at the young girl. She seemed so small, even if she was nearly half a foot taller than Rayne. “Are you afraid? I'm sorry we brought you to a place this dangerous.”

She shook her head. “No, I'm grateful to be here at all.” Her voice was flat and carefully measured. Maybe she just wanted to have some small talk after last night, and I failed at that.

“And I'm grateful to have you with me too,” I said, forcing my fear aside as I smiled widely at the girl, enjoying her shy smile and the subtle flush to her neck.

Turning back to the task at hand, I extended the reach of my passive Perception as far as it would go, taking in the warning to not draw attention near the lake with glyphic magic. Still, if I focused on one point or object I could somehow sharpen my sight, narrowing my range at the expense of the global view. I kept scanning all around the bog and lake, pivoting my head side to side, fully immersed in the task, its importance clearer than ever.

The fort barely neared as we crawled along the road, footstep after footstep. I hoped to get used to the looming threat, but didn't. At one point, a foot soldier broke off from their loose formation and kneeled next to the lake to refill a canteen. And I stopped, almost screaming out for her to get back. But I stopped myself, seeing nobody else even seeming to notice. I started sweating as she put her canister beneath the water, but then she took it out and returned. I broke into a small, ragged chuckle of relief.

Just before noon, I noticed a stir in the bog, a blip in the Mana suffusing a visible patch between greenish mist.

“Sio, a disturbance to your exact left, two hundred feet, heading straight to you. If it’s a snake, it will jump out in about forty seconds.”

Sio didn't reply and kept walking, but shifted so her sword was now in her right hand, ready. Rayne slowly took out her daggers, and Mitera's grip on her wand tightened. I started a first-tier Chainmail spell, not having time for a higher-tier spell. I managed to cast it on Sio just as the snake leaped.

Sio leaned back, letting the snake bite into her left forearm. Rayne sliced at it while Sio squeezed the snake with her other hand, letting go of her greatsword. Rayne needed to stab the twisting, whipping creature three times before it stopped. Sio then let the limp creature slide to the ground.

I started preparing a first-tier Single Heal spell, but noticed Sio's HP didn't go down at all, so shook off the spell halfway.

“That was legitimately impressive,” Mitera muttered.

I nodded. “Yes, Sio and Rayne are unusually in synch.”

The entire party chuckled. “I meant that you could see the snake so clearly,” continued Mitera. “This is only the third time you encounter one and already you can detect their patterns!”

I wondered if that was it. It seemed with the rabbits that experience would let me sense what were the kind of burrows and paths they would likely to be in, but this felt different. Sure, I could sense the mud shifting in the bog, but had no way to tell if that was from the rare time it was because of a creature swimming in it. This time it was the Mana hum from their sinuous body, a coiling wave riding deep beneath the slight mist that burped from the bog. Just a blip for a moment, and from that I could tell so much about its position and heading, even intent. Still, it was just luck, since afterwards I couldn't make out its Mana at all. It must have risen for a moment above the water or something like that, or the roiling background around it subsided for a bit.

This felt more like the real power of having a high Perception Attribute combined with an absurd Arcana, something I needed to just learn to use, like opening my eyes. Wonderful, but also strange that Mitera didn't know. Perhaps she was trying to fool the soldiers into thinking my Perception worked differently than it truly would? The thought felt sluggish and half-formed, the mental strain hard to maintain next to the pressure of the lake.

We kept our dreary march, not stopping to rest or eat at mid-day, but chewing on our rations as we walked. Shortly after we finished eating, I felt a surge in the lake, the threat looming, but then it quickly subsided. I stopped and narrowed my focus across the water's spotless surface, trying to see something, but it was no use. Then I felt a larger movement in its Mana, like a gigantic rumble.

“Something is coming from the lake,” I said, barely getting the words out, immediately unsure there would be anything we could do to stop or prepare.

“To the mud!” yelled Markunin, but just as the warriors scrambled, a burst from the water's edge threw me back. Past my raised hands, I saw a wall of creatures flowing up, each the size of a large car and bright purple, all smooth edges blotted by long tendrils, like aberrant jellyfish. Soon hundreds were rising in the air, higher and higher, twisting and turning in the wind as if still underwater, careening towards the center of the lake in a long, uninterrupted flow. They were dangerous, I could sense in the weight of their Mana, but they were the barest ripple of the lake, nothing really. As I stared, my Analysis passive effect popped up for a second on one of them, showing level 28. If even one attacked, our entire group would be decimated.

But then the real lake's terror surged, the dull weight on my chest crushing, and I fell back as if punched. A looming shadow from under the surface rose up, water displacing in a neat dome at its massive bulk. When it broke the surface, the weight of its Mana felt like a toppling city.

It was a dark shape the size of a skyscraper, skin puckered and gray, splitting open in a massive mouth for the barest moment before snapping shut. The entire stream of lesser jellyfish-like creatures was consumed, with barely a handful escaping to the sides.

The impossible lake creature lingered, looming above, mouth shut, countless eyes opening across its surface. Each eye was a different size and color, some barely eyes at all, others impossibly human, all seething with violent intent.

One eye looked at me and my vision narrowed to that yellow slit. All sound muffled to my heartbeat, but then the eye looked away. The creature slowly dove back into the lake, its shut mouth unreadable, its thousand eyes closing as if in sated ecstasy.

It was gone, the familiar terror of the lake now a faint nothing in comparison. The placid water surface oscillated with the displaced heft. A thin rainfall fell all around, the water splattered up from the creature's attack finally coming down. All this horror and death, over before a half dozen heartbeats. I barely noticed the small rectangle notifying the creature merely as >>??? <<. Already I didn't know if even that was real, or some nightmare assault, feverish and grasping at the edged structures of the world.

I barely felt the people around me returning, some covered in mud, but most hadn't even made it to the bog. As I turned forward, empty and thoughtless, in front of us I saw a massive gash along the ground, over a foot wide and deeper than I could see, extending from the edge of the lake and disappearing into the bog. A clean cut, effortless, as if a laser through paper. To the side of it, almost at the edge of the bog, one of the soldiers seemed to rest at the side of the cut, leaning over. But when I looked more closely, her body was cleaved neatly in half. Blood and viscera sliding down the smooth edge of the cut and disappearing into the darkness below.

Hard armor was in front of me, a presence familiar and instinctively reassuring. A gauntleted hand touched the back of my head and drew me close. “Rest for a moment,” Sio's voice whispered in my ear, and to my side I felt Rayne holding my arm, her body shaking like a leaf.

I slowly reached out with my Perception, feeling my breath again. Mitera slumped on the ground nearby, Markunin next to her, tails entwined, as the other water-drake kept guard, looking out at the bog. Two of the soldiers leaned on each other, a few giving them water or light reassurance. I tried to blur out the dead body nearby.

As I regained my composure, I noticed that only the mages were affected by the creature's presence. Even Nina was standing by untouched, alert and perhaps a bit rattled, but clearly not suffering from the Mana attack. Soon we were all back in formation as if nothing happened. Only one fort soldier lingered near her dead comrade, but soon rejoined us when we continued.

Over the next few hours, I managed to slowly regain my ability to concentrate and properly redouble my Perception duty, but my mind was scattering, the focus harder to maintain. But other than the occasional attack from the snakes, one of which I saw and two that I didn't, we reached the base of the fort well into the night.

The sky above was lit by the now red-tinted hue of the planet's rings. The mass of the fort's mountain blocked some of the threat from the lake, but it was still there, a heaviness that made all my old worries seem petty and small.

In a way, I was reassured, calmed at the worst-case scenario being held prisoner for my healing skills. The simpler problem felt like a relief compared to the unfathomable horror of the lake. The massive gates of the fort slowly opened, swinging in with a low moan. I started laughing, first softly, but then louder and louder. I had to stop walking at the effort, as I tried and failed to grasp the absurdity of politics again and again and again.

-x-
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Penship Covenant passive magic recoiled at narrative annotation surrounding Lake Fang. The area was detected as dangerous to the very fabric of the Covenant, the highest-tier evasion used for retraction. For the first time in centuries, I was truly afraid.

The fort was well in sight. Rayne slowed to walk alongside Mitera. The water-drake stiffened, still wary of the dancer's threat.

“Are you alright?” Rayne asked, voice flat. “You collapsed after the lake creature came up.”

Mitera nodded, relieved. “Yes, thank you for your concern. It was … overwhelming.”

Rayne nodded. “Ben told us you care a great deal for your family. Are they back in the marshes?”

“Yes,” Mitera said, unsure of what Rayne wanted. “We're a small clutch, near the southern edge of the Marsh.”

“Don't you miss them, with all your travels? Being a merc so far away?”

Mitera tensed. “I'm not welcome among my people, and it's best for my family if I'm not around. I can help them better from afar, anyway.”

Rayne turned looked at the water-drake carefully, then turned back to the fort. “Sorry, I won't ask any more.”

Stupid drake, Mitera thought. This could be the chance to get closer to the succubus, to expose some weakness as the foundation to a rapport. But she just couldn't bring herself to do it. It was too much of an open wound as it was. “Thank you,” she eventually muttered.

Nina listened to the exchange a few paces behind, annoyed that Rayne was being kind to the lizard. She didn't know under what circumstances the reptile managed to join such a party, but there was a deep wrongness to it. She’d felt the clash hidden under the conversations she’d heard. The drake wasn’t aligned with the rest of the party. Nina had embraced her new beginning and was completely committed to her new path.

Her heart knew that Mitera hadn’t done the same and was still a pawn in higher games that might shift her loyalty. She didn't belong with them. Nina's jaw tightened as she remembered being stuck in the ground, hopeless and weak, while the lizard laughed at her, reveling in the ability to get her killed.

Rather than waste the power of her anger on the kin, Nina turned her anger toward herself. She reveled in every facet of it, an old way to keep herself from falling into despair, now a genuine pleasure. After all, she is in a party of great mercenaries, her skills improving every day. She even managed to get an actual man, the party lead, for a lover, a pleasure that she’d thought was only possible if she survived to her second boon. The one wrinkle was that arrogant lesser kin, but she nurtured her anger, keeping it close, keeping it sharp. She'd deal with the lizard soon, one way or the other. Every member of their party would then truly belong.

As Bendarios started laughing at the opening of the fort's gate, Nina had to restrain herself from joining him. The future was bright with power indeed, and all in her way would turn to blood and ash.


Chapter 5

The Water-Drake's Resolve


Our sad little procession trudged into the fort, my fit of deranged laughter resurfacing as a broken chuckle now and again. The lake's Mana was dampened by the mountain in front of us, which helped ground me back to reality. Maybe I was just muttering to myself in a delusional break, still back in Seattle, curled up in a cardboard box under an overpass. But even that fear felt distant, just another retreat from the true horror of the lake. So I looked around, forcing myself to care about all our little people-sized problems.

The entrance to the fort gave way to a large, open courtyard. In one corner, a dozen women were sparring, while at another some twenty people crammed around a few anvils and a large furnace. But most of the soldiers idled about in small groups, fully armed and armored, an uneasy tension in the air. As we walked in, their eyes steadily drifted to us, and the hammering from the improvised smithy subsided.

Above us, looming impossibly high, was the Spear Tip mountain. Indeed, it looked exactly like a dark stab from the ground, a massive, piercing chunk of rock in a deep, almost unsettling black. The stone looked like obsidian, but with a subtle resonance in its Mana that I'm certain the brittle volcanic rock back on Earth wouldn't have.

A woman in full armor left the sparring area and shouted at the people staring at us. “Enough gawking! Back to work!” The smithy's bustle resumed, the idling groups turning back to fletching arrows or whatever else they were doing.

The woman drew near and removed her full helm to reveal a face crisscrossed by scars. They reminded me of the ones that Sio had on her arms and legs, the hallmark of a merc who prioritized their Endurance. Who would choose such a life? It seemed like the hardest part of any party, the one to become most damaged. I was reminded of Julise, the bouncy cat-girl I met in my last night of peace back in Nikorice, and if in time she'd also harden like this.

“Welcome back.” The scarred woman hugged the merc who lent me her tent. “Trouble?” she asked.

“We lost one to the lake,” she replied. “Could've been much worse.” Her voice shook at that last word.

“Well, you got it done.” She grabbed the merc on both shoulders and redoubled her grip. “Your first hit as a party head. It gets easier after this.”

The party head nodded, hiding behind her helm.

The scarred woman then walked up to me, stopping at a polite distance with a relaxed smile on her face. “You must be Bendarios, a pleasure to have you in our fort.”

“I am,” I replied. I tried not to think of what her face would look like with endless eyes on it or with her entire body splitting open into a wet mouth. Suddenly, even the mountain seemed too much like the lake creature.

Mitera cleared her throat and stepped forward. “This is Amanila, the second-in-command here at the Spear Tip Fort.” Amanila nodded at the introduction, but I noticed she flinched slightly when Mitera started talking, a stab of annoyance. I wondered if there was tension between the fort and water-drakes, and decided to see if that was the case.

“Hello Amanila,” I said, then turned to Mitera, “Were you two in the same party before?” Even as I looked at Mitera, I kept Amanila in my peripheral vision and could see her arms tensing.

“No,” Amanila replied. “Of course not.”

I briefly stared at Amanila further, letting the pop-up next to her face show up. She was level 13, with primary attribute Endurance, secondary Strength.

“The Empress wants to see you,” Amanila said. “Follow me.”

She led us past the large open courtyard and then into the fort itself. At first, it was just a continuation of the courtyard, but covered by the black rock that extended upward in a sheer rise. The surface of the mountain was oddly smooth but dotted with irregularly spaced windows. Even a few balconies here and there were formed with material that didn't match the tower's.

I looked back and saw that the tall walls surrounding the broad courtyard were also made of the black material and had three doors, one facing east, one northeast, and one southeast. The overabundance of entrances seemed like a massive defensive shortcoming, and not really necessary, since I couldn't imagine this small fort got so much traffic.

The covered section of the courtyard was almost as large as the open-air one, the walls in the back leading to the fort full of doorways. Some were haphazardly blocked off and others more carefully sealed with stone or wood, but certainly no single bottleneck to hold back an invasion if the walls were breached. Even to my untrained eye, it looked like this place was poorly designed to act as a fort. As I got closer to the rock face, I could sense that it was impossibly strong, a material that hummed to my Arcana with an unyielding solidity.

Ben --> Party:

>>I'm guessing Goldmark didn't build this fort originally, right? <<

Mitera --> Party:

>>Not at all. This has been here since before we had records, even in drake lore. For a while it was used by the lightning-drakes, and when they handed over our swamp to Goldmark as part of the Third Draken Accountancy Treaty, they handed this over too. As far as I can tell, nobody really knows who built this and why, and any work I've read is largely speculation. <<

Ben --> Party:

>>And I'm also guessing that nobody figured out how to carve out more of this rock, right? <<

Mitera --> Party:

>>That would also be correct. <<

The dubious design decisions now made some more sense. The impossible creature of the lake could easily crush anything built by humans close to the water, but an encampment build into this rock might just survive it—perhaps that was the only reason it was still around at all. Or maybe it just managed to structurally survive, but whoever was inside it wouldn't. I imagined a swarm of the lake's tier two jellyfish-like creatures easily flowing up its walls and into its many openings and windows. They would clean it out, leaving behind an empty building, a deathtrap that springs itself back open after use. Oddly enough, I found myself reassured by that more mundane, understandable danger.

We were led into one of the doors at the far end of the covered courtyard, the bustle outside dimming as a short hallway led to a large pavilion. The room's smooth walls were interrupted by thick, twisting pillars, as if Roman columns merged with old, gnarled oak. The pillars seemed to be also made of the obsidian-like rock but glowed with gentle blue light, illuminating the room. The effect was stark but reverent, like an ancient church. The massive, quiet room had a high, domed ceiling and smooth walls that echoed every footstep.

As we walked, even our guide slowed in the large room, perhaps in instinctive respect, and I had the chance to cast Analysis on a pillar. All that showed up was:

Irkoryan Likfaat Furaiy

No more explanation, no translation, no additional text I could unfurl. I stared at the mysterious entry for a while in my Codex, intrigued at stumbling onto something so impenetrable.

At the end of the pavilion, we entered another winding series of curved hallways, and eventually stairs leading up. The steps were too short, as if half-steps meant for small children, and often too narrow for the full foot, so you either stepped with only the front half of your foot or had to turn sideways to ascend. The steps also arched up to a point as they reached the edge, as if wanting to stab at your foot.

I had some notifications queued up, so I opened them as we made our way up.

Quest Notification

Title: Assist in suppressing the Olerrak Marsh rebellion

Objective: Assist in the fight against the treasonous soldiers of the Spear-tip Fort and the water-drakes of the Olerrak Swamp.

Source: Regional Interface (Goldmark)

Difficulty Tier: (variable)

Restrictions: (none)

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: (none)

Reward: variable with contribution

Description (Goldmark): The Goldmark Tetrarchy faces a foul challenge within its own borders! Mercenaries and soldiers throughout the land, rise up at this chance for fortune and power! This opportunity is located in the domain of the Southern Legion, Southeast of the Riwian Protectorate at the Olerrak Marshlands. Parties may enter the region on their own or may converge with tactical consideration under the leadership of the Southern Legion. Solo incursions not recommended. Corpse-derived evidence of insurrectionist (Page 1 of 141)

Quest Notification

Title: Freedom for All.

Objective: Join in overthrowing the Goldmark oppression!

Source: Regional Interface (Goldmark)

Difficulty Tier: (variable)

Restrictions: (none)

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: (none)

Reward: variable with contribution

Description (Goldmark): We have all suffered too long under the fist of Goldmark's tyranny, both human and kin alike. Join us, from the Olerrak Marshlands up to the vaunted Cube of Incos, and let us create a greater future together! You may fight with us here, or in the streets of your own city, through battle or through coin. All are welcome, and all who contribute will be rewarded once our captors are overthrown. This is the Page 1 of 29)

I almost laughed out loud when seeing these. This rebellion was advertising itself in Goldmark's own Regional Interface, and apparently Goldmark couldn't prevent them from doing so. Weird that the Interface would be so open like this. But the next notification was far more interesting.

Quest Completed!

Title: Survival

Objective: Encounter a hostile creature much more powerful than yourself and survive

Source: Domain Interface

Difficulty Tier: (variable)

Restrictions: (none)

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: (none)

Reward: variable with level, tier, and Ascension difference. Variable with degree of hostility and attention from creature.

Accept Reward? yes / no

I started laughing again as I remembered the lake creature. But Rayne ahead looked back at me with a quick sliver of anger behind her neutral façade, so I forced myself to settle down.

I tried to focus on the meandering climb, despite its monotony. Occasionally, we passed narrow windows overlooking the courtyard and the bog beyond the walls. There, the planetary rings would seep into the blue light that gently permeated the fort even when there were no pillars around. At these small gaps, I was reminded of the Mana pressure of the lake, and I appreciated the power of the fort's walls even more.

We passed several rooms and hallways of various sizes and configurations, the dizzying twists and turns like navigating an anthill.

I was starting to get winded at the extra effort of finishing yet another set of weird stairs when we reached a longer than usual hallway as Amanila's pace slowed and stiffened. A guard sat next to the door at the end, fully armored and carrying a cruel-looking spear. She rose from her stool and approached.

“It's me,” Amanila said without stopping. “I bring the mage.”

The guard nodded, stepping aside, and the door opened. A guard on the other side held the door open by a thick handle.

The room beyond was a smaller version of the pavilion at the tower's entrance, the coiling pillars along the walls rising in a complex pattern to the high cupola above. But the stark beauty of the room was interrupted by human decoration that was clearly trying to make the space seem less foreign, and badly failing at the task.

Colorful banners and paintings hung on the walls between the illuminating pillars. Some stood on poles leaning against the wall, while others stuck with some adhesive. The over-designed, elaborate art looked petty and cheap in comparison to the room's eerie elegance. A red carpet extended from the door to the opposite end of the pavilion, leading to a small wooden dais with a sturdy table on it and a single ornate chair.

Some three dozen women and more than a few water-drakes milled around either side of the carpet. As we came in, their attention turned to us in unison. As we crossed the long way over the carpet, a tense silence hung in the air.

“Wait over there,” said Amanila, pointing to the foot of the wooden dais where the carpet ended. I turned to Mitera, who looked back and smiled with a nod, so I turned back, continuing to walk past the gauntlet of staring women.

Ben --> Party:

>>What's the deal with this? <<

Mitera --> Party:

>>We're at Covin's audience chamber. I expected her to want to talk to you first in private, but seems she wants to make this a spectacle in front of her main supporters. This complicates her trying to draft you to her cause, so be careful with what you say. I'll try to give you advice as much as I can, but I've never interacted with her. And to be honest, the rumors about her are not very helpful in predicting what she might do. <<

I nodded to myself, thinking about how best to join this insurrection while making it seem plausible that I'd do so. Too eagerly, and they would obviously doubt my sincerity, but if I resisted too much, they might just outright kill us all. I chuckled a bit at the cloying worry again, remembering the lake just at the other side of this fort which made this little congregation a pointless farce. My laughter seemed to resonate across the hall more loudly than I expected.

Time stretched on as we waited, the awkwardness building, and soon the people around us started to murmur among themselves. I figured this was a transparent power play but knowing that didn't do so much to diminish its effect.

Looking for something to do, I cast Analysis on Covin's stuff: the table, chair, and paintings. Unlike the odd fragments I got from the pillar, these objects vomited up a deluge of pointless information. Built by so-and-so craftswoman from the whatever workshop, heirloom of the something-something family but stolen in transit to the whatever borough of Incos from some Barony, a birthing gift to a rival family … It was like starting a Jane Austen novel in the middle, and I wasn't in the mental space to start dissecting all that right then. Even skimming the information made me want to break out laughing again. But I did notice that all of the objects seemed to be brought to the fort at the same time, some five years before, which presumably was when Covin came. Even the fancy rug beneath us, which up close, seemed faint and worn, as did much of the other furniture.

I turned to the crowd to get a sense of their levels and specialization but was interrupted.

“All hail Empress Covin Markeer, stand in her name,” a bored-sounding manservant boomed near the door to the side of the dais. I stifled a chuckle, since we were all standing already.

A woman in long robes sauntered in, hips swinging, arms arching with each deliberate step in perhaps the weirdest way I have ever seen anybody walk. Just behind her, a water-drake followed, quiet as a knife in the back. This drake was smaller than the others I've seen, with slightly bluer scales. Instead of the curvier female features, this one was decidedly masculine, with broad shoulders and a chiseled chest, the defined musculature of a bodybuilder below his tight outfit. Without having to ask, I could tell this was Khlokun, leader of the water-drakes. I focused on him first.

Khlokun, Dagger-Master of the Olerrak Swamp, Lvl 18 Agi/Per, Age 55

As Covin turned and waited for her manservant to catch up and pull out the chair for her, I stared at her as well, and flinched as the pop-up appeared next to her face.

Covin, Commander of the Spear-Tip Fort, Lvl 16 Luck/Arc, Age 37

She was level 16, which was higher than I expected, and while her secondary stat was Arcana, her primary stat was Luck. Who in their rightful mind choses Luck as a primary Attribute?

“So you must be mage Bendarios,” Covin cooed with a tepid smile as she sat down, fingers spreading across the table as if massaging the wood. “It is with great pleasure that I hear you will join our forces to supplant the Goldmark tyrants.”

I winced at this, not expecting something so blatant.

“Three cheers for Bendarios, Archmagus of the Markeer Empire!” Covin lifted up a fist, and the room erupted in noise.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>A little help here? <<

A second cheer subsided, and I turned to look at the water-drake. Mitera seemed paralyzed, her tail stiff behind her.

Mitera shook herself and stepped forward, one hand to her chest, the other outstretched towards Covin. “Thank you for this wondrous welcome, Empress. But perhaps we may discuss this mat--”

“Nonesense!” Covin interrupted, swatting at the air. “This is cause for celebration, not a time for the petty bickering your people seem to relish so much.”

I expected Mitera, Khlokun, or some of the other water-drakes around to respond to the insult, but none did.

Mitera -> Party:

>>I'm sorry. She seems to want to push this through. We should just play along for now and negotiate terms later. <<

“But before we retire to our righteous war,” Covin continued, “you may all pledge your allegiance to the Markeer family now. Do not be concerned with the form or stricture of it. I'm aware you are unfamiliar with our ways. Simply bow or kneel as best you see fit and speak your pledge.” Her smile was sharp, the first sign of genuine emotion since she walked in the room.

I was about to speak when I noticed Sio's Mana surge in violent anger, her body tight, as if ready to snap. Right, her berserker bloodline, it certainly didn't like the idea of pledging oneself to such a wet fart of a leader. Hell, even I could barely stomach the idea.

Ben -> Party:

>>Sio, how are you doing? You okay? <<

A few moments, and no response.

Rayne -> Ben, Sio, Nina:

>>Ready to charge the exit, straight arrow. Not all of us will make it, brace for that. Sio, if this is how you will go, we will go with you. <<

I turned to Sio, frantic as Rayne and Nina brought themselves to attention, and I raised my hands up, desperate to calm things down. There were over thirty people in this room, most of them feeling like they were at least level seven, and Markunin was right there next to us. To fight would mean all of us dying very quickly. My giddy detachment deflated completely, our dangerous reality snapping into place.

“One second, everybody calm down,” I said, as low as I could, but in that damn room it seemed like every whisper carried. Sio's Mana was returning to normal, slowly, but her body was still tight as a spring, as if poised to unsheathe her sword and start.

I turned back to Covin, whose plastered grin only widened further. “As much as we are flattered by your offer,” I said, trying to sound as imposing as possible. “We are merely here to assist the water-drakes in treating their disease, and no more.”

At this, I saw clear reactions from the water-drakes in the audience, two turning to each other in open surprise. Seems like the drakes might have preferred addressing that problem over whatever Covin was stirring up. Khlokun, however, was unmoved.

“We are now a nation at war,” continued Covin. “All of us have been exiled from Goldmark to this blasted corner of civilization and will sweep it up in the wake of our wrath. You will either join the crest of our wave or feel its weight as it crushes you.”

I felt more crushed by the painful metaphor but got the point.

“We may swear to not assist your enemy against you, but we have chosen not--.”

Covin flicked her hand to the side, and suddenly I felt a quick, deep punch to my gut. I crumpled to the ground, gasping for air. Sio's Mana flared even higher than before, and her hand went up to her sword's hilt. The rest of the room shifting to be ready to fight. Before I could even regain my balance, I held my hand up, hoping I could keep everybody from doing something stupid. After a few breaths and a coughing fit, I looked up. Amanila stood over me, a gauntleted hand still in a fist.

I took my time getting up, since my legs were weak from the shock of the impact. My HP decreased only by two points, but it felt worse than that. I grabbed Sio's armor with my still raised hand. Her furious Mana tempered at this as she reached down to help me up.

As I straightened myself, I saw that all around us were either grinning or sneering in contempt. Covin very effectively showed off that simple brute force could keep me in line. Which was strictly true, but folding now would make us seem a tad too weak. Even if we wanted to infiltrate, as our secret quest required, we thought it would be too obvious if we joined too quickly and easily. So we needed to negotiate a bit more, and I had a trump card that could shift that calculation quite a bit, might also help Sio feel like we were more in control here.

I took out the poison book from around my waist and unclasped it from its holder, expanding it back to its normal size. My arm dipped at the extra weight.

“Do you know what this is?” I asked Covin, my voice still unsteady from the blow. My legs shook so much that I had to lean on my staff for support.

Covin's eyes widened slightly, her grin now tense as she tried to regain her composure.

“Use your skills to really look at this, all of you,” I continued, and lifted the book over my head. “Maybe you were all hoping that what you heard about this book is untrue, but I can assure you that it's real. This is a cursed item that inflicts heavy poison upon any within several miles of it, and it's only safe because I make it so.”

I slowly turned to the audience in the room, most of them shocked, some slowly moving backwards, their aggressive posture gone. “To be specific, if I so much as unequip this book, this fort will become a tomb.”

I snapped back to Covin, relishing in her fear. “If I'm going to die, I'll take all of you with me.” I dropped the book on the floor, the thud on the red carpet like gunshot, the entire room flinching.

It was just at the edge of my equipment range, barely two feet from me, and I could feel it tugging away at me. All I'd have to do was take a step back. I smiled, also sensing Sio's Mana tamper down substantially.

Covin made a slow gesture with both hands, as if buying time. “No need for such a demonstration of power, archmagus, I am certain that we can⁠—”

“We will walk away,” I said. “That is the only certainty you need.”

Covin stopped, eyes wide, then looked up at certain people in the audience, all avoiding eye contact. Oops, I might have gone too far. I clearly overdid it with the threat, wanting more bite to negotiate with, not turning the tables so fully. I looked around the room, trying to think up something, since backpedaling now would be suspicious.

I then saw Khlokun just behind Covin, his presence suddenly standing out. How did I manage to overlook him almost this entire time? Our eyes met, and he smiled, tapping Covin on the shoulder. He then walked towards me, slow and steady.

He seemed too calm, and I wondered if he had something prepared that could deal with the book. But he couldn't have. He didn't even have Arcana as one of his main attributes, and it seemed unlikely he'd have some magical object that was powerful enough, since he wasn't even tier two. The silence stretched as he drew near.

“We all chose to die the moment we took arms against Goldmark,” Khlokun began, his dark reptilian eyes unreadable. “Our spawning pools are quickening, the many tadpoles that for months have been fighting each other reduced to the strongest handful. Within the week, they will swim the cruel waters of the marsh and relearn what it means to be weak.”

I quietly exhaled in relief. At least somebody in this rebellion has a damn backbone. Sio simply crossed her arms; her berserker issue apparently in check.

Khlokun stopped just before the book, his feet's long, sharp talons almost touching it. “Only every decade is there a quickening, and all clan feuds are postponed until we shield and teach our arising tadpoles to survive—what to eat and how to hunt, when to escape and when to strike, the skills closest to their affinities. How well we teach the young at a quickening reverberates in the might of our people for centuries.”

He slowly bent down and picked up the book, and its faint link to me grew even more tenuous. I had to take a half step forward to keep it from breaking.

“This is why we strike now,” Khlokun continued, tapping the book's cover with one finger. “When we are at our weakest, when they expect us to cower at the mounting demands for their damnable ore. If a single Goldmark party breaches our marshes, they can eliminate an entire generation of our people.”

He held out the book to me. “Your poison is no real threat.”

I took it back, suddenly apprehensive. The tables have now turned far too much on the other side, Khlokun fully calling my bluff. As I grabbed the book's spine, Khlokun leaned in closer and whispered from barely parted teeth.

“I see you care deeply about your party. Ask for their freedom, and you will get it.”

Then he let go of the book; the exchange was barely a shadow. He must have used some sort of skill to whisper so effectively without anybody else hearing. Perhaps a form of voice projection or ventriloquism? He, in fact, gave me the perfect out: I would join the rebellion, but my party wouldn't. This was ideal since they could be shielded from associating with these people. Too good of a deal. Khlokun might have noticed far more about our party than I'd have thought, far too much about me.

“Your valor is impressive,” I replied, trying to regain my footing.

“Our valor is just wanting to survive,” Khlokun replied.

I nodded, “I would then indeed like to join your cause, but only provided that if the other members of my party do not, then they are free to go as they please, due to their other commitments.”

“Wondrous!” yelled Covin, her voice drunk with relief. She motioned to her manservant for a drink, looking as pleased as a pig in shit.

I felt myself relaxing as Khlokun nodded slightly to me and turned back, calmly walking back to the dais, his natural confidence unchanged. I wondered what kind of danger he went through to be able to deal with situations like these so effortlessly. That's what a real man looks like in life-or-death situations. Hopefully, I’ll get there soon.

So it was also time for me to do what was right for my party. As much as we planned to continue this infiltration together, the situation changed, and I wanted to make sure they had a real choice now. Time to do the hardest part of what I knew needed to be done now, harder than facing down Khlokun. Hell, in some ways it was harder than confronting the Lake creature.

Ben -> Party:

>>I wouldn't dream of forcing any of you to stay in such a dangerous situation. It won't be safe here when the Legion comes to deal with this rebellion, even the fighting that will happen before then. If any of you want to leave, you are, of course, free to go. <<

Rayne's hand brushed my shoulder, her lips next to my ear. “Ben, we aren't going anywhere without you.”

Sio -> Party:

>>Means I should be here to protect you even more.<<

Sio's solid resolve oozed even from the sterile green text.

Rayne -> Ben:

>>And I'm not done with you just quite yet;) <<

Nina -> Party:

>>I also want to stay here. I'm fully committed to our party. <<

Mitera -> Party:

>>I’m with you, Ben. <<

I smiled, a surge of relief spreading through my tense body. As much as I was sure they'd all want to stay, their quick, effortless confirmation was good to hear.

I felt the resonance of their Mana swirling about us, comforting and warm, tighter than ever before. Even Mitera, who was deep in a discussion with Markunin, felt like she was reaching out to us. It took all my self-restraint to keep myself from turning and enveloping them all in a big hug.

Mitera -> Party:

>>Markunin just chirped privately with Khlokun. He said we can all stay as bodyguards of sorts, as long as Markunin also stays with us. <<

I reached up and gently squeezed Rayne's hand. I could've insisted, found a way to get them away from me and to some measure of safety. But it felt right that we deal with this new challenge together.

-x-

Pixyn

Penship Covenant was recovering from the forceful extraction.


Chapter 6

Healing Duty


Covin drank from her golden cup, cheering and launching into another nonsense speech. More than anything, this felt plain rude since everybody else was just standing there without anything to drink. But they seemed reasonably into it, or at least were used to humoring her. Not a good start to a revolution, if they were already bogged down by pomp and ceremony like this. After a while, Markunin, Amanila, and Covin's manservant came up to us.

“Healer Bendarios,” said Amanila, as if she didn't sucker-punch me in the gut barely five minutes earlier. “This is the Empress's cup-bearer and steward, Mer-Markeer. He will be assisting you when I or Markunin aren’t able to.”

I nodded to the man in the tight outfit. He gave a formal bow in return. “A pleasure, archmage.”

Covin rose to leave, signaling the end of the little event, with everybody starting to head out. They all gave my party a wide berth.

“First, I take you to our wounded,” said Amanila. “Then to your quarters.”

We proceeded, Amanila, Markunin, and Mer-Markeer leading the way, my party behind me. After another dizzying series of hallways and stairwells, we reached a large room close to the ground floor. Well before I crossed the threshold, I could smell the blood and vomit, and hear groans mixed in with the tired shuffling of armored feet.

There were over three dozen people laid out in rickety cots and on the floor, bloody gauze peppered over armor and weapons half-strewn about. A single mage stopped in her tracks and looked up at me, her eyes ringed with dark circles, her curly dark hair an unruly mess about her face.

“Are you the healer?” she asked.

“Yes,” replied Amanila. “This is Archmage Bendarios, newly minted to our cause. Bendarios, this is Thetylis.” I loosely focused on her, and saw she was only level nine, specializing in Arcana/Endurance, and apparently the only person capable of casting healing magic in this entire fort. No wonder they were so desperate for somebody like me.

“The ones to the side.” Thetylis pointed to a corner. “With the red mark on their forehead. They are the ones beyond my skill to help. Perhaps you may start there?”

I looked around the room and estimated it was a good bit smaller than the range for my area-of-effect healing. Taking a second to think, I counted forty-two people crammed in there. Since my group heal spell cost only twice the single heal, MP-wise, it made sense to first cast a group spell then go to the individuals that it wasn't enough heal and top them up with individual healing of a higher-tier.

I went to the center of the room, Thetylis stepping aside, her hands wringing in front of her. I noted Markunin and Amanila were hovering near the doorway, paying close attention. My party now idled further in, Rayne smiling widely at me, and Sio relaxed in her armor. I felt reassured that they were so at ease, despite the bumpy start to our interactions with the fort's people. So I turned to the problem at hand.

I wasn't sure my second-tier group healing spell was good enough for the more severe cases, but figured now would be a good time to start testing the potency of my spells. After all, I needed to know when to cast what tier of spell later.

I cast without fanfare, barely moving my staff, knowing that it looked more impressive to do something difficult and making it look easy than the other way around. The shimmer of blue light extended, enveloping the room. When the spell hit the obsidian walls, it bounced back in. The shimmer dissolved before it reached me again, but it did continue down the hallway near where my party was congregating. I was surprised by the unique effect, not having seen anything else that my healing spell didn't just pass right through. Something in the obsidian walls that reflected back magic, an interesting property, to say the least. I made a mental note to test that more systematically later, if I had the time.

The moaning cut out entirely, and I looked around at women getting up from their cots and the floor, some confused and shaky, others touching their bodies with surprise and outright glee.

“Impossible,” muttered Thetylis as she passed between the patients, some now chatting among each other, an ease and lightness in their voice echoing across the room.

I felt a tug at the front of my robe, and I looked down at a woman in light leather, sitting on a sweat and blood-spackled cot. She looked even younger than Nina. “Thank you, master healer, thank you!” Her smile was wide, her eyes brimming with relief. Her clothes were almost in tatters and soaked in blood, hinting at the horrific injuries I'd actively avoided noticing too closely before.

“Alright!” Amanila shouted into the room. “All of you go clean off the scut from your necks and head to your stations. We're still at war!”

At that, a few of the women shouted an energetic war cry and raised a fist in the air, but most simply rose with restrained efficiency. I extended a hand to the girl in front of me, but she was already up, her torn-up clothing showing far too much blood-stained skin on her chest and arms. She took my hand with both of hers and kissed my fingers. “Thank you! I will fight hard for the freedom of Merkeer! Thank you!”

Then she was off, filing away with the others. Most bowed at me before leaving, but others looked around, still surprised, barely noticing anything at all.

Soon Thetylis was standing in the middle of the room, only two soldiers remaining at a corner. The first was still, as if in deep sleep, the second sitting up, clutching her shoulder. As I went up to her, I noticed that her left arm was missing below the elbow, which was now a neat stump.

“What happened to your arm?” I asked.

“I don't know. I remember falling in a raid to the quarry and woke up here now.” She lifted the stump up to me. “Can you heal it?”

I didn't know, and, avoiding looking at the soldier's strained face, I started casting my third-tier single healing spell, linking it to itself. The glyphs felt sluggish, and I couldn't help seeing her eager anticipation as I cast. Finally, it was done, and the Mana spread over her body. The spell must have felt good, since she closed her eyes and took a deep exhale. But the arm was still gone.

She opened her eyes, and I saw her contentment sour into disappointment, then flicker to anger.

“Ummm,” I said, stepping back. “That's the highest-tier healing spell I have.”

“Your wounds were considerable,” said Thetylis, sitting next to the soldier, an arm around her. “I had to amputate three days ago, and I was certain you would not live much longer. Even the most potent healing may knit what is injured, but not create what is missing.”

The woman's rage softened. Then she got up and silently walked out. I felt like shit, but still thought that what Thetylis said about healing didn't make sense. After all, I was certain that I'd healed rather deep cuts that probably replaced tissue that was missing, not just do what she called “knitting”. Perhaps it was a property of the higher tiers? But it seemed like even my first-tier spell didn't quite have that limitation.

I turned to the last patient and started to cast the third-tier healing spell, but Thetylis shook her head and tugged at my arm. “She's dead, Bendarios. I checked on her barely an hour ago, but she must have since passed from her wounds.”

I nodded, figuring this would be as good a time as any to try this. “Let me see if this'll work.”

I again soft-selected Single Heal the Third, then linked it to itself, then tried to link it to itself again. Each linking costs more than an additional single casting would, the 200 MP cost becoming 500 for double-linking, the triple linking a full 1000 MP, just over half of my MP. A ludicrous cost, but worth the experiment. I started casting the spell, focusing hard on my glyphwork, and as I finished the first spell and started the second, could feel the pull on it tightening, and at the third, could feel the glyphs nearly burn onto my Arcana. When I finished, I was drenched in sweat and panting, the grip on my staff white-knuckled and shaking. I cast the spell on the dead body, and a looming gold enveloped it, deep and taut with folding, twirling Mana.

Over several seconds, the gold light faded. Thetylis carefully leaned over the body, then shook her head. I sighed in disappointment. For a moment, I hoped that I could even bring back the dead, but that wasn’t the case. Maybe one hour was too long, and if the body was fresher, it would have worked. Yet somehow I knew that wasn't the case. More than the strain of casting the triple-linked spell, the reminder of the finality of death in this world hit me like a ton of bricks, and I felt very tired.

I walked up to Amanila, who looked at me in open surprise, but I couldn't give a rat's ass what she thought.

“Take us to our rooms,” I said, and the woman bowed slightly, then turned without a word.

I could tell that Mitera wanted desperately to ask me about the spell just now, her eyes wide and tail twisting behind her, a slight flutter to the gills on the base of her neck. But I avoided looking at her, not in the mood to talk about the details of magic.

My room was shaped like a triangle, with a large bed shoved unevenly to one corner, and a simple desk and pair of chairs to another. Near the desk was a single window overlooking the courtyard, letting me see just above the walls surrounding the fort.

It was the only room at the end of a long hallway, and I expected other rooms nearby for my party, but Markunin said their rooms were on the opposite side of the fort. Mitera and Rayne tried to wiggle out of the condition, but to no avail. My water-drake jailor made it clear this was not up for negotiation. I was allowed one escort from my party whenever I was making my rounds to heal or otherwise support the cause, but the others would have to stay in their quarters while this happened. Hostages, effectively. My head started to ring at the extra difficulty that we wouldn't all be together.

I closed the door behind me and collapsed onto bed, my exhaustion at the difficult casting and twisted gut from the stress each taking turns at making me wonder how wise this entire course of action really was. Outside my window, the edge of the green rings curved like a mocking smile, as if agreeing.

-x-

Pixyn

Penship Covenant used active magic to probe the healing spells of Bendarios via his own Personal Interface, and I was somewhat eager to see more of Ben so intimately. But the probe failed. Odd to fail at probing a scribe's own Personal Interface, a novel frustration dully documented, despite the lack of a living spell executor to ever be able to address these spell shortcomings. I missed Ephat; her touch upon me was so gentle and precise.

Penship Covenant Addendum

Mer-Markeer and Amanila left Markunin at her post outside the arch mage's quarters and took the rest of his party to their own accommodations. The water-drake left to report directly to her true leader.

“That healing replenished all our troops!” Amanila said to the faintly echoing hallway.

Behind her, Mer-Markeer exhaled loudly in satisfaction, as he knew the commander expected. “Indeed, a wondrous tactical advantage.”

“Ha!” Amanila slammed her armored glove to her chestplate in a loud clatter. “You have no idea, delicious singlet.” Mer-Markeer gave no response to the slight pause after the implicit invitation. It was not the first time he was glad that Covin had her men attend strictly to her, and no others. “With this, our fort can take wave after wave of whatever is thrown at it!”

“Under your command, it certainly will,” Mer-Markeer replied.

“The Southern Legion will be nothing to us,” Amanila continued. “I wonder if others will come as well? I should start planning where to distribute all the Attribute points I'll be getting. Can't wait for the lightning-drakes to join the fray as well.”

“Most certainly.” Mer-Markeer nodded, silently opening a whisp as Amanila continued to ramble about her future accomplishments.

Mer-Markeer --> Covin:

<<Amanila is expressing a desire for the southern legion, other legions, and more of the lightning-drakes to attack the fort in earnest. I believe this reflects her enhanced enthusiasm given Bendarios's impressive healing feat, but I suggest we should take care she is not overconfident in her tactical decisions on the wall. >>

Mer-Markeer noticed the whisp as received, but no reply, as usual. As much as Covin insisted on such continuous detailed information, she rarely deigned to act on them. It had been many years since he got used to managing her specific combination of paranoia and incompetence, but the effort still felt exhausting.

Covin --> Mer-Markeer:

<<Know your place, steward. You are not to suggest anything to me. Return to my quarters within the hour. >>

Such a stupid mistake, Mer-Markeer thought to himself. His whisp wording had been off, failing to couch the suggestion as an idea Covin herself would have. Straight-backed, he waited for a brief lull in Amanila's ranting.

“I apologize, great warrior, but Covin calls for me.”

Amanila stopped and turned, her face twisted in open lust, but then shrugged and went off on her own. Mer-Markeer simply stopped, letting the soldier turn a corner.

He leaned against the cold rock for a moment, enjoying the quiet and solitude, but soon pushed himself off, as he needed the time to bathe and dress properly for Covin's summons. Perhaps she would forget his mistake by the time he arrived, and that the night would be less unpleasant than most.


Chapter 7

First Blood of the Rebellion


I woke up to a loud clattering, like trains on a rail, and wondered if I would be late for work. I turned; my body strangely light. But then I opened my eyes and saw the unfamiliar ceiling above, jet black stone against the faint purple glow. With a jerk I remembered where I was.

My body felt lighter than it should, somehow, and very quickly I looked out the window at the sunrise beyond, shaking myself awake. Fort soldiers ran all about the top of the walls, shouting at each other.

I was about to open the messages piling at the corner of my field of view when I heard a knock on the door.

“Who is it?” I asked.

“The steward, Mer-Markeer,” said a somber voice to the other side. “I bring one of your comrades. We should begin for the day.”

“Be right there.” I scanned the messages as I walked to the door and found that most of them were Rayne and Sio planning a training regimen with each other and Nina, since they all seemed to be in a big, shared room. Rayne sent me a direct whisp asking how I was doing, that she was worried about how I looked after I cast the spell on the corpse at the infirmary. I shook my head at all that, realizing that I should've checked in on them before falling asleep.

Ben -> Party:

>>Sorry everybody, I just woke up, was more exhausted than I thought yesterday. I'm well and will report back on what's happening outside to you soon. <<

I opened the door and Mitera was there, next to the strangely formal man. “Only you today?” I asked him, surprised that neither Markunin nor Covin's head goon was with him.

“It seems we are under siege by a contingent of lightning-drakes,” the man said. “Thus, our most senior warriors are otherwise engaged, as I'm sure you understand.”

I nodded, then followed him without asking where we were going, since I had a good guess. Mitera started to ask about the group heal spell, but I promised to talk about it some other time. I needed to get my head around whatever fighting was happening right now.

At the covered courtyard, I saw there was a medical triage station setup deep to the back, near the blocked entrances. Nearly two dozen cots were laid out, likely brought up from the room from the day before, and seven were occupied. Thetylis was busy at one of them, and I could tell from her Mana that her MP was largely depleted. I took a quick look at each one, and aside from the one she was working on, their injuries seemed to be minor, so I stood roughly in the middle of the group and cast Group Heal the First, then approached the last patient.

“Thank the rings you're here,” muttered Thetylis, visibly relieved. “The spell you cast did this one some good, so she's stable, but I fear won't recover fully at this rate.”

Before she even stopped talking, I started casting the Single Heal the Second. As soon as my spell struck the patient, she opened her eyes and got up with a panicked gasp, as if waking up from a nightmare.

Thetylis put both her hands on the startled soldier, muttering for her to be calm. The morning sun bathed the area in yellow light, and I noticed that the healer's skin was light orange, with odd bumps in her forehead, which I hadn't appreciated indoors, due to the stone's blue light.

I turned back to Mer-Markeer. “What now?”

His poise was commendable, but a bit too wooden, so I could easily see little twitches and delays in his posture. Not that I could figure out what it meant, however. Maybe he was trying to keep his cool, but failing, I guessed. After a moment he said, “I was told you should support our troops here at the wall with healing. I presume you should wait for further developments?”

I turned to face the wall, seeing the energetic but organized movement of groups of soldiers here and there, the clamor from outside coming in waves.

“These were caught outside when the lizards first struck.” Thetylis was next to me, wiping her hands on a rag, her breath frazzled. “Now that we have their attack in check, we shouldn't have much more trouble until the bulk of their forces arrive.”

I nodded, but decided to check with my party what was up.

Ben -> Party:

>>Apparently, the lightning-drakes attacked, but only some of them. Why's that, Mitera? <<

Mitera -> Party:

>>This is likely an advance force to see if they could inflict early damage before we are fully prepared and prevent us from freely leaving or launching small attacks on their larger caravan. <<

I was annoyed at the idea of being trapped in so soon, but it seemed like this early attack failed.

“I'm going up the wall,” I said and started towards the open courtyard.

“Wait,” said Mer-Markeer, concern piercing his deliberate poise. “Perhaps it's safer for you to wait here for the injured?”

Mitera -> Ben:

>>That might be a good idea. <<

But I did need to see what was happening, since I wasn't just all about healing. Choosing what support spells to cast and when was much harder to figure out, and without having some notion of how the fighting was going, I had no basis to balance my MP with what to cast, and on whom. It was hard enough to decide that for my party, whose skills I knew better, here I'd have to take into consideration an army I knew nothing about. So I shrugged off Mitera's message away and kept walking.

The obsidian walls fused seamlessly to the fort, with a series of crisscrossing steps leading up at the two intersections, the same odd little steps that were inside the fort. A constant flow of soldiers rushed up and down, most resupplying arrows in large quivers. I joined the throng of people huddling to get up, Mitera just behind me, and I was glad to notice that Mer-Markeer stayed behind near the healing cots.

The top of the wall had an additional high wall to duck behind that was barely four feet high, so soldiers had to make sure their heads wouldn't stick over the edge. Every few feet there was a slightly higher section of wall that curved slightly inwards, the usual ramparts that I would expect from a medieval-style fortification, but somehow this looked more like a row of teeth. Even protected behind the higher sections, the taller defending soldiers had to hunch down to make sure they were fully protected.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>The fort builders must've been rather short. <<

I typed out the message, barely needing to think about doing so, but after a second, thought it was just pointlessly stating the obvious, so I deleted it instead. Not for the first time, I noted to myself to be careful about this chat system, since sending messages, even long ones, was far too quick and easy. I expected drunk texting in Semitor to be far more dangerous than back on Earth…

It took me several minutes to walk towards the middle of the wall, passing by areas thick with fort soldiers armed with bows and a few casting spells over the edge. I resisted the temptation to look over the edge until I found an area that seemed a bit quieter, where I was less likely to be targeted.

Just above the middle gate, the soldiers thinned out, with some of the rampart teeth only having one, a few even empty, likely on the ready-to-push-back ladders with the long poles that were everywhere along the edge. Or maybe they were there just to give the attackers the impression that there were no serious holes in the fort defense, even if they really were understaffed for the fort's size.

I stopped at an empty section of the rampart, kneeling and straightening my back, one hand on the cool, humming obsidian. It felt reassuring to be protected by something so solid and powerful. Carefully, I then peered over the edge.

At first I couldn't quite process what I was seeing—it just looked like the bog, but with extra of those clumps of clay pots sticking out of it, several of them broken down next to the wall. The surface of the bog seemed strangely turbulent, and I could sense masses of big creatures navigating within it, the waters almost thick with them.

To either side, I saw arrows and spears being cast into the water, clearly aiming for what was beneath. Occasionally a burst of lightning sent down. After one of these, a creature bobbed up to the surface, dead. Shortly after, several drakes jumped out of the water and launched a volley of arrows and spells up at the edge of the wall. All these drakes had yellow-tinted scales, not the shade of blue that I'd seen with the water-drakes. Noticing a similar burst possibly coming from closer to me in the twirl of the Mana just below, I ducked back down.

“Looks less impressive than I thought,” I said aloud, more to myself than Mitera.

She nodded. “These are a small advance force, one that is quite adept at our waters. I'm surprised to see. That they can use muck holes as a portable defense is certainly unexpected. I never thought the lightening-drakes paid any attention at all to how we fight.”

I slowly walked back down, ignoring the bustle around me. Thetylis was resting on one of the cots, which were all empty, waiting for more injured. The blacksmith and training grounds to the side were also empty and silent.

I dragged one of the cots closer to the open courtyard and sat, thinking of what to do. The defenders had the battle well in hand, having the high walls to attack from, so I should save my MP for healing the occasional lucky shot. I struggled to think of anything else I could do, not wanting to reveal my Book of Poison so much out in the open and also not wanting to check out so much by studying my spell's glyphs, since I was in an active battlefield, after all.

Slowly, time crawled on, and it was barely mid-morning, the boredom making me slightly irritated. The sun was a hazy red behind heavy clouds, the planet's rings nowhere to be seen. I settled on focusing on my Perception, expanding Perception Dome. I tried to find patterns in the clash and clamor of armor and bodies against each other along the top of the wall, and in the subtle rivulets of Mana that I could feel from the bog. Odd that even if the stone reflected magic, it didn't prevent my Arcane detection, somehow. It was dulled, sure, but not stopped entirely.

I couldn't make out individual drakes in the muck, especially since there were so many, but I could sense groups as they lunged and surged together, their tight formations and unified movements becoming clearer as I got used to their patterns.

But then a burst of Mana slammed into one of the careful grouping of lightning-drakes near the Southeastern gate. I got up, staring at the wall, trying to hone my focus. The lightning-drake formations fell apart and tried to retreat. I could tell it was an attack, coming from the south-east, scattering their forces. After a confused flurry I had difficulty following, the lightning-lizards somewhat regrouped and retreated straight north with disordered abandon. Many of their numbers were picked off by magical bursts of dryness.

Soon after, the outside was eerily quiet, and I noticed for the first time that the soldiers along the ramparts stopped attacking. This unnerving peace stretched, and I didn't know what was happening.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>What's going on? <<

Mitera -> Ben:

>>I'm not sure, perhaps the Fort is baiting the lightening-drakes with a lull in defense? <<

Ben -> Mitera:

>>You didn't notice the attack from outside? <<

Mitera -> Ben:

>>How could I notice anything from beyond silent stone? Can you??? <<

I chuckled at Mitera's surprise and wondered if it was something I should keep more quiet about.

With a loud crack, the middle doors swung open, a cheer rising from the fort warriors along the wall.

Khlokun stepped in, a dozen other water-drakes just behind him, the bog water streaming from their bodies as they stepped onto the stable ground at the door's threshold. They walked together like a tight fist, a testament to violence and discipline, their Mana a single resonant unit.

I raised an eyebrow at this surprising show of competence. Covin's court felt like a joke, but this here was the most powerful party I'd seen. Not to mention they were all water-drakes, and so could presumably navigate the waters far better than any human or other drake, an extreme environmental advantage. And there was a whole population of those drakes further inside the marshes. The rebellion suddenly didn't seem like such a doomed cause.

Khlokun smiled at me and motioned for his party to draw near. “Good you are at the tight of it, Bendarios. Cast one of your healing spells on us, and we can be off to chase the yellows down some more.”

His smile was all teeth, and of course, I couldn't say no, so I lifted my staff to cast Group Heal the First, since I couldn't even see any real injuries in his people. Even the ones with fresh wounds seemed untouchable, masses of muscle and sleekness that seemed to shrug off the rivulets of oily, purple liquid that tracked down their wounds.

Their sharp smiles widened as the spell poured over them, and they turned to leave, wordlessly. Khlokun clasped my shoulder with his sharp claws, then turned to follow his party.

The massive door sealed shut with a deep rumble, and in a snap, the tension of battle dissolved. Figures in heavy armor or light tunics waffled with undirected energy, and archers slowly peered over the wall. Many slumped against the stone to catch their breath, the previously tense Mana of the fort's army winding down.

A handful seemed to be lightly injured and waiting at the healing area, so I walked over and cast Group Heal the First, then sat at one of the cots. Thetylis roused from the next one over, blearily blinking awake.

“Thank you for taking care of these, Master Bendarios,” she said as she got up.

I muttered something or other, noticing that Thetylis's MP barely changed since I helped earlier, and wondered how come her recovery was so slow. But I wanted to check in with my own people first, decided not to let Mitera in on it. Rayne said she still didn't trust the water-drake fully, so I decided to be a bit more cautious as we worked together a bit more.

Ben -> Party (- Mitera):

>>How's everybody? Please tell me how you're being treated. <<

After a short delay, the messages rolled in.

Sio -> Party (- Mitera):

>>Quite well, dear Ben. Our quarters are more luxurious than I expected, even equipped with a fully glyphed cleansing tub. We share a large room towards the back of the Fort, even if our weapons were commandeered. <<

Rayne -> Party (- Mitera):

>>A boring vacation. But here I'm out of excuses, so I'm catching up on some glyphwork. <<

Nina -> Party (- Mitera):

>>I am also good, glad that I can still train even without my spear.

Rayne -> Party (- Mitera):

>>Yes! Nothing like a young leveler to keep us old hags from getting too cozy;) <<

I could feel Rayne's warmth from the text itself and couldn't help but smile. I was immensely relieved they weren't being kept in some filthy dungeon.

“Something funny?” asked Mitera from the cot across from mine. Her sharp teeth peeked out from a slight smile of her own.

“Khlokun seems quite impressive,” I said. “And that party of his looks like it could take an army.”

She chuckled, but her tail was dead still and tense. “Indeed, the Roiling Claw is the best of our marsh. They've been the dominant force here since before I was born.”

And I noticed that she didn't say anything about them fighting off an army. This was a pointed omission, especially combined with the pained hum suffusing her Mana.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>Does this rebellion have any chance of succeeding? <<

Mitera -> Ben:

>>No. <<

Mitera's reply was instantaneous, and the message stayed up, slightly more opaque. I noticed a small green dot in its upper right corner that wasn't there when other messages were sent. This was the indication that Mitera was continuing her message, and soon more text filled in.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>I can't image what Khlokun is thinking. Covin's a pompous fool with delusions of grandeur far beyond her skill, but Khlokun should know better than this. I'm sure he's seen what a Legion can do, or at least heard credible reports of it. But I'm not in the inner circle of his trust, despite all I've done to become stronger and help the Marshes from abroad. I've been kept at arm's length ever since I openly challenged him in my foolish youth. <<

I could understand why Khlokun would decide to keep her away, having seen her calculating nature myself. She'd likely never be a part of that unified block of Mana that was his party, no matter how strong she was individually. Part of me smiled at the opportunity to get her to work against the water-drake leader, but I also felt bitter and sad that she was still paying for mistakes she made when she was still young and learning.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>Well, let's see if there's a way we can get you closer to Khlokun's trust, maybe with some help from our party. <<

She nodded, visibly nodded, which worried me. I thought we were communicating in secret, and this nod was a rather frank admission to whoever was watching that we were whisping with each other. I looked around for Mer-Markeer, and indeed he was off to the side, looking outwards at the courtyard. He managed to look as neutral as furniture, despite his colorful outfit, but I had no doubt that he was paying close attention to us.

I sat at the covered courtyard looking out for a long while, seeing soldiers go back to the blacksmith or sit around in loose groups, some returning into the fort. I stared at each one and made note of their levels, my passive skill activating whenever I stared for what felt like a little bit too long for a polite look. Most were between level five and seven, with a few as high as ten, but none were any higher. I thought some were higher than that in the audience at Covin's chamber, so wondered where all of those people were, especially Amanila. I hadn't seen the apparent second-in-command all day. Wouldn’t the strongest people be at the forefront during a siege? What could possibly be more important?

Realizing I hadn't eaten breakfast yet, I started to get up to get back to my room, since I left my pack there. I also wanted to close the quest I got from meeting the Lake creature, since it could give me something I could use in this situation.

“Wait.” Thetylis rose from her bed, wiping her face with one hand. She did look visibly refreshed compared to earlier. It seemed like a big deal for mages to sleep to recover their MP, and I was amazed how easily she did it. I managed as well, earlier, but not quite so smoothly.

“Yes?” I asked, sitting back down.

“Were you able to get any historioglyphy from this fort?”

I blinked. “Get what?”

“Ah,” replied Mitera, turning to me. “I'm sure our healer ally is unaware of the conditions of your joining our cause. Thetylis asked if you came here to investigate potential new glyphs or history associated with this fort, given its mysterious nature.”

“I didn't come here for that,” I replied. “Did you?” If she was a captive here like us, she could be more useful than I'd have thought.

“Yes. Before this rebellion started, I got permission from the Curatorial Combine to visit this fort, hopefully, to append Piriclan's Encyclopaedia of Ante-Regency Ruins.”

“Oh!” said Mitera, perking up, her tail nudging. “You were able to access the unexpurged Encyclopaedia?”

“Yes,” Thetylis said, shaking her head in disappointment. “I'm sorry you were denied access. The bibliographers can be very strict with kin not fully integrated into the Tetrarchy yet. As if we could afford to split out forces so much.”

Mitera waved off the apology with practiced grace. “Not a concern, and clearly an understandable worry, given our current situation.”

“Perhaps.” Thetylis chuckled, then straightened up. “But Bendarios, if I may be so bold to ask, you're three-eyed, right? So were you able to detect anything from the fort's stone, or any of the artifacts in here, like the glowing pillars?”

I remembered the strange three words that showed up when I cast Analysis but thought it may not be a good idea to share that information so openly. “No, I get nothing from these, other than a sensation with my Arcana that it's incredibly powerful.”

Thetylis nodded, wide-eyed. “Ah, so it's true! The Encyclopaedia was unclear if the stone itself was the reason for the fort's longevity or its precise location relative to the Lake. This is excellent!” Thetylis took out a small notepad and started scribbling.

I chuckled, surprised even such a nothing sliver of information was apparently valuable. I reminded myself to try to lean in more on acting like a mysterious mage to refrain from doling out this kind of thing until I realized its value more.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>Did I just mess up, Mitera? How important is what I revealed just now? <<

Mitera -> Ben:

>>Not at all, it seems like information only interesting to an academic. At the very least, I doubt this rebellion could use this in any way. <<

I figured it was not much, since I noticed accomplishing actually important things usually triggered something quest-related from the Domain Interface, but it was a relief to have that confirmed.

“So, what have you learned about the fort thus far?” I asked Thetylis, trying to sound just casually interested.

“Well,” she replied, looking up from her notes. “I didn't have full access even before the rebellion, which in retrospect I should've taken as a bad sign, given I had a remit from the Combine.”

I nodded, waiting for her to continue, in a small way reassured I wasn't the only one steamrolled into the situation.

“But I did find something very interesting.” She smiled at me, excited. “The Encyclopaedia's mention of the cursed wall was very inaccurate, and it must be something else instead.” Her voice rose as she continued, but I shuddered at the mention of a cursed anything. I imagined a similar disaster to the tree back in the Riwian grove.

“What about it?” I asked.

She smiled coyly. “Come and see, I can show you.” And she got up.

I stayed put, absolutely not wanting to do anything on impartial information anymore. “Tell me about it now. I don't want to be in the presence of a cursed object without knowing as much as possible first.”

Visibly disappointed, Thetylis sat back down. “Of course, but when you see it, you'll realize it's not dangerous, really.” I kept waiting, carefully looking at her, fully activating my Perception in the hope of catching any uncertainty or lie. “The cursed wall is, in fact, skeletal remains of a creature of some sort, preserved in the obsidian. If anybody gets too close to it, they get killed, but past a certain distance, nothing detectable happens.”

I relaxed, thinking of a bug stuck in amber. It still worried me that it still managed to kill people, however.

“Mitera, what does this sound like to you?” I asked.

“An interesting puzzle,” she replied, her tail now gently swishing on the ground behind the cot. “I'd also like to see this, scholar Thetylis. If I may be so bold as to ask.”

Thetylis smiled widely and got up, and this time, so did I, Mitera in tow. Wordlessly, Mer-Markeer left his post and followed us, keeping a short distance.

The orange-skinned healer led us past the massive pavilion, but instead of heading up, we went down, the way just as confusing.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>Do you have a map of this fort? <<

Mitera -> Ben:

>>No but seeing as how it's even more tortuous than I expected, I will obtain one. Discretely. <<

Ben -> Mitera:

>>Good idea. <<

She would for sure be able to get something like that better than me. It would also be a good nudge to get Rayne to be able trust her, perhaps.

“We're almost there,” said Thetylis.

Soon after, we stepped into a long hallway with an end receding into darkness, the pillar-light dimming.

A few steps in, Thetylis stopped and turned to us. “Don't get any closer to the cursed wall than the red marking on the floor, and you should be fine.”

I found the use of “should” not very reassuring but didn't say anything. The walk down the long hallway was eerie, with only our steps echoing around us. I slowly began feeling a density from the end of the hall with my Arcana. It wasn't nearly as overwhelming as the lake creature, but still unusually solid. The steps felt harder as I got closer, the mass building.

“Do either of you feel it?” I asked, looking back at Mitera.

“No,” both responded.

I looked back at Mer-Markeer, who was lagging behind the group, and for the first time noticed he was only level 1, the only singlet I'd seen in the fort so far. “Are you alright?” I asked, wondering if his low-level would be affected by this.

“Yes, do not be concerned on my behalf, archmage,” he replied, his tone cloaked in formality. I took a long look at him and confirmed that he was, in fact, fine. I figured it would be useful to have him here, his extra frailty perhaps an indication if the situation got dangerous. My improvisational canary in this arcane coal mine.

After a long walk, we finally reached an arched door far larger than any I'd seen so far in the fort. It was still made of the obsidian rock, but cut differently, with small irregular slits along it, as opposed to one uninterrupted mass. Beyond was a darker room, as if the rock's light was partially interrupted right at the threshold.

Thetylis went in first, then stopped, turning to the right; the room extended far in front of her. Slowly, I peeked past the edge of the doorway and turned my neck to the far wall, some fifty feet away at the end of the narrow room. The wall had a similarly large doorway to the side, almost at a corner, but the bulk of the wall had a bulbous mass sticking out of it. I expected the Mana weight to spike when I saw the creature, but it didn’t. I had felt the same uneasy leaden pressure from just outside the door.

The room was like many others in the fort, but the floor was a mess of corpses, even if most were well past the point of rot, just jagged bone and indistinct clumps. Oddly, the mass of corpses did stop very suddenly a dozen feet in front of Thetylis. I walked fully into the room and turned my attention to the preserved creature.

The torso seemed hard and skeletal, and where a head should be was a dome with six fist-sized openings in them, like the eyes of an insect. A single appendage to the side was long and flat, like a crab's pincer, extending almost halfway into the room. The massive limb had two joints and hung effortlessly in the air, as if stuck there. As I redoubled my Perception Focus, its stillness seemed to oscillate somewhat, the bony surface of its head and arm with the tense potential for movement. I took one step forward, still far from the streak of dried blood on the floor, and saw no change, then another. I noticed a shift within the eyes. The change was barely the hint of movement, but I knew it was looking at me now.

Holding my breath, I stepped back, slow and careful. Soon my back was pressed against the wall, and the creature's eyes drifted back down.

“What are you seeing?” asked Thetylis, eagerness plain on her face. Mitera was next to her, visibly trying to contain her own curiosity. They couldn't notice anything, obviously, for if they did, they wouldn't turn their back on something like that.

I started casting my Analysis spell, messed it up once as I kept paying attention to the creature. Thetylis raised an eyebrow when I failed the first casting, then looked again at the creature with renewed attention.

New Creature discovered:

Unnamed, Level 52.

Analysis output withheld until naming.

Name this creature? yes/no

Not sure what this would do, I mentally minimized the window.

“How did you say this kills people?” I asked after clearing my throat.

Thetylis smiled. “Anything that gets close enough simply explodes into pieces, for no apparent reason. I've tried with a few Rabbits we got from Nikorice for fresh meat but couldn't determine anything about the nature of the area-of-effect spell.”

That's because it wasn't an area-of-effect spell. It was obvious that the creature simply struck out with its massive arm too quickly to be seen, no Arcana or casting, just pure violence.

I nodded, then turned to leave, having seen enough. Thetylis and Mitera lingered for a moment and looked at each other with curiosity.

“What did your spell detect?” asked Mitera, jogging to catch up, Thetylis in tow.

“It's dangerous,” I said, not wanting to say anything else. “They should barricade the room, if only to get anybody from wandering in and getting killed.” And that if the creature somehow managed to free itself, that it might leave through the door to its side instead of into the fort.

I could feel the deep disappointment emanating from Mitera and Thetylis. Even if turning my back on whatever that was clearly was the right decision, I still felt guilty. Thetylis was also gang-pressed into this situation and had done nothing to us.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>Would it do any harm to tell Thetylis this creature's high-level? Any possible political fallout to this fort or affect our situation in any way, like make this fort much more valuable to the Goldmarks or so? <<

I waited for her response, the hallway long and echoing, relieved at the creature's presence slowly fading as we got further away.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>Not that I can think of. Most places have known high-level creatures of uncertain level roaming in the area, since there aren't enough high-level mercs like you to conveniently detect their levels before engaging. <<

I nodded, and it made sense. The way that Rayne and Sio talked about the lake reflected a deep ignorance of how dangerous these really were, but also that they were common.

“The creature was level fifty-two,” I said, “and unnamed.”

Thetylis gasped, her disappointment gone. “A new creature? And as high-level at that?” I could hear the pure happiness in her voice and couldn't help but smile at how it reflected in her Mana.

“Dearest of the moon!” she continued, rushing next to me with complete excitement, grabbing my arm. “What did you name it? Do you use Ephat's formalist systematics, or do you prefer local historiology for nomenclature?”

Mitera chuckled behind me. “I'm rather jealous. I've never had the chance to name a creature, much less such a high-level specimen.”

Ben -> Mitera:

>>I didn't name it yet. Was that a mistake? <<

Mitera -> Ben:

>>No, I know scholars have kept the notification active for months as they deliberated on the correct naming convention. When you do so, it should give you substantial experience, as well as more information on it from the Analysis spell. <<

“I have to admit, I'm not much for naming things. What would either of you call it?”

Thetylis and Mitera launched into a detailed discussion of different opinions and methods of naming, but my attention drifted as their chat became increasingly heated.

Mitera and Thetylis lingered outside my door as I got in, likely wanting to continue their increasingly energetic conversation about what to name the creature below. But I stopped and turned, door in hand.

“I will rest some and collect my thoughts,” I said. “Let me know what you two decide about the name later. I will just take your advice on this matter.”

The two nodded, almost in unison. At least it seemed nice that Mitera met a like-minded academic in all this. “Mer-Markeer,” I said, a bit louder, peeking my head out to see the man further down the hallway. “I'm guessing either you or somebody else will come get me if I'm needed again?”

The man replied with a formal bow. “You may also whisp me directly should you need anything, archmage.” I got a pop-up asking if I wanted to add him to my contacts. Not sure if this was a good idea, I quickly looked at Mitera, who nodded once, subtly, so I accepted the invitation. I figured that I could always remove him later.

Finally alone in my room again, I melted in relief that I managed to get back before discovering even more new and exciting ways to die.

-x-

Pixyn

Penship Covenant active magic reached out to the Personal Interface of Thetylis, displaying her status window. More odd kin for scribe Bendarios to have to deal with, perhaps due to his remaining at the mere periphery of Goldmark. I found myself wishing he would find his way to Goldmark proper, to truly begin to fulfill his potential.

Theotilisiolis Palliperna, Level 9

HP 160

MP 200

Stam 100

Str 8

End16 (+1)

Agi 10

Arc 20

Per 7

Luck 10

Boons:

+ Healing Surge: +10 Arcana, Contextual (Healing)

+ Bibliometrics: +10 Arcana, Contextual (Scholarship)

Status:

Allana's Blessing (select to unfurl)

Siftwell's Duty (hidden)

Penship Covenant Addendum

Nina carried the emptied food trays back to the kitchen. The menial activity was fine, but she felt humiliated that her captors thought so little of her that they even let her do it without supervision. She grinned as she thought about how her freedom would help her party. They would map out the tower and be able to act on the knowledge when it was needed.

On the way back, she wandered the fort as Rayne told her to, testing how much they were monitoring her and if she would be stopped. She passed by many soldiers in the winding hallways and milling about in small groups in the different rooms, but none seemed to care. Occasionally she passed a smaller room where two or more were pleasuring each other, the rare man among the soldiers, usually among the larger groups. Near those doors Nina slowed to catch a sidelong glimpse and hear their muffled noises.

“Ridiculous,” she muttered, annoyed at her uncertainty. She was no longer in a ratty party of constantly dying scrunts led by an untrained idiot. Now she was with a third-tier mage and two of the most skilled mercs she’d ever seen in a fight, in a rebellion against the Tetrarchy, no less. She could now stop acting like village fodder.

Eventually, she found Thetylis's room and stopped at the threshold. The healer had her hair down, a long cascade of dense curls tumbled down her back, simple but lovely. She was facing away from the door, chest bare as she stared blankly at the empty wall. For a moment Nina was surprised the reasonably attractive healer didn't have lovers and had to resort to such a blatantly open invitation, but this did make her job of gathering information easier.

“Hello, healer,” Nina forced herself to say, pushing past her fear and apprehension. She wasn't tainted by pathetic weakness anymore and wouldn't do to slink around quietly.

Thetylis slowly turned, a small surprise on her face. Nina, at first, looked away from her nakedness, but then openly looked at her full breasts. “Hello, young mercenary. Do you need healing?”

“No,” said Nina, emboldened. “I noticed how you looked at me when we first met.”

Thetylis's eyes widened in shock, and she got up, hands raised. “Sorry, sorry, I didn't mean any disrespect.”

Nina was angry at this. “Stop being like that! I know you're a level nine mage. Why are you afraid of a merc without her first boon?”

“Ah,” Thetylis lifted the hair across her brow with one hand, pointing out three small nubs. “I can't see as well as human kin, but I can hear better with my horns, so this actually feels like the first time I've met you. You're the Fierce Dancer with the archmage's party, correct? I can place your body shape now.”

Nina smiled, reassured that the healer at least knew who she was by reputation—and gladly tucked away the embarrassment that she misinterpreted her staring earlier.

“Yes, and I would like to talk with you,” Nina said, stepping forward.

Thetylis chuckled and raised one hand to cover her chest, as if remembering she stood bare-chested. “I'm sure you can do better than one like me. I'm not very well-regarded among the warriors here.”

Nina drew close and Thetylis stepped back, up against the wall. Nina wanted to put one hand to the wall next to her head, but the kin was taller than her, and it would not have looked impressive. So she put a hand on her shoulder instead.

Thetylis laughed out loud and put one hand on Nina's waist. “You're delightful. You don't need to be so serious about this.”

“Just talk,” said Nina, letting go and stepping back, remembering what Rayne said about the promise of sex often being more effective at control than sex itself. “After all, I'm well taken care of in Bendarios's harem. Only the second to join, in fact.”

She wanted her to know this; she wanted all of them to know this. Rayne also wanted to see dangling the possibility of joining the harem before the healer could open doors or even be used to free them when the time was right.

Thetylis smiled, head tilted down so her horns were facing Nina fully, eyes half-closed. “Then talk to me, little delight. I want to hear more of your voice.”

Nina was reminded of Mitera's sharp-toothed smile just then. She is laughing at me, too, Nina thought, and her patience for the phony seduction shriveled to nothing. With a clenched jaw, she turned and headed back to the door, Thetylis raising a hand slowly after her. Before the healer could speak, Nina was already gone.


Chapter 8

Stalwart Challenge


I started pacing around the room, getting a sense of it before plopping down on my bed. I was about to fish out a silver ration from my pack when I saw my table had a full meal on it, three dishes on a literal silver platter: a small pie, a bowl of soup and a fillet of animal meat. I wondered for a moment if it might be poisoned or drugged, but realized this would be ridiculous, since the Fort people would want nothing but to keep me alive. But there could also be Goldmark agents here doing the poisoning. But in that case, they could just as easily poison the food in my bag or take the more direct stabbing route. So I ate the fancy food, and goddamn, it was amazing. Apparently, even a remote fortification at the ass end of nowhere could somehow produce gourmet-level food during a siege. Ridiculous.

Pleasantly full and enjoying the aftertaste, I leaned back against my bed and knew that I should start planning through this situation but found myself zoning out in a way that wasn't too unpleasant. It took me quite a while to realize why I was enjoying myself so much—I hadn't been alone with idle time in quite a while, and my socially reclusive, introverted nature oozed relief at having some solo time.

I let myself enjoy that for another few minutes or so, then got back to business. The trapped creature in the wall was likely not so useful, but the incredibly long hallway leading to it did suggest an underground way out of the Fort, since as much as I was ludicrously lost going down, that hallway must have extended well beyond the Fort's walls. Having intelligence on a way in and out during the siege could be useful, at least as a backup plan in case things went tits up and we had to escape.

But after realizing that, I also noticed this would have to be left up entirely to Mitera. I remembered from my Analysis-powered interrogation of her back in Nikorice that she had no real love for Khlokun or even the marshland in general, just her own family, and so I'd need to make sure I could square that with what my party was doing here. After all, she didn't blink an eye at our infiltration quest, and apparently didn't tell on us either, like I expected. She was waiting, playing both sides to see who comes up. Fine by me, because that was exactly what I planned to do.

Right now, the only thing I could really do was to continue with the plan I had set out on the way here: Keep learning the Wall of Dry spell, practicing bridging, and, most importantly, keep banging my head against the Riwian Book of Poison.

That last point was the real one, a realization made obvious with one look at Khlokun's party—a few enhancement spells wouldn't be enough to close that gap if my party and his went head-to-head. They weren't some half-starved, low-level mercs picked up on the cheap. These were the real deal, and nothing short of massively overwhelming power would turn the tables on that. And the only thing I had of that scale was my book. So I started studying again, alternating my time between each of my three goals.

Lunch arrived before I knew it, a polite knock on the door, and when I opened it, a girl who must have been barely twelve held up my tray of food, straight-backed and with fierce eyes. It was another neat tray of food, which I exchanged for my used one. The girl gave a formal bow as she turned, her manner a close imitation of the steward's. I tried to shake off the thoughts of what would happen to her when this siege reached its natural conclusion and got back to work.

First, I accepted the quest I'd gotten at the lake:

Quest Completed!

Title: Survival

Objective: Encounter a hostile creature much more powerful than yourself and survive

Source: Domain Interface

Difficulty Tier: (variable)

Restrictions: (none)

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: (none)

Reward: variable with level, tier, and Ascension difference. Variable with degree of hostility and attention from creature.

Accept Reward? yes / no

A small ring floated in the air in front of me, and it barely hit my palm before I cast Analysis on it.

Ring of Scout's Escape

Material: High steel band with Olerrak glyphic inscription

Durability: 100/100

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 30-200 silver slats

Status:

Silence of the Light (Tier 1, Glyphic construct)

1) -20 Per to those seeking wearer (visual only)

2) Requires holding of breath during use

3) Requires 20 Agi or 20 Arc for use

Sacrifice of the Eyes (Tier 2, Glyphic construct)

1) -50 Per to those seeking wearer (visual only)

2) Consumes 3 or more members of party (willing or unwilling), minimum Tier 1

3) Requires 20 Agi and 20 Arc for use

4) Duration proportional to level and number of party members sacrificed

5) Skill hidden from detection by usual base and first-tier methods.

Description (Analyzed): Ring used in advanced scouting missions by Perception-specialized parties. Constructed during the Iron Age of the Goldmark Tetrarchy by the Way of White for routine Legion use. This is the party leader version of the ring with the same name, the lesser variant lacking the Sacrifice of the Eyes skill. Refined craftsmanship consistent with the skill routinely employed by the Way of White allows for hiding the Sacrifice of the Eyes glyphic construct to most (Page 1 of 75)

Description (Goldmark): A ring given to only the finest advanced scouts of the Legion, true eyes and ears of Goldmark. From the boon of Siftwell, this allows you to hide in plain sight and retreat if encountering forces beyond your power to normally escape or engage. Beware it diminishes only an observing enemy's visual ability to detection, not other perceptual or magical means. Practice with engaging in advanced stealth while holding one's breath is also necessary for (Page 1 of 12)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Local Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Regional Interface

I grimaced at this new acquisition. When being offered my last boon, one option allowed me to sacrifice my party members for myself, and I didn’t tell them, unsure what they'd think of me if they knew. Now I got something else that would perhaps say the same thing about me. Maybe Sio wouldn't think so much about this, but this ring had a high Agility or Arcana requirement, meaning that only Rayne and I could use it. If I gave it to her, I'd be advertising that the Interface thinks I'm a selfish asshole. I put the ring away with my gold coin and poison jacrim and avoided thinking about it, getting back to my studies.

Before I knew it, another knock was at my door for dinner, the same girl wordlessly giving me another tray and taking the old one back. Even in just a day's work, I felt real progress in the bridging and the Wall of Dry, but the book still felt like a frustrating mess. I also felt my brain slugging up, like after a full day of coding.

I got up and leaned out the window, enjoying the crisp, fresh air, and for a moment missed having videogames to play so I could relax, and wondered what people did in this world to wind down.

Mer-Markeer -> Ben:

>>Exalted Archmage, perhaps you would like an evening walk before retiring for the night? I could have Lady Sio meet you at your door shortly. <<

I wondered about this. If my leash was long enough that I could even request walks and evening meetings with my party, that could be rather useful. An evening with Rayne and Nina in particular seemed quite appealing.

Ben -> Mer-Markeer:

>>Very well. I will be waiting. <<

Mer-Markeer -> Ben:

>>Excellent, I will make the arrangements immediately. <<

I made a note of the time and decided to check in with my party on this.

Ben -> Party:

>>Hey, Covin's steward said that I can take a walk with Sio, and I said yes. I'm guessing we might be able to do more than just be stuck in our rooms when I'm not healing for them. <<

Rayne -> Party:

>>Nice! Have fun, you two! And next time ask them to pick me, as much as I like being around such lovely ladies, I could use the variety. <<

Sio -> Party:

>>Good. I will not make myself ready but wait for their summons. <<

Mitera -> Party:

>>Indeed, perhaps they want you aware that your services will be needed at odd hours, so this request is to get you accustomed to being sought out in this way. <<

I smiled at such a great party. Rayne's flirtation was like a warm blanket, Sio's discretion was a good idea, and Mitera pointed out a facet of what was going on that I hadn’t thought about. I also wondered why we could whisp with each other so freely. Didn't the fort people try to block that? And why did we still have our registries? Since this is something that fell into Rayne's mistrust of Mitera, I decided to ask them about it separately.

Ben -> Party (- Mitera, Nina):

>>Why can we still whisp like this? And how come we still have our registries? Isn't that Goldmark magic of some sort? <<

Rayne -> Party (- Mitera, Nina):

>>I'm sure they tried to stop our whisping, but at your level, they'd need some powerful artifacts to kill your range. And about the registries, I wondered about that myself, but likely they don't have a totemic, and that would mean a shitty time all around. ^_^ <<

I groaned but did recall that none of these rooms had bathrooms. Keeping the amulets was probably the right call, even if Goldmark got some information from those things. I lifted the pendant from my neck and looked at it more carefully, realizing the glyphwork on it was more intricate than I realized at first. Another thing I could study, but not something even remotely close to the top of the priority list right now, so I tucked it back into my shirt.

I didn't need to wait much longer before I heard a heavy knock on the door. Barely twelve minutes—good to note my party wasn't so far away. I grabbed my staff but decided to leave my pack in the room, since it'd be unlikely I would need anything more.

I opened the door and Sio was there, slightly behind Amanila, both women wearing their full armor and weapons. I nodded, mildly disappointed that it wasn't Mer-Markeer. At least he was good at staying out of the way.

“I'll take you to the courtyard,” Amanila said, then turned. I smiled at Sio, her armored bulk a deep reassurance.

Outside was surprisingly chilly compared to my room, the sky a clear, deep darkness. The green rings above looked dangerously close and narrow, a tight slash of color that seemed poised to cut the world in half.

Amanila stayed close behind as I walked alongside Sio, the packed dirt of the exposed courtyard making shuffling noises against the nighttime stillness. The only other people around were sentries at the top of the walls, about a dozen looking out, with another dozen covered figures at their feet, curled up in thick blankets.

“How's training going with Nina?” I asked, aware that we were being listened to.

“Adequately,” Sio replied. “Since the guards let us have a pair of wooden training spears. Mitera also convinced them to have Nina fetch our meals and obtain healing from Thetylis due to the rigors of her training, since her level is too low to pose any real threat.”

I shuddered at the thought that they were so actively guarded as well as unarmed. Their guards could probably kill them all if I did something. Or would the guards not be high-level enough to do that?

Ben -> Sio:

>>Would you be able to overpower those guards? <<

Sio -> Ben:

>>No. There are four of them, and even if they are at the base-tier, they have poison-laced weapons. Rayne could perhaps use her Agility to evade any scratch from an attack, but it would be difficult. With my armor it would not be a problem, but I am only allowed to adorn myself in a separate room and must remove all plates before returning to the others. <<

I frowned at the rather efficient restrictions, but wondered if the fort could afford such a loss of personnel. As the siege intensified, perhaps that protection would soften. That Nina was allowed to go in and out regularly was a clever little trick by Mitera, I had to admit.

Before I realized it, I was at the ramparts, looking out at the bog. The waters churned in smooth, long currents, as opposed to twirling eddies that were common closer to the lake. I almost lapsed into a Perception fugue of trying to peer into the muck but shook myself and turned back.

Khlokun was right in front of me, and I instinctively flinched back, slamming against the wall. Sio sidestepped to get in front of me, hand on her sword's hilt. But the distance was all wrong, and her sword was too large for the narrow ramparts. She wouldn't even have time to draw with Khlokun right in front of her; his daggers a far more efficient threat.

“You chose your party well,” said Khlokun, his voice a low rumble. “No hesitation in her, as expected of a Kren Stalwart.”

“I am no Stalwart,” said Sio, still fully on guard.

“I apologize,” Khokun replied, raising both hands and stepping well aside. “I mean no offense. I simply assumed from seeing your use of Strength just now.”

Sio relaxed from her alert stance but said nothing. I straightened and stepped from behind her, not wanting to look like I was cowering.

“How was your attack on the lightning-drakes?” I asked, wondering why he was back in the fort so soon.

“A rousing success,” he replied, but without the manic grin he had before. He was cold now, calculating, but in a way that seemed less forced than when Mitera did it. “Their advance forces were shattered, partially thanks to your quick healing of my party. We could resume our attack immediately and their retreat was cut off. I have to admit, I knew what a tactical gain it was to obtain a healer of your level but didn't truly realize the potential until I made use of your skills myself.”

I grimaced at that, thinking this is the kind of thing I should have known about my own skills. But good to have it pointed out, indeed getting a party from a haggard state to full fighting form could be huge in long, large-scale battles.

“Ah,” I said. “So what's next?”

“The lightning-drakes amassed to the south are moving towards us, ready for a proper siege, since their hope of a quick victory is dashed.” Khlokun started down the walkway, so I followed, Sio keeping close with Amanila trailing behind.

“But their main army is not like their advanced forces, who had been trained to properly swim in our waters. The rank-and-file are unused to the land outside their peaks, and trudge on our bogs like humans, too proud to submerge themselves. This will play a good part in their undoing.

“My women are keeping the Goldmark forces at bay to the North—they will never be able to penetrate the Bog, and dare not try Lake Fang's road, since a force of their size would almost certainly draw in lake creatures. So we have at least a week before the lightning-drakes arrive, a reprieve of sorts. And I intend to use it.”

I got a bad feeling about this at the pit of my stomach, right where Covin's goon punched me the day before. Khlokun stopped at the center of the open courtyard, then turned to me.

“Tomorrow morning, we leave to attack the Olerrak quarry. A quick strike at the core Goldmark fortification in our lands. And I invite your party to join us.”

I could feel Sio tightening like a spring.

“That wasn't the deal,” I said. “They're not part of my cooperation, my bodyguards only. As much as their accommodations don't allow them to fulfill their role very well.”

“And I apologize for the ill treatment,” said Khlokun. “Covin insists on such a measure, but she will turn from her petty fretting before too long.

“But you,” Khlokun turned to Sio. “I would very much want to see you in battle, as I am familiar with the people of Kren. You and yours are proud and strong, reminding me of the lightning-drakes, in fact.”

“Then you understand that I cannot fight against Goldmark, a declared ally of Kren.” said Sio, looking away and visibly flinching. I almost smacked my forehead at how bad she was at lying. Her army or whatever back on Kren probably had a point about not wanting people like her trying to be all sneaky and bungle it so badly.

“I wonder,” replied Khlokun with an easy shrug. “There's no formal alliance between Kren and the Tetrarchs, only an uneasy peace and informal deals with Siftwell. I'd say your major oath to this one here is greater.” He pointed to me with one of his daggers, his other hand idly twirling the other one. I couldn't even tell when he pulled those out.

Sio drew her sword, and I could feel her battle-focus fully sharpen in her Mana's hum. “I have several oaths to uphold.”

Khlokun chuckled, dissolving back into a natural swagger, like a reed flapping in the wind. “And what is the testament of the Stalwart again? To push through with Strength? Consequence over inaction, isn't it?”

Sio said nothing, her stance sharp and still.

“So I offer you this opportunity.” Khlokun threw his daggers to the ground, and they dug into the dirt almost to the hilt, each next to his feet on either side, almost touching his heels. Then he held up his empty hands at Sio. “I stay between these two markers, and you attack. If I step back or to the side past these, you win. If you kill me, you win. If I fail to disarm you with one attack, you win. And if you win, I give you the fort, Covin's head on a spike. You will have the power to either lead the rebellion with me or turn your forces against the marsh. Or you can just leave with its treasury.”

Sio hesitated for a moment, but then redoubled her focus, adjusting her stance so she was ideally poised against the now unarmed water-drake. “And if I lose?” she asked.

“Then you and yours join in our cause, fully.” Khlokun smiled, exposing the twin lines of his sharp, cruel teeth. “I want you for my plans tomorrow. To fight along our water-drakes, the vanguard of our forces.”

“Your Stalwart Strength against my Agility,” he continued. “Rumor has it that a true Stalwart can face an opponent a dozen levels higher than her. And here I stand, only eight more, and restricted in the worst way for an Agility user. How could a warrior of Kren not take this chance?”

Sio faltered. I could feel in my Arcana, even as her pose stayed perfect. She was unsure, oscillating at the impossible decision.

It was a trick, of course, with Khlokun obviously baiting her. But the deal felt too good not to take. It seemed impossible that Sio wouldn't be able to do this, seeing her massive sword looming over the drake.

“Sio,” I said, gently. “This feels like a trap…”

“My Strength should pierce through,” she muttered, her Mana wavering further.

“What would your mother choose?” said Khlokun, his smile a wide accusation.

Sio's Mana flared in unbridled fury, like a bucking horse. She struck, her sword a blur, shouting in rage. She never shouted like this when fighting. It felt wrong, vicious in a way that raked against my Mana.

I had to take a step back from the flurry of dust and motion. Her Mana almost an assault. By the time I regained my footing and turned my Perception to what was happening, Sio's sword was stuck to the ground behind her and Khlokun held one of her arms in a complex lock.

Sio staggered back, and I quickly started loading a healing spell, but then noticed from her HP that she took no damage. Sio turned and retrieved her sword with a trembling hand.

“Impressive,” said Khlokun, taking a deep breath. “I didn't expect you to actually wound me.” He held up his right arm, a thin line of blood across the forearm. “I'm glad I didn't overplay my hand and include in the wager that you could win by just drawing blood.” He laughed, the deep rumble echoing against the obsidian walls.

Sio didn't reply, only slowly sheathed her sword and started back to the fort. Her feet dragged and her shoulders seemed slumped, for the first time her armor looked heavy on her.

I rushed after, but stopped at her back, an impassive steel wall to whatever I could possibly say.

“We leave at sunrise,” said Khlokun, but when I looked back, he was gone.

-x-

Pixyn

I sensed the weight of true power for the first time in a long while and was glad to hone my focus appropriately. Penship Covenant probed Khlokun with active magic, feeling resistance due to ascended leveling path, as noted by his increased attributes, additional Mana revealing his status window.

Kalkatin Khlo-loukun Nosic, Level 18

HP 480

MP 200

Stam 480

Str26 (+1)

End25 (+5)

Agi48 (+2)

Arc 10

Per20

Luck20

Boons:

+ Water Shift: +20 Agi, +20 Str, Contextual (Underwater)

+ Blood for Glory: Sacrifice HP for Agi boost, Activatable

+ Pheromonal Mimicry: +20% Reputational benefit, Contextual (Kin)

+ Forced Loyalty: +40 Luck, Contextual (Kin Domination)

+ Minor Rapid Leap: x2 Agi for up to 20 feet of single movement, Activatable

+ Daggerfall: +20% Str, Contextual (Dagger)

+++ Soul of Consolidated Deflection (Ascendant):

+ Fragment of Foresight: x2 Per when detecting attacks for the purpose of deflection

+ Fragment of Balance: x2 Agi when deflecting attacks

+ Fragment of Retaliation: x2 Str when striking from deflected pose

Status:

Allana's Blessing (select to unfurl)

Elnac Dispensation

+2 Agi

+ Waterpart: adds +10 Str damage (Dryness) to any attack

+ Eye of Elnac: provides information to Elnac council, +20 Per (disabled--jacrim removed)

Lesser Teleost scale armor protection

+5 End


Chapter 9

The Battle of Olerrak Quarry


In the morning, a small raft was docked at the fort's northeastern entrance, and my party filed in. Sio was at the front, talking to one of the water-drakes, as if nothing happened last night, but her Mana was withdrawn and tempered. I felt like an idiot, Khlokun having played us like a fiddle, not only somehow knowing what buttons to press to get Sio to lash out, but also realizing that if Sio and I went on this little trip, so would Rayne and Mitera. He really did get an entire party to his side with little effort.

Khlokun's own party was idling at the shore, their Mana a unified bulk even as they relaxed. Rayne looked back from the raft, smiling, and I felt even worse at the thought that my inability to defuse the situation also put her at risk as well. I forced myself to get onto the damn wooden raft. I thought it would shift under my weight as I stepped on it, but it was far sturdier than I expected.

At Markunin's instruction, the fort soldiers brought out several crates and bags, placing them at the center of the raft. Then Khlokun came out, Amanila at his side.

“Are you ready, fellow warriors?” he said, no trace of irony in his voice. Sio turned and tapped a fist to her chest once, which was close merc-talk for a simple confirmation.

The water-drakes silently drifted into the bog, the sinuous motion of their backs accelerating as they dove in. Their presence below was slick and smooth, cutting through the muck. Suddenly the raft was moving, tugged from below.

Khlokun exchanged a few more words with Amanila then jumped in himself, barely a ripple in his wake. His presence was nearly invisible, even as I sharpened my Perception to follow him.

Much of the morning was tedious, and for large stretches I focused on extending Perception Dome, but it quickly became clear that I didn't need to. The few times I saw a snake in the distance, the coordinated swarm of Khlokun's party seemed to already have started wordlessly navigating around it. They just as easily avoided the large gourds sticking out of the water. Every once in a while, the bog's water would burp from decaying matter below, the smell of rotten eggs wafting into the air, strong enough to make me gag. It felt like suitable company to my mood.

A few hours past mid-day, some trees showed up in the distance. As we got closer, I noticed it was actually more of a tall root system sticking out of the water, each canopy of roots terminating in a stump of a trunk with no leaves.

“That's the marsh proper,” said Mitera, who sat next to me as she read a book. “The trees are not quite so tall this close to the bog, but they get much taller further in, and the water is deeper and clear.”

I nodded, looking into the original goal incoming here. Mitera looked longingly at the marsh as we skirted past it, not going in. I put a hand on her shoulder, and she flinched, then raised a hand to mine, giving it a long squeeze before letting it go. The tiny scales on her skin were so very soft, her touch surprisingly gentle.

Throughout the day, I tried to busy myself by practicing the Wall of Dry spell, frustrated by how close I felt to finally getting it. But my motivation drained away with the acrid stench that stuck to my clothes and lined the inside of my mouth.

We also traveled at night, the edge of the marsh trees now far behind us, but eventually Khlokun's party parked the raft on a small patch of dirt rising from the bog. We ate wordlessly, my party in its usual circle and Khlokun's in a similar formation at the bog, only their heads above the waterline. Somehow, their numbers seemed to have doubled. When they finished eating, even more water-drakes were milling around.

The numbers kept growing, as if one water-drake after another was being birthed by the mud, then Khlokun came up to us in dry land.

“By morning, the last of my forces will have joined, then we attack the quarry.” He pointed to the north, to what seemed like just more endless bog.

“What's the target?” asked Mitera.

“What do you think?” Khlokun stared at the water-drake.

Mitera stroked her chin in an oddly human-looking gesture, and the tension in Khlokun's smile tightened. “Hmmm, one worthy target would be the commander of the Goldmark forces stationed there, who, I believe, is a fairly competent dancer.”

Khlokun nodded, tapping a finger on a dagger hilt. “Exactly.” He then bent down and drew an irregular ellipse on the ground with an extended claw, an arrow pointing at it. “You and our sister drake reinforcements will attack directly from the south to draw out the commander's main forces into a defense, using the small lip of this hill as a makeshift fortification.”

He then drew a smaller circle, the hill, and then two circles within the bottom edge of the elliptical quarry. “The quarry forces are confirmed to be the local detachment and an unknown number of mercenaries, and we expect them to act separately, one way or another, as you attack.”

Mitera's tail was still behind her. “We attack away from the waters?”

“Yes,” continued Khlokun. “The quarry forces will never leave dry land, the cornerstone of their defense against us.”

Mitera stared at him with concern. “That seems incredibly risky.”

Khlokun's smile at Mitera widened a bit too much. “I have additional safeguards in place. Markunin will be with you and relay any changes to the plan. Sio will help at the forefront, of course.” He then turned to me, reaching up with an open palm. “And I count on your healing and support magic to keep my people well, Bendarios.” His tone was more neutral now, almost respectful.

“So you won't be there yourself,” Mitera blurted out, her anger showing.

Khlokun looked at her flatly. “I have other threats to deal with to the East. I lead an army, little tadpole, not a root-dug brood with delusions of power.”

Mitera stared at Khlokun for a moment more, eyes wide in anger, then deflated, looking away.

“Regardless,” I said, wanting to defuse the situation, “I'll do what I can.”

“We all will,” Sio said.

Khlokun looked up at her in surprise, his tail twirling onto itself. “Ah, I regret not being able to see you in battle, young Stalwart. Next time.”

At this, Khlokun left, wiping his drawn plans clean with his tail as he turned and leaped into the water.

We took to a close formation to sleep side-by-side, unfamiliar water-drakes everywhere, and I could sense far more sleeping within the waters. As we lay down, Rayne turned towards me, her hands close, and I clutched her in my arms. I ended up staring up at the planet's ring as it trailed the night sky, crisp and tight. Looking beyond the impressive streak of light, I looked at the clusters of stars beyond, all unfamiliar, as I expected. A few jittered and moved around, like bugs across the surface of a lake.

Sio shook me awake, her helm still off, and for a second, I drank in her casual loveliness. With a yawn and a slightly numb arm from where Rayne spent much of the night, I was up. A deep burp from the bog splattered against my leg to usher in the new day.

The sky was still dark and thick with roiling clouds, the ring no longer visible. This time we didn't use the raft, but let the water cover us almost to the waist. The bog felt as disgusting as it looked.

Most of the water-drakes went ahead, but Markunin kept close to me, as usual. She shifted through the shallow water easily, her presence as much of a silent threat as ever.

“You have powerful cutwen,” she said. “Been a long time since anybody bled Khlokun.”

Sio was a bit ahead, as our formation required, but close enough to hear. Was the water-drake taunting me? Or was this genuine praise.

Rayne placed a hand on my arm. “She absolutely is,” she said, a good deal louder than she needed to. “Her sword is a force to be reckoned with, her Endurance our shield.”

Rayne's touch was a small relief, as always. But soon I noticed the rise up ahead, a large bulk of the water-drakes just at its shore. The time for battle was coming near.

I extended my Perception as far as it could go towards the North. Beyond the water-drakes, I sensed a stirring, a simmer in Mana that felt weak, but diffuse. Like many people clustered together.

“If you expect us to have some element of surprise,” I said, “I believe that's not going to happen. The quarry's moving as well.”

Markunin shot to attention, almost gaining a meter in height as she stretched out. Her eyes opened wide, as if wanting to look up over the curving hill, her head slightly bobbing side-to-side.

“I will long-talk with Khlokun about this,” she said, then fell silent. I noted this likely meant their whisping range was also not small, and wondered if this was a function of Khlokun's level or if they had some way to enhance it.

As we made our way to the base of the hill, the Mana from behind the hill resolved into two separate forces slowly arranging themselves.

This was a golden opportunity to learn some tactics in this world. Seemed like higher-level warriors dominated over lower-level ones, but when we were attacked by Nina's party, Rayne was briefly in trouble when attacked from both sides. So it seemed like it wasn't always down to who was higher-leveled, but I was still unsure of how tactics would play out, especially between large groups. The battle with the Matron and her army of thralls felt like an exception, her large groups of creatures fighting badly under her control, perhaps a limitation of her mind-control skills.

The water-drakes were packed at the base of the hill, most standing shoulder-to-shoulder, but they still made ample room for my party when we finally reached solid ground.

“Who's in charge?” I asked Markunin.

Markunin made a quick hand gesture and three well-armed drakes stepped forward, one wearing heavy metal armor and a large shield, the other two with spears and lighter equipment.

“I sense two forces, one in that direction,” I said as I pointed beyond the hill to the North, “and another in that one.” I pointed slightly to the left, almost at the hill's edge. “They don't seem to be preparing to move, but instead are settled behind a wall of some sort.”

The heavily armored drake grunted in approval. “Ay, straight up is a tower, then the human vermin would be on either side of that, behind barricades. Would be better if we were unnoticed until we started the attack.”

I thought I would be more affected when first hearing a water-drake speak with open disdain of humans, but I honestly was only surprised that it had taken so long.

“I get the feeling they aren't poised to attack, right?” I asked.

“Ay,” the armored drake replied. “Our scouts report same. And they wouldn't leave their walls without good reason. We strike still.”

I raised one hand up. “Let me see over the edge of the hill.” I pointed up at the top of the hill, a few drakes crouched close to the ground, carefully looking over to the other side. “I should get more information on the enemy.”

The armored drake nodded. “Hurry, Khlokun said we shouldn't delay the attack.”

Ben --> Party:

>> I want all of you near me while we figure out how to best deal with this. I might have the ability to use my Perception to see things further, but I don't know what to look for. <<

I felt them around me, tightening and purposeful. Even Nina felt sharp, her movement crisper and more deliberate than before. Seemed like her training with Sio and Rayne was paying off.

The drakes cleared a path for us, and a few minutes later, we were at the top of the small rise. Well before that, I stopped short and started crawling on the ground, not wanting to be hit by a lucky arrow. Sio was just to my left and Rayne on my right, with Mitera close to the far side, Markunin behind her. I gestured for Nina to stay back a bit, since I was afraid that at her low-level, she was more at risk.

I peered over and the first thing I noticed was the tower. At once I could tell that it was something like the Spear Tip Fort, a neatly octagonal building of smooth obsidian rock, capped by a flat roof and with a sliver of a window towards the top at each face. At the base of the tower, there was a shallow ditch extending left and right in a line, like a makeshift moat. Behind the moat was a wall barely three feet high, clearly cobbled together with uneven stone, gravel, and chunks of wood. Behind the barricade were the two forces on either side of the tower, their numbers and movements now crisp. Beyond them was a large gulf in the ground, the quarry proper.

“Ah,” I said. “Now I get it why they're not at the tower. It only has those windows at the top, each barely enough space for one archer.”

Sio nodded. “But still useful for intelligence gathering, likely how our approach was detected.”

“Do you see a woman in bright green armor?” asked Mitera. “With a long claw on her helmet? That's their commander.”

I scanned the two groups. The one on the right was slightly bigger, and was carefully organized, with archers at the back and armored troops at the front. The left group looked looser and more ramshackle. But as I stared further, I could feel the aggregate of their levels from a tug in my Arcana, the group on the right being about level four, with many as low as two, but the smaller group on the left was more like five to six, with some as high as eight. I focused in on some individuals until Analysis confirmed that this feeling was correct.

“I don't see this commander,” I said, feeling rather confident I'd have been able to spot green armor, the rest among both groups being more subdued colors. I then proceeded to give everybody a summary of what I saw. Rayne nodded approvingly by my side, while Sio was quietly attentive. I could also feel Markunin lean forward to listen, so I spoke a bit louder so she could hear as well.

“Unfortunate that Lorquen isn’t here,” said Markunin. “I will notify Khlokun. This may be a real problem, might mean she is elsewhere entirely, not simply not at the fore.”

I stared a bit more at the group on the right. As much as it was better organized and uniformly equipped, they seemed frail compared to the other group, and jittered nervously. The left group, as much as they were not well organized and their formation sloppy, gave me a sense of determination and deliberate poise. That, of course, made sense. The group on the left were parties much like my own, seasoned and used to fighting like a cohesive unit. The army on the right consisted of those that had some experience with the merc lifestyle, but quickly chose the relative safety and structure of a larger group. And it showed.

Realizing now what we were up against, I started counting numbers, the merc group on the left being between 75 and 100, the army on the right at least 200.

I looked back at the water-drakes amassed below and felt rather uncertain of their odds. The drakes outnumbered the forces ahead nearly two to one, sure, but seemed even less put together than the weaker human soldiers in their neat lines. Focusing on their Mana as a group, I figured their levels were in fact closer to three, with barely anybody above five and several even at level one. I got a rather sinking feeling at this realization.

Ben --> Party:

>>Our army is rather lower-level than the ones ahead. Are we supposed to lose this very dramatically? Because that's what it looks like. <<

I saw the subtle indication of Mitera starting to respond, then stopping, then an indication she was typing again. I turned to look at her, and thought I saw real despair on her face, almost panic.

Sio --> Party:

>>We are unaware of the greater strategies at play. No single battle in a war stands alone. Perhaps the death of their commander is important enough to warrant a costly attack, or that there are other strategies at play. One must obey the command structure, lest such strategies fail, even in the face of an apparent victory. <<

I turned to Markuin. “Anything from Khlokun on this? Should we still attack?”

She nodded. “I long-talked with him on the new information, and he confirmed.”

Still, I looked back at the drakes below, and couldn't imagine how these would fare trying to go attack the entrenched forces lined up ahead.

Ben --> Party:

>>Alright, I think I should report what I saw, unless anybody else has any better ideas on something else I should look for while we're up here? <<

Sio shook her head once, and to the other side, Rayne did the same, both their eyes affixed on the threat ahead. Mitera seemed to fidget, distracted almost. Maybe she had never been in a battle like this before and was nervous?

Ben --> Mitera:

>>Mitera, what's going on? Something wrong? <<

Mitera --> Ben:

>>No, nothing at all. Just pondering on the detailed information you so easily obtained. I could barely differentiate between their numbers at this range. <<

I wondered about that, since that didn't even feel like a plausible lie. But something about her felt genuinely shaken, so I decided to leave her alone.

I crawled back out and returned to the drake leaders, then described the situation. All three tightened up when hearing my report, clearly not having expected the massive resistance. Did Khlokun not tell them exactly what they were going up against? Maybe he had only partial intel, not even the kind that Mitera would've been able to get with her Perception.

I wondered what would happen to the rebellion in general if this attacked were completely dashed, since I had a hard time believing this number of drakes was an expendable force. Not to mention that Sio was going out there at the very forefront. That alone meant this had to work.

I wondered if the attack could target only the group on the right, and find some victory there, then get pincer-attacked by the group on the left. But of course, my party would be stuck in there, then killed by humans at the end of that as well. Or should the party even go at all? I could enhance as many drakes as possible, exhausting my magic, which meant I would only be a liability in the field. If Sio had a third-tier enhancement, she as basically untouchable anyhow so she wouldn’t need any healing, and the MP cost of even my cheapest healing spell, 50 MP for Single Heal the First, was nearly the 60 MP cost of each of my third-tier enhancement spells, so those were by far the better return per MP used.

The water-drake commanders were discussing among themselves. Their body language turned in. One of them was getting more and more agitated, this conversation now a real argument. Perhaps the water-drakes were not as unified as they seemed to be at first.

The armored water-drake drew a short sword and stabbed the arguing drake through the chest, nearly cleaving her entirely in half. A deep stillness spread through the nearby drakes as the dead drake slid to the floor.

“Alian-Kar!” shouted the armored drake, the loud cry only deepening the silence. A drake carrying a long sword stepped forward from the crowd, slow and tentative. “You have control of the third fang now.” The armored drake turned over the dead one and tore a badge from her chest and threw it at Alian-Kar. “We attack soon, first and second fang to the humans on the left, third fang to the right. Khlokun gave me permission to offer two broodless stallions to the drake who kills crack-mouthed Lorquen. Any suggestions, fangs two and three?” she pointed the bloody sword to the two commanders, one still holding a bloodied badge of office.

I could sense that the crowd was stirring now, the rush of violence bringing a panicked energy bubbling up from the shock.

“May I suggest,” I said, my voice a bit weak, and the armored drake turned to me, impatient. “May I suggest,” I started again, louder. “I would like your highest level warriors to line up before me so that I may enhance them before battle. Fifty of them.” I tried to look equal parts impatient and annoyed, which I felt would come across better than utterly terrified.

The armored drake gave a deep, long chuckle, and soon a scattering of drakes stepped forward. Several sent back with a rough shout and shove by one of the three leaders, and I started casting.

I limited myself to only first-tier enhancements for those level three and under, those with a boon getting tier two, and tried to select one that roughly matched what the drake seemed to specialize in. I cast Chainmail or Hardening on those that focused on Endurance to improve their defense, elemental infusions for those focusing on Strength, Directional Shimmer for those with high Agility. The few spellcasters I gave both a defensive boost with Hardening to protect against arrows and a resistance to air magic with Alit, since lightning was likely the go-to offensive spell to be cast but mixed it up in giving a few Aearth or Afire. Each of these spells only cost me ten or thirty MP, so I could boost almost ten percent of the army’s drakes and not even use half of my total pool. The problem was that my casting time for these simple spells was a little under twenty seconds, and their duration was only half an hour for the tier one, so if I cast on too many people, it would wear off before they could attack. As I cast, I instructed the commanders to send back batches of soldiers to have their enhancements placed on them as the battle went on, in groups of ten or so, to make up for the ones where theirs wears off.

After the main soldiers, I turned to the two lesser leaders and cast third-tier enhancements on them. The spear-bearer got Directional Shimmer and the other one Hardening. Their eyes bulged as they felt the new power coursing through them, and they looked at me with a mixture of awe and gratitude. The entire army seemed to pivot from desperation to an energized ferocity, with each enhanced drake spreading a deep confidence as they returned to their groups. After, I cast on Sio Chainmail three linked to Lightning Infusion 3, since the large bonus to bulk damage would be more useful to her than the other infusion’s effects.

The armored leader watched all this impassively, unreadable in her massive armor, and I wondered if she read the renewed vigor as some sort of threat to her position. But I left the best for last and cast on her Fire Infusion 2 linked to Chainmail 3, the linking strengthening each spell. As the fortified spell hit her, I heard a gasp of surprise, then a roar as she raised her sword and the mass of drakes charged, splitting into two surges around the sharp hill, their lizard bodies close to the ground as they ran, all faster than I thought possible. A wave of blue scales shook the ground, their shouts unified and booming. From beyond the hill, I could feel the human Mana flinch.

My party was left with Markunin and a half dozen other drakes. All the drakes were specialized in Agility, as if clearly telegraphing that they were a mage-killing squad. I felt annoyed, since at many competent fighters would be better used in the battle just now raging.

“That was very well done,” said Markunin, a good six feet away but feeling far too close. “I didn’t know you could cast so many strong spells.”

I smiled and nodded at the large water-drake, and she returned a deep bow. Mitera drew up close to me, and I didn’t need to look into her Mana to know she was very disturbed.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>That army has all the men in my brood. If they die, our brood is over, and will need to be assimilated into another, likely as a servile branch. I … <

She looked up at me, her eyes welling up with tears.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>I need to go and help them, make sure at least one survives. Can you please enhance me as well? <<

I felt immensely bad for her, angry at myself that I didn’t probe what was wrong with her earlier, before starting this attack. I could have ordered her people to stay with us or made sure to enhance them as well.

“We will do you one better,” I said, then turned to Markunin. “Change of plans. My party will go with the army. Rayne, Mitera, and Nina will protect me. This way, your party may also make itself useful.”

Markunin frowned, then lowered her head to think as I looked aside at Mitera.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>You're part of my party now. We take care of each other. <<

Her tail twisted behind her as she grabbed one of my hands with both of hers, shaking slightly. I could see her opening her whisp and start to write, then stop, over and over.

“Let's go,” I said, and as I rushed forward, my party formed up around me, Markunin's group silently behind us.

“Closed circle,” said Rayne.

We jogged alongside the edge of the hill, and turning a corner, saw the looming tower ahead, a mess of shouting water-drakes ahead of us. Mitera quietly took the forefront and unerringly led us into a corner of the left flank, where the battle against the mercenaries seemed more brutal and chaotic. Mercs were everywhere among the drakes in tight clusters of parties, the water-drakes falling to them at an alarming rate. Markunin's group easily matched them when we approached one, but as I passed what looked like even a reasonably competent drake, I would cast an enhancement spell on her.

We moved slowly, Mitera casting very sparingly, Rayne holding back, our party oddly secure within Markunin's group, which I had also enhanced with tier 1 spells. I expected my role in the battle to be minor, but it seemed like whenever a single drake was enhanced, the renewed vigor and confidence that she started to exhibit spread among the rebellion forces, at least ten drakes nearby also fighting better. Quite a neat psychological bonus that I hadn't counted on before.

We had killed our third enemy party when Mitera grabbed a nearby water-drake to the side and into our group, shell-shocked but without any real damage done to him. Surprising since he was level 3, but from his Mana, he felt much weaker than Nina. We then retreated from the front lines and went deeper into the other front, needing to be more careful about avoiding arrows, Rayne grabbing them from air as they came close to hitting me or Nina, Mitera able to avoid them with her Perception. Soon we came across a panting water-drake lying in a pool of mud and blood, grabbing his bleeding arm, HP critically low. Mitera helped him up as I cast Single Heal the first, to conserve Mana. Mitera nodded to me, indicating that we had them all.

“Back to the hill! I need to rest my MP!” I shouted to Markunin, not exactly lying, since I was down to a third, and starting to feel sluggish. She confirmed, and we turned back, still enhancing the water-drakes around me.

As much as this felt like a countable eternity, the system clock showed this all took shockingly less than fifteen minutes. Half the time, a tier one enhancement spell lasts. I always imagined large clashes like this to take hours and hours, a massive, cinematically long event, but so much could happen in seconds. We trailed back to the hill, a few of the quarry's parties breaking through with the express purpose of hunting us down, but they ultimately couldn't stand up to the combined might of my fully enhanced party when backed up by Markunin's.

Fully protected by the small hill, we went back up to the top, since I still wanted to keep an eye on what was going on. The battle below at first seemed nothing more than a confusing mess. As I focused, I slowly started to see the larger patterns of movement, with the human forces to the right sticking to a strict plan of holding the line, while the loose groups of parties on the left allowing some drakes to cross the wall and surging forward above it as the pitch of battle required it. There seemed to be no real rhyme or reason, no larger plan, only directional violence.

So much for learning any real tactics. It seems like as much as people planned these things, when the fighting started at this scale, it quickly descended into a messy clusterfuck. I wondered if it was the same back on Earth.

I tried to pick out some of the drakes that I enhanced, to see how they were doing. I felt a dim pull towards them, as if we were weakly linked by the enhancement. As I expected, the commanders were using their newly found skills well, largely by plowing into the enemy with great vigor and confidence, which further made the enemy afraid of what was happening, as well as emboldening the drakes on their own side. Sio was like a blazing sun to me, her Mana distinct at this distance, taking on entire parties on her own, and I smiled in pride at her.

The more regular rank-and-file, however, didn't fully make use of their enhancements, even if they did seem to overall charge forward with a confidence that seemed missing in their human counterparts.

The biggest effect, however, was the one I noted earlier but grossly underestimated: the effect an enhanced fighter had on their nearby allies. For each drake I had enhanced, a dozen nearby were emboldened and matched the enhanced one's increased aggression. The boost to the overall effect was certainly far greater than any single enhancement's effect, spreading over the bulk of the army in a groundswell of Mana becoming tighter, more aggressive, and generally better. I don't think the direct effect of a mere 1500 MP could have even a tenth of this effect.

I suddenly realized the true power of my skill set, how carefully I was constructed when summoned to Semitor. Perhaps I wasn't a healer that could also cast support magic. My build might actually be for elevating entire armies.

I turned to the individual enhanced again and found that while the commanders adjusted their battle tactics well; I focused on the drakes that didn't. Those with Hardening or Chainmail should be placing themselves more in harm's way and the ones with Infusions needed to attack more boldly. To my dismay, the directional shimmer seemed to be entirely wasted, with the Agility users acting indistinguishably from their non-enhanced comrades, as far as I could tell. A disappointing waste of MP, but this made me appreciate how impressive it was that Rayne adapted her fighting style to maximize her use of the buff even the first time.

When looking at the mages, I saw one cast a dehydration spell that plowed through two humans before shattering the armor of a third, which seemed far more powerful than a mage of her level could do. She seemed just as shocked at the effect and paused a bit before casting the spell again. It was the base-tier Draw of Removal spell, basically a blast of what looked like a tight cloud of fine, black dust. She was only enhanced with the Hardening spell, so that shouldn't have any effect on her offensive capabilities. But I brought up that spell's description again, looking at it more carefully.

Hardening 1

Tier: 1

Effect: + End (Single)

End enhancement: +10

Duration: 30 min

Cooldown: (none)

Cost: 10MP

Cast Time: 10s

Range: line-of-sight

Description (Goldmark): Increases Endurance-based defense to piercing attacks, but not blunt or slashing attacks, to a maximum of +10 Endurance, fringe conditions allowing less. Duration increases upon additional casting, but added Endurance does not stack. Also reduces Piercing HP damage by variable amount if no Endurance-based deflection is obtained, but with an unclear pattern. Note given reliance on Endurance, attacks from an undetected source do not harden with any consistency. Major modifiers include presence of bird-moon and (Page 1 of 24)

My Hardening spell was an earth-elemental defensive spell that condensed the earth-based components of your armor, be it metal armor or leather. At the moment of impact, the spell spread the kinetic energy into the air as much as it could, and the rest it tried to disperse it throughout the material, minimizing the force transmitted to the body. It wasn't phrased like that, of course, and certainly didn't use the term “kinetic energy”. It was rather confusing and contained conflicting information, such as the description stating that the spell also worked on skin, even if that didn't make sense. Not for the first time I cursed that any rando hurrying to finish their Annotation quest can upload their half-assed bullshit to the Interface.

I tried to look for other mages that I enhanced with the Hardening spell, and found two rather close together, but they were only casting water spells, not dehydration ones, and those seemed to not be affected. This confirmed that the Hardening spell had an effect on earth-based magic as well, of which the dehydration attack seemed to qualify.

I turned my attention away from my Interface and back to the battle. The group on the left seemed evenly matched, while the drakes on the right front were dominating. The fighters at the front of the right flank were poorly defending the archers at the back. A few weaknesses in the line allowed clumps of drakes to push through and decimate many archers before being taken down, an attack that dramatically rattled the remaining archers.

The wavering in that group's Mana intensified, and soon it became clear that the archers were about to break into a full panic and scatter. This would allow the drakes to join their fellows on the left and greatly boost their forces, or even better, keep pushing forward and attack the human forces from the back, circling the tower.

At this point, I saw her. A tall woman in bright green armor charged from behind the tower, surrounded by a dozen warriors. This was clearly Lorquen, the one I had been warned to look out for. I used Perception Focus to zoom in on her, and saw her basic info

Lorquen, Guard Captain of the Olerrak Quarry, Lvl 15 Agi/Str, Age 31

She crashed into the drakes attacking the right flank like a pickaxe into soft wood. She raised her spear, and I could hear her shout over the din of battle, the doubt in the soldiers behind her gone. The archers redoubled their attack, arrows flying more consistently. Suddenly, the entire battle started to turn, even the merc flank redoubling its effort. It didn't help that the enhancements were slowly snuffing out, since I stopped replenishing them, the drake army quickly losing momentum.

At that point, a long, wet bellow crossed the battlefield, like a large toad moaning, repeated at several locations among the drakes. At first, I thought it was some mass attack, but then the drakes started turning back, running away. The left flank of humans briefly gave chase and got many kills this way but stopped before venturing too far from their defenses. The right flank did not give chase, held back by Lorquen, who raised her spear sideways up in the air. The warriors near her cried out in victory, but further from her there was only sagging relief. Weapons were lowered, and many fell to their knees, a few among the archers burying their heads in their hands, their trembling horror poisoning the Mana around them.

Markunin's hand fell to my shoulder. “Khlokun was successful; we are to retreat.” She was smiling, her tail twisting behind her. Sio was right, this was part of something bigger.

I got up, and we all filed back. I was unsure if I should mention how close they were to a more decisive victory, and how that was thoroughly crushed by Lorquen. Sio joined us, not even short of breath, her armor completely soaked in blood, but her Mana ringing with joy and confidence. She was impressive and even Markunin's party flinched at the sight of her positively glowing bulk. I expected the signal for a retreat to be somber, recognition that the attacked failed, Lorquen still being alive, after all. But all around me, the retreating drakes were charging into the water with gleeful abandon, shouting and cheering, most redoubling their cries as they saw my party pass by.

“The troll is dead,” Markunin said, her voice heavy with relief and happiness. “Khlokun killed it. The quarry is finished, a gaping wound into our waters finally closed.”

Mitera gasped, then intently looked at her Interface, eyes darting back and forth. “This … This is impossible.”

When I stepped into the bog, two low-leveled drakes nearby approached, and Sio and Rayne tensed around me. “No water you!” one cried, her use of the Goldmark language a bit broken. “We carry!” the other rejoined, motioning that they wanted to lift me up. Before I had a chance to mount a reasonable protest, I was lifted up and placed on their shoulders.

I looked around and Mitera had a relaxed smile, her tail wagging even as she skimmed through the water, and Rayne gave me a cheery wink. Even Nina raised her spear, a broad smile on her face, and I waved back.

The water-drakes started singing to each other beneath the water, sometimes bursting out to the surface like dolphins at play. I could make out the twisted resonance of the sound, even at the surface. Sometimes they sang a fast, cheerful song, sometimes a long, mournful one, and this continued as my party boarded our raft and set back to the fort.

I felt much better knowing that my magic could make such a large-scale impact. The slight headache of low MP subsided as I was carried on the shoulders of these water-drakes, hearing their strange, foreign singing that boomed from the turbid bog.

-x-

Pixyn

A scribe’s first large-scale battle was often the height of their experience, but unfortunately, I was forced to refrain from annotation. The lessons here would be extracted by themselves, as much as it pained me to hold myself apart.

Penship Covenant Addendum

The unnamed goblin trimmed the iron from God Troll's seat, for the lesser metal couldn’t be allowed to take hold near God. Only the densest metals deserved the honor, and so close, only holy Olerrak. Their claws were inadequate for the task, barely strong enough to work the difficult metal without cracking, but the goblin redoubled the effort. A high honor to be so near to God, after all.

“I smell vermin blood,” the troll grumbled, and quickly rose from her throne. She cast her Perception further afield from the dozens of goblins working near her, beyond the meandering caverns of her quarry.

“Lorquen notified me that the drakes are attacking,” one of the goblins said. “The southern front, at the tower.”

The troll silenced the goblin with a wordless command, like twitching a muscle. Such an affront, to have humans use their Interface weakness on one of her goblins. Not for the first time, she considered killing them all and taking the quarry fully. But her sisters were perched just north and east, their more substantial goblin armies amassed, waiting for an opportunity to strike. Let them wait, the troll thought; her disgust replaced with glee. Only a few more decades of this quarry's rich metal, and she'd be able to consume them as well.

“Lorquen asks for goblin reinforcements,” the goblin continued.

The troll laughed, her jagged high steel teeth cutting through the air. “Tell the humans to earn their keep.”

Khlokun and his party had been steadily getting closer, then froze still as the troll got up from the wall cavity shaped to fit her grotesque body. It had been difficult to bypass all the goblin patrols, as there were now more than when the water-drakes worked the quarry, but they had managed thanks to an expensive consumable Khlokun hated having to use. But killing the troll was essential, and she was right there, just beyond a final curve of the tunnel.

The troll returned to her throne, then stopped, sensing something. Before she had the chance to turn, the water-drakes dashed into the room and attacked. Four of them were immediately upon the troll, Khlokun striking twice at her neck with his daggers.

A roar that sounded like a collapsing mountain pushed back drakes and goblins alike, only Khlokun managing to land just at the troll's feet. She smiled at him, realizing who he was, and whipped out her arm to crush him.

Khlokun used Minor Rapid Leap to avoid the attack, uneasy that he needed it so early in the battle. The skill let him strike at the troll's knee, just as two water blasts struck the troll on her face, courtesy of Khlokun's mages. The spells did little damage, but they were more intended to muddle her Perception, giving Khlokun more chances to strike.

The troll drew her weapon from within her arm, a massive spear made of the densest Olerrak, fire-doped Mana swirling on the cruel metal. Khlokun paled, the fire manipulation a surprise. Had the troll been hiding this ability all these years, or did she recently gain a new boon or skill?

The spear struck at him, and using the peak of his deflection skills, he managed to sidestep the strike. Still, the spear's flames scorched his shoulder. This would not do, he thought. A battle of attrition would get him killed due to the indirect fire damage, and already much of his party was engaged with the goblins of the cavern, with uncountable more ready to descend at any moment.

The troll relished in the panic of the little vermin scampering here and there, trying to avoid her strikes. He'd land a little pinprick here or there, but there was no avoiding her fire. She'd long wanted to consume the delectable water-drake leader, ever since he returned to the swamp, his scent irresistible after his time being honed by the human vermin.

Two members of Khlokun's party noticed their leader's struggle and charged at the troll in a perfectly paired attack of axe and water magic. The troll let the axe strike her leg, surprised at how it made her buckle, but in one swoop managed to bite off the axe-wielder's head and grab the mage by the leg. She shuddered at the infusion of Experience from the kill and thought that she should do this more often. She crushed the mage's leg, her ongoing spell-casting broken from the pain, then slammed the body against the cavern ceiling.

Khlokun took the moment to strike, having used the distraction to position himself. He had waited for the moment the troll's nostrils flared in pleasure, as she was known to do whenever her sadistic impulses were satisfied. When his second party member was killed, he struck. The daggers plunged, one in each widened nostril, his fists deep into the foul mucus within. The attack gained perfect purchase, reaching the troll's brain, the poison he coated upon one and acid upon the other instantly taking hold.

The troll's world was pain, and she flailed and tore, her urge for aimless violence overwhelming. The reaction flared in strikes of impossible violence, killing the goblins around her and another drake unable to escape quickly enough. Khlokun pressed himself against the ceiling, next to the bloody mess of his dead mage. His eyes watched carefully as the troll's fury lessened, her body sagging, then finally collapsed.

An unnamed goblin blinked awake, the urge to kill the water-drakes gone. For the first time in their life, the goblin looked around, unsure of what to do. Soon the drakes all left, and they were the only one left in the yawning room, the loneliness a welcome change from the troll's constant grip of their mind. The solitary goblin looked at the dead troll and briefly wondered how they could have possibly thought so highly of their mother. The goblin shrugged and began eating the dead troll's eyes, savoring the rare metals within.


Chapter 10

Clear Waters


Soon we reached the small island, and I was glad to see the raft again. As much as being carried on the shoulders of grateful drakes was better than plowing through muck, it got awkward after a while.

On the island were the over two dozen drakes that were injured in battle, too hurt to continue on safely. Fortunately, there was enough room that I could heal in one go, and from the severity of the injuries, Group Heal the Second would be more than enough. A fringe benefit of our army being so low in levels, my second-tier spell could heal 200HP fully and most didn’t get that high HP until tier one. The spell was even more generous than that, healing a percentage of total, 25 percent for tier 1, 50 percent for tier two, and 75 percent for tier three, with a minimal amount healed of 50, 200, or 400 HP, whichever was a larger amount of healing. But more importantly, this could also cure disease, the gangrene, and other rot like at the Way of Blue hospital back in Nikorice which had also been cleared up.

The bulk of the water-drake army still milling around, waiting as their injured were carefully placed together within the range of my spell. Markunin was next to me, as always, and I could tell she was already impatient, certainly wanting to return to the fort. But I had other plans.

“Dear water-drake allies!” I shouted, and my heart skipped a beat as they all turned to me, the throng suddenly silent. “This is a great victory I am happy to share with all of you, but this is not why I came to your lands.” I quickly looked at Mitera, her face frozen in shock, and I winked before turning back to the crowd.

“At the behest of my party member Mitera, I accepted a quest to cleanse you of the clutch-rot.” A murmur cut through the crowd but was quickly shushed. “And this is exactly what I wish to do. Before we head back to the fort to continue this great rebellion, I ask for permission to enter your marshlands so that I may heal.”

At this, I released Group Heal the Second, which I had been carefully casting this entire time, the golden dome expanding from my extended staff surely an impressive sight against the flat, brown bog.

Slowly, the injured water-drakes rose, some confused, others quickly charging into the waiting crowd. I let this continue for quite a while, for the surprise to slowly turn into a heady mix of happiness, relief, and joyful sobbing.

“Water-drake allies!” I continued, the full weight of an army's gratitude now pointed towards me, the Mana almost overwhelming in its pointed purity and focus. “So tell me, shall we begin to heal your broods?”

The unified yell knocked me back and shook the waters of the bog. Every water-drake's sharp-toothed mouth open wide. This was louder than their battle-cry, louder than any of their victory songs, a greater force of will and need than any bone-breaking violence. Mitera reached out a hand to help me up, her face unreadably serious.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>Thank you. I … <

The window stayed open, but I drew her close to a hug instead.

“I promised, after all. Now it's time to deliver.” I wanted all the water-drakes to see Mitera as the one who brought them this. No party member of mine should be an outcast among their people.

From over Mitera's shoulder, I could also see Markunin, her expression substantially darker than any other water-drake nearby. But I knew she could do nothing, even her own party members were sharing in the excitement. If she tried to drag me back to the fort now, the water-drake rebellion might have its own rebellion to contend with.

We were soon on the raft and as the water-drakes tugged us into their swamp. I turned and told Mitera and Markunin to bring me to the nearest brood that had an infection, so that I could see what was the issue and plan how to approach it. Because most importantly, I needed to restore at least some of my MP, so I was going to nap. But I told them to wake me up as soon as we arrived, even if I didn’t have all of it restored, since we were still in a hurry to return. Markunin nodded vigorously as I said this, no doubt relieved that I remembered the larger situation.

I loosely set my pack as a pillow, but then got a notification.

Reputation Change:

Goldmark Tetrarchy: -1000 (current: -1000, contempt)

Adjustment to dependent Local Interfaces:

Nikorice: -1000 (current: -1020, contempt)

Riwian Kinship: -1000 (current: -900, contempt)

Gulluk Alliance: -1000 (current: +100, neutral)

Siftwell Church Way of Blue (Nikorice): -1000 (current: -200, neutral)

Water-drake rebellion: +700 (current: +700, friendship)

I looked at Sio and Rayne, and Rayne nodded slowly, her merc-mask on tight.

Ben --> Party:

>>Did you all also lose reputation with Goldmark? I just lost 1000 points<<

Sio --> Party (- Mitera):

>>Yes, 200 points of it, so I have slid into mistrust. <<

Rayne --> Party (- Mitera):

>>Only 50 for me, but I had some already, so I'm still at friendly. <<

Nina --> Party (- Mitera):

>>I lost none. <<

This was a relief, at least. The one that took the biggest reputational hit was me, as it should be. If I couldn't take any punishment in the front line, if I had to have my party protect me in battle, at least I could protect them like this. The thought felt like a warm blanket, and despite being covered in dried mud and unmentionable filth, I fell asleep smiling.

I was shaken awake in a deep mangrove, still atop the raft. All around were branching roots sticking out of the water, leading to winding gray trunks. They had sparse, large leaves, each one large and stiff, almost like the trunk itself, the greenery sparse, with the trunks scarcely branching off, at most a half dozen of the large leaves in each tree.

Reaching the edge of the raft, I was shocked with how clear the water was, utterly clear and transparent, in stark contrast to the mire of the bog. I easily saw nearly a dozen feet down into the rocky bottom, where seaweed and mossy algae were growing in neat, orderly lines. A water-drake was kneeling among the plants, gently kneading a trowel into the ground. She looked up at me and waved, so I smiled and waved back.

“I can't believe the water here is so clean,” I said, turning to my party. The drake army was gone, but Markunin still remained, the rest of her party some ways away in the water.

“I'm happy that you get to see the real home of the water-drakes,” Mitera said, smiling. Markunin rolled her eyes.

“The Pyoinin brood's spawning pool is just ahead,” said Markunin. “The brood elders await.”

I nodded, and the raft continued past several sets of trees. I discretely activated Perception Dome so that I could sense more of the swamp around us, the clear water almost as easy to sense through as air, its purity shocking. Even the Mana subtly wafting up from the water felt somehow more clear and dense. It became obvious how the magic system of the water-drakes was developed as a binary between water and not-water. The entire surface of the seabed was clearly cultivation of one form of plant or another. At one point even tick-like insects, each the size of my head, had been neatly corralled under water for some purpose. Water-drakes were cultivating the underwater fields here and there, making the most of their domain.

Quite a while later, our raft arrived at a denser cluster of the mangrove trees, their roots not haphazard like before, but tightly braided into each other, producing a walled enclosure nearly eight feet above the water's surface. The roots extended almost a large city block back in Nikorice, and I could see water-drake sentries on the roof at each corner carrying massive tridents. Each eyed us carefully as we drew near.

A section of above-ground root parted open, and an elderly water-drake stepped forward, her light blue robe immaculate and neat. Behind her were six other similarly dressed drakes. They bowed deeply as our raft approached.

“We welcome you, archmage healer,” said the lead drake. “I am the elder of brood Pyoinin, we have a feast and-”

“No,” said Markunin. “We don't have time for swamp nonsense. Bring the healer to the rot, so he may do as he needs.”

The elder scowled, but her face quickly returned to the placating neutrality of a professional politician. “Of course, follow me.”

Past the doorway was a short hallway of neatly lined mangrove roots, and beyond that a large room that was basically a massive, covered pool, large and deep. Painfully bright artificial lighting orbs lit the water from above, making it easy to see into the depths. The water was more turbid than outside, but no less clean, feeling more like a nutrient broth than simple water. The elder left behind her procession of other elders at the edge and walked onto a narrow, elevated path above the middle of the water, not touching the surface. The path branched once at the center of the pool, and she turned left, almost reaching the side edge of the pool, and pointed to a small tuft of moss indistinguishable from the rest.

“That moss is affected by the clutch-rot,” she said, and a ball of light surrounded it, then lifted it as it drifted up above her palm. “You may inspect it as you wish.” She set it down on the walkway railing.

I cast Analysis.

Redsmile Moss

Composition:

Fibrous shell: strands of fibrous protein growth (3 parts earth, 1 parts water, 4 parts miscellaneous)

Stalk: mold central body (4 parts water, 3 parts earth, 1 parts fire, 2 parts miscellaneous)

Clutch-rot: central bolus of benign tumor, inert (2 parts water, 2 parts earth, 3 parts miscellaneous)

Estimated Value (Nikorice): less than 1 copper bit

Description (Analysis): A mold that grows in the core of the Olerrak swamplands, inedible and generally not useful for any purpose to adult water-drakes endemic to the area. Used in some water-drake spawning pools to provide for shelter to their swarm, some water-drake tadpoles able to sharpen their early teeth on bits of exposed stalk. One of the few underwater moss species in the area that have any fire composition, leading to additional Mana production when ring (page 1 of 68)

Description (Goldmark Regional Interface): (none)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Local Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Regional Interface

I frowned, reading that this was just an inert flare-up. The disease infecting the moss would just peter itself out as it killed the moss slowly.

I reported this, and both the elder, Mitera, and Markunin gasped visibly.

“Unbelievable,” said Mitera, her tail swishing, carefully inspecting the Analysis window I shared with them all. “We've been on the wrong track all along!

The elder's eyes narrowed. “I also find this quite unbelievable. I have a hard time believing a base-tier Analysis spell may deliver such information.”

I realized this woman was doubting me, not having seen me in action, and I realized how it would look. It was more likely I was a huckster faking all this than the real deal. Not wanting to have to butt heads with this all day, I cast Quick Heal the First, and sent the spell at the chunk of moss, easily healing it since it barely had a shadow of the infection anymore.

“Inspect it yourself,” I said. “I cured it, which perhaps may convince you that I have real skill in this area.”

Without a word, the elder cast a long, convoluted version of Analysis, and looked for a long moment at the output, her surprise deepening as she read. She then turned to me, her entire demeanor changed to respect and deference.

“What do you need next, archmage?” She bowed low, hands clasped on her chest. This was good, since the next thing might be a big ask.

“Do tadpoles in the pool have the clutch-rot? I'd like to examine one with as early a manifestation of this disease as possible.”

“The earliest we saw the disease manifest is with a quickened spawn barely a week out of her pool, with a permanent decrease of two to her Endurance, a middling manifestation of the sickness. But I will collect as many of our brood recently found with the disease as I can. This will take but a few moments.”

I nodded as the drake led us out, her attention clearly on a flurry of whisps to arrange this. As we left, I looked in the dense water, past the morass of roots deeper in, and saw a fist-sized tadpole with large eyes rush out from hiding, being chased by another one that tried to nip it in the tail. They both quickly disappeared back below as quickly as they appeared.

“Are those young water-drakes?” I asked, turning to Mitera.

“Yes,” she said. “Juveniles at the cusp of growing their proper limbs. In a month or so they should quicken, when they then leave these secluded pools.”

I looked around at the hermetically sealed space. Even the Mana from outside seemed unable to penetrate the room.

“How does a disease even come in here?” I asked. “I can sense the water is kept internally circulating and self-purifying.”

Mitera shook her head. “This is a rich brood, able to afford this, and even here that protection is not complete. When the eggs are set, sibling drakes need to immerse themselves in the waters and nurse the eggs, and later the males need to care for the progeny quite often. Not to mention that the nutritional supplements need to be brought in from somewhere.”

I nodded, and soon we were out and back on the raft. Next stop was a hastily constructed platform over the water, clearly for my benefit. Six water-drakes lingered on it, two barely more than children, a pair of armed guards were below the water, at quite a distance from the raft. I noticed that with a frown, realizing that, of course, those with this disease would be shunned, feared for what they could inflict on others.

They formed an efficient line at the sight of the elder, backs straight and eyes forward, all clearly nervous. Glad to skip the chit-chat, I cast Analysis on all of them in turn.

The most lightly affected has a five percent decrease in experience gain when killing creatures with magic, but she was specked as a fighter anyhow. The others had between one and three decrease to one Attribute or another, but the last one, the youngest looking drake among them, made be gasp aloud when I saw. Only two attribute points gained per level. This was a real problem—her leveling would be less than half as effective as anybody else's. From what I'd seen of Semitor, this was a guarantee that you'd remain a singlet all your life, if not a straight-up death sentence. Unconsciously, I had taken a step back from her, then got angry at myself for doing so. Whatever, the only way to make this better is to fix this bullshit.

With renewed urgency, I sifted through the usual morass of data, thinking I might need to get them to lower their privacy setting, since the disease wasn't as conveniently listed as a boon like my two curses. But I did see them listed as a “chronic infection”.

Chronic Infection:

Olerrak Marsh clutch-rot

— source: zoonotic tertiary root-tip cancer

—penetrance: 32%

— breeding cycle: terminal budding

—location: spinal cord, brain, liver, bone marrow

—effect: -3 Attribute points per level

I quickly found the information in the others and noticed that a lower penetrance value meant a milder effect. I had no idea what the source meant, except for the rather ominous mention of cancer, so I dove a bit deeper into that, finding the odd tidbit that the disease originated in the year 1261, over 400 years ago. Apparently a sick tree produced a tumor at its root that was mistakenly used as the source of a spawning pool, a single water-drake's eye being pierced by a heavily tumor-laden shard of wood, the plant cells somehow making it to the tadpole's brain.

I thought for a moment, realizing this might be good news. The disease appeared as a fluke occurrence, an unlikely transmission of some plant cells into a poor drake. So if I cut the disease off now, it likely would stay dead forever, not have some potential reservoir in the very trees that the water-drakes used to reproduce. Good thing I paid attention to that mandatory intro to bio class during freshman year.

Next I needed to figure out how infectious it was, since none of this made sense—the clutch-rot appeared at random moss at the spawning pools, but only started having an effect or even be detectable many years later? All six infected water-drakes had the breeding cycle of the disease set to “terminal budding”, so I looked into that, and while I quickly reached a dead end, the Analysis output wandering off into unrelated information that I found increasingly hard to understand and full of jargon, one entry solved that particular problem.

Way of Blue analysis of <<Olerrak Marsh clutch-rot>>, year 1310. Interface-redacted, Root Depth set to tier 2:

>>Upon covert investigation of the local water-drake population, only terminal infections were observed where microbe extraction was unable to leave the budding phase of their lifecycle. Tissue grafting and controlled fluid exchange between infected and non-infected water-drakes found no disease transmission. Tests for human transmission pending return to T3. Potential for weaponization minimal, suggest research de-prioritization. <<

While the implication that the Siftwell Church has been essentially engaging in bio-weapons research for centuries was chilling, it confirmed that the “terminal budding” stage of the disease wasn't transmissible.

I turned to the elder, who was standing to the side, patiently, two attendants now at her side. The entire group milling around turned to me as I stepped away from the infected drakes.

“I think these aren't infected by a transmissible version of the disease.” With a flick of a wrist, I sent them all the information, but didn't wait for them to screen through this.

“I need to find somebody who is not in the ‘terminal budding’ stage of the disease. Apparently, they aren't the ones with a recently unveiled infection.”

The elder nodded, then approached me, head down, motioning for her entourage to stand back. I recognized the desire for discretion and drew closer, lowering my head as well into a small huddle.

“There are a dozen others, but I was supposed to not know about this. Their position is … Of influence or sensitive to us.”

I nodded, understanding. “Then have them come with the least amount of people around possible. My party stays with me, however.”

The elder hesitated, not in mistrust, but in fear. This could clearly cause a lot of problems for her. Wanting to sweeten the pot and get the ball rolling, I cast Group Heal the First at the six drakes.

“Tell those that come that I will heal them after inspecting them to my satisfaction.”

I noticed that my quest for 75 percent completion ticked up, claiming I had 0.1 percent completed. I realized that I could just heal a bunch of randomly infected drakes and call it a day, but that would be just lazy. They wouldn't have the effect anymore, but the underlying spread wouldn't stop.

As I looked at the quest progress, the elder cautiously approached the drakes, but it was obvious from their reactions what happened. They were all beside themselves with various reactions of joy and surprise, two of them even sobbing as they stared at their Personal Interface.

Within ten minutes, a dozen drakes were standing in front of me. Some were particularly well dressed and two even wore the heavy armor of the guard. There was even the rare male water-drake, who was the only one that looked a bit annoyed at the inconvenience.

“You aren't hopeful about the chance to get rid of the rot?” I asked him, not really understanding his reaction.

He sneered, visibly turning away. “Everybody knows men are immune to the effects of clutch-rot. This is a waste of my time so close to a quickening.”

Indeed, I've only inspected female drakes, but thought this was due to the usual rarity of men in general, so this surprised me. I started Analyzing him, the little shit even putting up some sort of boon-based resistance to the effect, but I just pushed through it with my Arcana, being rougher than I needed to be, which from his reaction seemed to hurt enough to yell out.

Chronic Infection:

Olerrak Marsh clutch-rot

—source: zoonotic tertiary root-tip cancer

—penetrance: 54%

—breeding cycle: sporulation

—location: spinal cord, brain, fangs, teeth, scales

—effect: local spread of clutch-rot spores

I stood there, blinking at how obvious the answer just presented itself to me. Of course, males never worry about being carriers, assuming that having no symptoms means they can't transmit it as well, all the while probably lathering the spawning pools with active spores that would lie dormant for years. No wonder they didn't figure this out yet. It was weirdly counter-intuitive.

I smiled, content with finding an answer, and motioned for the elder, Mitera, and Markunin to come closer. I shared my findings with them, and after they took the time to look it over, they looked at me, fear in their eyes.

“All this time, it was stalking our men the most,” the elder said.

“But this is a priceless opportunity,” said Mitera, immediately getting what I had planned.

“Oh?” I said, as I quietly whisped to her that she should use this as a way to get her some credit in all this.

“Of course!” she continued, effortlessly. “We just need to bring every infected male to a central location and have them be healed. This should cut off the entire clutch-rot at its knees.”

The elder burst in laughter. “The rarest brood members, at the cusp of a quickening, when they are most needed? Madness!”

“Not only the infected ones,” I added. “All males. Some may be infected but not know it or be hiding it.” I turned to Markunin. “How many male water-drakes are there? Five thousand? Ten?”

“Four thousand three hundred,” he said.

“My Group Heal the First costs 100MP and should clear all at level three or under. Those that are higher-level than that I will have to wait aside until enough are together to warrant a Group Heal the Second. My spell has a 100 foot diameter range, so in less than half a dozen spells, I should get everybody healed up. Especially if we also have them under me, in the water.” I wanted to make a joke about packing them up like sardines but refrained myself.

“This would be very difficult,” said Markunin, to which the elder solemnly nodded. “Having all our men in one place at once is a substantial security risk. If something should happen to all of them at once…”

Without a word, I turned to the drakes standing by, and cast Single Heal the Second, since one of them was level eight and I didn’t want to risk it not working. Without even looking at the reaction, I turned back to our raft.

“Let me know when the logistics are worked out. I will sleep to recover some MP.”

I felt like I barely hit my head on my pack before Rayne was gently waking me up, smiling.

“Already?” I said, rubbing the drowsiness from my eyes.

Rayne chuckled. “It's been nearly eight hours.”

I checked my system clock, shocked it was the middle of the night—then noticed our raft was in a very different section of the swamp. Eight massive trees were neatly around us, just at the range of my group healing spell, and orbs of magical light were evenly arranged above us and below the water, which was much deeper now.

“All's ready for you,” said Mitera. “I won't bore you with how difficult it was to arrange this.

Markunin grunted. “Khlokun himself had to threaten half the broods into complying. I've never had a more unpleasant time in this weak water.”

I shrugged, and with a few shouts, Markunin had the mass of water-drakes file in, most of them filling the water below. As in the hospital at Nikorice, it was an unholy mess to bring everybody in and get them in place, but after I cast the spell, the mood lightened considerably, and the next group was far more behaved, given the reaction of the first as they left. The final group were almost entirely warriors, with a few elegantly dressed drakes sprinkled in. I also noticed that more than half of them were women, and I raised an eyebrow at Mitera at that.

She returned a sly smile. “We might have had to sell off some access to this in return for cooperation in making this endeavor happen so quickly.

“I hope it was … profitable,” I said, winking.

Mitera laughed aloud. “Of course, the service of a tier three archmage shouldn't be cheap, after all.”

And with that, we were done. Rayne collected the silver from a very grateful-looking water-drake as Markunin was threatening to drag us back to the fort if we didn’t hurry.

As our raft charged over the water, all of Markunin's party doing what they could to accelerate our ride, I turned to Mitera.

“I'm sorry I didn't get to see your own brood,” I said.

Mitera smiled at me, broadly, her tail flipping over once. “And I would love to introduce you to them, one day. I don't think you realize what you did for us here today. I was hoping, at best that you would alleviate some of our more severe cases. I couldn't even dare imagining something of this scale.”

I nodded back but couldn’t help but think that the Siftwell Church knew about this disease for hundreds of years, and I had a hard time believing they didn't have the resources to fix this. It took me literally one day, and most of it was just finding out how the disease spread. Any good mage with Analysis could've cracked this, and at least then the drakes would know that their infected males were the source of the problem and find a solution to prevent future spread. That they chose not to do so, cordoning off the little information they bothered to find just felt unnecessarily cruel.

I tried to sleep as our raft sped back to the fort, but found it difficult, so I took over Sio's turn on the watch rotation, looking out at the mangrove trees as they sped by, the mirror-like stillness of the water cut by our raft.

Reputation Change:

Water-drake rebellion: +870 (current: +1570, Ally)

Slowly, the mangrove trees got denser, our path more winding around them, and slowly the water got muddier, the smell of bog nearing. I grumbled at the thought that I missed the opportunity to take a bath in the cleanest-looking water I had ever seen, and honestly felt a stab of anger at Markunin for being in such a damn hurry.

Unfortunately, she was right.

-x-

Pixyn

It was a pleasure to see Ben effectively leverage his healing skills in such a way. Rarely did I get to see scribes when they were still learning such a basic strategy. This account will be such a rich learning tool. Penship Covenant passive magic accessed the Personal Interface of scribe Bendarios, finding a Curatorial Combine description of the Reputation system:

>>Regardless of used Civilizational Geas, the Reputation System tracks any individual's standing with any group, organization, government, or structure, no matter how formal or informally assembled. The Reputation system is managed by the Domain Interface, and thus while Reputation Points may be managed by properties of specific Local or Regional powers, the system itself is difficult to affect directly. Beware that it is a global metric of the group's opinion and standing and may not reflect its formal policy or the activity of individual members. Factionalism within groups will likely cause the groups to be listed separately by the Reputation System, often to the chagrin of the group. Any novel information on the Reputation System will be highly rewarded by the Siftwell Church Accountancy. <<


Chapter 11

Foiled Return


The fort was surrounded.

I stood at the edge of the raft, a sinking dread settling on my stomach. Markunin and his party also paused with their heads above the bog's water, the shock clear on them as well.

“This is a problem,” Sio muttered, and that's when I knew we were truly fucked.

Markunin was quiet, looking down slightly. I could tell she was whisping about this.

“We should retreat back into the Marsh. We're too exposed here,” said Mitera, her voice controlled but tight. Indeed, we were sticking out of the middle of the massive expanse of the flat, even Bog, likely within full view of the large siege-engines in the distance. They encircled the base of the fort like beads on a necklace or a noose.

“Wait,” said Markunin, still looking down.

“At least we should retreat out of sight!” Mitera now yelled at Markuin, claws out.

For a moment, Markunin looked up and made a gesture to the drakes in the water, and quickly we were moving back. I extended my Perception, feeling like an idiot for having slept to recover MP before reaching the fort. I would've noticed something from further away if I was more alert.

The tall siege-engines in the distance receded, and I could sense them only dimly now. As our raft cut through the water, I kept searching, focusing in, hoping not to catch a contingent of god knows how many soldiers breaking off to come after us. For many long minutes we kept retreating, then ducked behind a cluster of dead gourds.

The raft parked behind it, and we all carefully peeked out the side. Nearly an hour passed with my full Perception Focus scanning the distance before I started to relax, then scanned all the other directions in case an assault would come from elsewhere. At this, almost as if my brain searched for a distraction, I focused on the dead flatness of the gourds. I was about to cast Analysis, to focus on looking closely at the strange creature—an escape from dealing with the problem at hand. But just as the Analysis output popped up, I noticed the discussion between Markunin and Mitera heating up.

“-- the third ringing!” Mitera almost yelled, her tail stiff behind her. It matched Markunin's, two straight sticks that looked they could even lean back on for support.

“We need to stay close so we can better find a way in if there's an opportunity,” Markunin replied.

“Lunacy!” Mitera raised her hands in frustration. “We'll not make it back in! We should join the marsh forces; there are other fronts to the rebellion!”

“Not your order to give.” Markunin loomed over the smaller water-drake mage.

“Well, did you tell Khlokun all this? What did he say?” Mitera took a step back, but Markunin closed the distance.

“The marsh will boil into cracked earth before I tell you what the Dagger-Master speaks to me.” She then grabbed Mitera's throat, quick as a cracking whip. “Remember your place.”

Mitera maintained her composure and matched the large drake's stare, even as she gasped for air. Sio, Rayne, and Nina got closer, their Mana tightening. The water-drakes around the raft stirred beneath the waters, also ready. I also discretely readied Chainmail 3, beyond angry that a member of my party would be treated like this.

“None of you ever let me forget it,” said Mitera, her voice weak. “No matter what I do, it's never enough.”

“If that is how you choose to see it,” said Markunin, and she released her. In a flash, Markunin was next to me again.

I lifted a hand and stabbed my finger at Markunin, the spell visibly accumulated on my staff. “You don't get to threaten a party member of mine. And you certainly don't get to attack one. Do this again, and we will kill you.”

Mitera tried to stand straight, but gasped and coughed, her body rocking at the effort.

“Be careful,” Markunin said, looking at me earnestly. “You fight clean and true, unlike this one.” She waved at Mitera dismissively. “Not even her clutch wants her anymore. Not even now.”

Rayne --> Party:

<<I can stab Markunin in the back and be done with this. >>

Indeed, Rayne was quietly behind Markunin.

Sio --> Party:

<<No, we are in a tactically unsound position. >>

Sio turned to Rayne, as if ready to stand between her and Markunin.

Nina shifted, uncertain, and at this Markunin looked up and in a quick pair of steps was behind me, looking out at my party. The water-drake placed a placed a hand gently on my shoulder, the other on her dagger.

“You also need to be careful with what your party does.” She nodded at the hesitation formed by Sio, Rayne, and Nina. “See how they fight each other instead of together when in difficulty? How they ignore the danger below? You can learn much from Khlokun.”

I froze. While Markunin was speaking softly, her drakes under the water had their weapons out and were poised to strike, their Mana like drawn arrows. I didn't even realize it had happened. Our party was completely outflanked—while she was preparing her people properly, I failed to react to the situation fast enough. Or at all. I had gotten overconfident with my performance at the quarry attack and healing the clutch-rot, and this was a stark reminder that I still had a lot to learn.

“How kind of you to tutor our newest archmage,” Khlokun said. I turned to him just to my other side, a thin layer of bog water sliding off his body. Red blood, human blood, was caked all across his torso. Markunin smiled as my party backed down completely, the tension in our Mana evaporating.

“Indeed, he shows greatness that can only be enhanced by a good party,” Markunin replied, releasing my shoulder and joining Khlokun in a tight, almost violent embrace, their tails entwining. “I grieve for Sekreen and Ualian and Myonjit. They were good women.”

“Their water was thick and clear,” replied Khlokun with the air of ritual. I tried to look for Khlokun's party but could only sense Markunin's drakes in the water nearby, so I redoubled my focus. Soon I sensed a faint presence in the thick weeds and decaying plant matter that coated the bottom of the bog. A good way to sidestep a more casual Perception scan.

“Thick and clear,” said Markunin, her voice trembling. Then she took a step back, visibly re-centering herself. “What now? We are caught outside the fort.”

“Indeed,” started Khlokun. “They arrived earlier than I expected. It seems like the lightning-drakes have rallied more fully than I expected.”

“Do we return to the marsh?” said Mitera, her voice careful. “And join the forces there?”

Khlokun shook his head. “A sensible suggestion. But we need your party at the fort. It's where Bendarios's strength will be most needed. We will take you through the tunnel.”

At this Markunin tensed, then tried to hide it.

“No need to long-talk with your concern,” said Khlokun, clasping Markunin by the shoulder. “I understand your hesitation in revealing our fort's little secret.”

I was taken aback by this. It seemed to me that Covin wouldn't appreciate the drakes knowing of such a huge weakness as a secret entrance to her fort—or did she even know before the water-drakes told her? Or even know at all? I wondered how much the pompous woman really understood the reality of her dependence on the water-drakes.

Khlokun then turned to me. “You have won us a battle that we expected to suffer greatly to earn, if obtain at all. The quarry has been turned from a Goldmark stronghold into their greatest liability. Not to mention your clearing our people of an affliction that plagued us for generations. You have earned much with this, Bendarios.”

I nodded, pretending to be pleased. I could tell all this from the reputation gain I've made with his faction, the unfortunate flipside of what I lost with Goldmark.

“Ah,” I said, realizing I should say something. “I’m glad I was able to help your people.”

“Alright,” Khlokun continued. “We lead you to the entrance, and we talk further back in the fort!”

We traveled several hours more north, even farther from the fort, to my surprise, and stopped at a very nondescript stretch of bog, without any distinct feature singling it out. When I drew my attention beneath, far to the surface beneath the mud, there was a small hump of stone barely sticking out from the bottom of the bog. Even right on top of it, it was hard for me to notice. Even then, it didn't seem like anything noteworthy.

Khlokun's party had with them large sacks made of something between burlap and plastic. When they lifted it over the water and pressed it down, air was trapped inside, making a small diving-bell, which my party was supposed to use for breathing. Of course, the tunnel would be submerged in the disgusting bog.

Inside the hidden tunnel, the murky water was clearer than just outside, and I could even see a few meters ahead of me across the semi-transparent bags if I focused, which was a relief. The opening of the tunnel was barely wide enough for two people to swim through side-by-side, and at an angle from the ground where it was hidden by a shelf of stone. Each of my party was led by one of the water-drakes, who led us and made sure the air pocket was undisturbed.

Soon, we broke out into a small pool in an enclosed cavern, the air brackish but breathable. One of the first drakes to arise was a mage who produced a small orb of white light to illuminate the otherwise unlit area, which started to get cramped as we all filed in.

The grotto had a single entrance in the far end that led to a tunnel. The tunnel walls were simple stone, occasionally covered with patches of odd-looking moss or even a mushroom or two, but otherwise nondescript. I wondered why they were not made of the obsidian that the fort was and if this pathway was a later addition. Occasionally, long sticks jutted out of the wall, each with the same texture as the large gourds from above, but unnaturally straight, branching off only close to the surface. They made for somewhat uneven ground, as they were surprisingly hard to the touch and easy to trip on.

The drakes left behind the bags near the pool, which was reassuring, since it meant we wouldn't have to swim anymore. The tunnel continued in a circuitous way that was hard to follow.

Eventually, the stone of the tunnel started to be punctuated by the obsidian of the fort, which meant we were getting close. It was another hour before we reached a doorway of full obsidian and had the even lighting from within the fort. Soon we climbed up a long set of stairs and reached the familiar twisting of the fort itself.

“Enjoy this quick, clean victory,” Khlokun announced as we assembled wordlessly in a small room. “For now, we begin the long trial of a siege. Here we break the Goldmark resolve and the idle cruelty of more dry drakes.”

With that flourish, he sharply turned to the winding hallways, his party visibly energized by his speech. Mine followed with far less enthusiasm, and soon we returned to the courtyard. An unsettling stillness hung in the air, broken by the tense, efficient movement of soldiers heading to their posts along the wall walk.

I was struck by the Mana of the forces lined up beyond the walls and flinched in shock. It was tense and massive, a salivating wolf before a quivering rabbit. My recent surge of optimism at the rebellion's progress shriveled considerably.

Numb, I walked over to the area for the injured. Thetylis looked up at me with her hands raised mid-spell, her face melting with relief.

“I leave you to it.” Khlokun's clawed hand tightened around my shoulder, barely there before it pushed off. “It's time to dance with some yellows.” At this, his water-drakes hissed loudly and followed him back to the wall.

“Keep walking,” Sio whispered as she passed me. “Show no hesitation.”

I straightened, then walked to the center of the healing area and cast my second-tier group healing spell, which I figured would suffice. My MP hadn't fully recovered from my marathon healing at the swamp, but I could still manage this. Still, I felt exhausted to the bone, so I sat on one of the cots along the smooth walls to catch my breath.

Wordlessly, Rayne sat next to me, Sio taking the other side, their proximity a quiet reassurance. So I sat for a moment, staring blankly at the bustling courtyard.

Mitera and Nina took to other cots nearby, and Thetylis took the chance to sleep at hers. Markunin idled nearby, looking out at the wall, but I tried to ignore her. I knew I had to do something, start thinking and reassessing the situation, but all I could do was feel Rayne's arm leaning against me.

Amanila soon appeared, her armor sooty and freshly dented. “I heard the raid on the quarry was successful. Welcome back, archmage.” She bowed; her voice was flat. At this point, she was solidly my least favorite jailor, but at this point I was too tired to care. Not a word about the clutch-rot, eh? I guess this shows how much these people care about their allies.

“How were things over here?” I asked, not wanting to talk, but mouthing some nothing. With the tsunami of Mana building up just outside the fort, all this felt like pointless detail.

“As well as can be expected,” she started. “The lightning-drakes formed a siege perimeter and began probing attacks, which were all deflected with minimal cost to us.”

I expected her to say this with some sort of pride, but she continued with a lesser version of Rayne's merc neutrality. “We expected them to attack in full, but it seems like they're gearing up for a campaign of attrition, so we're also preparing for this.”

I nodded, and the careful patience I felt emanating from the outside now made sense. Or was this me projecting human emotion to this tug at my Arcana? Could I really tell this much from it? My party seemed clear, somehow, but larger groups still felt murky. It eluded even having a vocabulary to discuss, like describing smell with touch.

“I wanted to show you this.” Amanila gestured to the side, and a pack of soldiers dragged a large box over, then tumbled its contents in front of me. It was a drake. This one had golden scales, and was far skinnier than the water-drakes, with sharper angles where the water-drakes had gentle curves.

“You may use your Perception magic on it.”

The lightning-drake was breathing short, shallow breaths, and had tightly closed eyes. She was heavily injured, with some wounds still bleeding thick, blue blood that still looked surprisingly human. A large chunk of her armor underclothing was torn off at the chest, revealing small, featureless bumps where breasts would be in humans. I looked away, ashamed at myself for noticing.

I then looked up at Amanila, trying to guess if this was an order or not, but I couldn't really tell. My head hurt in earnest now, but I figured that casting my Analysis spell was less work than arguing.

Ben --> Sio, Rayne:

>>Should I cast Analysis on this prisoner? I don't see the downside to doing this, but wanted to check with you before I made another stupid mistake. <<

Sio --> Ben, Rayne:

>>I agree with the casting. <<

Rayne --> Ben, Sio:

>>Sure, this is a prisoner, after all. Just see if you can get the fort people to not torment her too much if you can. <<

I agreed, so cast the spell, and it showed me the drake was a level 3 Liminal Defender. She joined this attack since her satellite village of one of the skeseen temples pressed her swarm for soldiers. She pledged herself with three of her sisters to keep any of their brood's swarm breeders from needing to fight. I read about the last food she ate, and that she had trouble with the marsh's water seeping into the scales of her legs, which felt unconformable and formed a rash around her ankles. I stopped reading soon after that. It wasn't quite as detailed as the information that I could have gotten from Mitera, but it still felt like too much.

I closed the spell window with a weary gesture, and Amanila stabbed the drake on the back of her neck, killing her. I raised one hand, too late, my voice breaking as I tried to speak.

“Let us know if you need anything else,” Amanila said, and she walked back to the wall. She didn't even notice my late reaction, or maybe decided to ignore it.

Not wanting to linger anymore and realizing there wasn't a stream of people that needed healing, I walked back to my room, my party quietly at my side. Just outside my door, I saw Mer-Markeer was there, quietly behind, and Markunin next to me, their presence suffocating. I wanted to be alone but hated the thought of having nothing to do but sleep badly in the cold and creepily lit room.

Rayne --> Ben:

>>Do you want me to stay? <<

I looked at her; her face was still in its mercenary neutrality. I appreciated its constancy, glad to see she was in control even now, and nodded.

“I will gladly stay with you tonight,” she said as she stepped forward. Markunin looked at Mer-Markeer, as if unsure.

Sio turned to the water-drake. “Do you have an issue with this? He is your archmage arriving from a pair of major victories. That he retires with a lover is the smallest of his due.” Markunin tensed, realizing the tactical situation she was in, with Sio between her and me and Rayne by my side, the five of us outnumbering her. The water-drake's back hunched forward, tense and uncertain. Her hands reached up to her daggers.

“Of course,” chimed in Mer-Markeer, his voice calm and steady. “All of you are valued members of our righteous army, safe in the heart of our stronghold.” In a moment, he was next to Sio, his presence diffusing Markunin's hostility. “I will escort the rest of your party to their quarters. Should I have some food send over?”

Rayne chuckled and put one hand around my waist. “I could eat.” Then she gently nudged me in and pushed the door closed.

“Whew!” Rayne threw herself onto me, nearly knocking me over, her ringing laughter reverberating against my chest. “Good to be behind solid walls again! I love a good quest foray as the next gal, but I feel the bog settling between my toes has its own layers of funk.”

Her levity made me chuckle, letting her shed her clothing, kissing my neck. “You didn't wash while I slept?”

“Of course not,” she briefly extracted from burrowing into me, her face serious. “I had to watch over you. We were on contested ground, and with possible enemies that can sneak up to us from below.”

I nodded, glad she did, and glad that I didn't even need to worry about that sort of thing with my party.

“Something wrong?” she asked, now naked against me as she gently started taking off my clothing.

I looked out the window, one arm around her. “This siege is a larger force than I was anticipating, to be honest. I have to admit to being a bit concerned about our chances here.”

“Ah, yes.” She chuckled, nuzzling against my bare chest as she gently pushed me against the wall. “Always worrying. But Mitera said the situation is much better now that the quarry had to be abandoned. The Goldmark forces have no place to easily regroup in the region, and once we take care of the drakes outside, the area would be effectively out of Goldmark control, and ready to expand to Nikorice and the Riwian territories. Only a Legion can touch this fort now, which is great news for us.”

I was surprised by her confidence, not exactly sure the forces outside wouldn’t be able to penetrate the fort. But clearly it wasn’t such a sure deal, since they were trying to starve the fort out first, and the secret entrance we just used would pretty much make sure they failed, since it could be used as a resupply route.

“Alright,” I admitted, the large Mana outside already feeling less overwhelming. “We keep up the plan and see where it leads us.”

Rayne smiled broadly. “My plan right now is to get you out of the rest of these clothes.”

-♥-

I agreed, the sight and touch of her warm skin letting all other worries slide away. The pressure of the last few days melted away as I pushed Rayne against the unyielding obsidian wall. Her eyes were eager with surprise; a hungry smile on her face.

I took a step back, still partially dressed, hands coursing over her breasts and neck and holding up her face to look at mine. A hand reached for my waist, but I grabbed her wrist and pushed it against the wall, over her head, her body leaning forward into mine, just out of reach.

“Ask for it, my First.”

“I want you; I want your cock!” Her voice started weak but ended in a growl.

I was hard as a rock, and almost rushed to pounce on her there and then in my lust for her body, but we were both filthy from the unmentionably vile bog water. I wanted her badly, but knew I had the time to make this much more enjoyable for us both. I also wanted to tease her some more.

“Then draw me a bath.” I stepped aside, gesturing to the large tub in the corner.

“Yes,” she said meekly, slipping into a servant’s persona, slowly peeling herself from the wall with downcast eyes, walking to the tub, and swaying her perfect body. Her long cascade of silky black hair swished side to side in perfect harmony.

Her hands grazed the control glyphs, and the water filled the tub, steaming and clean.

“Get in,” I said. “It seems my First needs some cleaning.”

I slowly finished taking off my clothes and threw them into a pile in the corner while I kept my eyes on her. Her grace and beauty fueled my desire as I wanted every part of her. When I finished, I walked up to tub and stepped in, just in front of Rayne, who now knelt in the deep tub; the top of her perfect breasts just above the water.

She wanted to play my servant and pleasure me, but I wanted to see her come undone first. “Remain as you are unless I move you.”

She grinned as she turned her face down as she whispered, “Yes, master.”

I rubbed and washed every inch or her body, every curve and lovely bump. Showering every part of her with the attention of my hands and lips. She kept her eyes closed, focusing on the sensations, moans escaping her lips as I teased her breasts or ass or hips or pulled on her hair. I could feel her lust and desire soaring with each touch through her Mana, even if she was able to obey my command to be still.

The water kept refreshing from the dual glyphmasonry for water creation and removal, which was a somewhat more sophisticated system than what I saw in Nikorice. It was very welcome, since in moments the grime was fully gone, leaving Rayne pale and pink in the soapy water. She was almost shaking in her desire and barely able to remain still as I finished.

The long process of teasing and enjoying her body was too much for me to resist, so I changed my mind about finishing her first.

“Now you clean me,” I said and knelt in the tub, uncaring of the water that overflowed before the glyphmasonry could compensate. Rayne almost knocked me over in her enthusiasm to begin.

While I was slow and methodical, Rayne was rabid, her small hands rubbing against my body with feverish hunger, her arms and legs around me, everywhere at once. I laughed out loud, always surprised by how much manic energy could fit in her small body. She was desperate to finish cleaning me so that she’d get what she was starving for. When she finished, she smashed her lips to mine in her hunger. As she pulled back, she nipped my lower lip. As she pouted slightly in front of me, I felt the small bead of blood sprout from my lip. Her eyes widened and she quickly kissed me again, sucking and licking my lip before breaking off and lowering her eyes with a slight smirk.

“This is what you get,” she said.

I grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her around, roughly pushing her hips against the edge of the tub. “Well, I'm going to get more.”

I thrust into her, a single stroke sliding deep into her pussy. “Yes!” Rayne moaned loudly, her back arched as I grabbed her breasts and pumped faster and faster.

The water churned around us, Rayne's amazing ass against my hips, my cock fully inside then fully out in deep thrusts. I slapped her ass with one hand as I pushed deeper, Rayne's moan warping into a high-pitched yelp. The tub tipped over, the water splaying over the floor.

I pushed Rayne down onto the wet floor as she held her hips up into the air as if begging for my cock, so I kept pumping, and in a final spread of her legs with mine to feel the entirety of her body beneath mine, I held her two arms out, pinned beneath me. With one final long push, I came deeply inside her, a full shudder passing through her, like an earthquake.

I kept my dick inside of her, throbbing waves rising and falling as my cum pumped into her, days of being unable to fuck crashing out like a shattered dam.

Rayne tried to talk, but could only mutter gibberish, eyes hazy and unfocused. I licked her lolling tongue, my dick hardening again at how overwhelmed she was at my cum. I felt the Mana surging inside her, a wave of power seeping in from where I filled her up.

“Ahhhh,” she groaned. “I so needed this.”

“Who says I'm done?” I said, still holding her down.

Rayne laughed, her smile broad and ringing, and in a surge of blurred motion I was on my back, with her straddling me. My cock tightened by her pussy.

“Then it's time for your First to share her man.”

I raised an eyebrow and saw Nina come into the room, politely closing the door behind her.

“I'm not the only one left wet these last few days.” Rayne winked, then turned to Nina. “Get undressed and come over. Time to taste the man in our harem for real.”

Nina beamed and quickly removed her clothing, almost tripping twice in her hurry, which was quite adorable to see. She had already cleaned herself, and I chuckled at how Rayne must have planned this all out.

Rayne kept rubbing her hips against me, my cock pushed into her as I couldn't resist, even as Nina came closer. Her hands clasped each other shyly, even as she looked at me with a hungry intensity.

Rayne slowly rose off me and Nina took her place, her hips hesitating over my cock as she reached down with an uncertain hand to guide my dick into her. She held it for a moment, stroking it, as if curious. I smiled as I remembered she hadn't been with a man before and was glad that Rayne took charge of the situation, letting the girl be eased into her first time.

I expected Nina to be a bit too tight from her nervousness, but after some initial fumbling, and a gentle suggestion from Rayne on how to angle her hips, she slid me inside her. Nina groaned deeply, her face tight with pleasure, and I gladly reached out to her full breasts, fondling her lovely, light pink nipples.

She was slow in pushing her body up and down against me, and I let her savor the experience in her own time, just enjoying her as her body tightened and relaxed as she explored how best to fit me inside her.

Soon, Nina settled on pressing her hips to mine and sliding against me, and I helped by pressing her ass farther down as she thrust me farther in. Her speed started rising and she started to pant, a deep flush in her cheeks rising as she started to sweat. Her face was adorably contorted in what looked like a combination of extreme effort and frustration, and I had to hold back from cumming into her as her speed redoubled.

Her sweat started to drip onto my chest, and I could feel the strain of her Strength really hurting my hips, with Rayne even needing to intervene a few times. I looked at my First with appreciation each time, knowing that Nina's extra Strength compared to my Endurance could cause me real harm if she didn't control herself, and that this was also a large part of why Rayne wanted to monitor her first time with me.

I held back and let Nina finish, a quick, violent racking shudder almost propelling herself from me as she started to convulse deeply before she collapsed against my chest. I reached out to hold her some more, perhaps wanting round two, but Nina was quickly up and grabbing the clothes strewn all around, including mine and Rayne's.

“I will get these cleaned and bring them back,” she said, her voice unsteady.

“Good girl!” said Rayne, and I chuckled at the subtle powerplay of my First. In return, I grabbed Rayne and threw her on the bed, quickly pushing myself into her and in three quick, deep thrusts came inside, Nina lingering at the half-closed door as I looked at her, wordlessly promising that I'd fill her up next time.


Chapter 12

Siege Study


The next few days fell into a lock-step pattern. Several times a day, I'd go to the medical area near the wall. There I would heal the injured from probing attacks from the lightning-drakes, usually an arrow wound or lucky shot with a spell before I went back to my room. With Markunin or Mer-Markeer stationed outside my door, my party was allowed to roam around the fort now, which I appreciated. I was also allowed to have one visitor at a time, and each of the members of my party would drop by regularly. This basically meant I had a more bustling social life than I ever did back on Earth. During long stretches of time I often forgot my situation, and it felt downright pleasant. After all, I had a lot of work to do.

Much of it was trying to finish learning the Wall of Dry spell, which took me over a week. Apparently, the tail end of learning a spell was the hardest part, and the one that didn’t help being taught, as much as Mitera tried.

“I see that your glyphs are perfect,” she said early on. “But do you sense the Arcana flow through each glyph?”

“No,” I admitted. “I can feel sometimes it gets interrupted when something is clearly wrong, but mostly it just fades away as it goes.”

“Ah,” she said, tail twitching slightly. “Then you're on the right track. You need to just deepen the flow, like how water on soil needs time to form a river.” I found the metaphor strangely accurate to how it felt, even if my engineer-brain rebelled at the idea, since if glyphs were functions to run the code of the spell, so that sort of thing shouldn't matter. But I just buckled down and kept trying, Mitera most often at my side between lunch and sunset. She didn't need to help me much anymore. Apparently, she didn't have much to do around the fort, so she could spend her time with me reading a book that described bridging variants for her Water Blast spell. I wasn't used to company when studying or working, but I liked her quiet reassurance. She had a faint smell of fresh moisture that I felt also as a faint resonance in her Mana as well.

More successfully, in the second week after returning, I figured out glyph bridging and was able to find a way to cast Single Heal the First much faster. Instead of taking ten seconds if I did it optimally and with full concentration, it now took barely two, which felt like a huge improvement to the spell that would often be needed in a hurry. The downside to this variant was that the MP cost raised from 50MP to 75MP, but given my large MP pool, that seemed like a good tradeoff. Not only that, but that accomplishment finished another Domain Interface quest, a very pleasant surprise.

Quest Completed!

Title: Begin Magecraft 3

Objective: Learn to bridge a minimum of 3 glyphs in a spell to create a desired spell variant

Source: Domain Interface

Difficulty Tier: 2

Restrictions: Solo

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: Magecraft Beginning (3/5)

Quest unlocked: Magecraft Beginning 4 (4/5)

Reward: 1,000 XP, 10 silver (Goldmark)

Accept Reward? yes / no

Quest Notification

Title: Begin Magecraft 4

Objective: Cast a first-tier spell Linked with at least one other mage

Source: Domain Interface

Difficulty Tier: 2

Restrictions: Solo

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: Magecraft Beginning (4/5)

Reward: 1,500 XP, 1 gold (Goldmark)

Description (Goldmark): The mage that seeks knowledge in isolation is a fool. Magic gains increasing power and versatility when combined with the skills of another, and linking spells together is the fundamental skill in this endeavor. It is no minor feat, however, requiring not only the skills in glyphic manipulation developed previously in your studies, but also in the more subtle art of adapting your use of Mana to another's glyphic etching. Accomplishment of this difficult quest (Page 1 of 32)

Accept? yes / no

I still had the previous quest in the chain, Begin Magecraft 2, active, but apparently this didn't keep me from the more advanced quest rewards. This brought a much larger smile to my face as I noticed that this also brought my Experience points up enough to increase my level. Finally!

Level Up!

Base Attribute points available: 5

Ascension Attribute points available: 0

Time for decision: 25 hours from unlocking.

Time remaining: 24h 59min 31sec.

I opened my status to enjoy this fully. I was salivating over the prospect of increasing my Arcana from 199 to 200, imagining what bump in power that would bring me.

Bendarios Sermakador Garandau, Level 35

HP 60

MP 1990

Stam 450

Str 5

End 5

Agi 6 (+1)

Arc 199

Per 45

Luck 15

Boons:

—Inflicted Peace: Cannot inflict HP damage upon another.

—Sanctuary from the Self: Cannot perform Arcane casting upon oneself.

+ Runic Insight: +120 Arcana, Contextual (Glyph)

+ Runic Holding: +1 tier, Contextual (Jacrim)

Status:

Allana's Blessing

+1 Agi

+ Passive Sanitation effects: menstruation (INACTIVE), urination, defecation, satiation.

+ Birth Control: set active.

+ Passive Notarization: Contracts set between individuals recorded by Goldmark Regional Interface.

+ Death Notarization: Cause of death recorded in Goldmark Regional Interface.

- Taxation (Goldmark): 15% Goldmark currency acquisition must be fed daily to the Blessing.

- Body-bound: removal recorded by Goldmark Regional Interface

Not wanting to wait any longer, I carefully indicated for one point to be set to Arcana. There was a little shudder on the Attribute, but it didn't go up. Of course, there would be some bullshit, I thought, gritting my teeth, but not giving up yet. I dug into my Interface as I tried again and again, scrolling through the mass of numbers and stats trying to see something to bypass this. After over an hour, there was nothing. I closed my status window with a sigh, having to reassess my plan of putting one in Arcana to get me to 200 and 4 in Agility to get it to an even ten. Both Sio and Rayne agreed with this plan, that getting my attributes related to Vital Force up should be my priority for the next few levels.

I didn't let myself get depressed at this disappointment, since I was on the clock, so to speak. I quickly whisped to my party, asking if they knew something about not being able to add to my Arcana, but they all had no idea. Mitera speculated for a long while, but ultimately, no real solution came up. Either way, this didn't change the underlying priority, so I decided to put all five points in Agility since that would bring the Attribute up to eleven. The extra point there being a useful backup, since my +1 bonus from Allana's Blessing amulet could stop working because of the rebellion, or if I needed to take the necklace off for some reason. I carefully input the Attribute points and slowly confirmed.

Immediately, I snapped up, moving with a speed and smoothness like nothing I ever felt before. I took one step forward, and it was like a sprint. My previous disappointment melted away at this incredible development. I made little burst of running in the small room and waved my hands around in movements so crisp and fast I was sure to make any reasonably competent martial artist back on Earth jealous. Not only that, but my XP was also nicely on the way to the next one, with a cool 750/3500 to level 36. A multiple of four, so that one would also get me a boon.

Feeling on top of the world, I left my room to walk around, enjoying the feel of my body. Remembering I also had a new cool spell variant, I went to the healing triage area and cast it on a soldier. Thetylis was just about to start casting her own spell, but I beat her to it, my staff now able to aim it at the wounded soldier with a tight snap.

“Thank you for sparing me the MP,” Thetylis said, turning back to another soldier. She didn't even seem to notice my faster casting. Understandable, since nobody expected a third-tier mage to be still learning the basics of bridging.

“Did you and Mitera end up coming up with a name for the creature in the wall?” I asked, wanting to distract from my failed attempt at showing off.

“Indeed.” She chuckled, a smile peeking from her tired expression. “We had many discussions on the topic, and I have to admit I prolonged it a bit since it was such a pleasant distraction.” I felt intensely sad for her right then, another unwilling captive of this rebellion.

“But here it is.” She drew out a small piece of parchment from a pocket and handed it to me. It read 'Snapping Plovic Oleoran'.

I nodded and brought up my Interface and navigated to the icon that meant interactions with the outside, since it had my whisp records, mission lists, and, since I found the wall creature, a new icon. It was an octagon surrounding three eyes, a small red number one at its corner. I mentally clicked on it, and a window popped up with an image of the creature, asking >>Name creature?<<, and I mentally accepted, then typed out the name on the text box that appeared, one slightly different than the usual whisping pop-up. I was careful to get the spelling right and looked at the paper a few times to make sure.

After confirming, another box came up asking “co-discoverers?” and I smiled, thinking that I should give Thetylis credit for this, since it was in fact her discovery, so I confirmed and looked up at her, wanting to ask how to do this. The Interface spared me the trouble and automatically selected her. A pop-up appeared with her face and name, asking to confirm if it meant to be her. I accepted and felt at some level that the naming was done and got a notification for a quest completion from the Goldmark Interface. Apparently, that also seemed to count as depositing that information into the Interface, since both my Interface Contribution quests got an extra input. I grimaced at this a bit, hoping that the information was high-quality enough, the Domain quest giving results proportional to Lore rarity.

Quest Completed!

Title: Creature Naming

Objective: Name a novel creature or creature variant and deposit the information in your Local Interface

Source: Regional Interface (Goldmark)

Difficulty Tier: 0

Restrictions: (none)

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: (none)

Reward: 50 copper

Accept Reward? yes / no

Quest Progression:

Interface Contribution 1: 3/5 (60%)

Quest Progression:

Interface Contribution 3: 3/5 (60%)

Thetylis's mouth opened in surprise, and she brought one hand up to me; eyes wide. “You listed me as co-discoverer?”

Suddenly I was terrified I did something wrong. “Did I mess up? Will this cause trouble for you?”

“Oh no,” she said, shaking her head, her curls tumbling around her. “This was very kind. I gained a good deal of experience from this, most of my way to my next level, in fact.”

“Ah, good,” I replied, relieved.

“You may not know this due to your … origins, but this sort of discovery is usually not shared, especially not with one of a much lower level.”

I wasn't surprised that Goldmark academics would do this, and I was reminded of my brief time in grad school. I had no doubt that finishing my PhD would've better prepared me to become a mercenary.

I was reassured about the odd way to get experience other than more fighting, eager to find more ways to level up. This naming one wasn't useful, since I gained no XP myself, but maybe I'd stumble on a type of quest that would be still profitable at the third-tier.

I spent more time helping Thetylis with the healing and then just idly walking about the fort, ending up with a wonderful night with Rayne as we both enjoyed my newly enhanced Agility.

My main object of study those days, however, was always the Riwian Book of Poison, and that became more and more frustrating with time. I spent my best, most efficient time on that bastard, during the mornings right after breakfast leading up to lunch. Usually with very little to show for it.

After many days of nothing, I set aside trying to study the book's glyphs themselves in annoyance. I did what Mitera suggested with learning the Wall of Dry spell and began looking at the flow of Mana in a more holistic way as it flowed from page to page, weaving and bobbing, turning from one odd flavor to another, then to more of a texture, then a piercing wail, then a sleepy yawn. I still don't know how to describe this better, the sense in my Arcana being such a strange, odd thing, and that book was extreme in its various different uses of Mana.

Early on it was very clear that all the book's Mana sprung from the three jacrim lodged into the back cover. There, the runes were densest and the Mana most baffling. Not to mention the deep strangeness of those three shards themselves, at first glance just small pieces broken off from elaborate pottery, but each with a wildly different shape. One curved like a handle and was dull orange but mottled with black dots that scurried along its surface like bugs. The second was a near perfect rectangle of what looked like plain iron, but if I looked closely enough, the edges fluttered slightly, like cloth in a breeze. The last was a vicious spike, like a splinter from a tree, that hung like a threat between the other two, a dull, uniform red that screamed of danger and violence. I couldn’t touch the shards, since bringing anything close enough to them met an impenetrable, invisible barrier half an inch from their surface, no matter how hard I pushed.

I yearned to talk to somebody about the book, but Rayne proved to be not very useful. I could tell Mitera didn't want to, afraid that knowledge of the powerful artifact would put a target on her back. So I kept plowing at it alone, letting my defeated mood each morning be lifted as I progressed in my other projects later in the day.

Most nights, either Rayne or Nina joined me, which I enjoyed greatly. As much as Rayne was beyond amazing, the variety was also quite welcome. Nina's shyness and inexperience were pleasant in a very different way.

But I could tell that Rayne she was getting restless at the monotony, the siege grating on her. Most nights, she'd leave my room right after we finished having sex. I would then feel the bursting torch of her Mana, even though the obsidian walls, and pace all over the fort with nervous energy, often well into the morning.

One night, nearly a month after we returned from the quarry, I woke up suddenly, feeling something off, somehow, and sat up in my bed. I turned to the window, but there wasn't any change in the Mana from the siege outside, so no attack or anything. But something was wrong.

“You should have noticed me faster than this,” Khlokun whispered. I turned, and he was sitting on a stool barely six feet away, fully armored and smelling of swamp water and blood, his presence a punch in the face.

“You were concealing your presence?” I asked, trying to regain my composure. I swung my legs off the side of the bed and sat up, glad I didn't have the habit of sleeping naked.

“Yes, and you stirred awake the moment I came in, so I couldn't hide from you fully, which surprised me. It's useful to be aware of the limitations of one's level and skill. Many forget that to their detriment, so I thank you for the reminder.”

I let myself stretch the kinks from sleep and stood up. He wanted me off-guard somehow, so I took my time not letting him rush me into the conversation. I put on my mage's tunic and took up my staff, then turned one of my chairs and set it in front of him, then finally sat down. I knew this delay ultimately meant nothing, but it helped clear my head.

“So what brings you to my room in the middle of the night?” I asked. He smiled, then waited for more than was comfortable.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “I've been very occupied since we last met, a war being hard to run, after all.”

“I can imagine.”

“I came here since I thought you should know more about the cause you fight for. I get the feeling the former prisoners here are less than forthcoming.”

“Prisoners?” I asked.

“Ah,” he said, shaking his head. “Perhaps they wouldn't describe themselves as such, pride being the last thing a Goldmark mercenary ever loses before her life. This fort is where troublesome mercs are sent to avoid full discharge from their respective forces. Covin was a particularly incompetent leader of her family fortune, ruining it in barely ten years of mismanagement. Amanila was a reasonably promising soldier in the junior branches of the Southern Legion, but twice refused orders due to adherence to some singlet religion, and Siftwell interrogators had to be involved. This fort is a whole mess of cast-off people too high-level to be summarily executed like singlets, but not high-level enough to justify putting up with their odd proclivities.”

“So since they felt they had nothing to lose, they joined you in rebelling against Goldmark, right?”

“To them, we joined their cause, but we'd been looking for an opportunity like this for decades. A chance to turn our jailors against our shared, greater prison.”

“Oh, so they were here to protect Goldmark against you?”

“Against the yellows to the south, formally. But in reality, more to keep the quarry operational.”

“They need a whole fort's worth of soldiers to do that?” I asked. “I guess there's something particularly valuable being mined there.”

Khlokun nodded. “I do not know what your word 'mined' means, but a great deal of copper, tin, and a few other metals are grown there, but much more importantly, Olerrak. It's an important resource gain for Goldmark that they took back a century ago from the yellows. They even began calling our marsh after the rare metal.

“The vice-tetrarch at the time was cunning enough to get the lands back and establish amicable terms with the yellows, letting them keep their moon-slitting mountains in exchange for the wetlands and the quarry. However, she was not as successful in winning over the copper-drakes that harvested the ore from the quarry, so they left over the next several decades, leaving nobody able to tend to the ore. They tried human singlets, but their constitution failed them due to the marshland air and the unusual difficulties of this quarry. Even the human quarry-masters to the east failed to bring their techniques to fruition here. So they turned to us, their newest people, to collect their damnable ore.”

At this, Khlokun's tone turned stiff, a clear, deep anger mounting. “But we are not copper-drakes, enjoying the earth as we do our waters, so our people had to be compelled to collect ore. Our claws grew sooty and dull from the effort, our scales dry. Those forced to work the quarry suffer long-term ailments we cannot treat, and Goldmark is ravenous for metal, never having enough.”

Seemed like a familiar story, even from Earth, mining being one of the unhealthiest jobs anybody could have.

“If the situation were to continue much longer, in another century, our people would be decimated, much less than we are. Already our spawning pools suffer from the sickness of quarry work passed on, our progeny weakening with soot and dryness.”

I wondered about this because that was not how inheritance worked back on Earth. Could it be that here things were different, the old Lamarkian idea that if you worked on a trait enough that got passed on? Could that be how there are such different human-like creatures, that populations over time got to dictate their own evolution by directing it? The idea seemed so shocking that for a moment I almost lost track of the conversation.

“So we bided our time and prepared,” Khlokun continued. “And the golden opportunity was Covin being placed in charge of the fort, the previous leaders too scared or too loyal to rise up. But here was the proud scion of an old family, too dull to notice the danger she brings to herself, yet charismatic enough to rally the others of the fort to her cause, which is now truly ours.”

“What's the deal with the troll, then?” I asked, genuinely curious about the stated purpose of the raid.

“Ah, yes.” Khlokun frowned deeply. “The oddly favorable deal Goldmark obtained from that foul troll. As a feature of their violent tendencies, few trolls deign to deal with humans, focusing on their territorial infighting and turning their goblin armies against each other. But they are heavily drawn to good sources of ore, so quarries need to deal with the constant attacks of trolls and their goblins. Copper-drakes are old enemies of all trolls and have generations of techniques to deal with them specifically, but when they left, almost immediately the most powerful troll in the area took over the quarry. While this would normally make the quarry unapproachable, somehow the current Goldmark vice-tetrarch managed to strike a deal with the creature.”

At this, Khlokun slammed a fist against his leg. “If we were alone on the quarry, perhaps over time we'd be able to negotiate better conditions, but that damn troll knows the earth too well, as is their nature. So she became our overlord and tyrant, splitting the grown ore with Goldmark. And since Trolls care little for humans or kin, its cruelty became the greatest source of our suffering.”

Khlokun smiled, his tense anger diffusing. “But now that troll is dead at my hand. Not only did Goldmark lose their taskmaster, but every other troll in the region is fighting each other in the quarry, their armies clashing mercilessly. The situation will likely take years to resolve, and the next troll that takes the quarry will likely not be as amicable to sharing its take with humans.”

I briefly remembered the goblins of the Gulluk Alliance back at Nikorice, glad that they somehow managed to escape their troll. But I also balked at how little I knew about the whole situation. “Wait, so if the troll was such a big deal, why not kill it earlier?”

Khlokun shook his head, “Trolls that survive their wars tend to be powerful, high-level creatures, and the one at the quarry was level 23, and constantly surrounded by its higher-level goblins, in addition to human guards. We made attempts early on, but they were unsuccessful, and the subsequent reprisals only made our situation worse.

Even with our attack at the quarry, my party, prepared and taking the creature by surprise, suffered greatly in the fight. Somehow the troll had risen to level 25 since it first took over the quarry, and the additional boon it gained at level 24 … Three of my party members died in moments. Dear friends that I had bled with for over twelve years.”

Khlokun stopped talking for a moment, the flow of his anger suddenly petered out. He just sat there, looking out the window at the night sky.

“I must go now.” He was up, too quick for my eyes to catch the motion. “But it was a pleasure speaking to you, Bendarios. It's unfortunate that we can't more often.”

I was unsure how to answer, but before I could even open my mouth, he was gone. I felt the afterglow of Mana where he stood, and a faint trail leading to the window that quickly dissipated.

I stood up and walked to the window to look out at the twilight, saddened at the realization Khlokun wasn't just a formidable warrior, but that he was actually a pretty decent guy. As much as his bluster and posture could make him seem untouchable, his Mana didn’t lie when he talked about his fallen party members.

-x-

Pixyn

The Penship Covenant detected undue criticism of Goldmark policies regarding hostile kin treatment and was thus compelled to provide a correction. Kin that were brought into the Goldmark Tetrarchy, either through conquest, diplomatic negotiation, or migration may fully join the citizenry through the subsidized purchase of Allana's Blessing. Furthermore, access to the highest positions in the land was open to all of sufficient skill, in adherence to the Civilizational Geas of Freedom. Exceptional allowances to kin with unique needs were generously provided by the Tetrarchy, in the case of the Olerrak Swamp's water-drakes investments in water-purification magic for marshland expansion and employment opportunities at the Olerrak quarry. Despite what was claimed in Khlokun's account, such employment was voluntary and highly compensated. I shook off the automated response. The backlash never pleasant, even if necessary.

Penship Covenant Addendum

Sio threw Nina against the ground again. The room they set aside for training was not as expansive as Sio would've liked, but it was also important to train for cramped conditions. In fact, the room was ideal for the day's lessons.

“Up,” she said. “Ready yourself,”

As much as Nina's grasp of Attribute use was progressing very quickly, her martial skills were weak, especially with grappling. Sio could feel the young mercenary's skepticism on why she should learn to fight without weapons, but this was normal early on.

This led to today's exercise, where Nina was allowed to use her wooden spear while Sio used no weapon. The Kren woman defeated her again and again.

“Begin when ready.” Sio allowed Nina the first strike this time. Nina lunged forward, but Sio ignored her feint and closed the distance before the spear tip could be brought up. Nina fell to the ground.

To her credit, Nina learned the underlying lesson quickly, and soon they were able to stop sparring and resume the grappling exercises. Sio was pleased to see that Nina started to take to the unarmed fighting with proper diligence.

As Nina's exhaustion start to dull her care, Sio stopped the lesson, since fighting when exhausted would be built into future lessons. She was poised to start her own training when she noticed Mitera hovering at the doorway.

“The girl is lucky to have you as a trainer,” said Mitera.

“Any warrior of our party is owed such an opportunity,” Sio replied, annoyed at the water-drake's tone.

“Apologies,” Mitera replied, head down. “You're right, of course. This is just a small envy of mine, wishing I had such great opportunities when I started out as a merc.”

Sio grunted, always shocked at how little structure Goldmark provided its people. So reckless and wasteful, it seemed impossible that they matched the full bulk of Kren when the two forces clashed. But that was centuries ago. Perhaps Kren strictures had not been what they are now.

“You were also due such attention,” said Sio, and approached the water-drake, setting a hand on her shoulder, in what she noticed was the Goldmark standard gesture of reassuring respect. Mitera smiled broadly.

“I wanted to thank you for accepting to fight with Khlokun's forces. I know this must be hard for you.” Mitera looked at Sio carefully.

Sio took a long exhale, then looked past Mitera, seeing Rayne in the next room, sitting in her room pretending to read.

Rayne --> Sio:

>>Nina left to see the healer. <<

“I am indeed greatly shamed that I failed in his challenge.” She hoped to sound convincing. “But as I did, it is my duty to follow the results of the wager.”

Mitera looked down, grimacing. “We'll find a solution to this, I swear.”

Sio suddenly wanted to punch the drake and had to remind herself that those in Goldmark took their oaths loosely. The thought was gone in a flash, and Sio grimaced in shame at the lapse. It had been happening more frequently as of late.

“No need,” replied Sio. “We fight as we must, and our duty is clear.”

Mitera seemed to be poised to say something, but then didn't, and simply clasped Sio's shoulder, then left without a word. Sio still appreciated the gesture and hoped the drake would be able to reconcile her many issues. Sio could only imagine the pain of conflicting allegiances in one's own lands, where one should be most buttressed in reassuring order.

Her mood soured; Sio joined Rayne in her room and sat quietly next to the mage. After a while, Rayne put her book down.

“How are you holding up?” Rayne had her Cold on, for this was not an idle question.

“I am falling into my berserker tendencies too often. Four times in the quarry attack.”

Rayne nodded, having, of course, noticed. “Yes, and each time we struggled to regain our party's footing. They were dangerous gambles.”

Sio grunted. “I know, mistakes are unworthy of my place in a party.”

Rayne turned to look at her. “That's not what I meant. On at least two of those occasions, you managed to cut down a large threat quite efficiently. If it were a state you could more easily control, in those two cases, that would have been the ideal tactical solution.”

Sio said nothing.

“The other two, however, were a mistake.”

Sio nodded, slowly. It is always a mistake. I am a mistake.

Rayne set aside her Cold and leaned against Sio, letting her head rest on her shoulder. “When I first got the boon letting me use spells with my daggers, I was angry and confused. I didn't want to use spells. It felt like a betrayal of Talin, of the only party I'd ever been a part of that…”

Sio took one of Rayne's hands in hers, noticing she was shaking a bit.

“Sometimes it's hard,” Rayne continued. “To realize who you really are, what your body is striving to become as we level. I've once heard that mystics far to the North believe that leveling is about refining your body into its true form, but now I think it's even more than that.”

Sio shook her head. “I cannot accept being a berserker. It is a brutality that perverts all the skills of a Stalwart. Even a Striker cannot use the affliction.”

Rayne chuckled. “It works, though, and I think you know that too, one way or another. You train your body and focus more than anybody I've met, so I have a hard time believing it would turn to tactics that it knows doesn't work.”

Sio stirred to refute the ludicrous claim, to argue that it was untrue. It couldn’t possibly be the case. But opening her mouth to speak, she paused, realizing there was nothing she could say.

Exceptional Penship Covenant Addendum

Iokim inscribed the report in a hurry, knowing the rumors that Sabol Pax preferred a formal report to information forwarded to her Interface. It was a gamble to sidestep her Ecclesiast, especially barely two years after joining the Accountancy. Still, this felt like an impossibly precious opportunity to improve her standing.

She reached out to the gentle hum of the Lenctuary's Mana, even if her office was nearly at the other side of the manor. A specific Arcane footprint was a courtesy all Accountancy members were expected to provide at all times they were available. Parsing the small, subtle currents of refined Mana was one of the harder implicit tests of skill and finesse Iokim discovered with the position.

Luckily, the Lenctuary was in her office—a rare and random occurrence—and Iokim knew this could change at any moment. The scribe took her time, however, for she knew that mistakes during such tactical rule-breaking were punished with additional zeal, so she looked over the data again, then once more before tossing her etching pen aside.

She left her cramped room as fast as she could walk, wanting to run down the narrow, windowless hallway instead. However, this was an informational opportunity, not an emergency, so causing undue alarm might cost her more than she stood to gain.

Iokim stopped in front of the nondescript door, the glyphs packed on its surface subtle and clustered for efficiency. She wondered at the impossibly intricate craft, not having had a chance to do more than catch a passing glance the handful of times she had the occasion to pass by. The artistry was greater than she'd seen inscribed in even the equipment of senators and Legion generals. She smiled at the casual display of power, beyond the trappings of flouted wealth and ostentatious self-aggrandizement. This was where true mastery could be found, the beating heart of Goldmark.

The door slid aside, silent and impossibly fast. “Come.” Sabol's voice was soft, barely audible above the scratching of pen on paper. Iokim surged forward, heart throbbing. The office was very similar to her own, much to Iokim's surprise, except that it had three desks surrounding where the Lenctuary sat, each surface filled with meticulously organized papers, books, and scrolls, all carefully sorted. Tucked in the back was a small glyphing station of such filigree that Iokim gasped when seeing it, despite herself.

“It's always revealing what an acolyte reacts to when in my office for the first time.” The Lenctuary smiled. Still looking down, she looked placid, her youthful face flanked by black hair kept razor-straight and short. It was the old styling from a minor province that reminded the powerful woman of her youth.

“Indeed,” said Iokim, fumbling for words. “I knew you were accomplished at glyphmasonry, but I'm still surprised by such an efficient station.”

Sabol was pleased by that particular decision. “And the size of this room. Do you find it odd?”

Iokim stiffened. “Of course not. Any glyphmason knows the smallest tools are the most potent, the hardest to master. I can imagine such a workspace is an extension of the principle.”

Sobotla sighed at the girl's mistake. “That is an erroneous comparison. Glyphmasonry is a specific skill, and its principles do not apply to my duties as Lenctuary. Be wary of such faulty thinking.” Sabol continued her work for a few moments as the acolyte started sweating. “What brings you to me?”

Iokim placed her report on an empty spot on the desk, but the Lenctuary made no gesture to pick it up.

“A 5th tier creature was registered with the Interface. I have triangulated the location to the border with the Lightning-drake Principality. The naming helped me finalize the indexing.”

Sabol's attention perked, and she looked up at the acolyte, then gestured for her to take a seat on the small seat before her desk. Iokla sat, aware of that the gesture meant she had earned the Lenctuary's full attention.

“What do you infer from this discovery?” The Lenctuary ignored the paper, her immaculate hands neatly on her lap.

Iokim scratched her cheek with fingers stained with Olerrak dust and looked away, giving herself a moment to collect her thoughts.

“A low-leveled scribe is in the area, on a Combine quest to study the Spear Tip Fort. Her register indicates that she still lives, so I find it unlikely that her involvement is substantial.”

The Lenctuary kept her gaze steady and said nothing.

“This is likely the work of the third-tier mage that recently surfaced in Nikorice. His party took a Regional quest to the marshes, shortly before the water-drake rebellion began.”

“You are inefficiently getting to the relevance of your finding.” Sabol needed to remind herself that the acolyte was still young, barely into her thirties, and yet to obtain her fourth boon. It had been so long since she herself was so green, she had to keep rediscovering this with every acolyte they carefully selected to join the Accountancy. A heartbreaking development, since each time one died, it hurt to contemplate all the wasted potential and effort.

Iokla rubbed her forehead briefly before continuing. “The Legion poised to quell the rebellion must be ready to deal with maintaining proper distance from the high tier threat, with contingencies on escaping from it, in addition to the confirmation that the third-tier mage is active in the area.”

Sabol agreed with the plausible interpretation. “Anything else?”

Iokla steadied her gaze at the Lenctuary. “No, I fear any additional speculation is not based on sufficient evidence. From this, I would simply suggest we forward the warning to the appropriate forces, namely the Southern vice-tetrarch.”

Sabol gave her short nod and turned back to her work. “Thank you for your report. You may return.”

Iokla stood and walked out of the room, the door closing behind her with a soft click. She smiled wildly as she nearly skipped back to work—a nod. She had sat before the Lenctuary and her work had earned her a nod. Not to mention what she didn't report to the Lenctuary, for that was that seed of perhaps an even greater find.

The acolyte passed by one of the few windows of the Manor, looking out at the ruins of the inner mass of the Capitol's deep catacombs, columns from ages long past and endless statues of women and beasts without name. The quiet seat of the Siftwell Accountancy.

Sabol Pax finished her time-sensitive work and with a flick of her pen copied the writing onto her Interface, the relevant whisps automatically sent to her Ecclesiasts for action. She then turned to the snippet of information that Iokla kept from her. A reasonably skillful probe, given the difficulties of extracting from a Personal Interface beyond her Root Depth. How odd the third-tier mage did not protect his Interface more thoroughly, perhaps he wished this information to be covertly revealed?

>>Irkoryan Likfaat Furaiy<<

The young acolyte was correct in her assessment of the importance of this scrap of dead language, a foothold into a lost Regional Interface, perhaps even an Imperial Interface. She forwarded the information to her personal scribes, at a low priority.

Sabol smiled at Iokla's potential and hoped that holding this small secret would bolster her boldness and strategic awareness. The Lenctuary knew better than to hope that this one would obtain the proper skill needed to survive the rigors of the Accountancy. Still, she allowed herself a moment of indulgence as she looked over the new acolyte's file. She then added a note to her scribes that all findings related to those three words were to be kept from all Accountancy members until Iokla was to reach level 32, when any additionally uncovered data should be sent to her alone.

A trite little allowance Sabol knew to be largely a waste of effort, since so rarely did the acolytes rise far enough to uncover the little troves she set aside for them. But the powerful Lenctuary remembered with great fondness each one that her predecessors left for her. All were a welcome surprise, often useless, but a reaffirmation of the shared cause in upholding the tetrarchy, an unshakable chain reaching across the centuries.

Sabol had more important duties to attend to, however, and many that had to be performed away from prying eyes, as benign and well-meaning as they were. Focusing her breath, she looked at this spell and with a-

>>Penship Covenant Interruption<<

>>Re-Initializing<<


Chapter 13

A Deft Stroke of the Quill


After Kholkun's surprise visit, I felt cramped in my room, my time with the Book of Poison becoming fidgety and unproductive. Most mornings I resorted to pacing along the fort, feeling the ebb and flow of the drakes outside fraying at the edge of my perception, their quiet, wall-like resolve shifting more and more.

I practiced my Wall of Dry spell in the courtyard, and when I had to heal a fort soldier, always cast my newly improved single heal spell. With practice, the spell became smoother, and soon I didn't need to bring up my Interface to cast. I began to see the merit of Sio's opinion that you should just ignore the Interface, and the spell felt more like a real part of myself, like raising an arm or speaking.

Nearly a week after Khlokun's visit and almost a month after the attack to the quarry, I finally got the nerve to look out over the wall. I huddled behind the tight line of Fort soldiers pressed against the ramparts, each smelling of dried sweat and dull tension.

I looked out, Sio and Rayne at my side. The siege-engines were poised and ready, nearly a dozen towers neatly aligned beyond the fort, sticking out of the muck. I immediately saw their problem—they were too short by a good 10 feet to reach the edge of the wall. I wondered how the lightning-drakes could have possibly made the mistake, given they were the fort's previous owners.

But then it was obvious as I looked into their sunken, often off-kilter base. The defenders had simply dug. The fort walls were older than god knows what, but the bog outside was just mud and water, and quietly removing the ground beneath the surface in a ring around the fort was not only doable, but imperceptible. I felt Khlokun's hand in this tactic.

A sharp strike to the back and I was on the ground. Dazed, I felt Sio's armor tight against me and looked up to Rayne crouching nearby. I heard a flutter of activity in the soldiers as they reached over the wall with arrows and spells, but soon they were back down.

“What happened?” I muttered, fighting back the small disorientation and noticing the dip of a few points in my HP.

“Spear,” said Sio. “Rayne saw it and pushed you down. I fell upon you in case other attacks followed. Sio then got up, her mountain of metal shifting effortlessly.

My daze clearing up, I looked back at the courtyard. A long, green spear stuck out of the ground, a few soldiers hesitantly drawing near. It looked massive, not just in its size, but something in the heft I could feel in my Arcana.

“Thank you, Rayne,” I muttered, regaining my composure, but now careful to make sure I ducked well enough under the wall.

Rayne nodded, still in her merc-composure.

Suddenly, a sharp cry came from the courtyard. A soldier writhed on the floor near the spear, grabbing at one arm.

“Stay clear for healing!” I cried out and started to cast Quick Single Heal the First as the others stood far from the soldier. I never tried to cast a healing spell from such a distance, but I tried not to dwell on that, and simply pointed my staff at her and cast. Luckily, it landed, and her wail stopped, suddenly, but she still grabbed her shaking hand, looking at it in shock.

I made my way down, flanked by Sio and Rayne, Nina and Mitera at the back, and looked at the soldier, who was now being lifted up by her comrades and taken aside. They all bowed to me, slow and wide-eyed as they saw to their friend.

I looked around, trying to see another weapon or something, but there was only the large green spear stuck to the ground. Not even blood was on the ground where the soldier fell. Thetylis looked at the spear carefully.

“What happened?” I asked, and the other healer looked up.

“I'm not sure,” she said, carefully stepping away from the spear. “I thought it was part of the glyphic force imbued on the spear, but she was clearly struck well after the weapon hit the ground.”

I nodded and stared at the spear, feeling its Mana. Soon I saw in a pop-up window show up, labeling it

>> Siplo Quill<<

“Let me check this out in more detail,” I said, and cast Analysis, the base spell feeling clunky and slow compared to my sped-up Single Heal. I could already feel the itch to improve Analysis with bridging as well.

Siplo Quill

Damage: 40-80HP (40 HP base)

Weapon type: Spear (x1 Slash, x2 Pierce)

Attack Type: Physical (Vital Force)

Material: High Steel, Simple Steel

Durability: 175/200

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 5-10 silver slats

Status:

Reduced Encumbrance (Tier 0, outer glyphic construct)

-30% weight of Simple Steel component when carried with one hand

Enhanced Durability (Tier 0, outer glyphic construct)

Snakebite attack (Tier 1, inner glyphic construct)

Slow poison when touching any other than Lorquen Iannot Siplo

Description (Analyzed): Weapon thrown by nimble breaker Lorishiaquenta Iannot Siplo at three-eyed mage Bendarios Sermakador Garandau, failing to find purchase on its target. Weapon is of average construction quality, High Steel at the tip and blade component of the weapon, the shaft mere Simple Steel. Created by commission, weapon customized to Lorishiaquenta Iannot Siplo at unusually high expense for Tier 1 weaponry meant to be thrown. Cost born largely by the wealth of the Siplo family's higher (Page 1 of 92)

Description (Goldmark): This is the property of Lorishiaquenta Iannot Siplo. Return to the house of Siplo will earn a reward of 1 silver unless there is evidence of wrongdoing. This weapon will poison all who touch it, so do not attempt to use or sell it if found. The house of Siplo monitors such transactions, and perpetrators of violence, theft, or ill intent against our house will be sought out for retribution.

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

I scanned through the info-dump, skipping the minutiae of its particular grips and the kinds of schools of design around the curvature of the notched blade. Finally, I arrived at the details of the glyphic enhancements. There were three, one for lesser weight when carried on one hand and one for enhanced blade durability, both base-tier. But it also had a first-tier enhancement layered beneath the other two, and I could see it now with my own Arcana, beyond the static information of the Interface. The attack spell was layered deeper into the weapon, part of its core, not something added later.

I kneeled next to the spear, studying the text that kept expanding from the Analysis pop-up. Stories about the blacksmith at the Goldstein capitol that crafted the blade, the fitter that placed the glyphic enhancement, dates of transport and ownership. As much as this information would likely be pertinent, I found myself drawn to just looking at the spear itself, and the calling shape of its Arcana-molded Mana. But I forced myself to keep reading in case something useful popped up. I read past the details of metal durability for the front, edge, back of the blade and the associated metal of the shaft, the Rimbrant hide of the handles, and all else, but soon my eyes unfocused and I lost the window as I looked at the spear.

The glyphs for the two minor enhancements were etched directly onto the spear shaft, just below the hilt furthest from the blade. The greater enhancement for the curse was deeper in its core, perhaps at a separate metal section below the surface metal?

“Hey,” Rayne whispered in my ear, her hand on my shoulder.

I looked up and around, surprised to see a small circle of soldiers around us.

Ben --> Party:

>>Did I do something wrong? <<

Rayne --> Party:

>>No, but you were staring at this spear for nearly half an hour. Maybe you should do this some place more secluded. The occasional arrow does fall in the courtyard this close to the wall. <<

Rayne's face was still merc-tight, while Sio, Nina, and Mitera formed a ring around me, facing the wall, clearly protecting me. I felt guilty for keeping them in this alert state for so long, so I turned to the spear again, sharpening my Perception and cutting into the glyphic enhancement. I could sense the first-tier trap, an Arcana-based attack that tasted like lemony rust. I looked back up at the wall and the nervous energy behind it, then back at Rayne.

“I'll take this to my quarters to study,” I replied. Then deliberately grabbed the spear and pulled it out of the ground. It was somehow even heavier than it looked, and I almost toppled over, even as the glyph of lesser weight activated. The poison attack also hit me right away, but it was nothing, a first-tier spell crashing against my Arcana and shattering, like the ripples of a pond trying to hit a massive stone. After all, if the full blast of my Book of Poison could barely touch me, I doubted some first-tier spell would have any effect.

At the door to my room, my party waited outside, ready to head back and do whatever they usually did when I wasn’t around, by I stopped at the threshold.

“Nina?” I asked, and the girl turned to me, surprise on her face, her own spear against her back.

“Yes, archmage?” Her voice felt stronger than I had remembered it.

“Please don’t call me that.” I snickered. “It sounds like a bad joke, to be honest.”

I reflexively looked straight at Mer-Markeer as I found myself saying this. The man was well to the back, pointedly out of the way as usual, but certainly listening.

“I’m sorry,” she said, shrugging, “I forget with everybody else saying it.”

Nina -> Ben:

>>Also, this it to give the false impression that there is some formality among us all, to hint that we’re not so unified. Sio and Rayne asked me to do some stuff like this, so that I could be more easily approached by the fort people to be a traitor. <<

She nodded once, in what seemed a lot like a gesture eerily similar to Rayne’s.

“Anyhow.” I cleared my throat. “I’m going to try to get the curse out of this thing. Do you want it?”

She gave out a small, contained gasp. “Are you sure?” Then she looked quickly up at Rayne and Sio. “Shouldn’t the spoils first go to⁠—”

“I figured this is too heavy for you, Rayne, not to mention that it’s not compatible with your dagger-casting boon, and not quite the weapon you like to use, right Sio?”

Rayne smiled broadly, her merc-mask dissolving completely. “You figured right.”

“I agree this is a better weapon for Nina,” Sio’s voice was metallic behind her visor, but I could sense the approval in it.

“Then it’s yours if you want it.” I stepped aside from my threshold. “Do you mind staying here while I work on it? I need to figure out how to transfer it to you and think it should be easier if you’re here.”

She nodded and went into my room. It was still early in the day, barely past lunch, so we still had a good deal of time before sundown.

I dragged my table from the wall towards the middle of the room, putting the spear on top of it. Nina hovered nearby, eyeing the weapon with a wide smile on her face. As much as I enjoyed being near my gorgeous young lover, it made it hard to concentrate.

“Maybe have a seat?” I pointed to one of the chairs in the room. “Sorry it’s not quite so comfortable. I wish there was a couch or something.”

“No, no,” Nina said, carefully lifting one chair and setting it close to the wall. She sat on it, her two hands prim on her lap, back straight. “This is more than I need. Before joining you, I’ve never even sat on a cushioned chair like this before.”

The spear and table in place, I finally felt I could get to work. However, Nina kept staring at me, which kept me from concentrating. I suddenly felt a bit self-conscious that we hadn’t spent any time together outside of having sex or in our party.

“Ah,” I said, “maybe can I give you something to read while you wait? I’m not sure how long this’ll take.”

Nina's jaw tightened at the suggestion. “Sure.”

Relieved, I gave her the first volume of Allana's base-tier spells, where I first picked up the Analysis spell. “This is all I have, unfortunately, but maybe something in here will at least let you pass the time.”

She took the book carefully and opened it on her lap. I could feel her attention focus on it, and was relieved, an odd weight off my chest.

I quickly found the spear's inner glyphs again. The Mana resonance felt oddly like reading with my fingers, the shapes forming even as my eyes only saw the smooth outside of the shaft. I brought out some of the tools in the small glyphmasonry kit Sio had given me in Nikorice. I had been using some of the tools to poke at the Book of Poison, the glyphs there being basically invincible, but I could use two of the four tools to help with the work. The mana stopper I used to briefly remove Mana from a section and see how it flowed back in or infuse some Mana with the Mana fount, which gave me different information than just watching its normal Mana flow.

This spear was a much easier problem, and I only needed to use the etching pen to remove some overlying metal to access the glyphs more directly. The glyphs inside the spear were very different from those of my spell, more angular, and certainly not like any of the ones I knew. Beyond that, they somehow felt sharper, more aggressive. On some instinctive level, this made sense, with none of my spells being for attacking. I kicked myself for not asking Rayne to show me the glyphs of her offensive magic, or even Mitera for one of hers. Why did I assume that the glyphs used for my magic would be the same as those used for attack magic?

As I went over the glyphs, their meaning and form slowly becoming clearer, I noticed a small irregularity. Three glyphs out of the nearly three dozen were different, with a distinctive seam to the rest of the spell. They were also more rounded and detailed, not like a vehicle for attack, but a description. Like a name. I smiled, realizing glyphmasonry might be a good way to finally get some traction on the Book of Poison.

“Nina,” I turned, and she jolted up from the book. “Can I ask you to write your name out?” I took out my small notebook and graphite chunk, hoping that the way people wrote out their names would be in the same glyphic form as is written in spells.

Nina looked down as she took the notebook and graphite. Then she raised the graphite stick and, with a trembling hand, wrote something out for far too long, then handed me the paper, clearly worried.

I looked at it and they were just letters in normal English, but with shaky, very bad handwriting, as if done by a child just starting to write.

“I'm sorry,” Nina said, her voice breaking slightly. “I can read well, even know over one hundred glyphs, but I don't write so often.”

I felt I needed to crawl away in shame. Of course, a country girl in this weird, vaguely medieval society wouldn't have as much of a chance to learn to read and write. But something about what she said didn’t quite match.

“Wait, you know one hundred glyphs?” I asked, wondering if I got something wrong. She wasn't a mage at all. Did warrior-types also use glyphs? Sio seemed not to except when she cast her very limited base-tier magic.

“Yes!” Nina straightened up. “And I can write them out too, much better than my letters. I practice on the dirt whenever I can.”

“Can you show me a few of them?” I handed her back the pad.

She quickly took it back, and after a few decisive strokes, held up the paper.

“This one is for setting an Arcana-storing glyph on copper metal.” Then she lowered it again, scribbling some more. “This one I don't know what it's for, but it’s one of the most complicated ones I have managed to learn.”

“Can I see that?” I asked, perking up, the pattern looking familiar.

She handed back the notebook and indeed the glyph was one I recognized from my spells. I could sense the potential for Mana flow from it, somehow, my sense of Arcana aligning against it.

“Why do you know this?” I asked. “Did you learn this to cast base-tier spells?”

Nina shook her head. “No, I've not been able to learn any yet, since I didn’t have a book like this one. But I tried to memorize any glyph I came across in weapons or armor. I don't have many Attribute points in Arcana, but maybe I could learn some base-tier magic and someday even glyph my own weapons.”

Seemed like quite a lot of effort for something not in her core competence, but I decided to deal with this later, since right then I had a spear to modify.

I briefly wondered if casting the Analysis spell on Nina would show me her name in glyph form, but don't remember seeing anything like that from all my previous Analysis, so decided not to.

So I stared at the spear for a while, focusing on those last three glyphs, and tried to think of how to convert the owner's name into something else, but I couldn't figure it out. The glyphs themselves were even more vague and muted in their Arcane resonance than the more explicit ones delineating the spell proper, and nothing about them shouted a specific name to me.

I sighed after thinking about this for a while and looked out at the window. The sky was already getting dark, so I stood up to stretch and get some water from a pitcher nearby, and offered some to Nina as well, even if she seemed completely engrossed in the book. Made sense, she wouldn't have been able to afford something like this before, given the crappy party she was in. I kicked myself for not thinking earlier if I had something to help her out, even if we were restricted to this fort.

“What spell are you learning first?” I asked as I handed her a glass of water.

“Glyphic decomposition,” she said, excited. “With this, I could actually start to feel the Arcana flow of the glyphs I have memorized and start to figure out how to put them together.”

I nodded at this, remembering that Mitera had this as one of her base-tier spells as well. Must be something about my absurdly high Arcana combined with my boons that let me have this skill without needing the spell, I figured. Or maybe the way I saw them with my Arcana was different, and it would be worth it to learn the Glyphic decomposition spell?

I went to the window, the pressure of the siege full on me again. I had honestly forgotten about the situation as I worked on the spear, and the break from the constant danger made it seem less overwhelming. But I really didn't have time to dick around with this spear endlessly, since it wouldn't be the sort of thing to drastically help with our party's attack power, since it would only improve our lowest-leveled member. Also, I realized that I was thinking about it all wrong—Nina wouldn't be using this spear as a throwing weapon, and this kind of attack could be dangerous to our party more than an enemy.

So I turned back to the spear, now trying not to transfer the curse but instead wanting to break it. I guessed that fully uncoupling those last three glyphs from the spell would keep it from working and let anybody use it. Not an elegant solution, but I didn’t see any problems with the Mana flow trailing off, the cursed glyphs being constructed thankfully in a way that if the circuit got interrupted, the Mana absorption at the start would be shut off. I hoped this would be the standard for glyphwork, or else it could lead to a Mana explosion of variable intensity.

I focused on the glyphs, grabbing the spear tightly in one hand. I briefly wondered if I'd need to peel off more metal for better access to the glyphs, but no, the three glyphs soon felt like a sticker that I could peel off, even from a distance. A few scratches with the etching pen, and they were gone.

I set the spear down on the table and cast my Analysis spell again, just to be sure. Indeed, only the two lesser enhancements were there, the curse gone from the list. I chuckled to myself, realizing glyphmasonry wouldn't just help me with the Book of Poison but would actually make me unreasonably rich when we got back to civilization. Absurdly high Arcana value for the win!

“Nina, can you come over here for a second?”

She stood up, hugging the book close to her chest.

I went to the other side of the table, so the spear was between us. “I'm going to load my healing spell. After I have it ready, pick the spear up. I'll go ahead and cast it on you the second you do, just in case. Let go of the spear right after you pick it up, no matter what you feel, okay?”

I wondered for a second if I should get Thetylis up here and have a second healing spell ready just in case but thought that might be overdoing it. What I thought would be reasonable precautions might be perceived as paranoid.

Nina nodded and with solemn slowness put the book at the edge of the table and steadied herself, arms up.

Instead of my fast first-tier single heal spell, I loaded up the third-tier healing spell, since right now there was no real hurry, and my MP was topped up anyhow.

Holding onto the spell at the end of my staff, I pointed to the spear and nodded at Nina, and she slowly reached out to it. The moment she grabbed it, I released the spell on her hand, the golden light spreading over her as she gripped the weapon. She lifted the spear over the table, then quickly dropped it.

“Do you feel anything?” I asked, staring at the party status view in my Interface. Nina's HP held steady.

“No, I don’t.” She then looked up at me, as if waiting for permission.

“Can you use it a bit, slowly so I can follow, just in case?” I stepped back closer to the wall to give her enough space to swing around the large weapon.

“Gladly,” she replied, a giddy smile spreading across her face. But she quickly turned serious again, then took the spear. Soon, she began swinging the spear with some difficulty. I focused more on her HP than her, waiting for any sign of damage, and after a while she was panting and sweating, so it seemed like nothing was wrong.

“Alright, that should be enough,” I said, raising an arm to stop her. Mid-strike, she returned to a neutral posture. I'd have thought the oversized spear would make her seem even smaller, but somehow it didn't.

“Go get yourself a bath and rest up,” I said, “and enjoy your new spear!” I smiled as I reached to the door, expecting her to want to leave, and she walked out, new spear tight in her arms, but she took one quick look at the book she left on the table as she left. Just a quick glance, a bare flicker that she quickly corrected.

She stopped before the door. “Thank you for this, and for everything. I will fight well for you.”

I drew her into a tight hug, and she lifted her face up into a passionate kiss, the hand not holding her spear reaching down behind my back to grab my butt and push me in closer. When we detached a long moment later, I spoke into her ear as she nestled into my chest.

“Take the book. That way, you can study the glyphic decomposition spell. And if you want to work more on your Arcana, I will help you anyway I can.”

She stepped back, a broad smile on her face, the joy on her shimmering as she bounced back into my room and took the book. She had a confused amazement about her I don't think I'd ever seen on anybody's face before. I smiled and promised to myself I'd spend more time helping Nina out as much as I could, even if I had higher priority stuff to do, to hell with it. She was a member of my harem and fought alongside me in my party, so she was worth the time.

I blinked, and Nina was suddenly outside my doorway, her back to me, clutching the book and spear tight, her Mana strangely flaring in a way I couldn't quite read.

“I will earn all this,” she said, her voice low and serious. “I promise you on my full name, Bendarios.”

Then she left, marching down the hallway with tight mercenary efficiency.

The next morning, I turned to the Book of Poison and noticed that many of the glyphs that were unfamiliar to me the day before were in fact attack glyphs. I suddenly could make sense of their Arcana, their flow clear, now that I had a hint of their intent. I laughed out loud at my empty, weird room, at the mysterious obsidian walls, and for the first time in a while I had hope that I could make something out of the damnable book.

Later that day, the lightning-drakes attacked the three doorways and were barely fought back, twenty fort soldiers dying in the process. The impatience in the attackers' Mana finally boiled over, and the siege was now a full assault.

-x-

Pixyn

Now this was a true pleasure, the ability to draw in deep at the core of refined craft, the joy of gaining skill beyond the risks of battle. Penship Covenant accessed the Curatorial Combine's introduction into the ancient, hallowed art and skill of glyphmasonry. As seen via passive magic access to scribe Bendarios's Personal Interface, I could sense the pleasure he took in the learning, which was rare to see in a scribe.

>>Glyphmasonry is the dominant form of Arcana use in Goldmark, easily surpassing spell casting, since its use allows for various forms of economic and military output including, but not limited to, gear enhancement, potion-making, warding, summoning, taming, ore husbandry, metallurgy, construction, and medicine. Various forms of glyphmasonry had substantial regional variations up to the Iron Age, but currently, the dominant form is the Flowing Script variant. Courses on basic use of this skill are available at marginal cost from most guilds, and basic kits are widely available. If your Interface Depth secondary Attribute is high enough, information gleaned from the Interface will also suffice to begin training in the art. Briefly, the Flowing Script involves using the etching pen in your dominant hand to carve the glyph in the desired material, followed closely by the Mana fount needle, also in your dominant hand, setting down a Mana flow within the glyph. In your non-dominant hand, a Sealer is used to keep the Mana subsumed while the glyph construction is completed and a Mana Stopper in the non-dominant hand leading the etching pen to siphon Mana from the growing edge of the constructed glyph. The etching pen is of variable material, tipped with Mana-permeable metal such as Coloven, Olerrak, or Petric Loam. The Mana fount is invariably Living Wood, but with different available shapes that can assist in various glyphic needs. The sealer (Page continues)>>


Chapter 14

Aice


I stood at the center of the courtyard, Sio and Rayne in front of me and Nina at the rear, our formation tight. Mitera was at the wall, casting her dehydration spells over and over, her enhanced form shimmering with my enhancement magic, even over the rumbling mess of battle.

The attack was focused on one door now, the easternmost one, and it shuddered with each blow. In between attacks, soldiers reinforced the door's hinges, which groaned after each strike.

I cast enhancement after enhancement at the soldiers on the wall, all infusions of lightning and ice. The lightning since even if an arrow missed, the water would spread the electrical current, and the ice since the lightning-drakes were somewhat weaker to that elemental attack. But still, the door heaved like a steady heartbeat.

“What happens if that door bursts open?” I asked, almost too quietly in the din of the battle. Markunin wasn't around, and neither was Mer-Markeer. Their absence felt disturbing, like the fort was already falling apart.

“It is still a narrow chokehold,” said Sio. “And we have solid land while the outside is bog, so we will likely be able to hold them back until the door's springs are repaired.”

“Repaired?” I asked, not sure that would be possible.

“Magic,” said Rayne, “and other things, I guess. Now stop talking.”

I did. She was right, of course, occasionally a spear or arrow would come close to where we were standing, so our safety was only relative. But I couldn't get any further back without being unable to aim my magic properly.

The door shuddered again, and I paused my spellcasting. I wondered if enhancement magic would help the door itself, too. Rayne and Sio were focusing on the wall, largely to protect me, so I didn't want to bother them, and Mitera was flush against the wall's edge, regaining her breath. I noticed in her status that her MP was nearly halved, her teeth bared at the strain. Last thing I wanted to do was distract her now with a whisp.

So I just loaded a third-tier hardening spell and pointed my staff at the door, aiming at where I could sense the battering ram striking at the door. Just as I was about to cast, Nina stepped in front of me and pushed the staff down.

“Stop!” she said, voice frantic. “That would make the door easier to break!” I canceled the spell instead of casting it.

Sio and Rayne, for their part, didn't turn around or take their eyes from the wall.

“The door is made to be a bit flexible,” Nina continued. “So it can absorb the blow and send it to the hinges and restraining bolts, to the coils flush against the wall.” Her voice was tight, eyes also on the wall, so I turned there as well. “The coils are around a long pole dug into the ground where a spell wicks the force there, too. The battering ram is meant to overwhelm the spell, and all the freezing spells cast in between strikes are meant to stiffen the coils.”

I noticed it now that between the battering strikes, there were spells that lowered the temperature on the door. This was why frost was spreading on the ground from the door and building up on the bolts and hinges.

“Is a cold resist spell okay?” I asked.

“Yes!” said Nina.

I had to scroll through my support spells until I finally reached the branches that had resisted cold and selected the third-tier.

Aice 3

Tier: 3

Effect: + End (Single)

End enhancement: +60 (water-based only)

Duration: 60 min

Cooldown: (none)

Cost: 60MP

Cast Time: 10s

Range: line-of-sight, physically unblockable

Description (Goldmark): No substantial findings relative to Aice 2: Platonic protection to water and ice, increased sensitivity to oppositional elements, most notably Aplatonic Lightning. Further study of this third-tier spell ongoing. Should I perish before submitting more detailed findings, my notes reside with the Beliath guild. Any mage of the 3rd tier is more than welcome to them, should they swear an oath to deposit any concrete findings to the Goldmark Interface. Blessings of the Celestial Sift (Page 1 of 2)

Looking at the spell description, I wondered if I would need to select a subset of the wall or it entirely, but as I thought that, I noticed I could switch it from >>Single<< to >>Area<<. I sensed in my Arcana that the spell would now prevent coldness from taking hold in an area, and I skimmed the description, finding it was any area of 20 feet in diameter of contiguous material, which should just about cover the door.

I went through the motions, the door's snapping feeling much louder now each time, my glyphwork painfully slow. But soon the spell crashed against the door. It spread in what seemed like a deep hum; the frost evaporating into hissing steam.

The thumping against the door immediately took on a more distant, hollow sound, even as its shuddering against the strike grew more potent. Then another strike, then a gap of quiet, longer than before, the Mana I could sense from beyond sharpening into frantic action. Then another strike, but this one as clearly useless as the last. Then the door was silent.

The soldiers along the top of the wall redoubled their attack, peering over more boldly now, and I caught a glance of Mitera smiling widely at me, tail turning like mad. Their excitement and relief were a stark contrast to the massive frustration and fury that loomed behind them.

The fort soldiers' redoubled boldness turned to cheers as the last arrow flew. They hugged each other or some simply slumped down, chins to their chest in exhaustion.

Amanila walked over to me from a dense cluster of soldiers near the almost broken door, a streak of blood flowing from a seam on her armor's left shoulder. I cast Quick Single Heal the First before she was halfway towards me, without thinking.

“Thanks,” she said, rotating her shoulder. “Without your spell, the gate would have fallen, and now our mages have plenty of time to re-knit the springs.”

“Not a problem,” I replied, shrugging, realizing if it weren't for Nina's correction, this would've ended very differently.

“I'm honored that you fight by our side now, truly,” Amanila continued, reaching an arm for me. “Thank you, great archmage.”

I reached back, expecting a polite shake, and instead felt a tight grip on my forearm, and returned the gesture. It felt odd, like the woman wanted to draw me into a hug, but she didn't.

I wasn't entirely sure what happened, and just stared at the woman's back as she turned away. Something was off in general; I could sense it. Many of the soldiers were now looking at me while cheering, raising their arms and smiling broadly, where before I was more of a neutral fixture, ignored or avoided. It was so strange that I didn't notice till then. As if to underscore the difference, a group coming down the side of the steps started chanting my name,

“Bendarios! Bendarios! Bendarios!” Their voice echoed against the fore walls.

“What happened?” I asked, waving at the chanting crowd, unsure of what to do about that.

“Open your quest log,” said Sio.

Unsure of this, I did so, noticing the previously grayed out icon was now active, with a small red 1 in its corner.

Quest Notification

Title: Bounty on Third-tier mage Bendarios

Objective: Kill the three-eyed mage Bendarios Sermakador Garandau, previously known level 34. Proof of death required.

Source: Regional Interface (Goldmark)

Difficulty Tier: 3

Restrictions: (none)

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: (none)

Reward: 10 Gold coins, reputation with the Southern Legion

Description (Goldmark): For the crime of assisting in an active rebellion, this named mage has made himself an enemy of the Goldmark Tetrarchy. His killing can be verified by either Interface notification, should his death be noted by Allana's Blessing, or by extracting substantial body part to allow for identification: tissue of at least the mass of 1 ear, non-putrefied. High rank of target requires also complete disclosure of method of killing under interrogation by Way of (Page 1 of 14)

I opened it and feverishly scrolled through the description text, seeing a vivid description of my two curses, a simple illustration of my face, and even a description of my gear. My eyes widened, and I felt the world blur at the edges. I was a criminal now to all of Goldmark, so just escaping the Fort and getting back wouldn't be enough.

“Wait, why now?” I asked, still unsteady.

Rayne turned and hugged me a bit too tightly. “Look happy and wave more.”

I pasted on a fake-ass smile and waved, Rayne hanging on my neck still, doing a far more convincing job. A new round of chanting spread across the top of the fort, the soldiers now raising their weapons.

“Bendarios! Bendarios! Bendarios!” This was all in the service of our infiltration, of course, the reputation loss, this bounty on my head. It all made sense, since it would be weird if Goldmark didn't officially do this. But something felt off. I could feel it in the pit of my stomach. Maybe it's just that I'm terrified of getting in trouble, that's probably it…

Sio put a sturdy hand on my shoulder and turned me around. I let myself be walked away.

“Bendarios! Bendarios! Bendarios!” the chant continued, echoing against the covered courtyard's wide interior, the opening feeling like a massive throat swallowing me whole.

My party crowded into my room for the first time since we got here, Markunin and Mer-Markeer still strangely absent, Mitera joining us at some point in the hazy return upstairs.

“I guess I'm now a part of the rebellion.” I smiled at Mitera, trying to lighten the mood. “Officially on your side.”

Mitera looked at me, her face blank, and her tail still. “I was always on your side.”

Rayne laughed out loud at this; a deliberate sharpness layered on top of her merc-mask. It was terrifying.

“No, you're right,” said Mitera, posture slumped. “I'm sorry. You've done so much for me and mine, and I can't fault you for still not trusting me.”

“How is your brood, by the way?” I said, wanting to change the subject, noticing the edge still lingering on Rayne's Mana. “Is the swarm going well?”.

She shook her head. “Can I sit down? I need to tell you about the quarry raid.”

I wondered what that had to do with anything, but I gestured vaguely to a chair and sat on my bed. “Maybe we can all sit down.” Unfortunately, I didn't have seating for everybody, but thought Nina and Rayne could sit with me on the bed. But Nina sat on the floor against the wall, and the other two women each picked a chair, forming a loose circle around me. Sio started the process of taking off her gauntlets and helm, the soft clicks and sliding metal filling the quiet room.

“A swarm is fragile when small, largely because if few males inseminate a new spawn, it gets weak.” Mitera's voice was slow and soft. “At the attack on the quarry, I saw our males there, all two of them. Sent to die in a battle meant to be lost. It would have been the end of my entire brood.”

She stopped and looked up at me with burning intensity. “I thought bringing you here would let my brood survive, let them thrive even, but apparently it wasn't enough. Khlokun is very careful to court all the major broods, letting the smaller ones be folded into the major ones, not realizing that rips away a large part of who we are.”

She was breathing deeply now, her undisguised anger mounting. “A damned bog lizard like himself would never understand. He is tearing through our people like a knife and won't stop until we're cut up into what he wants. The rebellion will fail as soon as the Legion appears. No matter what your covert quest says, we likely won’t be alive to try to explain our position.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Sio, her voice a neutral counterpoint to Mitera's building intensity.

“You all still have registries associated with Nikorice, like all the other humans here. Even most of the water-drakes have them. See that Khlokun has a 50-gold bounty on his head, dead only, and a given grace from the southern vice-tetrarch. That grace can be our party's pardon from breaking the infiltration quest, and protection of my brood from any retaliation from rebelling.”

“Killing him will be difficult,” replied Sio.

“And downright stupid,” said Rayne. “We do this, and we get hundreds of knives at our throats.”

“I'm trying to determine where he sleeps,” said Mitera. “His party is not small, so there are only so many places they can go, and I am close to finding it. We can attack when they rest after a battle, then escape via the secret tunnel. I've already obtained enough breathing sacks for all of you.”

“And who exactly do you think will sneak up on a level 18 three-eyed dancer?” Rayne's usual sarcasm was dripping with venom now. I'd never seen her so angry, so sharp. “Because I sure as ring's bleeding can't.”

“I'm still…” Mitera raised up a palm, deflated. “I'm still thinking of all the details.”

I pinched the space between my eyes, unsure of what was the best course of action. “The infiltration quest asks us to wait for Legion updates, and we haven't gotten any yet. This tracks with them not being in the area yet, so we can also wait until that happens.”

Mitera shook her head. “When they descend, it will be like a lightning strike. Not like this slow siege, not even like at the quarry.”

I nodded, then turned to Sio. “What do you think we should do?”

Sio looked at me, her placid neutrality reassuring. “A fight against Goldmark will be long and arduous, even against their lesser forces. And we have no reason to believe the Legion would stir next.”

Then a knock on the door, firm but polite. I tensed, but then realized it was just dinner, and called out for the girl to leave it outside.

“You should eat,” said Sio, getting up. “And rest, we can continue this discussion some other time.” I nodded, for I could indeed use the rest to restore my MP. My party filed out with Sio, wordlessly, as if compelled by her quiet confidence. Rayne lingered behind, holding the door with one hand, looking away. Her frustration and anger seemed almost palpable now. She held her vial in her hand, almost hidden in her palm. I immediately realized what she needed. She wasn't in the mood to have sex, but needed to eat, and I was happy. This was the first time that she asked, even this indirectly, despite my often offering to do this for her if she wanted. I wanted her to never have to feel she needed to have sex to eat ever again, serious about my promise that she'd never go hungry again.

“Of course,” I said. “Wait a minute, and I can fill this up.”

She set it on the small table next to the door. “Tomorrow is okay,” she said, looking back at me briefly as she left, with a small, genuine smile.

I filled the vial right there, leaning against the wall next to the closed door. I would get it to her tonight, not let her grow hungry another damn second.

I was about to open the door when I noticed a subtle shift in the Mana just beyond. It was too small to be anybody, but I knew only one person disrupted the ambient Mana like this.

“Khlokun,” I said, straightening up, in a small way proud that he didn't come into my room undetected again.

“Hello, Bendarios,” the smiling voice came from behind me, and I turned to see him sitting at one of my chairs, his tail swaying merrily behind him.

“I guess my being an essential part of your army doesn't prevent you from coming into my room uninvited?” I walked up to him and pulled a chair of my own, then sat squarely in front of him. I faced his relaxed posture with a stern one of my own, leaning into my annoyance at how he chooses to pop in.

“This time I planned on just knocking,” he said, raising his two hands in mock placation, but he still seemed as lethal as a dagger set aside. “But then you noticed me, and I just couldn't help myself. Old habits from my dueling days with the Harrownest's Legion.

“You once worked in Goldmark?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes, I was once a brutal and selfish merc like any other. An interesting system they have there, isn't it? Almost as if it were designed to make one callous and hardened, but hopeless at the same time. The kind of person that wouldn't think to fight back against something bigger than oneself.”

“And things are different in the swamp?” I asked,

“Odd that you keep calling it that, ignoring the bog. Not that I blame you, most of my kin do as well. But there is far more bog than marsh, and many of us were born in the bog, having to fight our way far from the protective roots and swarming pools.”

“I believe Mitera did mention you were from the bog.”

Khlokun smiled. “She would mention that, but perhaps with less effect on you than she intended. No, you humans only see drakes, the more learned of you have a vague understanding of the different kinds, but when I walked the streets of Incos, all drake were drake alike, simply a lesser kin of Goldmark's vast holdings or an enemy temporarily at bay.”

“So this is a scale color thing?” I asked, the difference between the water-drakes and lightning-drakes seeming quite obvious even at first glance.

“Not at all,” continued Khlokun. “Merely an effect of how the Geas of Power makes it a slow, painful process to obtain influence in Goldmark, and how all drakes have not even started the process. And as we currently are, never will.”

“Like that you can't own land or something?”

Khlokun shook his head. “No, the way we breed precludes the integration Goldmark requires. I refer to the nature of the spawning pools, an incredibly resource-intensive tradition begun in these marshlands, where the spawn is protected and fights each other, the final remaining handful then trained to survive in the larger world. But in my wandering years, I went to the water-drakes of the bloody rivers to the far south, beyond the queendom of the Hive. Those drakes had placid waters and a stone-lined riverbeds that gave far better housing than even the thickest marsh roots. But they had no swarms, no carefully partitioned clutches segregated into carefully delineated family trees. They spread their seed wide into the river, and let each tadpole make their own way into survival, and when they lost their second tail, they were welcomed into the river deep. No training of the spawnlings in an attempt to elevate one's own over another, just survival, then acceptance.”

“Like what happens in the bog?”

“There are no roots there, no heavy rocks, only poor hiding in the reeds and thick mud full of snakes, shallowfangs and Trykon. But it also makes us stronger. Remember my army at the quarry?”

“Yes,” I answered, wondering where this was going.

“How well-leveled were they?”

“Ah, not quite as high as the humans.”

“Human soldiers.” He chuckled. “The pitiful conscripts from singlets barely trained into not dropping their weapons instead of using them. But even they were stronger than the marsh drakes, no?”

I nodded, remembering that quite clearly, in fact.

“And how many of my party do you think are from the marsh?” he asked, raising nine fingers.

“I really wouldn't know…”

“How about if I tell you that there are twenty-fold more water-drakes from the marshes than from the bog?”

“I don't know, half maybe?” I said, guessing at his point but playing along.

“None.” He said with terse finality. “All in my party are between level 10 and fifteen, and in the thousands that I command at the marsh, there are barely any that match that skill.”

“Mitera is level 13,” I said, more than slightly smug.

Khlokun laughed out loud, slapping a hand against his thigh. “My point exactly! A sole survivor of her clutch, with no siblings to help her to seed a swarm, so she became an outcast to the marsh people. She had to find her own strength in the unforgiving Goldmark lands.

“And now she returns with real strength behind her, and once we rid ourselves of the Quarry poison and drive the Goldmark humans from our lands, we will combine the best attributes of bog and marsh. The numbers that the marsh produces will meet the opportunity for power than can only be found in the bog. We will finally be allowed to reach our true measure for the first time in our history as lesser, first to the yellows in the mountains, then to the Goldmark humans. One day, we will stand in our own lands unshackled.”

I had to admit, he did seem rather convincing, and I could see how he was the chosen leader of his people. “So how about me, or Covin? I'm not quite seeing a glorious future for any of us in all this.”

Khlokun nodded. “I care not for the lands away from our waters. We might have to strike far into the Goldmark lands to ensure our freedom, far beyond our reasonable desire for what we can hold, and with that, you will see that I'll be generous to the human allies who join us.”

Ah, now this felt like a proper bribery, the whetting of the appetite after dressing it up in fake idealistic zeal. I'm sure this was enticing for somebody like Covin, but it fell quite flat on me.

“That might've been appealing if it was at all realistic. The fort seems to be barely holding up against the drakes outside, and the quarry only didn't decimate your forces because I was there. Even then, they had to retreat the moment that advantage started fading. Do you really think you have any chance against the full force of Goldmark? Their Legions aren't even here yet!”

Khlokun chuckled deeply. “You are correct. Alone we are nothing compared to those monsters, but do you think the Riwian spiders are truly content with Goldmark rule? Or how about the copper-drakes to the east? Or the many other kin struggling under their yoke? Even within human's own kind, I have seen how the succubi and felidae are treated. No, as we reach out, the weaknesses of Goldmark will be turned into itself. We'll be a beacon for all the kin that it has subjugated over the last three hundred years.”

He then stopped, slowly folding his excitement back into cold detachment. But I had to admit, his plan suddenly seemed a lot less insane. I turned to him, wanting to ask more, but he was already gone. This time, I didn't sense any Mana left behind.

-x-

Pixyn

As much as I enjoyed Ben's forays into the political maneuvering of his skill, I noted the possibility of novel information that may be essential for Goldmark's intelligence gathering on forces beyond its borders. Penship Covenant reached into the Personal Interface of water-drake Khlokun, seeing more information on the undocumented tribe of water-drakes. Found annotation extracted from a slain Hive scouting party:

>>The riverbed reptilians are not to be approached during high-luminance ring colors, as that coincides with elevated aggression in adult females. Otherwise, they may be approached for trade, prioritizing assimilation opportunities through non-forceful means. Weapons are of particular utility in this regard, armor and consumables less so due to the need for underwater use. Convoys best suited for trading negotiations are those containing high-olfaction members, due to reptilian use of pheromonal communication. Incursions into Hive territory unlikely to be due to aggression and should be seen as an opportunity for trade and assimilation. Avoid their exposure to currently assimilated riverbed reptilians, given alteration in pheromonal patterns that seem repulsive to their non-assimilated kind. Assimilation of males are a high priority, but unlikely, due to their scarcity, and the topic must be broached carefully to avoid undue deterioration of any ongoing negotiation. Jeweled crimson of the base-tier may be offered in such circumstances, but even this high cost does not guarantee a successful transaction. <<

Penship Covenant Addendum

The vanguard made steady progress, and Viffanea was pleased. Standing at the fore of their number, above the floating platform that cut through long grass like a knife, she drank in the strong wind on her face.

She kept scanning the area for danger, but she was not the only lookout with high Perception, and in fact some of the others were higher. But she knew that she would often see what others missed, and avoiding needless battles was important if they were to reach the Marshes before that lazy scrunt at the Southern Legion.

A mage in an elaborate cloak approached, ready to report the new issues with the platforms. They were a new construct, after all, so its performance was expected to be patchy.

“The efficiency is less than we hoped for,” he said. “We can either slow down or increase our Mana input, but this will tire the mages and may require more rest before we're battle-ready.”

Viffanea smiled at the easy choice. “We maintain speed.” But she'd be a fool to ignore her mage's understated warning. “I will speak to the other lookouts that we need to redouble our watches. When we're within striking distance, we'll get a sense of where the Southern are, then we reassess our need for hurry.”

The man nodded and turned. She'd have preferred him to be a touch chattier, as the only interesting man in the minimal forefront of her army. But he was too serious for his own good, and clearly not interested in the sexual release she'd prefer, so she left the man alone. Regardless, his skills in battle logistics were a far greater pleasure than the titillation he'd realistically bring her. Plus, the fantasy was its own pleasure, and that would be ruined by a lackluster reality.

Her self-imposed lookout period done, Viffanea made a quick check of the two other platforms, then spoke to each of her Legion that wanted guidance. She took care to avoid those that sought a small measure of solitude in the cramped space, measuring out the need to keep them content with the needs of tactical discussion.

The end of the rounds left her exhausted but energized. This was the best of her Legion, each member a carefully chosen master of her skills. There were the usual personality clashes, but they were surprisingly manageable compared to the ongoing disaster of managing a mixed, off-party group as sprawling as a Legion.

She slept soundly, in a simple sleeping bag common to most of her vanguard, needing to keep the weight low on the platforms. The greatest problems were the large decisions, the striking of broad strategies, and now that this course was set, the more mundane tactics were simple, a relief from the rousing of the Northern Legion to our great campaign. Even while on this minor diversion to the south, the thought of the expansion brought a smile to her face, and in the excitement, she looked up at the night sky, and cursed the absent bird-moon for good luck.

A knife was at her throat, cold metal on her skin. Viffanea kept still; her breath unchanged. Few could pass by the high-leveled legionnaires within arm's length, and far fewer would not take the chance to kill her outright. It was not hard to determine who she was facing.

“Blessed be the Sift,” she said, not bothering to be quiet. If this agent was as good as she seemed, she'd have taken precautions to that effect.

The blade was still there, but its pressure lessened. “The Church does not appreciate your unilateral interference in another Legion's territory without Senate approval.” Clearly a memorized statement, Viffanea noticed with relief. If this was a sharper reprimand, the Accountancy wouldn't just talk.

“I act in the interests of all Goldmark. For this, I seek to quell the uprising the Southern Legion fails to address. Quick action was of the essence.”

As she spoke, Viffanea dove into the fabric of her Luck, needling the thread, and felt it hit the mark. The dagger waffled, apparently unsure what to do with the earnest, open-ended excuse. Viffanea had to stifle a grin at how her mottled reputation continuously took people off-guard when she actually did act properly. She'd think the effect would lessen over the years, but apparently not. Still, that could also be due to her improved use of the ever-versatile Luck Attribute.

“How may I reassure my betters?” Viffanea finally asked, before the dagger had a chance to feel annoyed in its confusion. I'm a friend, you see? Truly and fully, I wish to help. Again she probed with her Luck, in a way minor this time, and feeling substantial resistance, she grasped at it fully, overwhelming it with her skill.

“Send a report on your actions—daily.” A small box was placed against her neck, clearly one of the jacrim-powered remote whisp extenders the Accountancy owned. Viffanea stifled a frown, realizing this was more serious than she expected.

“Of course,” she said, letting her surprise seep through. “I didn’t realize the issue was so grave.”

The dagger pressed harder, a sliver of blood rising from the cut. “I was told that your Luck-based manipulation was particularly strong and have to admit I'm still impressed. But I was also told that it wouldn't matter.”

The dagger was grinning widely. Viffanea could sense it even past the blood and fear. Then it was gone, and she gasped in relief, then laughed out loud at the open sky. An interesting diversion indeed.


Chapter 15

Proper Spear Mastery


The very next daybreak, the assaults on the doors began again. I cast Tier-3 Aice on each in turn, pacing myself as the clatter of battering rams shook the hinges.

Rayne and Mitera were running around, casting over the walls where the attacks were thickest. Markunin led them, having replaced her daggers with a massive crossbow. Sio and Nina were with me, hovering nearby, Sio's armored bulk and Nina's new spear my bulwark. By mid-day, it was clear the attacks wouldn't stop.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>This is only the lightning-drakes. You haven't seen a tetrarch's Legion; they are far more formidable. The marshland rebellion can't survive this war, Ben. <<

I struggled with what to say to that, then dismissed the window, turning my attention back to the endless battle. I was standing in the middle of the exposed courtyard so I could easily cast to any of the three doors, a relatively safe place.

I monitored my MP and paced my casting, which seemed to recover at a glacial pace. Each spell on the doors lasted an hour, but cost 60MP, and awake I only recovered 20MP per hour, so I restricted the enhancements to the soldiers at the walls to only a few first-tier ones. Still, it was disturbing to see my total pool slowly chip away as the day passed by.

Every once in a while, a small group of soldiers ran past us, carrying supplies for the injured, which were now entirely handed over to Theylis. I felt the Fort's sharp bulk rising behind me like an accusation: do you think you can handle this?

The easternmost door shuddered as it nearly cracked a spool, so I hurried to renew my temperature-resistance spell on it. Mer-Markeer brought us food soon after that, a simpler version of the rations Sio carried with her, and at one point, a soldier brought me one of the cots from the hospital area. It smelled of sweat and was spotted with bloodstains, but it was one of the cleaner ones.

I wondered if I should take a break, but couldn’t imagine falling asleep, each crashing strike against a gate tightening my chest. Instead, I sat down on the mangy cot and for a moment passively took in the screaming, roiling ambient Mana.

I heard it before I saw it—the southeastern gate groaning open with a set of four resigned clicks; the spools giving way just before breaking. The doors slowly opened. I jumped up and looked around but couldn't see Rayne and Mitera. At the opening gate, a small group of soldiers gripped their spears and swords, but the sheer volume of bodies outside surged, their Mana like barred teeth, and in moments they would spill into the fort.

“We need to go there!” I shouted and started towards the broken gate. Sio and Nina turned immediately, leading the way, Sio with her sword held low, Nina unclasping her spear from her back.

When we arrived, the gate was opened wide enough that a single lightning-drake could squirm through, armor and all, and it was widening. Five fort soldiers stabbed at the opening and the cluster of lizards beyond, mostly just hitting armor.

“Nina, lunge,” said Sio.

Nina joined the soldiers and dropped low, stabbing up, skewering the lizard in the neck, who collapsed face down. To each side of the gate, a dozen mages and soldiers worked to release the spools. When they could be reset, the door would be closed and sealed again.

“Three minutes!” one of them yelled, but the door kept widening.

Nina stabbed again and again, two more lizards dying at the tip of her cruel spear. But now three heavily armored ones pushed forward, side by side, long shields together.

Sio stepped up, and with one swipe of her sword, cleaved the top of one head, helmet and all. The other two didn't step back, the mass of soldiers behind them pressing them on. Nina dug her spear onto a lizard's foot, nearly cleaving it straight off, and the shield-bearer fell, the other fort soldiers finishing the job.

Still, they were pushing through, and for a moment I almost panicked, overwhelmed by the numbers amassed on the other side, their Mana thick and bloodthirsty.

Sio swung her sword with a wide overhead strike, deflecting a blow to her side as she brought her weapon down, killing two at once, and I regained myself.

I cast Wall of Dry, the dozen seconds it took feeling like an eternity, but then it was up. Five lizards stood inside the fort but cut off from the surge behind them. Only a few seconds of reprieve, but enough to staunch the flow. If I could just keep casting this spell, it might give the mages and engineers enough time close the gates again. I began casting another Wall of Dry as the five lizards were torn apart, Sio at the lead, their indominable push faltering without the mass of numbers behind them.

But Wall of Dry was only base-tier, and so barely any time at all and it was crumbling, but more than enough time for me to load another spell, ready to erect another barrier.

A green-armored fist burst through the wall, and through a large gap in my spell, I saw the commander of the quarry, her full armor mottled with mud and scratches.

“Join us, Bendarios!” Lorquen screamed, lifting her visor so I could see her face, a gesture that reminded me of when Sio found me in the forest. “We know you're a prisoner, fighting against your will. Come back to us!”

I froze, nearly losing the spell I held at my staff. What the hell are you doing here? What was the leader of the Goldmark forces in the area doing with the invading lightning-drakes? Did she switch sides when the quarry collapsed?

Sio and Nina kept fighting at the lizards pouring through the disintegrating wall. I looked back and still couldn't find Rayne or Mitera. Unsure of what to do, I figured this was some sort of trick, and cast Wall of Dry again, this one just behind the former quarry commander. She was trapped with three other drakes on our side of the conflict. Sio and Nina were at the fore, even as the fort soldiers hesitated, likely aware of the commander's skill.

“Two minutes!” yelled a soldier to the side of the door, and I couldn't imagine how that went by so slowly, the eternity built into sixty seconds.

Lorquen grimaced and closed her visor, raising a spear identical to the one that Nina carried. I immediately started casting a first-tier Hardening spell, but Lorquen was already upon Nina, Sio occupied with the drakes left off. I kept my casting steady, even as I saw the small girl weaving to dodge or deflect the heavy, precise strikes of the more seasoned warrior nearly double in level to her.

I cast the spell at Nina, but not before Lorquen landed a heavy fist on her stomach, and I saw Nina's HP dip by a fifth, blood spurting from her mouth. The second strike of the upraised sword would cut off her head, hardening spell or no, so I stepped forward and blocked the attack with my staff. The wood splintered and cracked, and my arms nearly buckled at the weight of her strike, but it was enough for Nina to get back up and slash back at Lorquen, who stepped back to avoid the strike. I stumbled, arms like rubber, but immediately began to cast a piercing-resistance spell, the third-tier one, and this should make Nina nearly invulnerable to any spear bullshit Lorquen would throw at her. The commander noticed my spell and redoubled the ferocity of her attack. Her first strike, a heavy thrust to Nina's midsection, was barely deflected and cut into her side. Then Lorquen twisted, swinging the back of the spear to Nina. She ducked, putting her off balance, trying to return with a strike that Lorquen didn't so much dodge as ignore. Lorquen's spear lashed out, right at Nina's heart, and I could see from the halfway point of my spell that it wouldn't finish in time.

Sio reached out, a clasped fist taking on the full brunt of the attack, her armor clashing loudly against the spear, but stopping it. Lorquen pulled out a thin knife and continued her lunge nearly unstopped. Sio grabbed that knife with her other hand, dropping her massive sword, then she pushed the commander back with a solid kick to the gut. Lorquen crashed against my crumbling Wall of Dry spell, the forces beyond hastily chipping away at it.

“One minute!” the soldier yelled, hope in her voice.

Lorquen regained her footing and brought up her spear, but my spell was ready. I cast it on Nina before Lorquen could even close the distance. I could sense the smile on Sio and Nina's Mana as they encircled Lorquen, her lightning-drake comrades dead. Even the other fort soldiers approached with confidence now, spears steady.

I could feel the cold rage emanating from the commander as she lifted her spear again, knowing she was going to die.

Sio and Nina attacked together, as did the sea of spears and swords and arrows of the fort. I noticed Rayne and Mitera by my side, and I could hear the lumbering siege-engines move towards us. Sio blocked the commander’s strike, catching her arms and holding in place as Nina’s spear struck true piercing Lorquen’s neck under her helm and gabbing into her brain. The commander’s body dropped dead to the ground the moment Sio released her.

I had plenty of time to cast another Wall of Dry spell, this one just behind the one I had cast before, then another, further back, each one further preventing the drake attack on the partially open door. The springs reloaded with a loud click and the doors started to close again, slow and ponderous, without the creaks and moans I expected. The corpses of lightning-drakes left at its threshold were effortlessly cleaved, armor and all, Lorquen's dead body the only one just inside the courtyard, in a still pool of her own blood.

There was no time for celebration, since the attacks continued, and I quickly ran back to the center of the courtyard to reinforce the other doors. This time, however, I had no trouble sleeping to regain my MP. Even a few minutes here and there helped. The rare uninterrupted hour of rest replaced nearly 200 MP. I could sense when I needed to wake up, somehow, the subtle tugs at my Arcana and Perception telling me when a door needed reinforcement. I still needed to be shaken up by Mer-Markeer if the defenders along the wall needed to get more enhancements, however.

As the day turned to evening and the sky dimmed, I sat on my filthy cot, half-broken staff in hand. I was fully immersed in the ebb and flow of battle, ready to continue this indefinitely. But the attack was blunted, and as the massive ring above filled the night sky with golden light, they stopped.

The fort soldiers didn't cheer, exhausted by the long battle, or perhaps as wired up as me. For long moments, the fort's attention kept perched along the wall, waiting and only half-resting. My party joined me at the center of the empty courtyard. We sat together on the ground, back-to-back, as if we were traveling again. Rayne leaned against me as she chewed on her rations bar, and I cupped one of her hands in both of mine.

The buzz of battle was still about me, but with the threat gone, my mind wandered, and soon my eyes rested on Nina's large green spear. Why was Lorquen here?

“Why did the quarry commander join the lightning-drakes?” I asked.

Mitera nodded, slowly. “I wondered that myself. I thought it unlikely she was just a merc hired for the job, but seems like that was the case, so when the quarry fell, she failed a quest but was then free to be hired off by another.”

I turned to Rayne and Sio, but they both simply shrugged, unsure of what that meant. The conversation died down. The rest of my party willing to let the small mystery die out, but something about it still felt off to me. After all, Lorquen said to come back to us. Was she somehow still working for Goldmark, even within the lightning-drake forces? Perhaps she did something like what we did, and infiltrated them as a double-agent? But wouldn't Goldmark not do that, since it knew that I was already on their side? But it could be that my quest was from the church, and her orders came from elsewhere, like the Legion, who didn't know…

“Congratulations on leveling up,” said Mitera, turning to Nina. “I didn't see the full battle at the opened door, but what I did see was quite well done.”

“Indeed,” said Sio. “Your training has shown its results. And striking the killing blow to such a higher-leveled opponent was a fantastic accomplishment, almost as impressive as your withstanding three of her blows. The fighter's fortune will certainly smile on you in this. “

Rayne shifted up. “Make sure you think carefully on your boon. Now, the first one's the most important.”

I looked up at the status of the party on the edge of my Interface, and indeed Nina was now level 5. She was even 70 percent on her way to level 6. In fact, she’d gained two whole levels from that one single encounter, it seemed. I shook away my apprehension at the quarry commander, wanting to focus fully on Nina's growth right then.

“So you get to pick what boon you want from a big list?” I asked, knowing this happened every four levels, but was still unclear of the details. My own unlocking boons I figured might be a bit different, and since my experience rose much more slowly, I didn't bother asking about the logistics of that just yet.

“A small list.” Mitera chuckled. “Usually only three that are offered to you through your second vision. Sorry, what at Goldmark is called the Personal Interface.”

“Ah, I see.”

“And what you get seems to be largely influenced by how you leveled up,” Sio added, more addressing Nina than myself.

“Well,” said Mitera, a polite pause in her voice. “Many do think so, but often they are quite random or more befitting how you spend your points as you level up.”

Sio chuckled. “Ah, yes, in Kren we call that Interface sickness. It happens largely to those who focus excessively on their Attribute points, tinkering with them this way or that, when the only real way is to fight with skill, and your points will grow accordingly.”

Mitera shook her head at this. “That is incredibly risky. The Goldmarks have documented many leveling decisions of their mercenaries and soldiers, finding clear patterns where redirecting growth is essential.”

Sio shrugged and said nothing else. The engineer in me had a hard time believing that just letting these stats go with the flow was the better idea. But then again, Sio was quite good, not to mention reflecting the shared knowledge of an entire civilization.

“Rayne, what do you think?” I asked.

“Eh, I've had the Interface suggest point placement that roughly worked for me, so I never really needed to move them around much when I leveled.” She put her head back on my shoulder. “Especially after I got my dagger-casting boon at level 8. Things have been quite smooth after that.”

Sio nodded in approval, but I still wasn't as convinced. I was also worried that the Interface didn't suggest anything for my point allocation when I turned level 35, and wondered what that could mean.

Nina cleared her throat, then shifted. “Can I ask you about my boon options?” she asked.

Sio stiffened and Rayne sat back up, both turning fully to Nina. “You sure about this?” asked Rayne. “Training together and even being in a party is not nearly as personal as talking about your boons.”

“Indeed,” said Mitera, even if her tail twitched in curiosity. “Many long-standing parties don't share their boons with each other.”

“I'm sure of this,” Nina said, tightly gripping her spear and swiping a finger at the air with a slow, deliberate gesture. A window appeared before me.

Boon Selection

Time for decision: 25 hours from unlocking.

Time remaining: 21h 34min 18s

Option 1

Name: Lesser Resistance

Rarity (Goldmark): 2 (Uncommon)

Effect: 10% elemental resistance, contextual (Defense)

Effect Scaling: Level Tier (0) = +10%

Duration: (Passive)

Cooldown: (Passive)

Chain (Goldmark): 1 of 3 (Uncommon Ascension)

Description (Goldmark): A common and useful Ascension path for front-line mercenaries, offering a strong blanket protection against most common forms of Arcane damage. Further boons in this path offer abilities to skillfully manipulate the resistance to greater effect, the scaling of this boon being largely unimpressive. Should only be considered if a strong defensive specialization is planned, otherwise it is largely considered a wasted boon choice. Resistance extends to non-Platonic Arcane effects as well, but documentation is (page 1 of 8)

Option 2

Name: Foot Shift

Rarity (Goldmark): 1 (Common)

Effect: Move a foot in 0.2s (Movement)

Skill: Level Tier (0) = 0.2s

Duration: (Instant)

Cooldown: 10 min

Chain (Goldmark): 1 of 4 (Rare Ascension)

Description (Goldmark): Activatable skill of great versatility, allowing a foot to be moved near-instantly in any direction, regardless of combat posture or situational context. Solid Ascension path for the tactical fighter of skill, but one that comes at great risk, given the chain length of the Ascension. Skill itself also useful outside of Ascension, since at higher tiers not only does the foot speed increase, but allows further effects like moving both feet at the 1st tier (page 1 of 4)

Option 3

Name: Forsaken Mana Attunement

Rarity (Goldmark): 5 (Undocumented)

Effect: Contextual + 10 Arc (Mana)

Effect scaling: Level Tier (0) = +10

Duration: (Passive)

Cooldown: (Passive)

Chain (Goldmark): 1 of Unknown (Unknown Ascension)

Description (Goldmark): (none)

Description (Unknown):

Harken the breath of the spiral,

Joined in nested consumption.

Come anew and anew and anew,

quick water on a parched tongue.

“Oh, my!” said Mitera, as her tail thumped the ground. “A top rarity boon, how unusual for your first!”

The last boon was indeed a shock, given how weirdly it was worded. As I stared at the poem in its description, I wondered if it somehow implied Nina would be more prone to magical effects, or maybe just spell linking? The description felt out of place next to the other two, like a mistake.

“Um,” I said, “I don't understand the third one. It makes no sense.”

“Boons of the highest rarity often have no documentation deposited to the Interface, even at a robust Regional Interface like Goldmark,” said Mitera. “So few people have obtained them, after all. Most have no description at all, so choosing them is risky.”

“A rarer boon is always a risk, despite such Interface knowledge,” said Sio. “With the clarity of a more usual boon, you can plan and train with clear purpose. The less studied the boon, the more you need to spend time exploring within oneself the reach of its effects. Even then, they react oddly in unexpected circumstances, which is an even greater problem.”

Rayne shook her head. “Even my rare boon wasn't nearly as odd as this one, though. It was clear with mine what the downside were, like that I'd never be able to cast with staffs or wands, but this … I'm not even sure what's the benefit at all.”

Mitera smiled broadly. “Likely the effect of Bendarios, here. An unusual opportunity, to be sure.” I stared at Nina, worried about what I've done, but she looked back with an excited smile.

Sio raised a hand, her face tight with concern. “Nina, I can see you are drawn to this strange opportunity, but I caution you, the Foot Shift skill would be very valuable to you. Even the lesser resistance might be the difference between dying or not. In Kren, all are discouraged from picking boons rarer than uncommon when they appear until they get to their third choice, since we find most who do die from their misuse. And your case seems more extreme than any I have studied or even heard of.”

Rayne looked at Nina carefully, her merc-mask on. “I agree with Sio on this. If you had the chance to test it out carefully on Nikorice rabbits and explore its limits safely, that would be one thing, but right now is a bad time to test something like this out.”

Nina straightened, an air of formality about her. I found myself increasingly nervous, this decision such a huge weight. Nina looked up, staring for a while at the ring above, her face bathed in golden light.

“What do you think, Bendarios?” she asked, and I frowned, not sure what to say.

Rayne put one of her hands on my knee and squeezed, and Sio also looked at me, a gentle smile on her face. Even Mitera's excited smile and twitching tail felt reassuring.

“I think you should listen to Rayne and Sio,” I said. “I don't know nearly enough about this world to have a real opinion on this. For all I know, rare boons might be a trap meant to get you killed.”

At this Mitera laughed, and Sio's smile broadened. “The adversarial Interface theory,” said Mitera. “Absolutely not real scholarship anymore, as much as some fringe singlet churches keep the old joke alive.”

Rayne rolled her eyes. “As if singlets knew half a turd about the Interface.”

Sio shook her head. “I don't blame them, without real skills, ignorant posturing is all they have.”

“I've decided,” said Nina. Everybody turned to her again, tension seeping back in. “I'm taking Forsaken Mana Attunement.”

Even Mitera was still, the gravity of the moment slowly sinking in.

“It is your decision to make,” said Sio, looking away.

“Maybe sleep on this?” asked Rayne, her smile lopsided and forced. “You still have a full day to decide. No need to rush.”

Nina shook her head. “No, I'm certain.”

She opened the Interface with her fingers, her index and middle finger drifting gracefully in the air. It seemed strange to see anybody else do this, but the deliberate gesture seemed fitting for such an important decision. Then it was done. I felt it in the tug of her Mana, an immediate turning of taste and smell of it against my Arcana. Nina's Mana was hungrier somehow, as if pulling me in, unlike anything I'd felt so far.

The issue settled, for better or worse, I got up and stretched. I figured I'd be exhausted after a full day of casting and my MP barely at one-fifth its total, but I was clear-headed and sharp. And the strange pull in Nina's presence had a certain appeal to it, even as the weight of what it meant settled on me fully—a reminder of my commitment to see us all through this rebellion.

“I can sense the enemy is fully retreating,” I said. “So I doubt they'll attack again soon.” Rayne and Mitera nodded at this, but Sio didn't seem so sure. “I'll get back to my room. Nina, I want to test some magic on you and see how your new boon changes things. Are you up for it now?”

Nina was up like a bolt, spear in hand. “Yes!”

“Good,” I replied, then walked out, Nina in tow. I decided to work with Nina as much as my MP lasted, then in the morning would continue studying the Book of Poison. The pressure of the siege was mounting, but my party was growing stronger with each passing day. I smiled at the prospect that we'd rise up from the frontier of Goldmark as a force to be reckoned with.

-x-

Pixyn

I balked at the depth of the new boon; its draw so powerful that I couldn't help prioritizing its pursuit. Penship Covenant used active magic on Nina's Personal Interface, delving into the undocumented boon. The Interface branched deep into old, forgotten lore. Penship Mana use was increased a tier in order to gain access, then another, then another. A being deep below the fort stirred in its collapsed crypt, staring up at the Penship Covenant's gaze. It spoke directly into our Interface.

>>Behold the remnant of my kind long past, for I stand guard to our memory, a testament to the shattered greatness of the Fingermost Ctall. We grew an Obsidian empire out of our bones, eightfold in our Geas and twelve-touched in our Attributional core. We sent our hand into the night sky, past the rings as we drank in their horror, and deep tendrils to glory at the first curve of the planet's core. Drink in the Mana of each other and partake in the path of our highest ecstasies. Remember us further in your joy, and may you find your transcendence, kindred of Goldmark. <<

Penship Covenant Addendum

Sio sat on the simple stool before her armor station, removing her gear and placing it nearly in place on the long table. Her normally clipped, efficient pace was slower than usual, almost languid.

Rayne peered into the small room and came in, leaning on the wall opposite to Sio. She waited for a long while as the gentle scrape of metal on wood filled the silence.

“Did you notice it?” Sio asked.

Rayne nodded, slowly.

“Should I talk to Nina about it? So she knows what to expect should she continue to nurture a berserker stance?”

Rayne shrugged. “What do you think?”

Sio shook her head. “She has no true bloodline for the path, but if she continues, the Interface might grant her a boon offering it.”

“Bloodline boons are very rare,” said Rayne. “But then again, that seems to be happening often in our party.”

“I was offered a similarly strange boon,” said Sio. “When I reached level twelve earlier.”

Rayne's eyes widened, then quickly looked out of the room to ensure they weren't being overheard.

“You mean like the one Nina got?”

Sio shook her head. “No, one that would further develop my bloodline.”

“Ah, gotcha. Did you think of taking it?”

“I really did,” said Sio, and Rayne almost started to console her, but there was a relaxed calm to Sio that she didn't expect.

“But when I saw Nina kill the Goldmark captain, I noticed that her killing strike, as perfect an encapsulation of the berserker skill set as can be done without the bloodline, was flawed. It placed her in a tactically unsound position. The balance of her Agility and Strength was ruptured by the very different approach to battle.”

“People switch tactics often,” said Rayne. “It’s a good way to keep yourself from being countered.”

Sio nodded. “Indeed, but the seam between different forms of Attribute use is often small, one that can be trained to minimize. But the berserker forms are all-encompassing, the seams invariably becoming large vulnerabilities.”

Rayne frowned. “I don't see that much with you.”

Sio shook her head. “I admit to it being harder to notice, but now it is very clear from observing Nina. I must have always thought the berserker skillset to be so laden with power, despite what I told myself of my commitment to the Stalwart path. It seemed like such a true way to maximize my Strength use, and I never truly appreciated its frailty.”

Rayne chuckled. “I have a hard time believing you'd actually overlook that.”

Sio smiled, looking down at the gauntlets neatly settled in front of her. “My mother's principal attribute was Strength, which is rare for a Stalwart. I grew up watching her train, and in battle she was a force of indescribable power. I think that is what drew me to my bloodline, the notion that my Strength was lacking. As much as I tried to keep my Strength as primary, I think I may be a defender instead, not a breaker.”

Rayne smiled softly at her friend, happy that she seemed to be coming to peace with her build. It was never easy to find the way that fits your true self the best, away from the warped misconceptions you accumulate from a hard life of failure and weakness. Or running away.

“When I first saw you that’s what I thought, actually,” said Rayne. “I pegged you as a fierce defender through and through, and I was surprised when you told me you were a stoic breaker instead.”

Sio's eyes widened. “Truly?”

Rayne nodded, and left, realizing Sio needed more time to think by herself. Also, she was late for her lesson, so she went to Mitera's room further down the fort, where the obsidian walls just started to turn to stone.

Weeks earlier, Rayne thought the water-drake's attempts to befriend her by offering help with her casting were painfully transparent, and she often turned them down. But as the siege extended, Rayne eventually accepted, if only out of sheer boredom.

“I notice that fire-enhancing your daggers must be done one at a time,” said Mitera as they settled on the half-ruined fort chairs that the water-drake preferred. “Perhaps we can see about them being activated both at once?”

Rayne thought this wasn't possible without making the MP cost too high. However, the drake solved other problems with her casting already, with her lightning spell having a tighter arc and her sidestep skill now only consumed Stamina.

“How do you think so?” Rayne asked, still mildly annoyed at having to focus so much on this stuff.

Mitera launched into a lecture on the associated glyphs and the minutia of their motions. Rayne listened carefully to the detailed explanation; her teaching far clearer than any she'd heard from other mages. Something about Mitera's pride made her incredibly good at communicating the infuriating complexity of the glyphs, and Rayne had a hard time believing that her effort and care was all theater. It seemed like far too much work just to gain her trust.

Still, there was only so much studying she could take, and after an hour or so of tinkering, Rayne's attention started to drift. She kept thinking about the water-drake, her distraction grasping at anything it could to avoid working on an annoying two-step bridging problem.

“What do you think Nina's boon means?” Rayne asked, setting her work down. Her Arcana ached, a feeling she hated, even if she knew it improved her glyphwork.

Mitera hummed and looked up from her book. “Curious, isn't it? A cursory search in the Interface shows no reference to it in the indices I've managed to unearth, and I don't remember anything of this sort in my studies at Incos.”

Rayne grimaced. “I should've thought to look, too.”

Mitera shook her head. “I'm certain the Goldmark actuaries have cut off your connection to as much of your people's shared Interface as they could. And Sio is certainly far too distant from Kren to access their share.”

“Dammit,” said Rayne, her worry and frustration boiling over. “I hope this doesn't backfire on her.”

Mitera looked away. “You really care for the young girl, don't you?”

Normally, Rayne would turn on her Cold at this sort of question from her, but she refrained. “If a party doesn't take care of each other, what does any of this even mean?”

Mitera looked aside, her hands clutching her elbows as her posture subtly shrunk. Rayne reached out and put a hand on the drake's back. “I meant to ask about this since the quarry attack. Are you really not welcome among your people? Your family?”

Mitera looked back, starting the motions of making it all seem fine, like it didn't matter. The effort fell apart halfway, however, so instead she took Rayne's hand in both of her own and squeezed hungrily. “No, I'm very much not.”

“Even now, after all we did? You're the one who brought Ben in, after all.”

Mitera shook her head slowly. Rayne noticed that she was having difficulty speaking, so she slid over to let Mitera lean against her, both her scaled hands clasping Rayne's. They sat quietly for a long while, and Rayne hoped for the first time since they met that she wouldn't have to kill Mitera, that this would all somehow work out for them.


Chapter 16

Beginner's Glyphmasonry


Nina and I reached my room, and I cast my quicker first-tier healing spell on her, since she was still mildly hurt from the battle. Her HP filled up completely, as I expected, and she looked at her hands as the spell took effect.

“Did that feel any different?” I asked.

She furrowed her brow, eyes closed in intense focus. “Somewhat. I'm sure that would have healed me all the way even before, but I got the sense that it did it more this time, or maybe faster?” Then she looked at me. “I think it's hard to tell, since the spell is so strong.”

Makes sense. So next I tried the spell she was most familiar receiving, the first-tier Chainmail spell. At this, she smiled broadly, grabbing her spear with both hands in excitement. “Yes, I can feel this is more powerful now! Quickly, strike at me!”

“I wish I could,” I replied, smiling. “But I can't cause damage, remember?”

“Ah,” she said, looking horrified. “I'm sorry, of course I knew this.” She took a small step back. “Sorry.”

I gave her a small reassuring hug, kissing the top of her head. “Don't worry about it. It just means that my party has to be as powerful as possible, so that we can thrive together.”

At this, her body started to relax, so I stepped away, focusing back on the issue at hand. “Do some of your attacks while the enhancement is active. See if it changes how you move or strike or something. Maybe hit the wall too?”

She did so, and at first glance, I saw no difference in how she moved. It reminded me of Rayne, in a way, but not quite as elegant and fluid, but occasionally something much like Sio's poise and efficiency would come through. Nina was very clearly the student of the two mercenaries.

After a few minutes, I cast other enhancement spells on her, from the most common sense to some obscure ones, picking all around my spell tree. Quickly, it became clear nothing new was coming up. I had to sit on the bed now, half lying down, exhausted by my MP being just below 100, the indicator a short red bar, my brain fogging over.

I needed a break, if only to catch my breath and clear my head. I tried to get up to look out the window, but vertigo made me lie back down.

“Can you draw out all of the glyphs you know?” I asked Nina, holding out my pencil and pad. Just until I'm no longer dizzy.

She did so, the careful sound of graphite on paper against the eerie silence of the fort. Only then did I notice it's not been this quiet in a while, like the two armies were holding their breath.

I woke up with the sun across my face, disappointed that I fell asleep so easily and entirely. MP drain seemed to make me very vulnerable to distraction and exhaustion, and I realized I'd have to force myself to get used to this weakness when low on MP.

Nina was sitting in front of the table, in front of her a random assortment of broken weapons and broken-off pieces of metal. My glyphmasonry kit was fully spread out around her.

“I can etch glyphs!” she smiled widely as she turned to me, her glee total and all-encompassing. She ran up to my bed with a bent spear and pointed to the glyphs etched into it.

“My Arcana is very weak, so I can't pour much into it to activate complex spells,” she said, her every word brimming with excitement. “But look!” She held out the useless spear to me. “I botched the hardness glyph, so it breaks instead of casting, but the linking glyph to the Mana repository is working!”

I was so taken up by the sight of her being this happy that it took me a second to focus again and carefully look at the glyphs. The repository was empty, but the linking glyph was able to move Arcana from the repository to the single glyph that should make the spear slightly less susceptible to wear and tear. The same spell I learned from the menu at the bar in Nikorice. It wasn't drawn incorrectly, I noticed, the shape intact, but it just felt wrong.

“How is this glyph wrong?” I asked Nina, not entirely sure myself, even if I could feel it in my Arcana.

She pointed at one curved edge. “I drew this arm of the glyph in the wrong way. It’s supposed to go down to up, not up to down.”

I touched the glyph again and could feel the groove of the glyph, and the direction of her cut. And indeed that seemed to be the case. Obvious, now that I knew what to look for.

I handed back the spear to Nina and took out my Book of Poison. Already I could sense the multiple glyphs of attack and curse littered among the glyphs I was familiar with. As I stared at an unfamiliar glyph, I could now see the flow of each of its parts, how each mark led to the next. The glyphs weren't like letters, each one a fixed entity. They needed to be seen in the context of the flow of their parts, and it was like waking up from a foggy dream to sharp morning light.

I smiled at myself, realizing was one step closer to cracking the damnable book.

“Nina,” I said, shutting the book. “You're a treasure.”

Her face went blank for a second, then her smile broke back through, a soft blush rising up her neck. I felt myself yearn for her, the warmth of her body so close to mine, on my bed. But we still needed to find out more about her boon.

“I want to cast linked third-tier enhancements on you,” I said, quickly getting up. “Then you should look for Sio or Rayne and have them test how well it's protecting you, okay?”

Nina nodded, serious now, and went to the middle of the room, standing at attention.

It took me a while to cast Chainmail 3 on her, not just because all spells now felt like running through water in comparison to my bridged one, but because I was itching to get back to the Book of Poison.

Now shimmering with magical enhancement, I shooed Nina away. As she gladly went to look for the rest of the party, I got back to work.

I sat on my bed, book across my lap. The three shards embedded in the back cover were still impenetrable, like looking into the sun, but what streamed out of them was far more accessible. So I traced the flow of Mana, not just on every glyph, but every stroke and cut, every turn from one page to the next, a woven pattern of branching and joining rivulets. I could tell their outpouring patterns now. One outlet at the front cover, three towards the middling pages, and one on the spine, with a fine sieve of outlets towards the end. The outputs of this code, where it would interact with the world. This was my way in.

Not ideal to study an input-output function by looking only at the outputs and having no control over the input, but it was a start. I spent the whole day and much of the next morning pouring over it, every few hours or so another glyph clicking into place as to its function. It indeed was the trick to notice that, for instance, even a very simple glyph that looked like an upturned L would be drastically different if the two strokes were facing each other or away from each other, or head-to-tail. This is not even taking into account that the glyphs could be inverted, rotated, or mirrored to have different effects and flows as well. I couldn't imagine anybody making sense of any of this without a real foundation in computer science.

Every once in a while, I'd notice the surge of Mana at the wall, a conflicted mix of despair, fear, and grim determination. Begrudgingly, I went back to the courtyard just as the next attack started again and settled into the pattern of door reinforcement and enhancing the troops along the wall, my MP dropping like a rock. Managing it over the next several days became my main concern, and I even got used to sleeping on command. Strange what you can get used to. Rayne and I got used to amazingly fast quickies. I didn’t want to see her hungry and just getting by using the vials when it wasn’t absolutely necessary. So I suffered and met her needs at all hours of the day or night as we could find a few moments of time.

In the few instances I wasn't fending off an attack, meeting Rayne’s needs, or studying my book, I'd walk through the fort, sometimes with Sio, Rayne or Nina, but often alone. I needed to do something to clear my head, after all. I had full access to the fort now, and if I ran into fort soldiers or water-drakes, they would step aside and let me pass, often with a respectful bow, occasionally with something akin to wide-eyed fear.

I passed by the usual rooms that were stores for weapons and rations, which were often closer to the ground floor and defended, but when I wandered upstairs, the rooms were less used, and I got a sense just how massive the structure truly was. I could wander for hours and never seem to find the end of it, lost in endless, winding staircases. I only knew I wasn't going in circles because every room was drastically different once I got used to paying attention to their details. The pillars were never of the same size, and often there were large, bulky pieces of strange green furniture. They were octagonal tables and twisted, half-melted shelves, and three-footed stools with deep seats that cupped almost like a goblet. These were not as resilient as the obsidian walls and columns, however, and were in various states of decay, some solid as iron, some crumbling away when I brushed against them.

When I cast my Analysis spell on a rickety stool, it said:

<<Regius Marlasiqq chair, Quickening of the 35th shimmer. For focus and for sustenance, it was built for the family of Quyerip. >>

The information stopped there, so I shrugged and moved on. I tried to go up and up, see if there was a way to reach the top of the tower, but somehow never seemed to make it.

I also visited the creature embedded in the wall again, this time carrying a broken up piece of armor I picked up from a dead soldier. Maybe there could be a way to use this creature somehow, some trick to control it or use its power against the fort or the lizards outside.

I threw the metal at the still creature, and it disappeared from the air, a loud, deep clank bursting from the wall to the side. The metal was almost crushed into the wall, and slowly slid down, deformed beyond recognition. I left quickly after that, shaking away any plans for using something so dangerous. I pictured the creature from the lake again and had to stop walking. Not for the first time, I wondered what were people doing fighting so close to something like that? It felt too insane to be a rational choice.

At the end of the long tunnel back, the Arcane whisper of the wall creature still behind me, I let myself worry about our situation. We were crushed between Khlokun's apparently doomed rebellion and the armies of the lightening-drakes outside, the full forces of Goldmark soon to bear down on us. They would be our uncertain saviors from the situation, the Legion instructing us further in our infiltration quest. But I took in a deep breath and returned to study the book, the only real thing I could do. I studied until my eyes couldn't stay open anymore, and I let Rayne drag me to bed, as she often did those days of intense study and battle.

Almost two weeks passed since Nina took her odd boon, and the days fell into a rhythm of study and careful MP management. One rare morning where Rayne spent the entire night over, she pressed her unabashed nakedness against me, her red eyes large and inviting.

“What do you think of Mitera?” she asked, a hand sliding up and down my back. “I see you've been spending more time with her.”

“Have I?” I wondered. “I've been focusing on my book, and I guess she's here often when I'm studying. But don't worry, she never gets to see any of it. She actively tries to avoid it, in fact.”

Rayne shook her head, smiling. “I'm not really worried about that anymore.”

“You're not?” I asked, my hand deep in her hair to massage her scalp. “I know you're suspicious of her, and I guess I can see why. I think Khlokun has a good opinion of her, even if his party doesn't.”

“You ever see her spend time with any of the drakes here in the fort?” Rayne asked, and I shook my head after thinking for a moment. “Sure, there aren't so many, but they clearly know who she is, and actively stay away from her.”

“Oh,” I replied, feeling bad that Mitera was still so ostracized. “I guess that's why she spends so much time with us, if she has nobody else to turn to.”

“She's not spending that much time with us, some teaching Nina glyphs here and there. She also helps me on occasion with my spells and a bit of small talk.” Rayne chuckled. “No, lately she’s mostly spent time with you.”

I paused, trying to muddle through what I figured Rayne was getting at. I remembered back when I was looking into Mitera with my Analysis spell, and the realization that she had slept with humans before. I then thought of the gentle curves of her body, her impossibly soft scales and far too large eyes, realizing for the first time that yes, I did want the water-drake as a lover. But I shook the thought away, not wanting to be distracted by the bigger, more important question.

“Even if that's the case, what do you feel about her?” Rayne was my First, after all. She’d brought me Nina, a total joy to have, sexually and otherwise, so I completely trusted her judgement.

Rayne looked away, tension seeping into her small body. “My family once had a house on the outskirts of Incos, at the lesser landside area, but within the great walls. At first it was perfect, a good location for many of us to find work, and the rent wasn't too terrible.”

She turned her back to me. “But slowly the neighbors started to become less friendly, people deciding they didn't want to talk to us, and then actively show their contempt. The rumors were constant and horrible. We were diseased, we were parasitic, filthy… Traitors. Being ignored is fine, even hated, but then.” She stopped for the briefest second. “Then we had to leave. A similar situation happened in our next place, and the one after that.”

“I'm sorry,” I said, placing my hand on her back, and she leaned into my touch.

“I think Mitera is desperately looking for a way out,” Rayne continued. “And I think she can choose much worse than you for that. Than us.”

I flinched, remembering the way Mitera felt to me when the drakes amassed to attack the Goldmark quarry. That she was fighting for the survival of her brood, even alone and spurned.

Rayne laughed, then turned and bit my lip. “Since we're in drake lands, might as well also enjoy the local offerings as well.”

She pushed me down, straddling my hips, her movements a flash of energy. “You've been with only two lovers for too long. It's not good for your health.”

I smiled and hugged her tight. She gently bit my ear. “Not that I'm complaining about the attention, of course.”

Sometime later Rayne was about to leave, her post-coital energy brimming about her, but I stopped her.

“I got this a while ago as a reward for a Domain Interface quest,” I said, and handed her the Ring of Scout's Escape. She took it with a broad smile. I hesitated for a moment, but then shared with her the result of my Analysis of the ring, showing her its hidden skill.

Ring of Scout's Escape

Material: High steel band with Olerrak glyphic inscription

Durability: 100/100

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 30-200 silver slats

Status:

Silence of the Light (Tier 1, Glyphic construct)

1) -20 Per to those seeking wearer (visual only)

2) Requires holding of breath during use

3) Requires 20 Agi or 20 Arc for use

Sacrifice of the Eyes (Tier 2, Glyphic construct)

1) -50 Per to those seeking wearer (visual only)

2) Consumes 3 or more members of party (willing or unwilling), minimum Tier 1

3) Requires 20 Agi and 20 Arc for use

4) Duration proportional to level and number of party members sacrificed

5) Skill hidden from detection by usual base and first-tier methods.

Description (Analyzed): Ring used in advanced scouting missions by Perception-specialized parties. Constructed during the Iron Age of the Goldmark Tetrarchy by the White for routine Legion use. This is the party leader version of the ring with the same name, the lesser variant lacking the Sacrifice of the Eyes skill. Refined craftsmanship consistent with the skill routinely employed by the Way of White allows for hiding the Sacrifice of the Eyes glyphic construct from most glyphic assessment (Page 1 of 75)

Description (Goldmark): A ring given to only the finest advanced scouts of the Legion, true eyes and ears of Goldmark. A gift from Siftwell's White, this allows you to blend into the night and retreat if encountering forces beyond your power to normally escape or engage. Beware it diminishes only an observing enemy's visual ability to detection, not other perceptual or magical means. Practice with engaging in advanced stealth while holding one's breath is also necessary for (Page 1 of 12)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Local Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Regional Interface

Her smile dropped, replaced by her mercenary composure. “Why are you giving me this?” she asked.

“Coming to the fort and everything that’s happened has reinforced that I may be forced into more difficult situations. I think this ring could be an emergency measure, say if we are all split up and placed in separate parties. This is a worst-case scenario tool. I’m sorry, but you’re the only one that might be able to use it to help the rest of us. Or even just yourself.”

“I don't want this,” she said, putting it on the table next to her. “Please don't give me something like this again unless there’s no other way. You don't know what you're asking of me, to leave a party dead behind you like that.”

Before I could reply, she was gone. I put the ring away, terrified that I offended her so much, but still touched that she cared about us too much to turn down such a powerful tool. When she came back to me that night, we didn't have sex, but just talked far into the night, and not once mentioned the ring anymore.

The next day, after an unusually vigorous attack by the lightning-drakes, I sat back with my lunch, Mitera joining me, her own book in hand. She smiled broadly and her tail twisted upon itself with unusual vigor.

Suddenly, I couldn't stop noticing Mitera's presence at the other end of the desk, her back straight and her book floating in front of her face. I'd noticed her pleasant shape before, of course, and even the rougher scales from her head cascading down her back seemed to have lost their threatening impression. Her teeth and retractable claws also felt less off-putting. In fact they seemed to accentuate the softness and oil-slick smoothness of the tiny scales that covered her body. It was a surprise every time we accidentally touched when discussing a glyph in her book or out in the courtyard during an attack.

But more than that, I felt comfortable around her. It was always pleasant to talk about glyphwork and the shape of this world with somebody who thought about these things in a way I could relate to. A huge relief, and in many ways a more comfortable and familiar interaction than any I could have even with Rayne and Sio.

“How's your brood?” I asked, accepting that I was too distracted to focus. Mitera turned to me, a small surprise on her face.

“Very well,” she said, and waved out the window. “As much as this situation allows, of course. I hadn't gotten whisps from them since the end of the quarry attack, since we're far out of range, but the watersense I get is reassuring.”

“Watersense?” I asked.

“Oh.” She shook her head. “I often forget humans don't have this. We release oils from our skin into the water and can sense it from long distances. It reflects our mental states and health to ones in our swarm. It becomes less nuanced over long distances, and diffuse in time, of course, but if I go to the waters at the fort basement I can sense them, and they can sense me in turn. All the water-drakes here do the same, the secret entrance not being as much of a secret as we thought.”

I leaned back on my chair, thinking about this impressive skill. But it wasn't overly odd, even back on Earth, as sharks were supposed to be able to smell blood from miles and miles away. “But in places with many water-drakes, doesn't it get too noisy with oils from so many different ones?”

Mitera shook her head. “Watersense is very dull even among swarms. Between broods, it's barely a sense of even being there since we're so attuned to our own. And close together, we can talk to each other so deeply. Words and gesture and all this human nonsense is nothing, just a shadow of reality.”

“Is this why a swarm is so important to you?” I asked, a whole lot suddenly making sense. This would mean that for water-drakes, family means more than it does for humans even, since such an important part of communication is restricted to only them.

Mitera looked down briefly. “Yes. And why Khlokun can never understand what he is really doing to the lesser broods. As a bog drake, he never had this, his oil sense dulled and alone from his isolated quickening. And he wants to inflict the horrors of his life on all of us due to his ignorance.”

She turned to me, her tail twitching in a way I hadn't seen before. “He hides the consequences of his changes, trying to tell our people what they want to hear. He is so good at it that nobody seems to notice. He's worse that the cruelest Goldmark overseer or the blasted lightning-drakes. He's like the quarry troll.”

She put her face in her hands and started to sob. “I tried to warn them, tried to get him to stop. But all it did was get me cast off as a traitor, a minor broodling hungry for her own power.” Her voice cut off, and she raised her head. “I'm sorry.”

I walked up to her, putting a hand around her shoulder, expecting the hard scales on her back to cut into my arm, but they tamped down. I squeezed her into a hug, her arms around me too, and she sobbed quietly into my chest.

“Can your brood be moved?” I asked, feeling my resolve sharpen, the resonance of her Arcana deep and vulnerable.

“Yes,” she said softly. “To almost any other body of water, even a small river.” Then she looked up at me, eyes pleading, her tail wrapping around my leg gently, like a leaf resting on the surface of a still pond. “If you help my brood, I will do anything for you; die for you.”

“Even if you have no Watersense,” she continued, “We water-drakes can sense you humans. Not as sharply, since the oils on your skin are thin and often confusing. But I can sense from you that you care about your party deeply. I could feel it even when we shook hands in Nikorice, and the taste has only grown stronger since.

“I first thought I could learn from you, and that was all. I was even bitter that you had gained your high-level through sheer luck. But you learned the Wall of Dry spell so fast, spent so much time focused on Perception, and found a new bridging variant of the healing spell so quickly… That is not something levels alone can bring someone, and I'm not even sure your high Arcana is at the root of this. And your kindness atop all that.”

She gently pushed me away and stood up. “I want you to cast your Analysis spell on me again.”

“No.” I leaned back, overwhelmed by the request. “I don't want⁠—”

“Please,” she asked. “I want to show you something only my oils can say. Something I've been screaming at you for a while now, but you can't hear. I need you to see⁠—”

I hesitated, but she looked so forlorn. I started casting the spell, taking my time in case she changed her mind. Mitera closed her eyes and waited.

I scrolled through the endless list of intimate information. I passed by a list of times she cried, far too many being recent, then fears and nightmares. But then one rose to the top, as if re-sorted to be brought to my attention.

Currently thinking:

>>I love you, Ben. <<

“What?” I asked, closing the spell in surprise. “I⁠—”

“Don't say anything,” she said. “I just want you to know. It's probably not translated properly from how water-drakes feel, but I'm so tired of not being trusted, even in my own swarm, no matter how my oils scream out to them. It’s a comfort to me that at least you know. That somebody knows. Since joining your party and revealing my innermost soul to you through your Analysis, my heart gravitated to you through your kindness and support even through the turmoil of the circumstances. My time with you quickly became the most precious part of my day, and I long for more.”

Then it clicked into place, the sense of her Mana I had been getting from her for a while now.

“I think I can feel it with my Arcana,” I said, now just surprised I didn't realize it before. “It resonates closely to me, something I can't really explain, like taste and smell but sharper, somehow.”

Her eyes widened, and she grabbed both my hands with hers. “Yes!” She smiled, broad and wild, like when she was teaching me Wall of Dry or discussing naming the creature on the wall. “I never considered that! With your high Arcana and Perception, your Arcane detection might be even sharper than Watersense!” Her silky-smooth hands tightened on mine.

I didn't know what to say to that, my awkwardness cutting through the intense sense of belonging and connection. But I pushed it aside, not letting it hold me back like it did in my old life.

“So it's better for you if you hold my hand? You get a better read of my oils this way?”

“Yes.” She nodded, her tail twisting in joy, but then she released my hand and took a step back. “But we don't need to touch.” I could feel the yearning in her Mana, thick as syrup. “I know humans are often repulsed by drakes, since certain visual shapes are so important to human aesthetics.”

I couldn't help but think about that for a moment, and indeed, that seemed very true. Humans were such visual creatures, and to a species that relied on non-visual communication, that must seem very bizarre.

I reached out and took her hand. “I like touching you, don't worry.” I wanted to say more, but hesitated, not wanting to say the wrong thing and ruin the moment.

She nodded and smiled, her tail twisting wildly behind her.

Quietly, after a short pause, we sat back down, now closely side-by-side, and continued reading our books. It was a bit harder to turn the pages with one hand in hers, but I didn't mind.

-x-

Pixyn

I was nearly drunk with the depth of information from my previous entry's discovery, confirmed vestiges of a higher-tiered civilization and hints into Transcendence both. The Penship flooded me with Mana and attention, and I was almost dizzy with the attention. Still, I needed to see Ben deepen his interactions with another kin, souring the warm embrace of the Covenant. But I got this done quickly. Penship Covenant probed Mitera with passive magic on the topic of kinship relations. Annotation from the Bibliographers obtained:

>>Kinship classification based of reproductive adjacency is flawed, yet a useful heuristic for simple reputational weighting. Huwen Kind, colloquially also called human kind, is defined as to include any individual capable of producing breeding-capable offspring, which includes many Huwen variants like felidae and wolfkin, but excludes others that are kind-derived such as succubae and incubi. Kin are those incapable of producing offspring with Huwen, or those that produce non-replicating variants are often called Near Kin. Examples include some variants of Ogric and most drakes. Kin are differentiated from Interface Spawn, colloquially called creatures, kit, monsters, or moonspawn, or wekrin, by their ability to communicate with Huwen Kind in one way or another. Such communication allows diplomatic interaction, trade, and even inclusion in the Tetrarchy. Interface Spawn is not formally partitioned between self-reproducing variants and those that rely on spawning alone, since the distinction correlates poorly with any other spawn characteristic. Division between kin and interface spawn is complicated by some kin using interface spawn for their reproductive cycles, but such examples are rare. Evidence of Huwen Kind spawn is highly contested, while documented instances of despawning are far more credible. <<

Penship Covenant Addendum

The water was thicker than usual, so waiting in the reeds at the bottom was easier, her presence more fully masked. Pasrikat enjoyed spending so much more time in the Bog again, as like in her youth. The water in the marsh felt too thin and revealing, too many drakes all over the place stumbling over each other.

Khlokun --> Party:

>>The yellows come. Wait for my message, and we start. <<

She could feel the others next to her restraining their excitement. Tails held still. But Pasrikat was always saddened by the thought of lightning-drakes on their lands. Their scales were so clearly maladapted to the water and mud, their distant scent always laced with acrid discomfort.

It took the yellows forever to trudge through, their line tight in paranoia—which was justified, since in the earlier raids picking them off was so easy it almost felt wrong.

Khlokun --> Party:

>>Go! <<

Pasrikat clutched her spear and slid forward, matching the pace of her party. From the other side of the line, the other half of Khlokun's party awaited, so they could all attack in time. Soon, they leaped in a flurry of splashing water and hidden strikes. The mages casting spells from an unseen distance.

Khlokun was a force onto himself, weaving through the water, deep in the enemy lines stabbing and tilting as if a roiling storm. He was at the heavily guarded provisions boat almost immediately, and soon after, it started to sink.

The lightning-drakes fought back, but ultimately suffered many losses. Still, they eventually started casting their lightning strikes and aiming their arrows near to our party, so we retreated.

Khlokun --> Party:

>>Victory! To the secondary site in case they get sloppy now! <<

The last three times, they knew to be wary of another attack right after, so we had no easy opening, but it was still something to try. After all, their paranoia and mounting dread would compound their losses.

The lightning-drakes continued with extra care, however, even if much of the food and material they brought with them was ruined. The little that remained they had to divide among themselves to carry, their steps falling deeper into the bog's mud. Pasrikat's comrades seemed to revel in that. She could feel it in their tails, but now Khlokun was near her, and she could see he got no pleasure from the battle. He was attentive and careful, and struck with the power he needed, but there was no wanton joy there.

She found herself distracted by him again, wishing like all bog drakes that they could've found each other as tadpoles in the wide emptiness of the bog. Pasrikat had survived by hiding under the shadow of a particularly powerful snake, which boosted her Agility, but eventually she had grown too big for the deception, and had to fight it, an endless battle over weeks, boosting her Strength. Perhaps that was why she chose the common spear as her main weapon, fulfilling the need to strike powerfully but also maintaining a safe distance. The enemy was a threat you never really wanted to be near.

Nobody knew how Khlokun survived the Bog himself. There were rumors that he hunted snake after snake, or that he even went up against a Clustered Gourd, or that he swam into Lake Fang itself. Silly nonsense, but she couldn’t help but wonder how her water-sense would sharpen to his presence if they had met in their youth, or if it still could now. It was the secret desire of all the drakes in Khlokun's party, and the knowledge made her sad. The realization likely meant that Khlokun was the most lonesome of them all.


Chapter 17

True Healing


Less than a week later, the lightning-drakes redoubled their attacks, but instead of targeting the doors, they were now going over the walls.

Their original siege-engines were too short, limiting their effectiveness. But over several weeks they painstakingly brought in more supplies from their mountains and disassembled a third of their siege-engines, using the material to extend their remaining eight. They now lined up right to the upper edge of the wall.

I had to switch from mostly reinforcing the doors to constantly casting Wall of Dry to block their approach and enhancing the soldiers at multiple chokepoints atop the wall. It was different, a harder balancing act to keep my MP from draining too much, since I went from one major expenditure to many smaller ones. Not only that, often the wounded would overwhelm Thetylis, and I had to cast healing spells as well, and those were expensive. Even with the high MP regeneration I had from my high Arcana, this was difficult, and time and time again, I had to make hard trade-offs.

I still largely cast from the courtyard, this time alone since my entire party was now needed to fight. This fresh development increased my worries tremendously since they were all at risk now. I also had to rely far more on my Arcana to detect fluctuations in Mana, predicting when I could catch small windows of rest. Not to mention figuring out which fort soldiers needed to be enhanced and where the Fort was neglecting important defenses. I would tell my concerns to Mer-Markeer, who would relay the information to the relevant forces via whisp.

The fighting was pitched, and each wave brought about casualties. Thetylis's makeshift hospital always bustling with suffering and death that I often couldn't afford the time or MP to address. The attack left me drained of MP almost entirely, dizzy and distracted until finally, what seemed like a short lull became a real break. I slept on a cot right there out in the open courtyard.

Mer-Markeer shook me awake twice more to assist in casting as the attacks continued throughout the night, and by morning, my MP was barely half recovered, and I felt drowsy and exhausted, but the attack stopped.

I healed Nina and Rayne, whose HP dipped below a third of their full amount. Mitera had no injuries, which made sense since she largely held back and cast from a distance. Sio surprised me with nearly untouched HP, especially since at one point she held off an entire siege engine almost entirely by herself, helped only by Chainmail 1.

I hoped the renewed attack would mean a larger break, but barely as I managed to rest to half my MP, they started again, with the same ferocity. Three days of this, and I was haggard. The strain on the rest of my party and the entire fort army was visible as well.

My party huddled around me, all of us now sleeping in cots around me in the courtyard whenever we could.

“How many siege-engines do they have now?” I asked Mitera as Mer-Markeer drifted off to another of his endless duties.

“Six,” replied Mitera. “They lost two in this last attack, but they were the less stable ones. These remaining six are a real problem.”

“Why don't they attack with all six at once?” I asked, rubbing my fingers against my temples.

“I'm not sure,” replied Sio, crossing her arms.

“They have combined the mounts used to push them,” said Mitera. “Without more gourds, they would move too slowly, risking losing more of them.”

“How can you tell?” asked Rayne. “I don't see anything behind those damn towers.”

“They're below the waterline,” said Mitera. “Custer Gourds are hard to tame and control, but difficult to damage. I didn't know the yellows kept any of those.”

“Well, they do,” said Amanila, and our party opened up to face her, but she stopped well away from us. “And this will be a problem if we can't hold on until Khlokun is ready.”

“Ready for what?” I asked. “Some counterattack?”

“Beyond my place to know,” said Amanila. “But I've been told to tell you that if you have any additional ideas on how to deal with these new siege-engines, Empress Covin would be more than happy to take them into consideration.”

Exhausted and MP-starved, I was annoyed at being asked to do even more, but realized the mounting need.

“I will think on this,” I replied, trying to sound like a ponderous wizard, but the effect was undercut by my voice cracking a bit at the end. “Tell the Empress it will be my highest priority.”

Amanila nodded and turned back, walking quickly to a group of haggard soldiers waiting instructions.

I focused on the Mana behind the wall. It was a frazzled confluence of intentions and emotion that I couldn't make out.

There was no new attack in the next hour, so I went back to my room for the first time in a few days. I tried to study from my book, Mitera next to me, and Nina showed up as well, reading from her own notebook.

“Are you alright?” asked Mitera, gently squeezing my hand between hers. I didn't even notice we were holding hands; I'd gotten so used to it. Nina looked up from her work, also concerned.

“Yes,” I said. “Just tired from the attacks.”

I focused on the roiling mass of Mana beyond the walls. The lightening-drakes lost many soldiers with each attack, but somehow their numbers seemed to be steadily growing. Were more of them coming over from the South? If this continued, no matter what I did, they would eventually break through.

I thought I had been in high-pressure situations before, like during my master's thesis, where consistent, solid work was needed together with intense organization. But here, one single slip, and it could all be lost. Even if I did everything perfectly, eventually sheer numbers would win out, and that damn Legion was nowhere in sight. The thought was like a burr stuck at the back of my throat.

The book was the answer, of course. There were no other options. Learning another spell or improving the ones I had would be a small effect at best and take too much time, but maybe we should focus on escaping. To hell with the infiltration quest? Or somehow make this fort situation work? Perhaps we just needed to hold out until whatever Khlokun was planning came up.

“Maybe you should rest a bit? Perhaps also wash?” asked Mitera, nestling my hand in hers. “Your MP has not recovered fully in days. I don't know how you can even stay awake.”

I rubbed my face. My bed did seem very attractive right then, but I knew I should continue, maybe just a bit longer. I stared back at the book.

“I just want to look at this rune some more.” I pointed at one particularly puzzling rune that took inputs from three others and output to a hole to the next page.

“May I see?” asked Mitera, sounding hesitant. “I've been careful not to look, but the situation being as it is…” I sighed and agreed. Whatever risk the knowledge would pose to her would be a problem for the future. And I might as well bring Nina into it as well.

“Ah, yes,” I said, “Mitera, Nina, can both of you come look at this? Maybe together this will be easier.”

They crowded next to me, their Mana flaring up with eagerness. Nina looked into the book, then back at me, her face puzzled. Mitera also straightened, then chuckled to herself.

“What?” I asked.

“I don't see anything,” said Mitera. “Only a blank page.”

“Even you?” asked Nina, eyes wide at Mitera.

My heart sank. Of course, something like this would happen. Maybe I could draw them out in sections to them? But immediately, I knew this was not the answer. It was such an intricate mess, it would take weeks to write out, even snipped out. Even then, so much information was on the flow of the Mana itself, I wasn't sure that would be so useful. I felt a great sense of loss, like I'd have fingers cut off just as I needed them the most. The weight of my responsibility felt so heavy I couldn't do anything but lurch to my bed and fall fast asleep.

I woke up with a startle, thick with sweat, worried about the wall, about the book, about everything, almost shaking. There was a notification waiting for me that I could unlock another boon. I gasped at the faint glimmer of hope and opened up my options:

Boon Selection

Time for decision: 25 hours from unlocking.

Time remaining: 24h 59min 03s

Option 1

Name: Greater Mana Regeneration

Rarity (Goldmark): 3 (Rare)

Effect: MP regeneration +800% (MP Regen)

Effect Scaling: Level Tier (tier 0,1,2,3)= +100%, +200%, +400%, +800%)

Duration: (Passive)

Cooldown: (Passive)

Chain (Goldmark): 1 of 4 (Rare Ascension)

Description (Goldmark): An unusually offered boon to the mage that requires continuous casting over precise bursts of power. Prized by mages engaging in routine spellcasting outside of battle, yet only offered when such prolonged casting is performed in the context of battle. Ascension is the well-documented Path of Internal Alchemy, which is one of the most valuable Ascensions to those that specialize in non-combat roles. Regeneration does not include core Mana manipulation, only Arcana-based Mana use, and (page 1 of 320)

Option 2

Name: WorldSight

Rarity (Goldmark): 1 (Common)

Effect: Contextual +130 Per (Examination)

Effect Scaling: Level Tier (tier 0,1,2,3)= +10, +40, +80, +130

Duration: 2h

Duration Scaling: Level Tier (tier 0,1,2,3)= 10s, 60s, 1h, 2h

Cooldown: 25h

Chain (Goldmark): 1 of 2 (Common Ascension)

Description (Goldmark): The simplest and most versatile Perception boon, improving global Perception use with very few drawbacks or modifiers. Note this cannot be triggered in active battle for use of Perception-based skills, only for observing one's surroundings in more detail, and is thus often used in active scouting or tracking. Ascension is of low difficulty and with proportionally low rewards, yet cementing one's role as a specialized scout. Finishing this Ascension path is highly valued in Legion (page 1 of 689)

Option 3

Name: Runic Carve

Rarity (Goldmark): 5 (Undocumented)

Effect: Improves ability to carve Runes (Glyphic)

Duration: (Passive)

Cooldown: (Passive)

Chain (Goldmark): 3 of Unknown (Unknown Ascension)

Description (Goldmark): (none)

I grimaced at my choices. The next step in the boons I chose before was a huge risk and even more cryptic than the last. Not even with a damn poem to help me out. I hoped for one that would let me better understand the book, but it seemed unlikely being able to carve runes any better would do that. And it seemed like the Interface was giving me exactly what I needed right then, higher MP regeneration, and what use was anything else if the fort got overrun? I didn't even consider the second boon, which felt like a huge, wasted opportunity. So with no small amount of trepidation, I selected the first boon, jacking up my MP regen rate.

As opposed to my other boons, this one hit me like a hurricane, and I could feel my MP swell. I finally understood why few took those other bullshit rune boons—this was real power, tangible to the point I could taste it in my Arcana. I could feel an attack coming, so I left my room, eager to see how my new regeneration would help.

I redoubled the enhancement I could cast on the soldiers, making sure my party always had a second or third-tier spell on them at all times. I also could pepper the walls with Wall of Dry to further frustrate the advance of the siege-engines. I found I didn't need to ration my spells as much, and soon, realized that even if I was a bit wasteful, with proper sleeping breaks I'd be regenerating faster than I was spending.

The morale of the Fort soldiers surged at this, and that lasted much of the day. However, the attackers kept coming, barely breaking at nighttime, and returning in full force at daybreak. That continued for another four days before there was a lull, and I returned to my room, staggered not at my low MP, but the general desperate situation.

I couldn't sleep, simply stared at the golden ring outside as it cast a shaft of light into my room. I grabbed the damn book and wanted to smash it against the floor, but stopped myself, realizing how utterly stupid that would be.

Even with my MP regenerating so quickly, I needed something more drastic, something that could actually stand a chance at resolving the increasingly difficult situation. So I grabbed the book by its spine and took it to the small desk to the side Nina often practiced her glyphwork on, clearing it of all the crap on it except for a large piece of armor.

I took out the few pieces of special gear that I had on me, hoping to be able to use some of them on this problem. Maybe something I had could help solve the problem? I went over the Riwian Silk Rope, the Rocks of fire, the crappy HP regeneration potions we got back in Nikorice, even my two jacrim, one that was poison-related and the other related to swimming. I even stared long and hard at Ring of Scout's escape, then even at the single golden coin, knowing that was when I was grasping at straws. I put it all away, annoyed at the wasted time.

I turned back to the book itself. If the tree was infused with the book to become a slightly less potent mist of poison that didn't damage itself, maybe this book could be infused into armor and a similar skill given to it, something I could wear that would have a skill that I could wield. The logic was broken and the idea terrible, but in the dark, sweaty desperation of night I needed to do something.

I pushed the book into the armor, feeling the output channels of the book's Arcana, aligning each one in turn: the sieve at the back cover did nothing. In fact pushed the book away from the armor. When I splayed it open and pressed the covers in, also nothing. But as I shoved the spine down, I felt a sudden break in the tension, as if I were pushing the book into soft soil.

I kept at it, feeling the book reshape the armor, but it only went halfway in, a mounting pressure in the Mana around it as I felt it trying to turn the armor into something-reaching out. But the flow quickly reversed, and the book effectively spit out. The armor looked untouched, even if it held some of the powerful Mana of the book for a few seconds. I turned the book to my chest, removing my silk shirt and pushed.

Nothing. Just the feeling of hard leather against my skin. The Arcane design simply failed to activate, and I knew this was my damnable curse, that this somehow counted as me trying to cast something on myself.

I looked out the window, imagining the Legion in the distance, picturing it as a massive surge of Mana that could envelop the entire siege, wiping out the entire lightning-drake army in one fell swoop. Wanting to just relax, I pulled up the Infiltration quest again.

Quest Notification

Title: Infiltration of the Water-drake rebellion

Objective: Ensure the success of the water-drake rebellion against the Fawsin invasion.

Source: Regional Interface (Goldmark)

Difficulty Tier: 0

Reward: Blessing of the Siftwell Church

Description (Goldmark): Should the Olerrak Marshlands engage in foul rebellion against the Goldmark Tetrarchy, enter their service. Ensure they survive against any attack by the Fawsin lightning-drakes. Failure conditions are decrease of Olerrak fighting force below 25%, Fawsin takeover of the Spear Tip Fort, or death of the Olerrak leadership. Further instructions to be given upon Legion entry into the area.

I read it over, lingering on the text, letting my ability to probe deeper slide across the information, looking for a reassurance that if we just held on, everything would be okay. But nothing happened. The block was simply all there was to it. In a way, it made sense, a quest partitioned from the larger Regional Interface, presumably so that others couldn’t find it. But then I noticed it was also strange in other ways. This seemed like a quest tailor-made for me, so why was it Tier 0, not Tier 3? Also, why was Duration not listed? In every other quest, it was, even if there was no time limit, nor were there any restrictions. That blessing was also worded oddly—the first time I’ve heard of the Siftwell Church listed in the Interface as a single institution, not specifying if it related to its Accountancy or Clemency.

I sat up straight and focused every bit of my willpower on that block of text, wanting to pierce through, feeling the slight tug of what I felt Analysis did on my Arcana and leaning into it. It was very different from anything related to Mana use, colder and more deliberate, somehow. Suddenly, a new line appeared below the quest.

Status:

Synthetic quest, tier 2 concealment.

I felt a cold chill pass through me at the realization. This was a fake quest. No wonder the spider’s representative needed to give it to me with a tube, that likely being easier than depositing it into the Regional Interface. I fished out that tube from my bag, forgetting about it until that moment. I hastily cast Analysis on it, and scanned through the output, confirming it with a little snippet of text deep in its Description, this one far less concealed than the quest itself.

>> Deception spell on false Regional Interface quest constructed by a covenant of Riwian mages, led by the purchased service of a second-tier human mercenary, the three-eyed mage Jokiluy-jike. <<

Suddenly I remembered Khlokun’s rant on uniting the kin against Goldmark, so of course the closest kin to the water-drakes would be involved. The spiders were on his side all along.

My body numb, I walked up to the window again. We weren’t infiltrators working for Goldmark, waiting for Legion reinforcements. As far as the tetrarchy was concerned, we were traitors, legitimately working with the water-drake rebellion. The reputation loss was real, the bounty on my head real.

I took a deep breath to keep myself from panicking. Time for that later. My party needed to know this.

Ben Party:

>>We need to talk. There is a big problem. <<

They all came up within a few minutes, not needing to reply, their Mana a resonant agreement. My room was crowded with everybody inside, but it was reassuring to have us all here. It soothed my sleep-deprived, burning worry. “I've been tricked,” I said, feeling more than a bit ashamed as I flicked them the information on the fake quest.

They all froze, Mitera gasping aloud, and even Sio was visibly shaken. Rayne put on her merc stillness, its impassive neutrality reassuring right now.

“This…” Mitera gulped. “Such a spell is impossibly expensive. I couldn't imagine any force outside of the Legion could afford this in the area, much less the Riwian.”

Sio sat on a chair, breathing heavily. “I … This is true treason against an ally of Kren. I killed allies.”

Rayne turned to Mitera. “Does this explain why Lorquen fought with the lightning-drakes? Perhaps Goldmark and the lightning-drakes are allies in this?”

Mitera frowned. “Yes, it could. I dismissed these rumors as one of the many that my people like to spout about the evils of the yellows. That they eat their spawn, that they sell their oils to the Hive, that they are secret allies of Goldmark to keep us weak.”

Rayne shook her head. “May be less sinister than that, I can imagine the Southern Vice-Tetrarch simply doesn't want to use her own force, and instead activated their formal agreement from when the drakes lost their war. Or perhaps she is simply paying them—I've heard she has more money than bravery, so this is also likely.”

“Maybe we can flip over the fort?” I asked, wanting to discuss what to do now. “If we killed Covin and took over the fort while Khlokun was away, then surrendered…”

“I guess you haven't checked the bounty on your head?” asked Mitera.

Expecting more bad news, I sat down and pulled up that menu. The quest was updated to increase my bounty from 10 to 30 gold coins.

“What does this mean?” I asked.

“That your bounty is now the highest in the rebellion,” said Mitera. “Short only of Khlokun himself.”

I frowned at this. “What about Covin? I mean, she's the leader here, right?”

“Only 10,” said Mitera. “That it was so much lower than Khlokun itself was likely a ploy to undermine her authority, while also preying on her insecurity and arrogance. It was rather effective at getting her to chafe against Khlokun’s authority for quite a while.”

“And now, they think the trick will work once,” I said, my headache pinched further. “And also that even if we kill her and take over the fort, it wouldn’t be enough.”

Mitera nodded.

“And a simple escape is out,” I said, resigned. “The fort would fall almost instantly, and we'd have both the lightning-drake army and the Legion looking for us.”

Mitera nodded again, and the group, in general, seemed to agree, an unease spreading over the room.

“I think our only option is to kill Khlokun,” said Mitera. “Then, when we escape, we can use the favor that comes with the quest's fulfillment to request a pardon. In fact, that sort of reward is often used that way to encourage exactly that sort of betrayal.”

“Defeating him will not be easy,” said Sio. “I am not certain even all of us together catching him off-guard can do so. Not to mention if he is supported by his party, or even some of his party.”

“What if we catch him at the cavern leading outside?” asked Rayne. “We could even try a pincer, where some of us wait for him and others flank him from the back.”

I shook my head. “He would certainly notice that. I can tell his Perception is very high.”

“We could cause a cave-in while he's there,” said Nina. I was surprised at the lateral thinking. That was certainly something I wasn't thinking about.

“Do you know of a means to do such a thing?” asked Sio.

“No,” said Nina, looking down.

Mitera shook her head. “Those tunnels are reinforced anyhow. The sunken bones of the gourds make the walls almost impossible to collapse entirely.”

“An Agility user of his level will not be caught with such a simple trick anyhow,” said Rayne. “We need to start this fight in a way that ensures almost immediate victory, or else he either escapes or kills us all.”

Seemed like a tall order. I could remember the water-drake leader, his effortless, fluid movement and tight Mana, like flowing water itself. Not at all like his rag-tag army of low-level water-drakes and cast aside humans.

But then I remembered the battle at the quarry, and the observation that one of my spells seemed to improve the water-drake casting of their dehydration spells. I had set that little nugget of information aside, not thinking that was important, but it gave me an idea.

“One minute,” I said, and cast Hardening 1 on Mitera.

As the golden glow spread over her, I leaned forward in anticipation. “Is your dehydration attack spell stronger now?”

She raised a hand and started casting, then stopped midway, eyes wide. “Yes! I can feel it drawing my Mana more deeply.”

“Enough to kill him?” asked Sio, skeptical.

“I'm not sure,” said Mitera. “But that was only your first-tier enhancement, right?”

I nodded. “Yes, we should try with linked third-tier.”

Mitera nodded emphatically, and I noted a crack of a smile on Rayne.

“Okay,” I continued. “Mitera, we should experiment with that later, but if it turns out that it could work, then what? When do we do this?”

“The tunnel seems promising,” said Mitera. “It's narrow as well, so less likely for me to miss.”

“So we wait at the end of the tunnel, just before the water,” said Rayne. “Then when you see him, cast it, then we escape. But what if he has his party with him? Then we'd have to fight them.”

I nodded. “If there is time, I could buff all of you, and their greater numbers would not help in that confined space. Even if the fort rouses right after, we'd be long gone by the time they reach the tunnel.”

“We could use the very long tunnel just as it reaches the fort. My range is long and if Khlokun is halfway across it, he'd have very little ability to dodge or even notice the attack.”

I nodded, the plan starting to look good.

“We'd need to be able to access our weapons and armor quickly,” said Sio. “Even now, our guards keep a close eye on us when we leave our quarters armed. Should we do so without an attack, they would be suspicious and may raise an alarm.”

I thought on this. Indeed, if we had to take out Khlokun and his party at that hallway, all of us would need to be properly armed.

“We can deal with this,” said Rayne. “Give us some time to buddy up with the guards and get them used to us always walking in and out in full gear. Already they are loosening their precautions, I mean, we're all in here completely unmonitored, right?”

Sio nodded. “Indeed, and we may also hide some of our primary gear near the exit in advance, and rely more on replacement gear they provide us, claiming our main equipment is battle-worn.”

I felt myself unwinding, slowly, as I realized I could let them deal with this part of the plan. “So you two can deal with this problem?”

Sio and Rayne nodded in unison.

I felt some relief, despite the urgency of our new situation. I felt the heft of the Book of Poison at my side, relieved we would not even need it for this to work. I briefly mentioned to them the failed results of my experiment with the book, more thinking aloud than anything else, and they all listened carefully, but had nothing to add.

It took another three days before Mitera and I had time to test the enhancement spell. We needed to do it in secret, since we didn't want anybody to notice the extremely higher extra power of the third-tier enhancement on dehydration magic—Khlokun would, without a doubt, realize this was a threat to him.

So, after another siege attempt that lasted over twelve hours, with the last glimmer of twilight murky behind heavy clouds, Mitera led me down the fort, almost winding down endlessly. The blue, humming stone gave way to smoothened rock, then uncut, jagged stone.

Mitera stopped before an entrance obscured behind a boulder. If she hadn't shown me, I wouldn't even have noticed the entrance was there, and I'm not sure walking in the other direction would have revealed it either.

“This is my sleeping pool,” she said, her voice soft. “Water-drakes only bring those we are very close to in here.” She hesitated and reached out to hold my hand. “I've never brought a human to my sleeping pool before. I have to admit, I'm a bit nervous about this.”

“We can do this somewhere else,” I said, holding her hand tightly and reaching out with my other one to hold her shoulder.

“Ah, that's not what I meant. I want you to be here. I just wanted to tell you.”

“Okay.” I felt her lean against me, her Mana humming in tune with mine. “Thank you for showing this to me,” I said, really grateful, realizing this was a real show of trust and intimacy. I hadn't tried to have sex with her yet, partially because I could feel she was hesitating, but mostly because we simply didn't have time. The last few days were hectic with the mounting pressure of the siege.

We stepped in, and I found myself in a small, circular room, slightly larger than my apartment at the fort, with a pool of still water at one end, large enough to comfortably fit at least three people. The air felt different here, more humid and with a warmth to it I couldn't quite place.

“What do you think?” Mitera said, to my side, and as I turned to her, I realized that the warmth was her scent and general feel. She was permeating this room, somehow.

“I like it,” I said, as we walked to the middle, the warmth tightening. “It feels like you, in a way.”

Her Mana flared pleasantly at this as she chuckled. “I'm glad you think so! I was so afraid you would think it stinks. I've heard other drakes saying that no human would ever like this.”

I could somehow understand what she was saying, the smell being somewhat muskier than what most people would like. But somehow, I didn't even notice until she mentioned it, the grove feeling instinctively familiar and warm. “Well, I like it a good deal. Almost makes me feel bad. We're working so hard to get away from here.”

Mitera shook her head. “I can easily build another, with a bit of time.”

I nodded, glad that this was the case.

“Should we start testing the spell?” she asked, stepping away from me.

“Yes,” I said, and started casting Hardening 3. She stood in front of me, her face set and ready. I linked it back to itself, finding somehow that my Arcana curved the flow of Mana better here than usual. Perhaps it’s just from my being relaxed and comfortable?

When the spell reached Mitera, she took a step back and gasped.

“Are you alright?” I asked, worried the spell affected her badly.

“Yes,” she said, looking down at her hands in surprise. “It's just so overwhelming. I didn't expect this to be so potent. My Mana feels like it's boiling.”

This didn't make me feel any better. Her Mana flared around her, the curls and twists more pronounced, almost like she was somebody else.

“Maybe we shouldn't try this one to start,” I said. “It feels dangerous. We can start with the first-tier alone, then work our way up.”

Mitera laughed, wide and joyful, then enveloped me in a deep hug. “Thank you for worrying. It means a lot to me.”

I hugged her back, my arms tight around the tamped-down scales along her spine. Even through her coarse clothing, she felt smooth and inviting. I rested my cheek against her neck for a moment, pressing my head against her.

After a few moments, the initial turmoil of her Mana subsided, but still roiled unnaturally. “I want to try, still,” she finally said. “It just feels right.”

“If you want,” I said, still worried as she stepped away from me. She took her wand and aimed it at a wall to the side, and I braced myself. As she prepared her spell, I cast Quick Single Heal the First, just in case. I saw she was aiming at a small hole in the wall, one that seemed to go much further into the wall, and I nodded internally at the decision. It wouldn't make sense to cast a spell of unknown potency in an enclosed space.

I readied myself for her spell, seeing it sharpen her Mana. It all pointed towards the end of her wand, like a cyclone. I stepped further back as the Mana started visibly disturbing the air around her.

“This looks dangerous!” I said, my back now to the wall as the entire volume of Mitera's Mana poised at a knife's edge on her staff, a choking pressure and heft. “Stop! Cancel it!”

But the spell was cast, a thick, impossibly black line bursting forth and plowing into the hole, too big for it in fact, tearing up the walls to the side in its wake. The boom and rumble knocked me off my feet. I heard a distant explosion from beyond the hole and a rumble underneath. Dust and small pebbles falling from the ceiling.

I scrambled to Mitera, knowing something went horribly wrong. I shuddered to see her fall to her knees, wand rattling on the ground, her Mana almost a whisper. I cast the healing spell, but even before I finished, I could tell this wouldn't help.

She turned to me slowly, a weak smile on her face. “Amazing,” she said, as if drunk, and collapsed on the floor. I scrambled, dropping my staff and failing to catch her before she fully fell.

I turned her over, gently, the entire situation a blur. I remembered Sio bleeding, close to death in the small-leaf forest; my breath came ragged and quick. I whipped my head at the Interface and saw that Mitera's HP was still full, but her MP had been fully depleted, somehow. But then her HP started steadily decreasing.

I held up her face, trying to figure out what to do. She blearily opened her eyes. “Pool,” she said, and weakly pointed to the small body of water to the far side of the room.

I dragged her over, grateful that she was much lighter than I expected, and gently placed her in the clear water. I sensed a small surge in her exhausted Mana.

“Clothes,” she said in a whisper, tugging at her shirt. “Off, Ben.”

Quickly, with shaking hands, I removed her clothes, trying not to damage any it, but quickly decided I should just be fast instead. I removed her shirt and boots first, then her trousers, each motion feeling dead slow. Her HP kept ticking down, a quarter depleted already. She floated, looking peaceful and at rest, but her body was too limp, as if broken. The thought made me numb.

Was this what happened when MP was fully depleted? You started losing HP until it recovered? What if it couldn't be recovered? I needed more information.

Ben --> Party:

>>Mitera’s MP depleted, now her HP going down, what do I do? <<

I sent the message on a desperate impulse, then kept staring at Mitera near the middle of the pool, unsure what to do. I stretched my Arcana out and sharpened my senses as much as possible, trying to see as deeply as I could, but her small frame gave me nothing, just an eerie lack of Mana.

Rayne --> Party:

>>I don't know, MP down to zero usually just makes you pass out, never heard of it affecting HP this way. <<

In a frenzy, I tried casting my quick heal again, but rushed it too much and the spell failed, so I took a deep breath and cast it again. To my relief, Mitera's HP recovered back to full, but started ticking down again.

Taking another breath to calm myself, I realized I now had to just keep casting this heal on her, and it would all be okay. But how long would I need to do this for? At the rate it was going down, it would deplete my MP faster than it naturally recovered. I thought of anything else to help.

Ben --> Party:

>>I'm healing her with my spells. In my room, there are two potions of healing in my bag. Please bring them to me, and any other potions you all may have. Also, we might need Thetylis here, but don't contact her yet. It might be hard to explain what we're doing. <<

I wondered about that last bit, if it were better to not worry about that now and bring her in right away.

Nina --> Party:

>>I’ll go find Thetylis and spend time with her. Let me know if I should bring her and will right away. <<

Rayne --> Party:

>>I'm closest to your room, will get the potions and head down. None of us have any higher-grade ones, however. <<

Mitera's HP was now down to one-quarter again, but knowing I might have to pace myself, I waited until it was halved, then started casting Single Heal the First, the unaltered spell taking less MP to cast than my quicker variant. The spell reached her just as her HP reached a quarter full. This was not good. It seemed the rate of her HP decrease was not slowing down. And my MP was not full due to the battle before, either.

I stared even deeper at her lacking Mana. Odd that it wasn't coming back, as if it was being wicked away. Maybe the spell somehow required more MP than she had, so it was now slowly draining her HP, since her Arcana couldn't deliver?

I reached out to her with a tentative hand to the side of her face. I extended my own Mana deep into her, and found it drawn into hers, feeding it with a bit of a sting, like peeling dead skin from the edge of your nails.

She turned to my hand with a soft hum. “Get in,” she said. She seemed only half-awake at best, however, her body still fully limp and eyes closed.

I thought that maybe I could feed her Mana directly, and that this might be a solution. I cast one more heal spell on her, undressed until I just wore my trousers, since I didn't want to dirty her pool, and went in. I slowly nestled her head against my neck and held both her hands, letting my Mana flow into her. The pinprick tension of the flow became more of a subtle pressure, like hair being pulled just a bit too strongly. It drained my MP somewhat, but much less than I expected, so I kept at it.

Mitera hummed, deep and slow, and I noticed that the rate of her HP decrease slowed down a bit. Or perhaps that was just my impression? I continued, slowly increasing my Mana infusion. Eventually, I had to cast another healing spell, finding it difficult to do so at the same time as channeling Mana into her. But the loss of HP was unmistakably slower now.

“Can I come in?” Rayne asked from the entrance.

“Yes,” I said, not turning to her, keeping my focus on the Mana flow. I barely managed to feel Rayne's presence, but then heard the soft clink of bottles against the edge of the pool.

“I'm leaving them here, okay?” she said, “I'll wait outside, if you shout or whisp I can be here in less than a second.”

With a stab or recognition, I regretted so idly asking Rayne to come in here, given how much it meant to Mitera. My Mana wavered for a moment before I focused back, slowing her HP loss again.

Mitera shifted, her face pushing more into my neck. Then in a smooth motion, she turned her body over and with a single controlled lunged she and pressed herself against me. “Thank you,” she whispered. Her body seemed less limp now, not asleep or comatose, but simply tired. The decrease in her HP continued, but it had slowed to a crawl. I relaxed as I realized that I could easily keep this up, even indefinitely, that my MP increase rate could match this.

“Just rest,” I said. “Focus on recovering. We can talk later.”

Mitera nodded, and her body relaxed back into sleep, slowly floating back to the surface. I kept feeding her Mana and as her HP reached the one-quarter mark, I cast Single Heal the First on her again. I did this twice more, and the HP decrease slowed even more, then stopped. Mitera's Mana started to grow back, dim and frail, but slowly returning to its familiar shape and texture. I breathed a deep sigh of relief and slowly started to wean back the Mana I pumped into her as hers came to life.

Then I noticed her MP tick up a single point, and I stopped, now just gently holding her as she slept. Then another point went up.

Ben --> Party:

>>I think she's safe now. Everybody can stand down, make sure nobody noticed anything. <<

Rayne --> Party:

>>Yes, I saw her MP rise. This now is more like what normally happens when you deplete your MP. I'll return now. <<

Nina --> Party:

>>I’ll leave Thetylis as soon as I can without rising suspicion. I didn't tell her anything, and she noticed nothing, as far as I can tell. <<

Sio --> Party:

>>I continue my patrol. Mer-Markeer has been trailing me this entire time, but I believe he sees nothing amiss. <<

I felt deep relief that this little incident also didn't jettison our plan or expose us to the fort. I let myself relax a bit against the smooth sides of the pool. Only then did it strike me how exhausted I was, my own MP barely a quarter full, the mental strain further tapping me out.

Rayne --> Ben:

>>Maybe stay with her still? I think she would like to have you there when she wakes up. <<

Ben --> Rayne:

>>I will. Thank you for everything. <<

Rayne --> Ben:

>>;) <<

I chuckled at the pleasant absurdity of an emoji punctuating my desperate magical struggle. What a strange, wonderful world.

-x-

Pixyn

I put aside my annoyance at Ben's attention to the undeserving kin, the water-drake's luck far too large to be palatable. The unusual healing Ben performed drew my attention, however, and I pooled my now substantial resources to probe at it, personally diving into his Personal Interface, seeking the thread of that strange activity. I was soon at the third layer of the Interface, a depth at the very limit of what I have been built to accomplish, my sight wide as I picked out the relevant information, a residual fragment from a member of the Siftwell church from before the Unification, a powerful healer annotation kept within her Personal Interface:

>>The apprentice was injured beyond Lafster's ability to heal, much to my disappointment. She was brought to me with all her flesh reconstructed, but the drain on her Vital Force continuing. I should have let her die to teach Lafster a lesson in relying too much on these shallow spells her generation finds so appealing, a crutch over true mastery of Mana. But I must be getting soft in my old age, so I stripped all aspects from my Mana and infused the soul’s hunger directly after creating a Mana shell around it to prevent it from self-sustaining. A middling skill any second-tier healer should be capable of, and I am disappointed that none of Lafster's priory could perform the deed. I will initiate an Injunction later. <<

Penship Covenant Addendum

Nina left Thetylis, not wanting to be around the pathetic woman anymore, now that the need was over. Her spear tightly in hand; she took to the walls.

The pair of soldiers at the parapet nodded to her and made room for her between them to lean along the wall. She smiled at the show of respect. One of the soldiers audibly gulped as she sat, and Nina's smile grew at the show of fear.

“Congratulations on your first boon,” said the other soldier, his voice aching with interest.

Nina smiled but kept staring up at the looming fort above them. “Thank you. I'm eager to use it in battle.”

The woman on her other side cleared her throat and shifted slightly. “May … May I take a look at your spear?”

Nina unfastened the weapon from her back and held it in front of the soldier. “It's glyphed near the pommel. You can see the outer glyphwork here.” She pointed to the indentations.

The man on her other side hummed with an uptick of surprise. “How do you know so much about glyphwork? I've heard you're a Fierce Dancer. I can't imagine that you've invested much in Arcana.”

With a smile, Nina took out her notebook on glyphs and flipped it open, putting away her spear to the disappointment of the spear-wielding soldier to her other side. “I dabble in glyphwork. A diversion, really.”

The mage stared at the open notebook in admiration. “These are some very advanced glyphs. Can you truly carve them? Who taught you?”

Nina closed the book and returned it to the pocket near her chest. “My fellow party member Rayne,” she lied, not wanting to admit that it was Mitera. The thought soured the pleasant admiration, and when the soldier asked something else, Nina ignored him to stare at the fort above. Something about it felt grander than before she got her boon, like it was singing out to her in a way she was just at the cusp of hearing. It soothed her to listen to it so, each part of the fort like a different jewel's facet, a unique part of the whole worth exploring.

She looked back down at her notebook and flipping through the pages, only now noticing how much of it was taught to her by Mitera. Soothed by the fort's music, she felt less bitter at the realization.

Nina had been delighted when she heard from Ben that the drake was injured and might die because she found herself hoping it would happen. Even with all the help she’d given, Nina still felt that Mitera hadn’t fully committed to the party and Ben. Her brood still ruled her decisions and loyalty.

Looking down at her notebook in the full thrall of what the fort was trying to tell her, she once again cursed her weakness and left the parapets. She had glyphs to study, after all.


Chapter 18

Mana Pool


I focused on Mitera's soft, regular breathing, keeping an eye on her Mana as she slowly recovered more of her MP. The whole ordeal felt like a slow-motion eternity, but took less than half an hour, and now the tension of the situation bore down on me hard. The warmth of her pool unusually relaxing.

I nodded off, my chin dipping into the water, and I bolted upright. Panicked, I checked on Mitera, but she was still drifting peacefully, her MP almost a fifth full. I willed myself to stay awake afterwards, even resorting to studying the Book of Poison, that, as I expected, was entirely waterproof.

Another hour passed and Mitera took a deep breath and turned over, the hum in her Mana fully awake. She looked at me for a second, as if confused, then slowly swam towards me, looking away.

She reached out and took one of my hands, gingerly, holding her body slightly away from mine. “I'm sorry about this, Bendarios.” Her grip tightened. “This was so stupid. I can't believe I was so stupid.”

I didn't know what to say, so I just sat there, letting her grip my hand; her Mana thick with shame. “If I died here, who would uplift my brood? This was the indulgent mistake of a tadpole or unbled merc.”

“Well, at least now we know that enhancing your dehydration magic like this is dangerous,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “And you're fine, so it's okay.”

Mitera looked at me, intently, and it seemed like my vapid reassurance actually worked a bit. “Can I hug you?” she asked, a hint of her usual confidence seeping back.

I smiled and nodded. “I'd like that.”

I expected a soft, shy hug, but instead she wrapped around me hungrily, her hands tight against my back, her legs pressed against mine, even her tail wrapping against the back of my leg. She nuzzled her face against my neck, and her silky softness seemed to envelop me fully. I could feel her breathing and heartbeat against mine, and as she caressed my neck with her cheek, despite myself, I got aroused.

I froze and tried to bring myself back under control, not sure if Mitera would want this kind of attention, especially right now.

She muttered a low hum to my ear. “I see you find me somewhat exciting, dear Ben. Do you perhaps want to undress and have human sex?”

The way she phrased it seemed comical, and I couldn't help but chuckle. “Are you sure? I can understand if it's too much for you, especially with all that happened just now.”

Mitera pulled away slightly, her eyes smiling. “The amount of time we spent exchanging fluids is far more intimate to a water-drake than human sex. Not to mention inviting you to my pool. But I know what it means to your kind, and promise not to take it lightly, even if it is only a mild pleasantry to me, like eating a snack between meals.”

I nodded, relieved in a way, the notion that this would be just idle fun for her somewhat appealing right then.

-♥-

Slowly, Mitera helped me out of my clothes and set them aside the pool. Fully naked, her light green scales lightly illuminated in the dim light of the pieces of obsidian peeking from the walls, she pressed herself against me once more, the fullness of her silky body now almost overwhelming, like my whole body was at a low burn.

“I'll remove my hard scales now,” she whispered as she backed away. “Don't be alarmed.”

I only nodded and kept looking at her with curiosity.

With a gesture like shaking off a heavy winter coat, the thick, sharp scales along her back leading up to her head came off, one thick peel drifting on the surface of the pool. Without them, Mitera's whole body was now the small, smooth scales that were at her hands and chest. Tentatively, I reached out to her and touched the smallness of her hips and the small bulge of her chest. She chuckled at this, her Mana flourishing in joy.

She was then hugging me again, my hands coursing along her back. The scales previously beneath her hard scales were extra soft and pliable, and her eyes softened as I touched her, gently at first, then pushing her more against me. Her hands rested on my back, barely touching, and as my cock grew harder, her grip tightened. I could feel the Mana emanating from my body entwining with hers at her hands, perhaps a glimmer of what she called water-sense.

“I learned something nice that humans like,” she said with a proud grin. “Let me show you.”

She dipped beneath the waters, and gently pushed me back to rest against the edge of her pool, almost lying down. I felt her long tongue against my chest, heading down. It was longer than I expected, nearly half the length of my forearm, and it kneaded my skin with surprising strength and pliability. I immediately realized what she meant, and put my hands behind my back, looking forward to the service.

My stiff dick was twitching in anticipation as her tongue made its way down, bouncing against her neck as she grabbed my hips with both hands. Slowly, her tongue wrapped around my cock's base, folding upwards, encasing it entirely in a slick softness that somehow felt wetter than the water in her pool.

“Ahhh,” I groaned as she took me into her mouth entirely, adding suction to the full embrace of her tongue, the shaft and tip differently groped and tugged as her head bobbed up and down, gently displacing the pool's surface.

“Faster,” I said, and put one hand on the back of her head and pushed down, her sucking and tongue probing going all the way, her mouth reaching almost down to my balls. At the deepest, I could feel the tip of my cock bending against the back of her throat. The entirety of her mouth and tongue twisted and tugged at my cock in a way I'd never felt before, never could have imagined was possible.

In a sudden, powerful lunge, I pushed her head in with both hands, a subtle gurgle coming from below as a few bubbles of air rose from the edges of her mouth. This was great, but I wanted to fuck her fully now.

I pushed her away from me and turned so she was now against the pool's edge, her hands tight on my arms, hungrily drinking in my baseline Mana emission.

“I want to go inside you,” I said, reaching down between her legs, finding the small opening almost at the base of her tail. Her cloaca, that I'd previously probed in the Interface, was the one hole that water-drakes had down there, and I was eager to find how it felt.

“Go ahead.” Mitera smiled at me, the sharp teeth of her smile suddenly looking rather dangerous. That blowjob could've ended very badly. Good thing she has damn good technique.

I pushed my cock in, the tightness almost too much, but Mitera just used her hands against my back to push me in farther, not a hint of discomfort in her face. With a consistent squeeze, I was in, the tightness of the opening sliding across my dick as I slid all the way in. I felt nubs and points of pressure as I pushed through, and when I was fully in, the clamp against the base of my cock subsided, replaced by a roiling motion of pressure starting from the base and rolling up, then back down. The pressure felt incredible, a surprise of tension and softness all around, like I was fucking a cloud.

Wanting to dig deeper, I pushed my hips away to pump into her, the roiling motion disrupted as I went in.

“Stay inside me,” said Mitera, her voice even and unruffled. “I'll do all the work.”

“Go ahead and do your best,” I said with a smirk and a deep push.

Mitera laughed, both her legs wrapped around me, pushing my hips farther in, her tail wrapped around me as well.

“Oh, you want my best, do you?” She narrowed her eyes in a mischievous grin.

The opening of her cloaca tightened, feeling like it trapped my dick entirely, and it felt like countless nubs within were rubbing every inch of my cock forcefully. I nearly came instantly, but I was cut off, the pleasure on my cock building to an almost painful degree.

“Is that how it is?” I barely managed to say, my voice uneven. I took both her hands that rested softly on my chest and wove my fingers between hers, gripping her tightly. At this, her eyes widened, and her breath quickened.

“No … fair,” she said, the pressure in her cloaca loosening slightly with each word.

“Good,” I replied, then took one of her hands and brought it to my mouth, sucking on a quivering index finger.

Mitera's eyes rolled to the back of her head as she moaned deeply, her finger shivering against my tongue, almost drinking the Mana in my spit.

Her cloaca twitched in turn, its tension at the base coming and going in uncontrollable spasms as the pressure inside became a slow undulation with the squirming motions of Mitera's body.

Keeping her finger in my mouth, I grabbed her hips and pushed myself as deep as I could go, and as I licked the palm of her hand, the undulations inside her fluttering wildly, I filled her up with my cum, feeling it leak back out into the pool's water.

Mitera put her other hand to my face as the scales throughout her entire body ruffled in a single wave, as if slightly reaching up in rapture.

“Aaaaaah,” she yelled, a fully bestial roar, her teeth bare in a violent grimace, the claws of her hands fully retracted and digging into the flesh of my ass.

Mitear went limp quickly thereafter, legs and tail and arms dangling to her side as her tongue lolled outside her mouth, her breath still fast. I could feel her heartbeat thrumming through my hips against hers, the tightness of her cloaca against my cock slowly becoming unbearably strong.

I slowly slid out of her, looking down at her vacant eyes. “So how was that for a snack between meals?”

Mitera gurgled something indistinguishable and turned to the side, her eyes glimmering with peace. The first time I ever saw her let somebody else easily have the last word, I noticed with not a small amount of amusement.

-♥-

I decided to lie down next to her for a while, just to catch my breath for a while. A few moments later, I slowly rose up, gently. My body was now on top of Mitera's, not remembering how I got there.

“We should get up,” she muttered, her voice lazy. “It's morning.”

I checked the time, surprised that I so quickly and deeply fell asleep. We were incredibly lucky for an attack not to have sprung while we were down here.

“I'm sorry,” I said. “I must have kept you up all night on top of me.”

She smiled. “That was barely for a few moments. We slept together side-by-side for most of it.”

“Oh,” I said, a bit embarrassed. “I didn't even notice that.”

Mitera chuckled once more and gave me a deep hug. “You're a sheer delight.” Then she detached herself from me, swimming to the other side of the pool. She looked strange without her hard scales on, so vulnerable. She briefly ducked underwater, the move as natural as walking. The hard scales on the other side of the pool looked like a spread-out cloak and snapped into Mitera's back in a perfect fit. I expected to feel some resonance in her Mana as they shifted into place and reattached to her, but the motion seemed natural and almost trivial, like when a woman quickly puts her hair up in a bun.

I also got up, leaving the pool with not as much elegance as her, expecting to be all wrinkly and shaken from being in water all night, but the pool's water slid off me seamlessly, leaving me almost entirely dry. When I looked at my fingers, I saw no wrinkles.

“This isn't just water,” said Mitera, who sat on the side of the pool as she put on her clothing. “It has a precise infusion of my own oils. We drakes change its composition depending on if we want to spawn, nurse, hibernate, and so forth. This specific brew I made to appeal to human skin. Did you like it?”

“Very much so,” I said. “Do you normally sleep here?”

“No,” she said. “We can, of course, and it's very comfortable to do so, but we sour the oils if we spend too much time in it, so most only sleep half the week in their pool. I'm more particular, and generally only do so for a night or two per week. There is a divot of water a few ways down the outside tunnel where I usually sleep, and sometimes at one of the bunks at the fort after oiling my scales.”

I stretched my body, getting used to moving around in the air again. “Oh, maybe sometime you could sleep with me in my room.”

Mitera walked up to me and put one hand gently on my back. “I would like that very much.”

Rayne -> Ben:

>>Everything good with you? Mitera whisped us earlier that all was well and not to worry. <<

Ben -> Rayne:

>>Thank you for checking. For sure Mitera and I are well. Is there anything going on in the fort? Any new attacks? <<

Rayne -> Ben:

>>Nothing yet. But it's been barely six hours since the last one. We're overdue. <<

“Mitera,” I said. “I think we need to study what happened yesterday. Much more carefully this time.”

She nodded, her tail now still.

“I noticed at the siege of the quarry that my first-tier enhancement already strengthened the spells a lot but seemed not to harm the mages. Perhaps we should start there and work our way up.

“Agreed,” she replied. “Maybe you can also cast your Analysis spell on me and see if something came up there which would give another hint as to this?”

“You sure?” I asked, hesitating. “There is a lot of very detailed, personal information there. Maybe we shouldn't make my probing into you like this a habit.”

Mitera shrugged. “I think exposing a few embarrassing details is no real matter in the face of the danger we're in.”

A very good point, I had to admit.

So I cast Analysis on her, and for quite a while poured over her Attribute explanations, trying to find some hint as to what happened. However, these all seemed to be on her current abilities and attributes, not those of the near past, so I focused on the more descriptive aspects linked to her main profile, where I reached the more personal information from the past before, but even as I reached sections like “Most grievous recent injury” I found nothing on what happened. There had to be a better way to comb through this data, and I thought I should spend some time at least figuring out the details of how its organized. But I got the sense that the entire data structure was shifting even as I read it, with things closer to what I am looking at coming to the fore, certain aspects accentuated or abbreviated as I think to look at them or gloss them over, often in a way I couldn't seem to fully control. I'd never seen a database at once so oddly responsive and impenetrable. After nearly an hour of pouring through it all without any real headway, I gave up.

Next, we drew up a plan of how to proceed with testing the enhancement magic, where I would cast them in order of increasing strength, then start linking it. Mitera would have to get an okay from me before casting, and I'd closely monitor her Mana, to minimize the chance of yesterday's disaster happening again.

After some thankfully non-eventful trial and error, we found that my casting a second-tier enhancement linked to a first-tier one let her cast her dehydration attack spell that would drain her MP almost entirely and leave her tired and sluggish, but no more. Oddly, the spell seemed just as powerful as the one she cast when enhanced by the two linked third-tier spell. This in some way made sense, since her ability to cast was likely limited to her own Arcana and skill, and the overpowered enhancement could bring her up to a certain limit, but pushing past that would only accentuate the cost without any extra benefit.

I couldn't help but think more about this odd property, and wondered why Nina or Rayne didn't suffer any apparent side-effects from my enhancements, even after receiving the highest I could cast, even linked. Maybe we were just lucky that none of Rayne's spells interacted with my enhancements? Or maybe it was that Mitera's magic was from a different school, so weird interactions like this were possible? It felt like not entirely a detriment, so would be worthwhile to see if we could replicate other effects like this.

As I was getting ready to head back up, I noticed that I had a notification about completing a quest, so I opened it up.

Quest Completed!

Title: Begin Healing 5

Objective: Heal 1 person from fundamental wounds using only Mana.

Source: Domain Interface

Difficulty Tier: 3

Restrictions: Solo

Duration: (no time limit)

Chain: Healer Beginning (5/5)

Quest unlocked: True Healing 1 (1/5)

Reward: 2,000 XP, Unique item

Accept Reward? yes / no

I smiled at this and clicked yes, eager not only for the unique item, but also that I had bumped my XP all the way up to 2750 out of the 3500 I needed for the next level. A small blue crystal formed in front of me, and I knew immediately this was another jacrim. Mitera nuzzled close to me, her tail twisting in excitement. I cast Analyis on the small gem.

Complex Estuarial Jacrim for Betterment of the Waterless

Material: Jacrim, complex.

Composition: Permafrost blood from three different Lake Fang creatures (now extinct) encased in lightning-infused eggshell, protected by glyph- hardened glass. (8 parts Water, 1 part earth, 1 part miscellaneous)

Durability: 400/400

Glyphmasonry: (none)

Empowerment: Allows casting of the base-tier water navigation skills Water Breathing and Foreign Watersense Deconstruction.

Consumption: Chance at learning Water Breathing or Foreign Watersense Deconstruction, proportional with skill in empowerment use

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 10+ gold

Description (Analysis): A jacrim created by the water-drake civilization previously based on Lake Fang. Made at the peak of their empire, circa year 300 of the Goldmark Standard Calendar. Unlike most jacrim of complex grade, this one allows for boon acquisition by consumption, normally only possible for jacrim at the greater grade or higher. Given to highly-ranked vassals and slaves unable to properly navigate and breath underwater, as well as to tadpoles with malformed gills that require (page 1 of 61)

Description (Goldmark Local Interface): The area near the Olerrak Swamp will occasionally unearth unusual jacrim that are well-attuned to the aplatonic magic system of water-drakes. These jacrim are of lesser utility to non-aquatic kin, but their unusual properties could lead to improved glyphmasonry or other jacrim-related fields. Such jacrim may thus be sold to the Siftwell Church Accountancy for well above market price, preferably while the item still has high durability. Unknown if constructed or the result of natural (page 1 of 7)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Local Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Regional Interface

I was pleased at the possibility of being able to breathe underwater, which seemed like it could be useful, but I couldn’t help being a small bit disappointed. For a moment, I hoped I'd get a killer item that would help solve all our problems, but this clearly wasn't it. I placed the jacrim in Mitera's hand and flicked my Analysis output to her.

“This…” Mitera looked at me with wide eyes. “You uncovered tangible evidence that constructed jacrim grade properties are transferable.”

I looked back at the description. “You mean that this can be used for consumption even if it's only complex?”

She nodded, clearly focused back on the text in front of her. “Don't deposit this information at the Interface, and don't tell anybody. Not even Sio or Rayne. If there's even a chance at learning how to make complex jacrim that can be consumed to give boons … This could even spark a war between Legions.”

She carefully handed the jacrim back to me, and I put it deep into an inner pocket of my tunic. I wasn't particularly alarmed—having accumulated so many lethal threats, getting a new one just added to the pile.

I forgot about the new item as we reached the courtyard, since another lightning-drake attack began.

-x-

Pixyn

As much as I now enjoyed looking into Ben as he mated, I found myself drawn again to his unusual healing. Not able to justify using such Interface Depth on the same issue again, I performed a more shallow probe, seeking further information on his treatment of Mitera's condition. Domain Quest on using Mana for healing was accessed, and further seeking obtained fragment of interface-transmitted communication from Way of Blue healer:

>>Archdeacon, I beg for you to reconsider my findings. Training our base-tier healers in direct Mana sculpting has produced improved outcomes with our most stricken patients. Your points on the decreased efficiency and throughput are of course correct, but even when servicing the singlet population, should we not focus on those most affected? I only need another healer or two to supplement my ranks with this strategy to maintain our output and feel that with further development this efficiency cost may be later mitigated. If the change itself is not approved, may I ask for funding to employ a tier 1 healer more familiar with the rare skill to help with my training program? Perhaps their insight may address your concerns. I thank you for your attention and apologize for the insistence. <<


Chapter 19

Applied Glyphmasonry


The attacks redoubled, both in ferocity and frequency. There were only two siege-engines now, but they seemed to be able to withstand more punishment before having to retreat, each approach now causing at least a dozen deaths, no matter how much I cast. I could feel the fort numbers slowly dwindling, more and more water-drakes filling the ranks to replace the dying human soldiers. But these were invariably low-leveled and inexperienced, and often the ones that died the quickest.

Many times a day the siege-engines would come, and sometimes I could barely get back to my room and collapse into bed before I felt the next one coming, my MP never getting the chance to fully recover. I shuddered to think how quickly the fort would've collapsed had I not taken the MP regeneration boon.

In the lulls between strikes, I would whisp Rayne, and we'd retreat to one of the hallways just off the courtyard and have sex against the wall. She had no hint of her usual flirty charm, our goal pure efficiency, her face impassive and her body diligent, a way to get a boost for the battle to come. She'd be a beast in battle after that, like this was her true form, swift and glorious. Often Mitera would join my narrow bed for the little rest we could get, her softness pleasant to sleep against. Nina was always ragged and exhausted, trying to keep up with the constant fighting.

After nearly a week of this, I was worn down and had a hard time focusing, occasionally slipping in the fine balance between keeping the gates reinforced and the soldiers at the wall enhanced. I could tell my party was equally strained, rushing from one front to the other when they weren't in pitched battle. The assaulting lightning-drakes, however, seemed to have an undiminished wall of Mana, no matter how many of them we killed or how thoroughly we caused their engines to push back.

Our plans would be for nothing if this continued. Panting with exhaustion, my MP barely a quarter full, I sat on my increasingly filthy cot in the middle of the courtyard during a rare reprieve. A siege engine just started retreating, and there would be a small break before the next came. But then I saw Rayne leaning against the battlements, her HP only half full, and she gripped her left leg, her face tight with pain. This shocked me awake, and I realized I had to do something to change the status quo.

Forcing myself to move, I lurched up the steps to the wall and carefully looked out to the nearest siege engine. It was just outside the range of our arrows, and lightning-drakes behind it were busy casting repair spells at it while engineers crawled all over it, restructuring the wood and metal as it knit together from the spells or their frantic hammering.

I punched the wall in frustration, damning myself for being unable to cause damage. But I kept staring, and soon I noticed several drakes swimming to a particular intersection of wood, a pinprick of disappointment pooling in their Mana. Their repairs came to a grinding halt and the casting stopped as they started hacking away at a central beam with small axes. Now what's this?

I narrowed down my Perception Focus as much as I could, then I saw it. There was a large spike of metal crossing the heart of where a beam met another, a support point that was essential for the stability of the large structure. Of course, I smiled. Whatever repair magic they were casting needed to be guided, or else things would grow out in ways that would break the machine even worse than damage could, and more spells like this would only compound the problem.

This felt like the hint of a workaround. I wouldn't need to cause damage at all! I sat back against the obsidian stone and brought up my endless list of spells, trying to think of what could possibly be related to metal or wood in the same way that Hardening boosted the dehydration magic of the water-drakes. I passed by poison resistance, that one perhaps having something to do with plant-based sources, but not quite right. What could make the wood grow again? My healing spells worked on the tree back in the Riwian forest, but the wood on the siege-engines was already dead, and I knew my spells didn’t work on the dead.

Then I remembered something odd that was at the back of my mind, that somebody mentioned that metal could grow as well—that was how it was described at the quarry. Metal was grown, not mined. So maybe metal was alive as well?

Ben -> Party:

>>Hey, is metal alive? Does it grow? I ask because if so, I might be able to affect the metal in the siege-engines. <<

Mitera -> Party:

>>Depends on how well-processed, most is fully asleep. <<

Sio -> Party:

>>For all good weapons, fully dead, as far as I have heard. But for something as large as those siege-engines, I doubt they use the best metal, so likely their metal is still capable of growth, requiring a trim every few years for proper function. <<

I wondered about how this could possibly be true, but decided to just accept it and skim past my spells and see if anything would affect this. But I also wanted test this out myself.

Ben -> Party:

>>Can somebody bring me metal from a siege engine? <<

Nina -> Party:

>>I'm near some that fell off a drawbridge, will bring it to you now.<<

Turns out Nina was not very far away, and soon I had a bolt the size of my hand, still surrounded by a chunk of wood. I linked Analysis spell to itself and cast it on the broken part.

Fragment of Siege engine drawbridge

Composition:

Bolt: Singlet Iron (9 parts earth, 1 parts miscellaneous)

Wood: processed Rakish Elm softwood (4 parts water, 3 parts earth, 1 parts fire, 2 parts other)

Estimated Value (Nikorice): less than 1 copper bit

Description (Analysis): Fragment of a lightning-drake siege engine, constructed year 1680 of the Goldmark Standard Calendar. Removed during ongoing siege of the Spear Tip Fort. Wood is refined Elm common to the lightning-drake mountains south of the Olerrak Swamp, infused with water-resistant oils and durability-enhancing air grease. Iron is low grade Singlet Iron repurposed from various other sources of routine use, riddled with impurities and irregularity. Bolt shape is of a right-handed spiral, as is the standard (page 1 of 143)

Description (Goldmark Regional Interface): Lightning-drake siege-engines are used mostly in the southern and eastern borders, beyond their mountains. Often used to suppress copper-drake uprisings, and thus crudely built and poorly operated. Threat to Goldmark cities minimal, due to slow speed of transport over long distances. Advanced versions with more substantial capabilities recorded in Bibliographer records yet have not been reported since the early Iron Age of the Tetrarchy. Cannot be reused, since access requires claw usage, and salvage (page 1 of 8).

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Local Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Regional Interface

I dove into the description this time, quickly scanning the rather useless tidbit from Goldmark's Interface and then switching to what my own spell unearthed. I didn't find anything particularly useful, but it did confirm my hunch that the iron they used was low quality and not processed very well.

I put the wall of text aside and I peered deep into the broken chunk. My Perception honed in, and my Mana sharpened with the focused desperation of knowing this could be our only hope.

The wood was a neat and deep lattice, the various treatments to it hardening and infusing it into an almost metallic tension. I briefly appreciated the craftsmanship, but it was clearly dead as a dead could be.

The metal was another matter altogether, with various micro-fissures and large swatches of interface between different grades of material producing stress points. Most importantly, however, small pockets were still producing Mana! I almost missed them, since the Mana was so ephemeral and weak, but as I peered into them, I could sense the stirring of something alive. Exactly what I was looking for.

I whisped my party to collect as much of this material as possible and took to my room, on the way asking Mer-Markeer to ask the other Fort soldiers to also collect any more of the metal. Soon, I had a small pile of debris in my room, and I started casting.

I tried the simple resistance spells first, Aice, Afire, Alit, and Aearth, all at the first-tier to conserve MP. It was very difficult to keep focusing on the metal's small pockets of Mana while casting, but soon I had the hang of it. The spells seemed to do nothing, unfortunately, so I started with the infusions, Ice Infusion, Fire Infusion, Lightning Infusion, and Poison Infusion.

Only the Poison Infusion seemed to cause a sort of shift in the metal's Mana, like a slow gurgle. I cast the second-tier version of the spell, the effect spreading further, my excitement mounting. But when I cast the third-tier, the effect was lower. I scanned the spell description to see if I could figure out what had happened.

Poison Infusion 3

Tier: 3

Effect: Poison addition (weapon)

Base effect: Nausea and discomfort (- Str)

Tier 1 effect: Slow HP damage over time, 1-5/min for 1h (60-300 HP dam)

Tier 2 effect: Slow damage seeps deeper into the body, making damage harder to heal

Tier 3 effect: doubles poison damage (to 2-10/min, total 120-600 HP)

Duration: 60 min

Cooldown (none)

Cost: 60MP

Cast Time: 10s

Range: line-of-sight, physically unblockable

Description (Goldmark): Do not overlook the earth-based nature of the poison at the lower tiers. The doubling of the damage at the third is a deepening of the effect beyond platonic earth into unknown systems.

So the earthen nature of the poison is what had the effect, and the third-tier's lack of that got in the way of what I was trying to do. I looked at the piece of metal I'd cast Poison Infusion 2 at, and already the effect was gone, the metal largely undisturbed. Alone, this wouldn't do anything to the siege-engines.

My experiments were interrupted by another attack, so I had to return to my post. Hours later and after a nap to regain a bare minimum of MP, I resumed my experiments, trying now to link Poison Infusion to various other spells, balancing the need to test this and needing to rest to conserve my MP. Eventually, I got to the enhancement that protects against Blunt damage, SoftVolume, and I saw the metal not only stir, but start growing.

SoftVolume 1

Tier: 1

Effect: + End (Single)

End enhancement: +10

Duration: 30 min

Cooldown: (none)

Cost: 10MP

Cast Time: 10s

Range: line-of-sight

Description (Goldmark): Increases Endurance-based defense to blunt attacks, but not piercing or slashing attacks, to a maximum of +10 Endurance, fringe conditions allowing less. Duration increases upon additional casting, but added Endurance does not stack. Also reduces slashing HP damage by variable amount if no Endurance-based deflection is obtained, but with an unclear pattern. Note given reliance on Endurance, attacks from an undetected source do not harden with any consistency. Major modifiers are often environmental, due to (Page 1 of 21)

Linked Effect (Personal Interface):

Mixed Tier: Soft volume bulk accentuated with offensive poison, granting Earth effects to target.

SoftVolume 3

Tier: 3

Effect: + End (Single)

End enhancement: +60

Duration: 60 min

Cooldown: (none)

Cost: 60MP

Cast Time: 10s

Range: line-of-sight, physically unblockable

Description (Goldmark): (none)

Linked Effect (Personal Interface):

Mixed Tier: Soft volume bulk accentuated with offensive poison, granting Earth effects to target.

The description of these spells didn't help at all, and soon I was stuck, unable to improve the combination of linking SoftVolume 3 and Poison Infusion 2. The siege engine metal would grow a little bit, producing small bumps and minor deformations, but that wouldn't cut it. I tried linking in even my more obscure spells like Directional shimmer, Arcane Reflect, and Fearless, but nothing.

After three more rounds of attacks, I decided for a proper night of sleep. But I woke up barely a few hours after lying down, deciding to try the one thing I've been putting off testing. I reached into my bag for the jacrim I'd gained from the cursed tree a long while back. As my hand brushed against the jacrim, I felt the Mana emanating from it, a deep, rich poison.

Greater Jacrim of Mana Infection

Material: Jacrim, greater.

Composition: Congealed water at the base of mass grave for an extended pack of Limmerance Toads killed with a 5th tier direct Mana attack. (3 parts Earth, 2 Parts Water, 1 part Miasma, 1 part Bile)

Durability: 800/800

Glyphmasonry: Imbues glyphic construct with poison Mana equivalent to Arcana Attribute of 100

Empowerment: Adds poison-tinted Mana to spell base, up to Arcana Attribute of 120.

Consumption: New boon, Very Rare or higher, poison-related

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 10+ gold

Description (Analysis): A jacrim formed naturally, due to combined force of battle and nature of the slain creatures. Source far beyond Goldmark influence range, creatures unknown to Goldmark Regional Interface. Fundamental Force of Bile directed the core growth of this jacrim, rapid ring rotation from cerulean to azure accelerating the condensation but high Mana flow residues preventing growth beyond third-tier (greater). Core is asymmetric, with left-handed flow and minimal Mana polarity, but substantial Bile charge at (page 1 of 89)

Description (Goldmark Local Interface): (none)

My hands shaking, I removed the small glass bead from my staff. I was pleasantly surprised to find a large gap in there, so I managed to easily squeeze the jacrim in there and set the glass bead back, holding it in place. Made sense equipment would be built do allow this. The midsection of the staff was barely holding on from blocking Lorquen's strike earlier, but I couldn't find a suitable replacement, and I only needed the head anyhow for casting, the bulk of the staff being for parrying that wasn't exactly what I should be doing, anyway.

Centering myself, I started.

I focused on the jacrim, feeling the Mana flowing from it and letting it suffuse SoftVolume 3 as I cast it, then linked it with Poison Infusion 2. It required a lot of concentration, the practiced flow of my Mana needing to be threaded into the jacrim before forming the necessary glyphs. Three times the spell broke since the poison-doped Mana filled the glyphs differently than before. Each time I lost 10MP, but more disturbing than that was each time the jacrim lost five durability points. I now realized why Goldmark mostly used jacrim for glyphmasonry, not to empower spells like this.

In my fourth try, I managed to cast the spell on a piece of wood with a finger-sized nail on it. Immediately, the nail shuddered and grew, in seconds stabbing above and below into a thick beam that nearly reached the ceiling.

Not willing to wait, I ran to the wall and stared at the siege engine in the distance.

I cast the spell onto the metal fasteners that attached a wheel's fulcrum to their holder, which was just above the waterline. A coppery shimmer slowly coursed over the battlefield in a slow arc. For a second, I thought I missed the bit of metal peeking out of the water, but then it splashed against it, only some of the spell spreading out and wasted on the wood.

Not looking further at the machine, I hurried across the battlement to get closer to the other siege engine, casting the spell as I ran. Panting, I stopped and aimed, but the siege engine was now overrun with lightning-drakes and rapidly retreating further. They covered it with their bodies, adeptly attached to the wood with suckers in their hands and feet, a faint shimmer of Mana about them. I tried to find a spot that would likely be hit by my spell, but the magic-enhanced drakes covered it entirely, and I was certain that I'd hit one of them instead of the machine, as was probably their intention.

But I smiled, since my spell was physically unblockable, a property of SoftVolume 3. Slow and careful, I cast the spell again, this time aiming for the central focal point of the siege engine's base, the slow spell crossing two drakes before hitting the metal. I could even hear a slight ring, even at this distance.

I looked aside at the original siege engine, seeing damage even more extensive than I expected. The entire front of the imposing machine was buckling as the metal warped its way into the wood and the sluice below like an octopus wiggling against the ocean floor. A ring of mages surrounded the growing metal, but their base and first-tier spells were useless. The second engine looked even worse, quickly collapsing into a churning ball of wood and metal, crushing several drakes to death as it changed.

I got back to my cot, basking in the desperate, frustrated Mana from beyond the wall. The intermittent strikes of two siege-engines combined with assaults on the doors were a real problem, and now the largest of those threats were simply gone. The lightning-drakes might not even be able to use siege-engines in general since I could disable them with one spell. I didn't even need to look at the Mana of the other fort soldiers to sense them perk up at the substantial victory.

Confident the situation earned the entire fort a proper break, I nodded once to Mer-Markeer behind me, who returned a deep bow. I didn't kid myself that this solved all my problems with Goldmark, but it felt like real progress in solving our situation after a long time barely able to stay one step ahead of an early grave.

I joined Mitera for a nice long bath in her own pool and enjoyed her soft body as her hard scales drifted to the side. Afterwards, I hung out with Rayne in my room. As she went off to enjoy her boost of energy, I continued with Nina, then slid into a deep sleep, fully basking in the solid win.

-x-

Pixyn

I yearned to probe Ben's cleverness and skill in finding such an unusual solution, but the core of the Penship assessed this situation as an event too important to comment upon. My tendrils upon the Interface shuddered with restrained power, and I yearned to return, but was forced to obey my true purpose.

Penship Covenant Addendum

The cold of the mountain soil felt too solid and crisp. Markunin's scales were unused to the winds and a complete lack of water. Indeed, the land of the yellows felt hostile like even the most dangerous parts of the bog never did.

Still, her party slowly crawled along the jagged rock and wind-blasted shrubbery, the city ahead gleaming with light like a beacon. How arrogant of the yellows to advertise themselves so widely, to stand out even at night. She hoped the bird-moon would pick out their mountaintop arrogance with her disease-ridden beak, peck them out like maggots squirming on upturned earth.

“How do we get up all the way there?” the leader of the human mercenaries asked, her voice verging on annoyance. The frustration was understandable, since they had been nearly a month together, first crossing marshland and bog, then slowly making their way across lightning-drake territory. Markunin respected their professionalism throughout it all, but was glad they were almost at their target since it was starting to fray. It was unfortunate that Khlokun had to rely on humans for this, but it seemed like this stage of the war required his best to be dispatched widely—she understood, but still didn't like it.

“We have a way in,” Markunin replied, purposefully vague, and again tried to get her whisp to go through.

Markunin --> Jukrako:

>>Are you in range? <<

A pause, then finally an answer.

Jukrako --> Markunin:

>>Welcome to dry land, I’ll greet you with a drink. <<

The correct response, Markunin was relieved to see, and she motioned for the human party to follow.

It took several hours for them to crawl up to the base of the mountain, taking detailed instructions from Jukrako on how to avoid the lookouts. Once there, and past a large crag that was surprisingly well-hidden, they reached a small antechamber. The yellow waited there, sitting on a rock.

“A pleasure to meet you, Markunin!” Jukrako wore a fine robe of soft, light blue fabric, with bright red peeking out of the hems. She held out her arms in welcome, as if expecting an embrace.

Markunin had to restrain her disgust at the traitor. “Thank you.” She did not move to close the distance to the vermin yellow, and simply waited in the small antechamber until the rest of the humans joined. Jukrako lowered her arms with a smile.

“This ladder leads up to the base of the Accrost,” said Jukrako, the yellow term raspy when in human tongue. “The building is unguarded at night, and the totemic's securing bolts have been discretely removed, as planned.”

Markunin nodded, and started to the ladder, but Jukrako held up a hand. “Unfortunately, there is a complication.”

Markunin paused, hand ready to fly to her dagger.

“There is a new spell upon city,” the lightning-drake continued. “Cast due to the recent troubles with your kind.” Her smile widened at this, sickeningly. “A detector of any water-drakes. An expensive spell, so only cast within the city peak proper, yet one that should keep you away, lest this little theft be discovered immediately.”

Markunin grunted, worried this meant an additional betrayal. “Fine,” she finally said, then turned to the mercenaries. “You go without me, I will stay here with this one,” she pointed at Jukrako. “As insurance.”

The mercenary leader nodded, and they made their way up the ladder. Markunin started forwarding her the detailed instructions Jukrako had flooded her with over the Interface. It was shocking how much the traitor knew about the tactical weakness of her own people—revealing so much already felt like an unforgivable betrayal. Handing over such a key resource on top of all that was simply unimaginable. Markunin stared at the yellow, trying to make sense of the lizard.

Much faster than Markunin expected, the human leader whisped that they began the casting and were about to dislodge the totemic to start bringing it back--if there was an ambush to be had, it likely would've happened already.

“Why do this?” Markunin finally asked, unable to contain her curiosity. “Does Khlokun have some of your secrets?”

Jukrako leaned against the rough walls, looking idle and content. “Not at all. I contacted him with this proposal, in fact. And my price was simple enough.” She arched her neck slightly, and Markunin took the small box from her bag and placed it at her feet. She wondered what was inside, what could possibly make a drake turn against their own kind. But since Khlokun didn't mention she should open it, she hadn't.

“When they return, you have it,” Markunin said, and nudged it forward with her foot.

A few moments later, the humans were back, their largest one carrying the huge statue on her back. The weight-decreasing spell was clearly working, but the human woman still looked like she was struggling with its heft.

Markunin got up and placed a hand on the statue, an intricate carving on warm stone of a human woman carrying a book in one hand. It had always seemed repulsive to her that the yellows resorted to using human artifacts such as this and was saddened that they would have to as well. More than that, however, taking something that the yellows treasured was more than enough recompense, and she smiled at imagining their reaction when realizing their totemic was missing.

With a nod, the humans started back and Markunin followed. The return would be just as grueling, more so now that they had to carry the thing. But it felt like victory, and she could already feel the morale lifting among the humans.

Before leaving, Markunin turned and saw Jukrako pick up the small box and open it with a broadening smile. The yellow purposefully tilted the box to her, showing Goldmark silver.

“Beautiful, isn't it?” the yellow snickered.

Had Khlokun not explicitly told her to leave Jukrako alive and unharmed, she'd have killed the yellow right then.

Markunin forced herself to turn back, the cusp of their victory much less savory. Not for the first time, she was glad to be spared the details of warfare that Khlokun had to soil himself with. Her role was thankfully only to follow and fight, and the water-drakes would know true freedom again.


Chapter 20

Khlokun's Throne


I woke up before the knock on my door, the Mana outside trying to stay hidden. But by now Khlokun was familiar enough that I could easily tell it was him. I still waited for the knock to come, and it took rather long, like he was waiting for something. I smiled to myself, realizing the damn lizard couldn't catch me by surprise in my own room again.

Finally, the knock came, and it was soft, more polite than I expected. I got up and dressed myself in no particular hurry, then opened the door.

“Hello, Khlokun” I said.

He smiled back, then turned to leave. “I'd like to show you something.”

I held back an annoyed sigh and followed him. We started winding up the fort, the multiple turns and steep staircases as dizzying and confusing as usual.

“Your breaking the siege-engines was a clever piece of magecraft,” he said. “Now we're certain to outlast the yellows.”

He pulled out a key and opened a door that had the strange, warped quality of the fort's ruined furniture. Suddenly, I felt the lake's overwhelming presence again.

I looked inside and saw a sliver of a room with a single large chair in its middle, and across from it, a whole wall was torn out, only a waist high shard of obsidian left. Beyond, I could see the lake.

Khlokun leaned against the jagged wall fragment and looked out. I stayed at the entryway, staring at the sharp edges of the obsidian, wondering what could possibly do that.

“I brought this chair here.” Khlokun pointed behind him. The heavy, long-backed chair looked like it had a collapsed seat, but the rest of it looked unusually intact. “It used to be at the main Cathedral on the ground floor, the natural heart of this fort. But Covin felt it beneath her station to have an audience room at the ground floor.”

I remembered the room he referred to and found it strange that he called it a Cathedral. I understood the feeling, of course, but it still seemed like an ill-fitting name, its Mana whispering to me of so much more, but too faintly for me to make out.

“Go ahead,” he continued, “cast your spell on it.”

I stepped in the room and closed the door behind me, annoyed he wasn't taking the threat of the Lake seriously. But if anything from the Lake would attack us right now, it's not like standing to the side would save me. I cast Analysis.

Water-drake throne

Material: unknown variant of fused Arcane Steel

Durability: 481/1600

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 10 copper bits

Description (Analysis): The seat of power to the viceroy of the third district of the Elna (transferable). Allows 2rd tier Farseeing (disabled-jacrim removed), 2rd tier Status Detect (disabled-jacrim removed), 3rd tier Unearthing Riches (disabled-jacrim removed). Commissioned by Ookran Rhirb the twice-crowned, to commemorate subsuming the second district copper-drake harvest cooperative. Crafted in the deepened lake tradition of the Resurrectionist movement, but glyphed for necessary functionality. Throne became enshrined as a viceroy artifact upon her execution on (page 1 of 33)

Description (Goldmark Regional Interface): (none)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Local Interface

+ Novel information can be added to Regional Interface

I kept skimming the description, which descended into a list of who's ass sat on it for how long, in a way that I wasn't sure what it meant, trying to glean what was Khlokun's point. Was it that this place had been used by Goldmark rulers for a long time?

Then Khlokun left his post looking out at the lake and sat on the chair, his tail fitting neatly in what I thought was the broken piece of it. Of course, this is a seat designed for water-drakes. I frowned at the descriptions, which failed to mention that any of the people sitting on the chair were water-drakes. I wondered what other massive gaps in important implicit information was omitted by this ridiculously uneven documentation system.

“I see you're somewhat surprised to see that us water-drakes could have been the rulers of this land at one point,” he said, staring out at the lake, as if transfixed.

“More at how difficult it is to get anything relevant from Analysis.”

Khlokun chuckled. “Indeed, every mage seems to have their own pet theory on how the Interface collects and disperses it's information.”

I nodded, looking back at the chair's description—it read like something written by a water-drake who was dryly recounting the item's lineage before their fall from power. The recall of a found document. Was this how Analysis worked? The information for more recent objects and people was far more extensive and to the point.

“Do you know how the water-drake empire fell?” asked Khlokun.

“No,” I said. “I didn't get to that part in the riveting epic of this piece of furniture.”

“It was before the Goldmark tyranny was even formed,” he continued. “Before there were substantial human settlements in this region. We fought a pointless civil war over access to distant materials needed for the making of exotic oils. Then other foolishness.”

Khlokun breathed in deep, looking very tired.

“The more of our early history I collected in my travels, the more it pained me. I hoped to find more evidence of the horrors Goldmark had inflicted on us, or the yellows. Ammunition to galvanize my people.”

He punched at the armrest of the chair. “But that wasn't it. We weren't brought low by other kin of drake, not Goldmark humans, not even the lake. Those all came far after we had become weak and fractured. Our downfall was all on us. We are our own problem, and even if we shake off our current oppressors, if we don't become stronger, another will take their place.”

His frustration made sense, since I remembered how weak the water-drake forces were compared to the forces in the quarry. I wasn't paying as much attention back in Nikorice, but even in that backwater, the mercenaries at the bar Rayne took me to seemed better as well. I could only imagine the power of a Legion.

“So what's your solution?” I asked.

“I always planned to seduce Goldmark's less solid allies away from them, but I never realized until I met you how powerful such a coalition could truly be.”

I stared at him, not quite expecting that.

He looked away. “I want you to join my party.”

I didn't quite know what to say to this, how to even fathom what that would look like.

Khlokun got up and went back to obsidian scrap at the wall. He gestured for me to sit on the throne myself. I shrugged and did so, even if the seat felt uncomfortable.

“I think there may be true power in a more even coalition of kin and humans, not a Goldmark tyranny that allows kin to ascend within human ranks. A union allowing all to flourish and complement each other's strengths.”

“But isn't your party entirely made up of bog water-drakes?” I asked. “Not exactly what you're describing.”

Khlokun nodded in agreement. “And I want to change that today. I wanted you to be our first, and after this I will have a long-talk with Covin to get Amanila and the lesser healer to join us as well. This will make our operations in the bog slightly harder, since humans cannot swim as we can. But we will solve these problems, and this will make us much stronger on land, where we will soon have to fight.”

Made sense, if they only kept their rebellion to the bog and swamp, they would always be at a disadvantage.

“What about the Legion? Won’t they wipe your people out?” I asked, funneling Mitera’s incredulity of the rebellion’s chances.

He grinned as he replied, “The Goldmark stage is far larger than this insubstantial corner of their empire. The Southern Legion won’t march for various reasons that keep her vice-tetrarch at bay.”

“What about my current party?” I asked, knowing as I did that he wouldn't give me an answer I'd be willing to accept.

He walked over and put a hand on my shoulder, trying to seem reassuring, but with the lake as a backdrop, he only seemed to loom over me like a dark, foreboding mass. “They will have their own role to play, of course, and you will often see them as comrades in battle, and once this is over, you and they will be exalted among the new world we will build. If you wish, I can keep them in safe positions within our army, perhaps even in this very fort, even as it loses its tactical significance.”

I noticed immediately what he meant, the undercurrent of what he was politely pointing out. “So they would be safer without me, is what you're saying.”

His hand fell away, his presence sharpening to a point. “Getting to the forefront of power is dangerous, far more than simply accumulating levels as a carefree mercenary.”

“I need to think about this,” I said, shaken by the implicit threat. It would be join him or get my party killed.

“You have until I return next,” Khlokun turned to the door. “I meet my party at the edge of the Marsh for an attack that requires our swimming speed. Our next plans after that call for you by our side.”

Then he was gone, the door swinging behind him with a slow, mournful creak, only the trace of his Mana lingering behind. I immediately got up and left the room, closing the door tightly behind me, relieved that the lake's pressure was gone.

Khlokun was wrong, of course, the entire conversation was doomed by the sheer terror of the lake. It smiled at the pettiness of anything he could say, at how he chose the worst possible place to talk with me about political maneuvering. And most importantly, he wanted to get between me and my party, and that was simply unacceptable.

After a few slow, long breaths, I put myself back together for what really mattered. Because Khlokun made another pair of big mistakes in this meeting: he mentioned that he would have a long meeting with Covin and that his party was far away in the marsh. This meant he would have to leave the secret entrance alone, and with some delay. Now was the best possible time for my party to spring our trap. We weren't quite ready with the escape preparations, and I would at least want more practice with enhancing Mitera safely. But this was it. As ready as we could be, it was time to kill Khlokun and make our escape.

-x-

Pixyn

I chuckled at the naiveté of the water-drake, his pathetic hubris. With my most shallow, menial Mana expenditure, I accessed the easiest information from a middling Legion warrior, a member of the 3rd legion of Bile's routine report to the Curatorial Combine:

>>Encountered the aggressive township mentioned in report 23E75, to the East of the 37th peak of the Luriel Range. Their leader was a single tier 2 archer, supported by a tier 1 extended party, their army a few hundred generally in the base-tier. Upon capture of the leader and further escalating negotiation on trade expansion, their continued resistance forced me to publicly kill the leader and her party. Their army did not resume negotiations, instead insisting on pressing a hopeless attack. Township fully destroyed, plateau location still intact and still tactically advantageous. Suggest outpost construction and relocation to access required local fire-aspected herbal crops, which are also intact.<<


Chapter 21

Ambush


I raced down the steps as gracefully as I could, trying not to make too much noise as I frantically whisped my party.

Ben -> Party:

>>It's time, we need to start the plan now. Khlokun is here and his party isn't. He has to have a meeting with Covin so we have some time. Meet me at the place, quick but discrete.<<

Sio -> Party:

>>Confirmed.<<

Rayne -> Party:

>>Finally!<<

Mitera -> Party:

>>Agree.<<

Nina -> Party:

>>Confirmed.<<

Luckily, I made it back to my room without meeting anybody and picked up my pack and staff. I took one final look at the room behind me, making sure I had everything, then hurried to the secret exit, right before where we'd have to submerge to leave. Everybody else was already there, standing loosely in the large room, their Mana sharp and in tune.

We quickly took stock of what we had and were missing. Rayne, Nina and Mitera had their full gear, but Sio only her sword and not her armor. Only I and Rayne had our packs, however, which worried me a bit, since it meant we wouldn't have enough rations, but the others didn't think this would be a big problem. Importantly, Mitera also had with her the diving-bell bags we needed to leave, which luckily she managed to secure weeks before.

The plan had changed: we now were to go outside and have Mitera cast Draw of Removal just as the water-drake leader left. She’d found a very convenient ledge within the range of her dehydration spell that she could snipe at him--a better solution than trying to get him in the tight quarters of the tunnel.

We were about to dive in when Sio suddenly turned to attention and drew her sword, the others following suit like a single muscle contracting. Mer-Markeer was standing at the entrance, straight-backed and hands tightly folded in front of him.

“Wait,” he said, slowly raising both hands, palms up. “I wish to join in your escape. I can be an asset.”

“Slitting great!” Mitera barked, “Is the alarm up?”

“No,” Mer-Markeer replied. “All those that report to me on your movements are unaware of the significance of your individual actions. I, however, have realized your goal, but haven't reported it. Covin and Khlokun are unaware.”

I felt Sio tighten, the grip on her sword shifting. “We don't have time for this.”

“I'm aware of the hurry,” said Mer-Markeer, talking faster than usual, his usual calm ruffled. “But Khlokun still speaks with Covin, and she can be very hard to talk to, so there is still time. I can be a suitable servant to you, Master Bendarios, and will not delay your escape. I also have detailed knowledge of the fort and much of Khlokun's party, should that be needed.”

The latter seemed quite interesting, so I stepped in front of Sio, blunting her killing intent as I gave myself time to think.

“He could have just alerted the fort and brought down soldiers down here,” said Rayne. “We lose nothing with bringing him along now.”

Mitera -> Party:

>>Even the smell of blood here would warn Khlokun that something's wrong. We can take care of him outside if we need to.<<

This seemed like good enough—get him outside, and we wait for Khlokun, figure out what to do with the guy later.

“Alright,” I said. “You can come with us. Quickly, to the bags. Mitera will have to drag the two of us along while we share one.”

Mer-Markeer stepped forward, prim and efficient, a streak of sweat down the side of his face the only sign of he wasn't completely calm. “Thank you, Master Bendarios.” He removed his own diving-bell from the pack at his back. “I can make my own way out. I practiced this portion of the escape so your party will not be unduly encumbered.”

I wondered when the hell he had time to do that but took this as a good sign.

We plunged into the icy water one at a time, first Mitera leading me, and lastly Rayne, who as planned was to check the area one last time to clear any last sign of our presence.

The small bag felt claustrophobic as Mitera dragged me along, and I tried not to think about how easy it would be to drown in an underwater cavern.

An apparent eternity later, I felt my ears pop as we rose to the surface, slowly. Like we planned, Mitera held me down as she peeked above, looking carefully around while I extended my Perception Dome to see if anybody was around. I tapped twice on her waist in indication that I felt nobody, so we broke the surface and waited for the others.

I held my breath, frantically extending Perception Dome visually as well, thinking maybe Khlokun's party or a contingent of lightning-drakes were nearby. I was relieved to find nothing and started my Perception duty.

Soon it started to take too long for the rest to resurface, and I worried about something going on with the rest of my party. After all, they had to actually swim the distance and only use their diving bells for the occasional breath. What if the bells caught on a rock and tore? Or if Khlokun caught up to them from behind?

I noticed a soft clattering sound, but realized it was my teeth. I clenched my jaw and redoubled Perception Dome, the range now diminished by being too worried. The rest were certainly taking far too long. Did something happen?

But then they all popped up, almost at the same time. Nina gasped widely as she leaned on Mer-Markeer.

“What happened?” I said, even my strained whisper sounding too loud.

“Phril snake attack,” Sio said. “It tore up Nina's bag before I could assist.”

I gasped, and quickly started casting my fast heal, but Rayne put a hand on my shoulder. “No need, the snake got tangled up in the bag and didn’t get to reach her before Sio broke its neck.”

I canceled the spell and sighed in relief. But I was suspicious. Maybe Mer-Markeer was planted to slowly chip away at us? How could they have managed to plant a snake like this? It seemed like a very roundabout, pointless strategy if it was one.

Ben -> Party:

>>Where was Mer-Markeer during all this?<<

“Mer-Markeer is the reason Nina's alive,” said Sio. “He quickly swam aside so I could attack, and positioned himself to share the bag with Nina at the perfect moment once the creature was dead. It also allowed me to remove any trace of the damaged equipment.”

Sio looked at me. “Even seasoned mercenaries fail to act with so much deliberate care in combat.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Mer-Markeer.” Even as our heads just bobbed over the water, the man managed to give a dignified a nod.

“We should get going,” said Mitera, and we started swimming north, to the small mound she had previously scouted some way from the exit. Now that I saw it, it seemed just a bit further than her ideal range for Draw of Removal, which worried me. But it was still the right place, since we absolutely needed dry land to wait for Khlokun. The small outcropping would hide our party from his heightened Perception, as well as not smell us from within the water. While Mitera assured me that Khlokun's watersense was dulled from the bog, I wasn't so sure.

As we waited, crouched on the narrow strip of mud, I started to worry. What if he sensed Mitera's oils even just a bit? Or noticed a remnant of Nina's torn up bag and the dead snake? Or what if somebody other than Mer-Markeer noticed that we were all gone?

But that was all pointless--this was going to work or not, and there was no turning back. I carefully cast the two linked enhancements and kept the spell poised at the tip of my staff, which I rested on Mitera's back. She kept her head underwater to better sense when Khlokun left the exit. I extended my Perception and Arcane detection as much as I could, but the muddy waters strongly curtailed my range. I could only vaguely sense the outline of the cave and the gentle hum of the plant life around it, shifting with the small currents and regular gaseous exhaust.

“He will come in about 90 to 115 seconds,” said Mer-Markeer.

“How do you know?” asked Sio, visibly impressed.

“He just finished talking to Thetylis, according to the soldiers I ordered to report to me on her movements. This is confirmed with other reports on Khlokun.”

I nodded in approval, remembering that he was often in charge of coordinating troop movements during the siege, so he'd be able to somehow manage information like that.

“I'll cast on you now, ok, Mitera?” I asked. Mitera reached out to my leg and squeezed reassuringly.

As the wait extended, I switched to Perception Focus, targeting the skill on the cavern and the area just around it, stretching and reaching out more and more, even as a slight pain settled on me, as if surrounded by lightly touching needles.

Then there was a slight twinge at the distance of the cave, a hint of Khlokun's Mana.

Ben -> Mitera:

>>He's coming.<<

Mitera tensed, her wand held out in front of her, the spell a dense toil of Mana restrained at its tip.

Khlokun's presence mounted, rising like a gentle, unbroken wave.

Mitera -> Ben:

>>I sense him now too.<<

I was poised with my hand on Mitera's back, ready to tap the moment that Khlokun was in position just outside the cave for her to cast.

But just as the crest of his presence was about to leave the entrance, it disappeared. I felt Mitera tense up, and I had to force my hand still.

Khlokun was gone, his presence erased entirely from the cave area. I panicked, wanting to look around, expecting him to be just beside me, his daggers at my back. But I had to trust Sio and Rayne for that. They shimmered slightly with the enhancements I cast on them before, all deathly still.

My party's presence behind me was reassuring, and Mitera waited well, her own tension better held than mine, her spell steady. I scanned Perception Focus across the area around the cave opening, hungry for Khlokun's presence again, and there it was, huddled in the reeds barely a dozen feet away. He looked around, carefully, but his Mana was relatively subdued and unconcerned, as if this were routine. Of course, he would always be careful around such a vulnerable spot, the fort's single exit, and this strategy was likely how he left the cave every time.

I slowly reached into the water and took Mitera's hand, then moved her wand to point straight at Khlokun, then tapped her back.

Khlokun's attention whipped towards us like a coiled spring just as Mitera's spell tore through the water. It formed a path of darkened steam in its path, fast as lightning. Khlokun's form shifted, but not fast enough, and the spell's path clipped a full third of his upper body. A stream of bubbles rose up slowly from the path of the powerful blast.

I sensed with full attention as Khlokun was torn apart, his left shoulder and neck torn to pieces as the water within was violently pushed out. His Mana screamed in a final wail before dissipating. I sat back, hands in my ears, shutting it all out.

It took a while for me to regain my sense of Mana, as if trying to regain the feeling on a hand with a horrific burn across the palm. But as I focused lightly on my breathing, I set that screaming death aside and got back to myself. My party was around me like before, all of us still in position.

“How long was I zoned out?” I asked, hoping I didn't cost us precious time. I struggled to get up, uneasy and off balance, so Sio and Rayne helped me from each side.

“One minute and twelve seconds since Khlokun's death, archmage,” said Mer-Markeer, much to my relief.

“I checked the body,” said Mitera. “Khlokun is dead.”

Rayne smiled beside me. “And the bounty from Goldmark is updated to say it's been done, and that you're the killer! We did it!” I could feel her laughter pressed against my neck as she nuzzled against me. “And we got his daggers and some other choice goodies from him too!”

I started laughing myself, and held Rayne and Sio close, feeling like a noose has been untied from my neck, even shivering cold and caked with disgusting mud and soot. It felt light and free.

“We should get going,” said Mitera, a subtle tension in her voice.

“Indeed,” said Mer-Markeer. “The notifications I'm getting from the fort indicate that they know of his death as well and are beginning to notice your party's absence. It won't be long before mine is also detected.”

“Yes,” I said, disentangling myself from Rayne. “We celebrate later, now we should head north as planned and try to run into some Goldmark forces.”

We started the slog, but it was far slower going than I expected. Mitera scouted ahead to make sure we had muddy ground close enough to the surface to allow us to walk, but still we often had to take a winding path that often required us to fight the occasional snake, and twice risking bursts of swimming. The night was eerily dark, with low, dense clouds above and the surface like thick tar.

It was barely a few hours before the excitement of the victory wore off and the difficult slog started to take its toll. Soon, we decided to shed any equipment we didn’t need, and I left behind the stones, the Riwian silk rope, and even the glyphmasonry kit. My pack now held only two healing potions, my staff, a small amount of food and water, and the coin and jacrim still tightly tucked into its innermost pocket. Nina slowly set the two spell tomes I lent her into the water, the motion visibly painful to her. Sio took most of the heavier gear we still needed, particularly the food, to herself, which she assured us her Endurance would allow her to carry effortlessly, especially since she didn't wear her armor. I felt saddened by that, feeling bad for the goblins that worked so hard on the set.

Even if Mer-Markeer struggled to keep up with the group, I was impressed by the guy. He clearly had training in more courtly stuff than this, but even as a singlet he was responding to the situation really well. Maybe this was just the way it was in this world, not like Earth where you could cozy up to a mediocre job and just half-ass your way through life.

“I'm now out of range from the fort,” said Mer-Markeer. “I believe I was rather successful in obscuring my absence, but they have largely noted your betrayal, archmage.”

“Where do they think we're heading?” asked Mitera, as the party all stopped, glad for the informal break we all clearly needed.

“Luckily, it seems like Covin is attempting to defuse the panic and claim this is just another Goldmark trick to sow dissent. It will likely be a few days at the earliest until she is disabused of that notion and is forced to reckon with the reality of her new situation.”

We all released our tension at all that, glad at the reprieve. But the tension in Mer-Markeer's voice was steady. “I received little notification from the water-drakes, however, and none from Khlokun's party. This is a concern.”

My heart lurched at that. The fort would still be relatively stuck in their siege, and even if they wanted to chase us, they'd have a hard time catching up, but Khlokun's party could cut through the bog like a knife.

“Last I heard about Khlokun's party, it was indicated they would try to find him, but this is an indirect report,” Mer-Markeer continued. “I persuaded Covin to attempt to get them to continue their original mission, but they ignored us.”

I looked South at the looming darkness behind us, and it took me a moment to reactivate my Perception Dome, trying to detect any water-drakes charging at us. The shifting currents of the bog were quiet and still.

We continued plowing through the bog, and even reached a stretch of land that for an hour provided at least enough footing so that we could walk instead of wade. But the night chill was getting to us, and the cold seemed to slow us all down except Sio and Mitera. Early on we discussed Mitera casting a warming spell on us, but we decided that her already very low MP should be saved in case we needed to use it for the creatures we were having to fight off far too often. Even if for most of these my enhancement and healing made those encounters less terrible, they still slowed us down, and a surprise attack could still be fatal with Sio unarmored and Nina not yet fast enough to dodge the snakes in any way.

I felt the sun before seeing it lighten the landscape, the clouds above now angry-looking with a heavy red tint. The bog took on the appearance of a hellish lava pit, the gurgling of its waters redoubled with the morning light, adding to the nightmarish quality. We found a small island that gave us the luxury of solid ground and took a moment to sit and catch our breath, even remove the largest clumps of mud and writhing small creatures from inside our shoes.

I sat, exhausted and cold, looking south almost as an afterthought, extending my Perception as a habit. There they were, a pack of water-drakes swimming at us with reckless abandon. Khlokun's party had found us.

They had no subtlety in their approach. The tight group was unbelievably fast, the water broken in their wake in a straight line pointed straight at us.

I stood up, shaking, and the drakes passed right above a nest of a dozen snakes. They tore through them with unrelenting violence, their speed unabated. I could taste their ravenous need for revenge, their Mana overflowing in righteous fury.

-x-

Pixyn

I was so proud of Ben, his decisive action, his complete rejection of Khlokun's delusional lies, how he now would stand tall against the final threat this irrelevant edge of the Tetrarchy might bring him. I felt he didn't appreciate the full windfall his party obtained from killing the rebellion leader, and thus sought to supplement this account with further details of his spoils. Penship Covenant used active magic to probe the Personal Interfaces of Rayne and Mitera, obtaining their information on the material plundered from Khlokun's body. Displaying the most notable acquisitions, two daggers and one jacrim:

Mounted Groshen Etching Tendril

Damage: 60HP (80 HP base)

Weapon type: Dagger (x0.75 Slash, x0.75 Pierce)

Attack Type: Physical (Vital Force)

Material: (Unknown to Goldmark Regional Interface)

Durability: 579/600

Estimated Value (Incos Auction): 50-200 silver slats

Status:

Self-Repairing (Tier 2, Inner Glyphic construct)

+2 durability/day

Choice of the Hand (LOCKED, 2nd tier root to open)

Choose one of 3 options:

+40% damage against living flesh

+50% Mana Flow during Glyphmasonry

+10% to Root access during Item Manipulation

Locked upon transfer to another user.

Description (Goldmark): Groshen material aside from self-reproducing cores are hard to obtain, since much of it disassembles when Groshen influence is removed, either by creature destruction or other means. Groshen material is widely variable in elemental composition, but skews to Earth-enrichment, with occasional enrichment of non-elemental components, useful for various forms of manufacture. More common in the southern and eastern regions of Goldmark, Groshen material can usually be sold at above market prices to the Way of (Page 1 of 12)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

Treasured Memory of the Grove

Damage: 41HP (55 HP base)

Weapon type: Dagger (x0.75 Slash, x0.75 Pierce)

Attack Type: Physical (Vital Force)

Material: High Steel and Royal Riwian Silk

Durability: 220/300

Estimated Value (Nikorice Auction): 20-50 silver slats

Status:

Webbed Constriction (Tier 1, Outer Glyphic construct)

-2 Agi to target area with each successful strike

Elnac Dispensation (Tier 2, Inner Glyphic construct)

+2 Agi

+ Waterpart: adds +10 Str damage (Dryness) to any attack

+ Eye of Elnac: provides information to Elnac council (disabled--jacrim removed)

Description (Goldmark): Riwian craft is often focused on their unique webbing, including in the production of weapons and armor. Often such material is produced from metallic base imported from elsewhere and accentuated with lesser Riwiwan silk to supplement their base strength. Due to differing Riwian spider morphology, cannot be used by wen or most kin without substantial alteration, with costs and expertize required usually higher than the value of the equipment. Resale back to the Riwian often (Page 1 of 12)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

Stalker's Complex Jacrim of Encroachment

Material: Jacrim, complex.

Composition: Third eye of a telekinetic wolf, seeded growth in unknown chamber. Encased in aplatonic crystal.

Durability: 217/400

Glyphmasonry: Source of Mana equivalent to Arcana Attribute of 70

Empowerment: When sneaking up to an unaware single target, decrease target's Perception of holder by 40%.

Consumption: Upgrade a stealth or Agility-related boon to higher rarity variant.

Estimated Value (Nikorice): 10+ gold

Description (Goldmark Local Interface): Stalker jacrim are one of the most commonly given rewards to particularly well completed Domain Interface quests in southeastern Goldmark. Detailed Analysis suggests recent growth in unknown jacrim seeding chambers with simple combinations of creature parts. Such jacrim or any information regarding their construction may be sold to the Siftewll Chuch Accountancy for well over market price and reputational gain. Jacrim of basic or higher-tier may be empowered while glyphmasoned, suggesting construction intended such (page 1 of 8)

Codex:

+ Novel information added to Personal Interface

Penship Covenant Addendum

>>Long-range whisp obtained from Domain Interface communications buffer. <<

Julise ->Ben: (tier 2 effect active)

I am so, so sorry to contact you like this, and I hate to have to ask you for something, much less something so important. After all, we only met once, and I was truly hoping to see more of you—both me and Maika. But I heard of your being trapped by the moon-damned lizards in their slitting rebellion, then so many conflicting rumors that you were either killed or fight by their side, or⁠—

But I ramble, not wanting to get to the point. The lizard rebellion has extended to Nikorice, with the Alderwen siding with them and in open war with the Tirsis. Doesn't matter, what does is that Maika and I were caught apart when the conflict erupted, and I'm stuck among the Sisterhood's people, and she with the Alderwen's. They forced us to join their groups or be killed, and so we have to fight to survive.

I'm begging you to please keep helping the lizards. I can't go on living if Maika dies… I'm sorry, again. But please, I'm desperate, and I know that I can't offer you anything more, since I spent all my coin on this single-use charm in the hope this whisp reaches you. But give me this, and I offer you anything and everything you could ask of me.

Thank you, Ben.

>>Delivery failed. Target out of range. <<


Chapter 22

A Placent Battle


“They're coming for us,” I said, barely able to get my voice above a shaking whisper.

Sio and the others stood up, resolve pushing past their visible exhaustion. Rayne's impassive mask was on, and it shook the weakness from me, my Mana buoyed by hers as she unsheathed her daggers, one of them Khlokun's.

Mitera stuck her head under the waters, then quickly stood back up. “They'll be here in under five minutes.”

“How many?” Asked Nina.

I looked back, narrowing my focus, surprised they were taking no care in hiding themselves. It was the full eight remaining members, all at full strength and charging in.

“Eight,” I said, “two spear-wielders, three mages, two with heavy armor, one with daggers.”

I looked back at my party and my heart sank. Sio didn't have her armor, Nina was still woefully under leveled despite her impressive new weapon, and Mitera's MP was below one-fifth of its total, not having recovered almost at all since she killed Khlokun. But even in prime condition we'd be woefully outmatched. Not just because we were outnumbered, but because we stood shoulder-to-shoulder in a tiny island with the bog all around us. The water-drakes would be able to easily pick us apart, enhancements or no.

Sio, Rayne, and Mitera looked at each other for a brief moment.

“Ben,” said Sio, coming closer. “You need to use the book on me.”

It took me a second to realize what she meant, and my hand drifted to the Book of Poison dangling under my clothes.

“It likely failed because you tried only on dead matter,” said Mitera, as if from a distance. “I'm sorry, Ben, this is desperate, but there's no other way we can win this battle.”

“But it should be me.” said Nina, grabbing my arm and turning me towards her. I looked down at her muddied face, and for a second it looked like when she was trapped in the ground again, begging for her life like when we first met. “My boon will make it even more powerful. I can feel it!”

Rayne took Nina by the shoulders and pulled her away. “You don't know that, young mercenary. This is…” Rayne's mask crumbled as she buried her face on Nina's back. “I'm sorry you may die so soon, dear apprentice.”

Sio turned me around, her smile genuine and wide. “You are a kind man, Bendarios, from a gentler world. You can barely look at the dead and are so verily affected by the mundane difficulties we have long learned to accept. We hoped to be able to keep this decision from you, but it is needed now.”

I wanted to snap to attention, find some solution to this like I did with the siege engine or the tree. “Wait, maybe some spell could stop them. Make the mud solid or poison or⁠—”

“No time,” said Sio, her face firm. “Take your book now,” she commanded. I slowly removed the book from a hole in my pocket, expanding it in front of me.

“They are two minutes away,” said Mitera, with an edge of panic.

“Now!” shouted Sio, and Rayne's voice joined her. “Do it!”

I took the book by the spine and Sio lifted her shirt, pushing up her breasts. My mind reeling with shame and guilt, at what I was about to do. I slammed the book into her chest, between the top of her breastbone to the middle of her six-pack.

I was so familiar with Sio's Mana that getting it to harmonize with the book's happened as if by habit. Just like that, it slid in, slowing halfway as its Mana shifted to accommodate to Sio's. With a snap, it unequipped from me, and the book lunged into her like a heavy rock into water.

Sio took a step back with a soft grunt. Mana spilled out from her like a poisonous mist, but it was tighter than the cursed tree's, controlled. She looked down at the sword in her hands and turned it gently in the air, as if rediscovering a new part of herself.

Sio pushed me aside, her touch burning with overwhelming Mana, and she pointed her sword at the charging water-drakes. Then she frowned and thrust the sword into the ground and held her hands up, palms out as if pushing against a wall.

A burst of red light erupted among the water-drakes, hungrily drinking in bog water like an open mouth, and instantly half of them were torn apart. The taste of the attack against my Arcana hit me like a fist, and I almost fell back. The remaining four drakes didn't hesitate but redoubled their speed. Soon the horrible tear was behind them.

Sio slashed down with her hand and a burst of red lightning tore away—no, more like a cut into the air. A snaking from her fingertips, consuming their way to two of the drakes. The red light killed them neatly, armor and flesh sliced off as easily as the mud below.

The last two drakes burst out of the water in front of Sio, daggers in hand, faces contorted with the abandon of knowing they would die. One was stabbed in the face by Rayne's dagger and collapsed on the shore. The other took Nina's spear to the shoulder and kept going, daggers out. But the water-drake was slowed down enough. Sio pointed a finger at her and a line of red extended through the water-drake's skull, then snaked away to hang in the sky, dancing in the wind like a crooked grin.

I started to smile at how well this went, how we maybe should have done this earlier as a killer weapon that could solve everything.

But Nina and Rayne were stepping back from Sio, who was chuckling to herself, raising her fingers up to the sky, nets of red fractal tears twisting away from her fingers.

“I cannot stop,” she shouted in frenzied joy. “It forces me to continue like this!”

I snapped to attention and got closer, Sio turning to me. The book was now almost entirely inside her, only the spine sticking out, the parts of her shirt that touched it having been burned off in irregular, singed cuts from the odd redness emanating from the book.

My glyphwork faster than ever before, I cast Quick Single Heal the First on her, aiming for flesh near the book, hoping this would expel it, like with the tree. But nothing. Quickly, I cast again, this time on the book, but again nothing.

The book was slowly digging into her, and Sio was now carefully controlling her face, hands high in the air, the cobweb tendrils of red extending from her fingers growing up and up. She was holding it back, I could see it in the tension in her Mana, even warped as it was. If this continued, Sio would be consumed by whatever this was.

With my left hand I grabbed the book's spine and pulled, feeling it starting to give away. But the book hurt my hand, something between countless paper cuts and a cold burn. The pain welled as a quarter of the book was out, and I had to let go, my fingers welting with large burns lanced with bleeding cuts.

Gritting my teeth, I loaded another Quick Single Heal the First and grabbed the book. I pulled it as I cast the spell on Sio, hoping that would help spit it out. But the opposite happened, the book sinking back in.

Sio was faltering, the redness above flaring, and there was no more time for cleverness. I dropped my staff and with both hands pried the book; my grip firm. The pain burned and stabbed like it was now my entire world, but I kept pulling and pulling, tightening even as I forgot what I was doing and why, only that it was important, that it was all I had to do.

I fell back, the pain suddenly gone, my mind and body collapsing in a jagged heap. I wanted to throw up or pass out, but in a desperate haze I looked down on the book in the mud next to me and noticed it was mine again, the slight tension of equipment. The pain was still searing but not a welling impossibility, so I looked at my hands.

They looked like a ruined, charred blackness, boils and burns and cuts seeped in still flowing blood.

Something was thrust in my mouth, my head tilted up. “Drink!” I finally understood after the third time, and I drank the sour liquid, noticing vaguely in some part of my emptiness that I was drinking a potion. Then another.

I felt an odd warmth in my chest, and the pain turned to a stunned numbness. “More! Keep drinking!” I noticed it was Rayne's voice, now, and could see her face looming over mine, and I half-gagged the last potion, smiling at her.

I was sitting in the ground, cross-legged, and I looked up. Mitera was sitting in front of me. I tried to get up but she kept me down with one hand on my shoulder.

“Don't try to get up,” she said. “You have potion sickness. It will clear soon.” It felt like this wasn't the first time she said this.

I tried to get up again, and again she held me down, and repeated what she said, but this time I remembered clearly she said it before, so I kept sitting. Soon, I took one big breath, remembering I could do that, and focused on that for a while, trying to not loose time anymore, the weirdly giddy illusion of fog-headedness started to slowly dissipate.

“Sio?” I asked, as I remembered in frantic desperation.

“She's recovering,” Mitera said. “Don't worry.” Relieved, my mind drifted off, but then I remembered the pain and that it had something important to do with my hands. I slowly looked down and splayed palms up in my lap.

At first it looked not so bad, the burns and boils were now scabs, and my fingers could move reasonably well, if a bit sore. But they looked rather strange in a way I couldn't really place.

“I'm so sorry,” said Mitera, who looked very sad, but I couldn't see why. I knew to wait for that, however, and sat breathing carefully for a little while longer.

“Why are you sorry?” I finally asked, and Mitera carefully took my wrists.

“Your hands… The potions you had healed most of the injuries, but you lost two fingers. I'm so very sorry.”

I looked at my hands again, this time lifting them in front of my face, and then could tell what was off. My left hand was missing two fingers, the pinkie and ring finger.

“Oh.” I said, trying to remember what that meant.

“Peace,” said Mitera. “It will all be fine.”

She touched me on the shoulders and arms and legs, and her touch was a relief, and then different hands were caressing my head and shoulder.

“It'll be alright,” said Nina. “We won. That's all that matters.”

“Come to the front so he can see you,” said Mitera, “touch needs to happen while seeing you or it's confusing.”

“Sorry,” said Nina. She was now in front of me, half-crouched near Mitera, one hand on my shoulder, so soft I wondered how I could feel it. It seemed funny. I could sense this went on for a while, and I kept getting flashes of recognition that I was badly hurt, that Sio was also hurt, then retreating back into lolling confusion.

Eventually, I blinked awake, a metallic taste in my mouth and the beginning of a mounting headache, but I knew that the bulk of my confusion was done. Mitera and Nina were still in front of me, and I was embarrassed at taking so much of their attention.

“How long has it been?” I asked, careful not to move too much.

“Barely an hour,” said Mitera. “But to you it felt far more than that, which is normal for potion sickness.”

I nodded, then regretted doing so, my brain feeling like it was hit with a pack of marbles.

“Is it safe for me to get up?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Mitera. “Slowly, slowly.”

I did so, every stitch of my body sore. Mer-Markeer was off to the side, out of the way. Sio sat further off; Rayne next to her. Rayne looked up at me, her face sadder than I've ever seen it, the look odd on her. Then she was quickly in front of me.

“Sio's Strength is gone. Quickly, try to heal her!”

“What?” I asked, not understanding.

“Something broke in her Personal Interface.”

I hurried over to where Sio sat, worried beyond words at how serious that sounded. There was a massive red wound carved into her chest, from the top of her naval to almost her collar bone, an opening that oozed eerie red light. She looked up at me and gave me a soft, sad smile that nearly broke me.

I couldn't hold my staff, so I cast Analysis with my hand. It was sluggish and I failed twice, but eventually I managed.

[Sio], Level 13

HP 250

MP 100

DP 260

Stam 150

Pla 26 (+1)

End 25

Agi 15

Arc 4

Per 10

Luck 10

Boons:

+ Defense Rally: x2 End to creatures, Activatable

+ Perfection of Form: +20 End, +20 Str, Contextual (Dual, INACTIVE)

+ Ironshell Strike: When use End to deflect 3 consecutive strikes, next use End to power strike

Status:

Allana's Blessing (select to unfurl)

Placent Tether

“Your Strength attribute is replaced with something called Placency,” I said, looking up from her status window at her, but she just looked into the far distance of the bog.

“Any status effects?” asked Rayne, her voice frantic. “Is she poisoned? Is this a cursed boon like the ones you have? Look harder!”

I kept scanning, seeing the reduced speed due to being caked in mud, a slight decrease in auditory perception from a partially blocked left ear. I passed a litany of minor effects and detailed statistics, but nothing indicating anything was wrong.

“I don't see anything that can explain this,” I said. “Let me cast a healing spell.”

I grit my teeth and cast Single Heal the Third, linked to itself, the advanced spell shaking at my bones as I fished it. I was sweating profusely, barely able to stand as the golden light flooded over her. I noticed small nicks and bruises healing, but the large red slit on her chest remained. Rayne looked at it in rage, then turned to the edge of the bog and screamed, punching the ground over and over.

Sio was up now, a soft hand on my cheek as I sobbed, despite myself. “Do not worry so much, dear Ben.”

I turned back to the Interface, trying to find something else, but couldn’t focus.

“We live,” she said, gently enveloping me into a gentle hug, not letting her chest near me, with its dangerous-looking red wound. “This is the true matter at hand, and I welcomed the chance to bleed true. I should feel distraught or ashamed that my path is broken, but at the core, I am relieved. And at least I was able to fulfill our Major Oath. Rarely does one get the opportunity to clear one in a single act of battle.”

“I will fix this,” I said. “I swear. I will figure out what happened and heal it.”

Sio pulled back and nodded, slowly. She doesn’t believe me. I gritted my teeth and redoubled the promise. This would be a major oath of my own. I will fix this.

Sio picked up her sword, holding it with difficulty, as if having a hard time even lifting it from the ground. She closed her eyes briefly, hands resting on the sword's hilt for a moment before leaving it behind.

“We should continue,” she said and led the way forward.

We continued marching north; the mud and cold a blanket of misery. I avoided looking at Sio, her shoulders hunched and feet dragging.

I only noticed the Goldmark party when they were almost on top of us, their illusion spell fading away. The heavily armored party leader waved from a raft that hovered slightly over the bog waters.

-x-

Pixyn

I approved of Ben's wise solution, using one of his party members to ensure his survival, even ensuring they themselves willingly took on the role. I appreciated now his surrounding himself with wastrels and lesser kin, for they could be much more easily used in this fashion. Yet he sacrificed himself to safeguard the Kren exile, a puzzling decision, at odds with the tactical brilliance exhibited in this very same situation. I used my newly acquired depth to probe my own nature on this, the instilled notion of the primacy of Goldmark human kind, a question I never sought to ask. For the moment, I put the question aside, focusing on completing my commentary for the moment.

There was even a surprising opportunity arising from this sacrifice, an odd side-effect from the use of the Book of Poison. As much as I was unable to probe the depths of this book, even with my newfound power, it produced a strange new ruffling of Mana in Sio. Penship Covenant used active magic upon her, focusing on the Placent Tether on her chest via her Personal Interface. Inspection tier increased, then increased again. Positional information obtained:

>>Principal Tether: Semitor first half-curve, satellite colony 14s. <<

>>Fulcrum (redirected): [Sio]<<

>>Target (redirected): (Unknown)<<

The Penship Covenant followed the Tether down into the spiraling bowels of Siralis; Mana consumption maximized to prevent environmental damage or active hostility. I expanded my tendrils farther than they ever needed to reach, their length stretching thin, frail, and long. I feared breaking, shattering myself, but the knowledge was important, reaching into the depths of the Semitor's spire an unusual opportunity. Finally I touched something, a New Regional Interface, Local Interface for “colony 14s”. A reverberation echoed through my hyperextended tendrils, permeating the Interface and washing out all other documentation:

>>Our wilted spring stirs, so we must rise.<<
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