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Chapter 103: Great Emerald Forest, Past and Present

	“When one sees the elegant inhabitants of the Great Emerald Forest these days, they will have difficulty describing what they see as anything other than grace and beauty. Yet the very same people that nowadays embody grace and beauty, and often kindness, have in the past been a far different people. Meet an elf from a thousand years ago, and they would not offer you hospitality and kindness. They would slaughter you and feast on your corpse instead.”

	—Oliven Eradsun, Historian employed by the Levain Royal Court

	Among the many stories her late father had told Celeysria in the past, other than the stories of his travels, he also often told her of the sins of the race he hailed from, at least once she was old enough to make sense of it. Those tales were always somber and serious, and the moral her father had driven home was how the current elven society’s predilections were often efforts to make up for their ancestor’s sins.

	An example her father often cited was how the current elven society had centered themselves around the great groves of Égørisvænovãēnæl, or usually called the “Great Emerald Forest” in Common. While smaller societies did exist, typically in groves of their own, the vast majority of elves in existence called Égørisvænovãēnæl their home.

	Supposedly in the past they had been a far more tribal society, and rarely if ever mingled between tribes. Most contact between tribes was that of war, and relations rarely grew warmer. It was when the world around them developed and pushed them back that they started to be forced to interact with one another more often.

	Which led to the nearly unified race that existed today.

	The way many elves embraced vegetarianism was also another thing they chose to adopt to “atone” for what their ancestors did. Cal’s father, Calais Edrunviel, had lived a very long life. In fact, he was born among the first generation of elves who adapted to a more “civilized” way of life.

	Elves of the distant past used to be feared as savage raiders, who were known to not leave even corpses behind, as they ate them with a perverse joy. They had practiced cannibalism, and believed that the act of eating a brave foe would transfer part of their strength and courage to the devourer.

	The current elves’ frequent adoption of vegetarianism was seen and understood by most as an effort to portray themselves in a new light compared to their savage ancestors.

	And with how long elves lived, those ancestors might be as recent as parents to them.

	Similarly, their pursuit of grace and hospitality were conscious efforts, made to distance themselves from their savage past. Perhaps those born of more recent generations truly lived their lives that way, as they had not known much about the more savage past, but those of the elder generations were well aware of the burdens of their past.

	The Great Emerald Forest, where Cal was headed to next, was the greatest expanse of forest in all the world. It covered nearly the entirety of northeastern Alcidea, and provided approximately five hundred thousand elves with homes.

	Further to the south of the forest lay the metropolis of Alfheim, one of the largest cities in Alcidea, often credited to be where the elves started to embrace civilization. The city was situated amongst some of the most fertile lands in eastern Alcidea, and housed a great many farmers, who together made it the breadbasket of the region.

	Cal would not head there this time, as she had planned to trek to the north instead, as per her talk with Aideen.

	She made her preparations for departure, and informed Ying Xiao that she was not to slack on her training during Cal’s absence. The girl’s serious attitude made Cal feel more at ease, and with Aideen to take up the baton and help train the girl, she was in as good of hands as were possible.

	When her students returned to Levain near the end of their winter break, Fheeri and Fyodor went along with them. Cal watched with some melancholy as Ying Xiao bid farewell to her friends. The girl was still stiff, and far more formal than most, but she had opened up tremendously compared to when Cal first met her months ago.

	That night she discussed with Aideen and both agreed that they would introduce Ying Xiao to others and let the girl see the world some. Aideen too had grown fond of the girl, and volunteered to take her on vacations around the world from time to time, for which Cal thanked her.

	Cal herself departed the next morning, as she packed her belongings and headed for the gate relay building. With firm steps she went through the gate that led to the Great Emerald Forest.

	The scenery that greeted her on the other side surprised her. Unlike Levain, Paradise, or Al-Shan, the Great Emerald Forest did not keep their gate in a building. Instead, it was placed in a large open plaza. All around the plaza Cal saw many other portals, all of them larger in size to the one she came from.

	They had to be the famed “Ether Road,” the one and only large-scale teleportation gate network in the world.

	From some gates, she saw caravans of wagons emerge, while others disappeared into other gates. Young elven guards checked the credentials of those that arrived once they left the gate, and waved through those already verified.

	Cal followed suit and walked away from the gate towards the center of the plaza, where many guards busied themselves with verification of travelers. She quickly gained the attention of a young elven guard as she approached, an elf probably only her own age, one that only recently entered adulthood by elven standards.

	The young guard asked for her credentials, and Cal produced her identification tags, as well as the signet ring Aideen gave her. She watched as the young guard grew wide-eyed at the signet ring and her adventurer tag, before he politely returned them to her and bid her to wait for a moment.

	Apparently he was not qualified to confirm her credentials and needed the aid of his superior.

	She waited for less than ten minutes before the young guard came back, but by then she no longer paid attention to him.

	No, all her attention was directed to the older elf that had followed the young guard. The female elf wore clothes that denoted her higher rank and status, but those were not what attracted Cal’s attention.

	What attracted her attention was the female elf’s snow-white hair, pale skin, and red eyes, so much like her own, as well as the features that looked so much like a younger, feminine version of her late father.

	Apparently the realization was mutual, for she saw the female elf also stared at her in surprise, and recognition.



Chapter 104: Another Unexpected Reunion

	“How often might descendants of an elf that travels and lives many lives meet each other? That depends entirely on luck. Most elves who live their lives that way rarely if ever speak of their previous lives to their new families, and with how far they often travel? Unless the descendants travel around a lot themselves, the chances of such a meeting are remote at best.”

	—High Elder Nydia Celearwen, of the Great Emerald Forest

	Both women stared at each other in silence as the young guard Cal first met looked at Cal, then at his superior, with a look of someone who had no idea what to do.

	Fortunately for him, his superior gestured at him to go away, and he was all too happy to follow that order. He quickly scooted away back to a vacant post and went back to his job as the two women were left in relative privacy.

	“Does the name Calais Edrunviel mean anything to you?” asked the elven woman once they were alone.

	“I know it,” replied Cal to the question. “He was my father. And if I guessed correctly, yours as well, am I correct?”

	“That is indeed the case. I am Idania Edrunviel. It is a pleasure to meet you, Sister,” said the elven woman as she hugged Cal and kissed her cheeks. A gesture Cal returned in kind. “I had suspected when I saw your face, but was not certain. It has been centuries since he left. Where do you hail from, Sister mine?”

	“Celeysria Ambervale. I hail from the Al-Shan Archipelago. Father lived his final years there with my mother,” answered Cal. “He passed away half a century ago.”

	“I… am saddened to hear that, but given that he would have broken the record of oldest living elf by decades otherwise, it also does not come as a surprise,” said Idania.

	In the slight lull to the conversation that followed the somber topic, Cal took a good look at her newly found half-sister.

	Idania was taller than her—not a surprise since she was a full-blooded elf—and also looked notably more mature in age. Since she was born before Khal-Est, Cal assumed her to be in the four hundreds or thereabouts in age.

	“Where are my manners? Come, Sister, and welcome to Égørisvænovãēnæl,” said Idania after a while, as she invited Cal to come with her. “Please stay the night at my place. Mother would be ecstatic to meet you for certain.”

	“How old are you?” Cal asked out of curiosity. If Idania’s mother still lived, chances were she was younger than Idania’s father by quite a bit.

	“I will be three hundred and eighty-two come summer,” Idania replied honestly. “You, Sister? Mother is six hundred ten if you wonder.”

	“This will be my one hundred and twenty fifth year,” answered Cal. “How long had our father stayed here?”

	“Two centuries, give or take,” said Idania with a smirk. “He made quite a spectacle when he wooed Mother, supposedly Father even made mortal enemies with Mother’s other suitor back then. Then he made it even worse when he left three centuries ago.”

	“Mother always told those stories with such fondness,” ruminated the older elven woman. “She would be very happy to see you. She had long accepted that Father would not have stayed with her forever, yet she cherished their time together regardless.”

	“We have another half-brother, you know,” Cal pointed out to her sister.

	“We do?! That’s wonderful news! Mother would be so happy to hear that. Where does he live?”

	“Khal-Est lives in Gal-Morogh, in the Orclands. He also has a son and grandchildren who live in Levain,” answered Cal. Then her lips curled in amusement as she continued, “He had not known that he had siblings until I ran into him back then.”

	“Oh this is rich. Wait until Mother hears this,” Idania said with joy in her voice. She had a happy skip in her step as they walked.

	As they walked, Cal marveled at the architecture of the “city.” Égørisvænovãēnæl was less a town, and more a sprawling metropolis built amongst the trees of the forest.

	Instead of roads, walkways were crafted from intertwined branches that grew straight from the trees, which despite their fragile appearance, easily held the weight of entire fully loaded caravans with ease.

	Rope ladders led to different levels of the city, with the ground level being where the elves foraged and farmed, as well as hunted in the forest. Cal had emerged on the middle level, which was where most governmental and business buildings and workshops were located.

	The upper level was where the elves had their residences. Cal saw rows of houses built into the sides of the trees. The houses looked less like they were built, and more that they were grown into their current shapes, a showcase of elvish expertise with nature magic.

	It did not take a long trip before they reached Idania’s house. It was common for multiple generations of a family to share a house in elven culture, so Cal was not surprised that Idania’s mother lived with her.

	When Idania opened the door to the house, they entered straight into the living and dining room. Idania’s mother sat there on a rocking chair while she peeled vegetables, and raised her eyes at the sound of the door. Her eyes went wide when she spotted Cal.

	After Idania introduced Cal to her mother, the old elven woman stood up and embraced Cal warmly, an embrace which Cal returned. She introduced herself as Unitia, but told Cal to just call her “Aunt Tia.”

	The three of them chatted happily about their respective lives, and Unitia downright commanded her daughter that they should arrange for a family reunion when she heard about Khal-Est. An idea that Idania seemed equally eager for.

	A slight interruption to their conversation came when two young half-elven girls entered the house. Idania introduced them as her daughters Elaina, who turned seventy this year, and Sidonie, who was forty-two. Her husband, a human, had passed three decades ago when Sidonie was still a child.

	Both girls quickly grew close to their new aunt, and Elaina in particular was riveted at Cal’s tales of her travels. It turned out the girl had always wanted to travel as well since she was young. In her Cal sensed a kindred spirit.

	They talked until Idania came and served dinner—she had gone and taken over the cooking to allow her mother to spend time with Cal instead—at which point they stopped to eat. Dinner was a simple thick stew of vegetables and smoked meats, with flaky, crispy flatbreads on the side. Idania’s family was not one of the ones that adopted vegetarian habits it seemed.

	 


Chapter 105: Family Time

	“Don’t ever let an elf hold a grudge with ye. They don’t forget, and tend to pay it back viciously. Bloody knife-eared buggers.”

	—Dwarven saying

	Dawn arrived the next day with a gentle light. The leafy canopy of the forest allowed light through, at just the right amount. Neither too bright, nor too dim, and soon after the sun rose over the horizon the dark forest teemed with activity again.

	Early in the morning, Cal sparred with Idania in the small private garden the family possessed. It was mostly a patch of soil layered over a foundation of woven tree branches, on which the family simply sowed some grass, and flowers at the corners. Idania usually used the garden to exercise, which was why they sparred there.

	Idania herself was what the elves called Eanve-Nkurth, or “Bladesinger” in the common tongue. She was born ambidextrous and possessed excellent dexterity even for an elf, qualities that allowed blades to truly sing in her hands.

	Her weapons of choice were a pair of identical swords, each roughly a meter in length, with the blade as four-fifths of the length. The swords, an elven type called an osuntaph, resembled the daggers Cal bought in Knallzog. They were more slim and slender in construction, but also had a forward-curved, single edged blade.

	That Idania’s blades were crafted from pure mithril was evidence of how well off their family was. She herself held a post as one of the many leaders of the city’s defense force, while her mother, while now retired from duty, had held a post as an active council member for a century in the recent past.

	“That halberd’s shaft is Father’s old staff, is it not?” Idania asked as Cal parried her blades with a spin of her weapon. To the side of the garden her two daughters watched enraptured at the spar.

	“It is so,” Cal said as she drove her sister back with a swing of her weapon. “Father had asked a traveling dwarven smith to craft it for me when he was in his final years. The head used to be his inner mesh armor.”

	“I envy you for having such a nice keepsake~” said the older woman with a laugh as she dodged again from a backswing of Cal’s weapon. “I see you had more work done to it since though?”

	“Had the head coated in adamant recently,” answered Cal as she entangled one of Idania’s blades with between the spearhead and crescent blade of her halberd, and blocked the other with the shaft. “It had started to take damage from frequent sparring against high purity adamant steel weapons.”

	“Who do you even spar with? Those are pretty rare with how friggin’ much the dwarves charge for them,” asked Idania as she teleported her entangled blade a little to the side, caught it before it fell, and swung at Cal from the new position.

	“I have students,” Cal said as she blocked the blow with a tilt of her weapon’s head. “Might be a bit soft on them, but I couldn’t bear seeing them run around with worse when I could give them better.”

	“You must really like them, huh?” Idania said as she disengaged to avoid a blow from the halberd’s shaft. “That must’ve cost a fortune.”

	“I am… quite fond of them, yes,” Cal said as she took a step back to avoid a sudden double thrust from her sister. “It was a bit like the feeling you get when you watch children grow before your eyes.”

	“That is often how it is, yes,” said Idania in reply while she turned her thrust into crossed slashes. The older elven woman had a slight blush on her face as she continued, “I had my own share of disciples over my centuries. More than a few I grew fond of. One more than the others.”

	“Ooooh, their father?” asked Cal as she used her halberd to catch both of Idania’s blades right as they crossed. Her eyes gave a teasing glance to her nieces by the side.

	“Yes, he was.” Idania looked to the side as if she heard something at this point, and made no moves to disentangle her blades. “We might want to call it a day, Mother is already working on breakfast so we’d better freshen up before she’s done.”

	“Fine with me,” Cal said as she let go of Idania’s blades and withdrew her halberd. “Good spar, Sister.”

	“You are very good yourself, especially for your age. I don’t think many in the defense force would be your opponent at all,” praised Idania as she placed her blades back in her storage and led the way. “Children, help your grandmother in the kitchen, we will be back soon.”

	Elaina and Sidonie snapped smart salutes to their mother—a balled right fist placed over the heart—before they turned and went into the house. Clearly both kids idolized their mother quite a bit.

	Where Idania led Cal to was a public bath. Private baths were nonexistent in Égørisvænovãēnæl. The public bath itself was more an artificial lake, fed by a waterfall that flowed from up high in the canopy. Many elves of both genders and all ages were already bathing there when they arrived.

	“That’s rare,” said Idania after they shed off their clothes and went into the water.

	“What is?” Cal asked from next to her sister, both of them naked as the day they were born in the crystal-clear, waist deep water.

	“Usually foreigners have some reaction when they first visit a bath here,” Idania explained. “You don’t seem to have any though.”

	“Communal baths are also the norm in Al-Shan, so it’s nothing new to me,” said Cal as she shrugged her shoulders and walked under the waterfall. She allowed the flowing water to wash off her for a good while before she walked back out.

	Idania just grumbled about a missed opportunity until they finished with their bath.

	After they had breakfast—which consisted of a porridge made from maize, seasoned with herbs and spices with chunks of minced meat within, as well as some fresh fruits, all of which was washed down with honey wine—the whole family insisted on showing Cal around the place.

	The forest itself was far too large an area for Cal to properly visit the entirety of, not if she wanted to reach the north shore by summer’s first month. Her plan was to check out the central, eastern or western, and the northern regions only for this visit. The rest she could view on her next visit.

	She saw elven farms, either placed on the occasional clearings on the forest floor, or more commonly high among the branches on artificial plots like the one Idania’s garden was on. Many rare herbs she recognized seemed commonplace in Égørisvænovãēnæl, even those known to be very finicky about where they grew.

	They visited what passed for an elven eatery for lunch, ran and owned by a friend of Idania’s. The younger female elf who owned the place greeted them with all smiles, and brought them her specialty dishes.

	Skewers of spiced grilled mushrooms with long stalks were brought out, piping hot and straight from the grill. Also served was a refreshing salad of fruits and greens, drenched in an oily and vinegary sauce, as well as copious amounts of fresh fruit, much of which Cal had never seen before.

	Cal was nibbling on a hairy brown fruit that revealed a verdant green interior when peeled, that had a pleasant tanginess to it, when the owner came back with several steaming cups in her hands.

	Inside those cups was a thick brown liquid with some red powder sprinkled on it. Cal tasted the smooth and thick beverage, and found a delicate yet deep bittersweetness, cut with a tinge of spiciness from the powder. Idania said the drink was made from the seeds of the cacao fruit, as she pointed out an eaten cacao pod on the table as an example.

	The extended family had such a good time with each other that none of them noticed the pair of eyes that were riveted to them since they sat at the eatery. Eyes that brimmed with resentment, and deep-seated jealousy.

	 


Chapter 106: Ugly Old Jealousy, A Gauntlet Cast

	“The concept of honor duels exists in most cultures, but few take them as seriously as the elves do. To challenge someone to a duel is generally only done under extreme circumstances, or when the parties involved are mortal enemies. Most of these duels are also fought to the death, a result participants cannot complain about. They knew the risks when they picked up the gauntlet.”

	—Desiree Qastrafia, Elven Sociologist

	“How could you do this, Unitia? How could you smile so while proof of his infidelity stood right beside you?!” said an old male elf with a tone of accusation. The old elf had barged in front of them shortly after they left the eatery, and the loud voice he used attracted most nearby elves’ attention.

	Cal had not failed to notice that most of the older ones amongst the elves that noticed just shook their heads sadly at the spectacle.

	“What I choose to do is my business, Bastille. Who do you think you are to meddle with my family issues?” replied Idania’s mother with a voice as cold as ice. She confronted the old elf and stared him down while he also stared at her eyes in seething silence.

	“Who is that, and what’s his issue?” Cal asked Idania during the staredown in a voice so low that not even the children near Idania caught wind of it.

	“That’s Bastille Orendia, former leader of the defense force, and also that other suitor of Mom’s I once told you about,” Idania replied in an equally low whisper. “He always bitched about Dad when I joined the force and he was still there, but it was never this loud back then. Or this public.”

	“I guess I might be the one to blame for this,” Cal said after she digested Idania’s words.

	“Or he’s just being a cranky old mean bastard like he is wont to be—”

	“Why won’t you see! That son of a whore Calais just toyed with you and left you for others! Look at that mongrel he spawned!” yelled the old elf suddenly, as apparently he and Unitia had held their own private conversation, which clearly had not ended well.

	“Hey! Cease that insult on my father, or—” said Idania in anger when she heard those words.

	“Or what, brat?! Do you dare step into the fields of honor with me as your opponent?!” yelled the old man back before Idania finished her words.

	Cal saw that her sister actually shirked a bit at the question. More importantly, she saw small pieces of metal appear out of thin air behind the old man—a magical phenomenon usually seen when a competent mage lost control over their emotions—which was all the assurance she needed to make her decision.

	“Yes, I do,” Cal stated very bluntly, in an irritated tone. The way that old elf acted got on her nerves, especially the way he treated her sister and mother. “Where and when?”

	Everyone went silent all at once upon hearing her words. Her nieces looked at her with awe, while Idania and Unitia looked at Cal with wide eyes full of surprise and worry both.

	Even Bastille stared and gawked at her at a moment with disbelief, before he schooled his face into a cruel sneer, and looked at Cal as if she was his prey. His tone was mocking as he answered her. “Tomorrow at noon, at the central dueling fields. I am at least merciful enough to let you make your peace on this last night of yours.”

	Then the old elf turned around and left while he laughed out loud mockingly until he left their range of hearing.

	[image: Image]

	“Sister, do you know what you just did?!” Idania asked with worry when they returned home after the episode. Sadness and trepidation were both evident on her face, while her mother walked absentmindedly, as she still had a hard time processing everything that had just transpired.

	“Challenged him to an honor duel, yes,” Cal replied all too nonchalantly. “If I remember my elven customs right, they are usually fought to the death.”

	“Sister, Bastille is the former leader of the defense force because he is one of our best warriors!” shouted Idania with some exasperation at Cal’s nonchalance. “He is even a war archmagus to boot! Why would you do such a foolhardy thing as to challenge him to a duel?!”

	“A war archmagus of the metal element,” Cal simply stated in a very matter of fact way. “Death-metal if I see it right, isn’t that so?”

	“He is, yes. How are you so calm about this?! This is your life you just peddled away!”

	“No, it is his life he might squander tomorrow,” stated Cal with confidence. Before Idania said anything else, she raised one hand and offered it to her half-sister. “Probe me. That will answer the question you likely have now.”

	Idania did as she was told, and so did Unitia, who snapped out of her daze. Cal allowed their mana to probe around, and noticed how both of them gasped when they felt her mana reservoir.

	Unitia was a middling mage of the wind element, while Idania had little talent with magic—the trick she did where she teleported her weapon a few centimeters to the side was about the most she could do—which was why she focused on swordplay instead.

	When both of them felt her massive mana reservoir—many, many times the size of their own—and the element that flowed through it, both elven women came to a sudden realization at the same time.

	“Celeysria, child,” started Unitia carefully, her hand still on Cal’s wrist. “You’re an archmagus?!”

	“I am,” replied Cal simply.

	“Water and life… blood affinity?” asked Idania with some wonderment in her voice.

	“Indeed,” said Cal with a nod. “I haven’t had the chance to tell you of my past before I went on my travels, but it has not been entirely peaceful.”

	“How much must you have suffered, for your power to grow to such an extent at your age, child?” asked Unitia sadly. Unlike her daughter—who had accepted her limited magical capabilities and no longer pursued them—she was more familiar with the theory behind blood mages.

	The one thing most blood mages agreed on was that pain and suffering were often the greatest catalyst of growth for them. The saying about blood mages went: “Whatever does not kill them, makes them stronger in the end.”

	And for Cal to have reached archmagus at a hundred and twenty-five, meant that she had likely gone through her share of pain and suffering.

	 


Chapter 107: Honor Duel

	“Despite their habit of ending a fight by the death of a participant, elven honor duels are quite strictly regulated. Not only are confirmation and agreement required from both parties, but their next of kin are also made to sign documents that acknowledge the duel as valid—and thus not a just cause for vengeance. Even selection of weapons and armor is limited strictly, with both parties only allowed to carry equivalent amounts of weapons and armor. That last rule came into place after the one time a participant wore full plate mail made of mithril and just demolished his opponent with utter disregard.”

	—Desiree Qastrafia, Elven Sociologist

	Right as the sun reached its highest point the next day, Cal walked calmly and entered the dueling grounds. The area itself was little more than a flat square floor, weaved from tightly interwoven branches that were much more tightly woven and far thicker than what she saw so far.

	It made sense, for after all, the floor of a dueling arena needed to be able to take impacts. It would have been hilarious otherwise if the ground crumbled away while combatants traded blows on top of it.

	Unitia’s whole family followed behind Cal. They were somewhat reassured by the revelation that she was an archmagus-caliber blood mage, but they still worried. Her opponent had four whole centuries of experience and training over her after all.

	Said opponent stared at her from the opposite side of the field, with a cruel grin full of self-assurance on his face.

	Once they both arrived, two older elves—Unitia told Cal that they were members of the council of elders—walked towards them, one to each party. The old elf—Cal estimated him to be well in his seventh century, if not eighth—politely greeted Unitia, then handed over a parchment sheet for her to peruse.

	Out of curiosity Cal took a peek at the formal document while Unitia unfurled and read it. Its contents were in elven script, which she had fortunately learned from her late father, so she understood what it said. The document was basically a formal agreement, which stated that Cal agreed to participate in the honor duel against Bastille, and should she perish in said duel her next of kin would not pursue the matter.

	Once Cal read through the document, she borrowed the quill and ink from Unitia and signed her name in the given space. Unitia had also already signed hers in a different place for the next of kin. They then handed the document to the elder elf, who checked it and nodded, satisfied.

	The two elder elves then showed their documents to the other side as proof. Cal noticed that Bastille’s document had no signature on the next of kin section and queried. The answer she received from the elder—to which Unitia concurred—was that the old elf had no family, and thus no next of kin.

	Spectators had gathered around the square, as was expected, and along with them came other members of the council of elders. Apparently it was tradition for the council to witness, should one who was presently an elder or used to serve as one get embroiled in an honor duel. Both Unitia and Bastille had served as elders before.

	The old, slender figure that led the elders was someone Cal recognized: the High Elder Nydia, who she once saw in Paradise’s festival. The high elder’s eyes also flitted with recognition when she noticed Cal, but she said nothing.

	Nydia walked into the center of the square and beckoned both combatants to approach her. When they gathered in the center, the high elder confirmed once more their desire to carry out the honor duel, and asked if neither would reconsider.

	“Very well,” said the high elder after both sides affirmed their decision. “Bastille Orendia, as the challenged party, you have the right to determine the rules and number of weapons allowed in this duel. Make your decision known.”

	“Everything allowed,” said Bastille with a sneer. He then brought out a dozen steel ingots from his storage ring, placed them on the ground, then tossed the ring to the high elder. He patted the strange flat whip he had rolled up at the side of his waist while he said his next words. “These are enough for me. Nothing else is needed.”

	“You have seen what weapons and armor your opponent chose, Celeysria Ambervale,” said Nydia as she turned to Cal. Bastille had no other weapons on him and wore leather and bone lamellar armor over his torso, as well as forearm and shin guards of the same materials. “You may proceed to choose an equivalent amount of weapons and armor. Your storage artifact will be passed to your next of kin for safekeeping no matter what happens.”

	“Understood,” answered Cal as she drew out her long crescent-bladed halberd from her storage. Some sharp-eyed elves amongst the spectators recognized the dark glint of pure adamant and gasped audibly. She then pulled out her two shortswords, showed them to Nydia, and sheathed them by the sides of her waist.

	For her recurved dwarven knives, she brought all four out and sheathed two behind her back, and another two beside her thighs. Cal also brought out a dozen throwing darts, and secured them in slots meant for them in her belt. A suit of sea drake leather lamellar armor was worn over her torso.

	“I believe that will do for me,” Cal said as she carefully removed then handed Nydia her pendant.

	Nydia nodded and carefully held onto Cal’s pendant, then she signaled the two combatants to head towards opposing corners of the square. She herself erected a strong barrier of wind—one that would deflect stray projectiles away from the spectators without blocking vision—once she stepped outside the square.

	“Begin!” echoed Nydia’s voice within the square, as the high elder used magic to carry her voice past the barrier.

	From their respective corners of the square, Cal and Bastille assumed their stances.

	Bastille unfurled the rolled weapon he had. Now that he had it unfurled, Cal realized that it wasn’t a strangely flat whip, but was a thin, very long, very flexible sword instead. One that measured at least three meters in length.

	The twelve ingots of steel he brought levitated into the air as they flattened themselves. Within moments, what used to be blocky ingots of steel took the form of flat wheels, with serrated, razor-sharp edges. The twelve floating wheels flew around Bastille as they were tethered to him by his mana.

	On her side, Cal shifted her halberd to her left hand, and with her right she drew out one of her shortswords that Aelfried had gifted her. Much like her knives and the weapons she ordered for her students, the narrow triangular blade was crafted out of high purity adamant steel, and she recently had them all re-enchanted as well.

	As razor sharp metal wheels whizzed towards Cal, so had the battle begun.

	 


Chapter 108: Pride and Downfall

	“Beware old elves who’ve stuck to their passions for all their lives. These people almost always become so stubborn and prideful, little can make it through their thick skulls anymore. It was the main reason we slowly weeded them out of the council of elders and brought in more of those who lived transitory lives. Those would happily serve a term, then just as happily leave and wander elsewhere without any issue.”

	—High Elder Nydia Celearwen, of the Great Emerald Forest

	Bastille did not hold back, and all twelve of his razor-sharp serrated wheels flew towards Cal as a swarm. They attacked her from every conceivable angle and direction, and aimed for spots that would easily disable her. If she was a normal person that was.

	While Cal was not born ambidextrous, her decades of war had seen quite a few occasions where she was injured so badly she had to fight on with just one arm. Ever since the second said incident, she trained until she could fight with her weapon with just either of her arms.

	The halberd in her left hand twirled as she blocked and deflected the six wheels that came from that direction. Two from the front, she dodged by a hair’s breadth, while the sword in her right hand deflected away another three. Those three wheels almost fell down after contact with her blade, which gave her confidence in her theory.

	One last wheel from Cal’s right flew in low, aimed at the major tendon behind her ankle. She waited until just before it reached, and in one swift movement raised her leg and stomped down on the wheel. Then she drove her sword directly through the metal and pinned it to the floor.

	She saw how the metal tried to shift shapes—Bastille’s manipulation had nowhere near enough power to move the wheel when it was pressed under weight—after she stomped on it and it still tried to escape her grasp. Once her sword pierced it, however, the shapeshifting stopped, and it became just an inert piece of metal affixed to the ground.

	Anti-magic enchantment in direct contact was sufficient to cut off Bastille’s connection to the metal it seemed.

	When the remaining eleven wheels returned for another attack, none of them came in low, and Cal had to pin one down with a maneuver between her halberd and her sword. The effort earned her a pair of cuts from when she stayed still to pin the wheel down, but she showed no sign that it bothered her.

	Conversely, it was actually easier for Cal to disable another four of the wheels with her recurved knives. The design, which was built for chopping power in the first place, allowed her to just chop through four more of the thin metal wheels, and she left them stuck in the floor as she advanced towards her foe at last.

	Now with her halberd in both hands, she swatted away any flying wheel that approached, usually with the sides of her weapon, to let the anti-magic enchantment disrupt her opponent’s control over his weapon briefly.

	By now Bastille had a more serious look on his face. His opponent was far from the hotheaded girl he’d expected, given the way she methodically neutralized half of his weapons with only minor cuts taken. The way the girl advanced and wielded her strange halberd also spoke of experience, not of one who trained relentlessly, but of one who had used the weapon to take the life of others.

	He lashed out with his urumi whip-sword the instant Cal entered his range. The thin, razor-sharp metal curled and weaved as if it was a living being, and forced Cal to take a step back after she parried the blows with difficulty.

	A stalemate between the two combatants lasted for a few seconds as they took measure of their opponents, before Cal broke it and charged directly at Bastille.

	The old elf was not flustered by her charge, and countered with his weapons, both the whip-sword and the flying wheels.

	This time however, Cal refused to pull back. She dodged and weaved between the attacks, those she could not evade parried away by her halberd. One tricky slash from the whip-sword almost struck her, but she managed to lean away from it at the last moment, and the blade only left a cut across the bridge of her nose instead.

	Bastille withdrew two of his wheels back and leapt atop them, as he used his magic to move them—and him—away from Cal. Due to how different people’s mana interact, that method of transportation was only usable by metal mages for themselves and no others. That bought him time and distance, but Cal quickened her advance in return.

	She took more cuts and gouges as she prioritized the rapid advance this time. One slash from Bastille was aimed at her eye, which she dodged partially with a twist of her head. The blade struck from her forehead, cut across an eyebrow, barely missed her eye, and sliced her cheek until it exited by her chin. She allowed the cuts she had taken to bleed slightly, to sell the illusion that what Bastille did so far was effective.

	Nobody in the heat of battle noticed that the blood either flowed back into the wound or into another wound instead of falling to the ground.

	When Cal had pushed her advance to three meters from him, Bastille withdrew his four wheels, and converged them at the head of his whip-sword. The metal reshaped itself and melded with the whip-sword, and it formed a semi-circular blade akin to that of a swinging guillotine at its end. It was this heavy blade that he swung forcefully at Cal.

	To his utter surprise—and gasps from the spectators outside, not that either combatant heard it with the wind barrier between them—Cal neither dodged nor parried the blade. Instead, she let go of the halberd with her left hand and held it nearly by the end of the shaft with her right.

	When the blade struck her, she too struck out; the beaked hammerhead at the back of her halberd swung with all her might towards the flat side of the whip-sword that was at its full extension. The anti-magic enchantment on the adamant covering broke Bastille’s magic and control over his sword, while the hammerhead itself struck the thin layer of mithril that formed the whip-sword’s blade with such violence that it directly shattered.

	The price was that Cal took a heavy blow from the blade at the same time, as the blade cleaved its way through her leather armor and flesh and left deep cuts on her ribcage. She felt how it sliced through several organs as it made its way from her right shoulder to exit just above her left hip, and had to use her magic to stop her entrails from spilling out of the wound.

	On the other hand, that moment of surprise allowed her to not just temporarily disarm her opponent, but also created an opening for her to use, which was all she needed. She leapt straight at the hovering old elf, with another swing of her halberd leading the way.

	Bastille chose to take the blow with his left arm—a sacrifice he self-justified in that he could just get it reattached later after the fight—and sent his remaining two wheels at Cal as he landed on the ground. Both wheels reformed themselves into wedges during the short flight, and struck Cal on her chest and abdomen.

	She ignored them and only clenched her muscles to keep them in place instead, as she tackled the now one-armed Bastille to the ground and stepped on his chest, with her halberd leveled before his face.

	“Take back your words and apologize,” Cal stated as she stood tall before her opponent. “Or lose the tongue.”

	Bastille apparently hadn’t given up, and unbeknownst to Cal channeled his magic to the severed blade of his whip-sword.

	Those who spectated, on the other hand, saw it clearly. Some cried out in warning, Unitia and her family especially, but their voices went unheard due to the wind barrier.

	Cal did not see the reformed spike of metal that flew towards her back. She felt its approach only when it was far too close to do a thing about it. Nor did she care to. That final attack by Bastille just made the decision for her instead.

	The spectators gasped as the metal spike pierced through Cal’s back and emerged out of the front of her chest. They lamented when they saw Bastille laugh cruelly from where he lay prone beneath Cal’s feet. None of them realized the anomaly until Cal moved and spoke.

	By then Nydia had lowered the barrier so everyone heard her voice clearly.

	“You made the choice yourself. So be it then,” she said in an all-too-calm tone for someone who had just been impaled by a metal spike the size of an adult’s arm. The spectators’ eyes boggled as Cal grabbed the metal spike that had literally gone through her heart with her free left hand, and slowly, excruciatingly pulled it out of her body.

	Bastille no longer laughed; he saw the look in Cal’s eyes, and the impending death they promised. He tried to struggle, but his last two wheels were stuck in the grip of Cal’s rock-hard muscles, while the spike was in her hand, and her mana prevented him from connecting with it.

	Before anyone could say a thing—or call an end to the duel—Cal slammed the metal spike she had just pulled out of her body into Bastille’s mouth with such force that it crushed through his spine and the back of his head on its way out before it was embedded into the wooden floor.

	Bastille twitched once, twice, lost control over his bladder and bowels, and trembled before his body laid still and breathed no more. His wide-open eyes were full of denial and disbelief as they stared vacantly into the blue skies.

	 


Chapter 109: To the Victor, Belong the Spoils

	“Personal possession is a different concept for the elven race. In general, elves consider their possessions less as their own, and more as a joint property for their family, or even their commune. Houses always fall under this category, as do more common items like clothing and money. The possessions an elf would usually claim as personally theirs for most cases would be their personal weapons or armor. And in these cases, it is very common for these personal items to be reforged as they are passed on to the next generation of the family.”

	—Desiree Qastrafia, Elven Sociologist

	“Congratulations,” said High Elder Nydia as she welcomed Cal at the side of the ring. “I shall now return these to you.”

	“Isn’t this one Bastille’s?” Cal asked after she wore her pendant around her neck once again. Besides her pendant, Nydia had also passed a thicker ring to her, which used to belong to her late opponent.

	“Bastille Orendia had no family, no next of kin. By the victor’s right, what’s his now belongs to you. We will help reforge the mithril used in his weapon as well should you desire it,” explained the high elder. She then looked at Cal’s wounds with some worry in her expression, especially the large wound in the middle of her chest, through which one could see the eerie sight of blood as it continued to flow through severed blood vessels. “Would you require the services of a healer?”

	“It will not be necessary,” answered Cal. The wounds she had taken during the fight would have killed most any person several times over, beyond fatal even for most talented healers. Yet for her, a side of her welcomed the aches and pain as proof that she still lived, and had yet again triumphed in battle. “I do appreciate the kindness you have offered. My thanks.”

	“Elder Tisané will visit you later then, once we have separated the mithril and cleaned it,” said Nydia as Cal left, to which she nodded in approval.

	Ever since Cal had met and exchanged blows with Aelfried the Undying, she had realized one thing about herself that she had never considered before. Some part of her craved battle, thrived under the pain and challenges it presented. She had realized—and quickly accepted—that part of herself during her many ridiculously bloody and brutal bouts with Aelfried in the months she stayed in Knallgant.

	She thought to herself that maybe this time she should just leave the wounds be, until the scars faded away naturally, as a reminder of the opponent she had just faced. She walked towards her newfound extended family as she thought so, her steps firm but light, as if she had not just fought and murdered another person in mortal combat.

	The eerie sight of open wounds from which no blood flowed out had made some spectators withdraw a small distance. It hadn’t helped at all that the deep slash she took near the end of the fight had also cleaved right through her armor and clothes, and left quite a bit of her torso bared for all to see. The whites of bones were barely visible under the mesh of eerie flowing blood in some areas.

	“Child… are you… all right?” stammered Unitia when Cal reached them. She was clearly baffled at her nonchalance from the many fatal wounds on her body.

	“They will heal,” Cal said nonchalantly, as if she had not just been stabbed through the heart with a metal stake the size of an adult’s arm. “Won’t even leave a trace after another couple of months. There is no need to worry… Aunt Tia.”

	“I’m just glad you’re alive, Celeysria,” Idania said as she embraced her half-sister in a warm hug, despite the gruesome appearance of Cal’s wounds. “Is that Bastille’s storage ring you have with you?”

	“The high elder gave it to me,” answered Cal to her sister’s question. “She said it’s mine by right since he has no next of kin. Why?”

	“Guess that old fart brought you some fortune instead,” replied Idania with a sigh. “Bastille was an old miser, so he probably had quite a lot of good stuff in there. You should check it out.”

	“Let’s do that at home then,” Cal said as they left the square and headed back to Idania’s place.
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	When they reached Idania’s place, the first thing Cal did was change. She had a tunic on this time, so the open wounds would not creep out her family. The smaller scratches she left alone, as even now they had already begun to close.

	They gathered around the dining table while Cal brought item after item out of Bastille’s storage ring. Some carved trinkets of wood and ivory she did not recognize, Unitia explained as figures Bastille collected as a hobby. Now that she took a closer look, Cal did recognize some similarity to the ones Fyodir had.

	She found several sets of fine quality lamellar mail made of pieces of bone and leather, which were of the wrong size for her, as Bastille was taller and slimmer. Idania expressed some interest in those so Cal just handed them to her. A collection of books of elven poetry—some of them quite rare—she gave to Unitia, who thanked her for the gift.

	A very finely crafted atlatl made from the thigh bone of a monster she gave to Elaina, while a multipurpose dagger crafted of fine steel went to Sidonie. A pouch of platinum and gold coins—probably three times as much as what she paid for the small lump of pure adamant and the smith’s services to work on her halberd just weeks ago—she kept for herself.

	The storage ring itself she planned to give to Fheeri, since she had forgotten to get the girl a new one.

	Later that evening, elder Tisané—the same elder that had shown Cal the formal agreement earlier that day—knocked on their door and offered an ingot of pure mithril for Cal’s use.

	She requested to have the ingot—along with a couple of raw mithril ore chunks she found in Bastille’s storage—to be crafted into daggers shaped like larger versions of her throwing darts. As many of them as feasible with the amount of mithril they had. She also requested them to be enchanted with keenness and the ability to return to her hand once thrown—the latter an enchantment only mastered by elves and only usable on mithril.

	When a young elf delivered her order two weeks later, she was pleased to find eight well-crafted and enchanted daggers. They only had a simple metal tube for a handle that ended in a ring. The blade was shaped much like a spearhead and balanced for throwing.

	She tested out the enchantment on each dagger and nodded to herself in approval when the daggers returned to their respective metal sheaths exactly ten seconds after they left her hands.

	 


Chapter 110: Spring Reminiscences

	“The ether road in the Great Emerald Forest remained the only large-scale teleportation gate network in use, mostly due to economical reasons. The forest itself grew atop the largest known mana vein in existence, and it has been theorized that this vein in particular emitted mana with qualities that made teleportation easier. This highly efficient and affordable teleportation network granted the elves unparalleled advantages of logistics within the forest, which was a major boon both in trade, and in warfare.”

	—From “A Dissertation on Teleportation Gates and Their Uses’’ by Garth Wainwrought

	On a sunny morning, Cal sat down on a small hill located in a larger clearing in the forest as she was slightly lost in thought. Her right hand gripped the shaft of her halberd, while a butterfly perched on her outstretched left hand.

	Her eyes were fixated on the little butterfly on her hand, a very rare—and quite dangerous—monster known as the “mirage wing” and only found in Égørisvænovãēnæl. It was known for how it’d effortlessly evade far larger creatures and mire them within kaleidoscopic illusions. The creature seemed perfectly calm as it sat on her palm and licked up some blood that had splattered there, however.

	Scars still lined her body, as the wounds she received during the honor duel had healed far slower than they used to. Bastille’s weapons—other than his mythril whip sword—had incorporated a mineral poison which, when mingled with his metal affinity mana, usually resulted in wounds that never healed on their own. Even now Cal expected it would take another two or three months before the scars faded entirely.

	Near the foot of the hill lay a score of very large monster boars, easily two meters tall at the shoulder and with tusks the size of swords. All the boars were quite dead, all killed either by a stab to the heart, decapitation, or a crushed skull. Cal had hunted them down just earlier to have some exercise in the forest, and the fresh meat would serve as dinner as well.

	The little butterfly had fluttered around shortly after the battle, and while its illusions would definitely have confused most people, they were easily breakable by someone of archmagus caliber. She let it be however, as the little creature just flew around her in confusion when she had not acted like others did under its illusion.

	Cal had seated herself atop the kill and allowed the little butterfly to feed on the blood that splattered over her left hand, while she watched the beautiful, mesmerizing patterns on its wings. If the little creature wasn’t a potentially dangerous monster, she’d have liked to keep one as a pet.

	After it had its fill, the butterfly flew away and disappeared into the woods. Cal stood up and packed the boar carcasses into her storage as she then made her way back to the upper levels of the forest.

	The past three months she had lived with her newfound family had been quite therapeutic for her, and she by now truly saw them as family indeed. She still fondly remembered the joyful look on Unitia’s face when she introduced her to Vark, and how that joy multiplied at Ilena and Leila’s presence.

	During their stay in Paradise—Cal had brought the family on a tour while she got the new throwing daggers treated with adamant coating like her halberd with the funds she recently acquired from the duel—Aideen gave the idea that maybe they should hold a family reunion in winter. It was an idea Unitia was ecstatic about, and a messenger bird was sent to Gal-Morogh that very day to invite Khal-Est and Lorna over.

	Her nieces grew especially close with her during that time, as she often regaled them with tales of her travels. When she mentioned that she would be headed to sea next, both clamored their desire to come along.

	Cal was not against the idea—she figured since the sea journey would be with an old friend of Aideen’s it would be safe enough, and on land she could handle most threats—but told the girls to ask for permission from their mother first.

	Idania actually gave her permission quite easily, but then again, both her daughters were adults by now, and she saw no harm in them seeing the world at large. Both Idania and Cal taught the girls what items to pack and have with them for journeys, and other common sense that the girls had not needed before.
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	Before too long, summer approached, and Cal readied for departure. On the day she left, Unitia and Idania accompanied her to the plaza where the teleportation gates were, and they exchanged warm hugs before they said their farewells.

	“Do look after my kids please, Cal,” said Idania after they released their embrace. “And girls, don’t you be troubling your aunt on the trip, understand?”

	“Yes, Mother!” answered both Elaina and Sidonie.

	“Don’t worry, Ida,” replied Cal to her sister. “I’ll have them both back in one piece.”

	“Safe journeys, children. May Aistrofuri’s blessings be upon you,” said Unitia as she bid farewell to the three.

	They walked towards the gate that led towards the northernmost port area of the forest—where Aideen instructed Cal to head to—and vanished through the gate one after another.

	When they emerged from the other side of the gate, Cal immediately noticed the cooler, wetter air, with a hint of salt. The gate brought them right to the very edge of the forest, not the port town itself, and it was roughly a day’s trek from the gate to the port town.

	Both Elaina and Sidonie had not minded when Cal suggested they make the trek on foot, so as to sightsee along the way. Between the forest and the port town itself was a vast grassy plain, where wildlife roamed freely.

	All manner of beasts from little bunny rabbits to packs of wolves roamed the plain, though the predatory animals all seemed quite wary of people’s presence, and gave the three a very wide berth. The occasional monsters they ran into were less fearful, however.

	One such creature strongly reminded Cal of the black-feathered giant lizard that had chased after Fheeri back in the Goblin Lands, just a good bit smaller. The creature noticed them from afar, and ran straight towards them.

	Cal was just about to get her weapon out when her nieces asked if they were allowed to try their mettle on the beast. She allowed them on the condition that she would be right next to them to keep watch. Both girls had idolized their mother, who was one of the better warriors in the defense force, so they had also trained often.

	Almost as one, Elaina and Sidonie whipped out their atlatls and notched javelins in them. Both girls held their right arms far back as they aligned for a throw at the rapidly approaching creature. Cal also noticed with curiosity how sparks of lightning were present on the head of Sidonie’s javelin.

	Both sisters loosed their javelins at the same time. The creature juked to the side and avoided Elaina’s, but ran straight into Sidonie’s javelin instead. The javelin only pierced its shoulder, but the burst of lightning that followed severed one of the creature’s vestigial arms and made it screech in pain.

	As the beast was too close for them to make another throw, both of Cal’s nieces pulled out their respective melee weapons. It was an elven doctrine that every combatant was to be armed with a long weapon and a short weapon, to adapt to circumstances. Which weapon people favored, on the other hand, depended on the individual.

	Elaina favored a long weapon—in her case a spear with a spearhead that looked more like a sword’s blade, designed for both stabbing and slashing, with two other slightly shorter blades set perpendicular to it. If forced to fight up close, she used a pair of tonfas instead, which she was competent but less skilled with.

	On the other hand, Sidonie only used a simple spear for her long weapon, as she preferred to fight up close and personal with the aid of her magic. Her weapons of choice were a pair of katar daggers with sturdy, thick blades that measured close to half a meter long each.

	Both girls were of the lightning affinity, with Elaina having fire major and Sidonie wind major. The younger girl had slightly more potential, but her focus on control meant her older sister still possessed superior power to her.

	The two girls approached the injured beast from both sides, and as Sidonie caught its attention and distracted it, Elaina jabbed her spear into the creature’s neck. At the same time, she channeled her magic through her weapon and the burst of electricity made the creature convulse violently.

	That gave Sidonie an opening she did not waste. With her blades crossed like a pair of scissors, the girl went and sliced the creature’s neck off in one smooth motion.

	They turned around and saw Cal give them a thumbs up in approval, and both girls smiled proudly.

	 


Chapter 111: A Man of the Sea

	“Most non-merfolk sailors only lived on the sea for as long as their jobs made them, for they still preferred the comforts of land in the end. The few who truly loved the sea with all their hearts however, often spent their whole lives on their ships, with only the occasional stops in ports for resupply and trades. These people embraced the mother ocean as their home, lived their lives on her, and usually rested for eternity in her embrace as well.”

	—Zugzwang Arnott, former Head Port Official for Knallzog

	The rest of the trip to the port went relatively uneventfully, as Cal brought her nieces on a leisurely walk there. They camped right in the plains for the night, and her nieces were quite impressed that she had a portable bath with her. The night passed peacefully within the warded tent the three shared, and they continued the trek the next day.

	Shortly before noon, the port came within sight. In the distance, masts from the ships anchored at the port were visible, and the place teemed with bustle and activity. Cal led her nieces towards the port city, as they followed eagerly behind her.

	The guards bid them welcome and only made a cursory check before they were allowed inside without issue. It was a far more friendly experience than with most other cities, but then again the port was technically located in the hinterlands of the Great Emerald Forest. If any trouble were to arrive, it would more likely be from the sea.

	Cal first headed for an eatery since it was already past noon by then, and treated her nieces to the local cuisine. Served by the eatery was a simple fare of a thick, heavily spiced stew with the meats from several kinds of shellfish, served over rice. Despite the simple appearance, the dish proved very appetizing, with the briny flavor of the shellfish contrasted by the heavy spices, all moderated by rice.

	They all actually went for seconds before they left the shop satisfied.

	Appetite sated, Cal next brought her nieces towards the harbor. Ships from many different nations anchored there at the port, in various shapes and sizes. Compared to the rectangular junk ships common to the empire, ships in Alcidea tended to have a shape like a rowboat magnified by several scales. She also noticed a couple long, narrow ships with single masts and figureheads that were carved into the visage of fierce beasts.

	Cal looked carefully around the ships anchored and looked for one that matched the description Aideen gave her. It was not until they crossed three-quarters of the port—though it was time well spent when Cal considered how her nieces marveled at the anchored ships—that she found one ship which matched Aideen’s description.

	The ship in question was a large, triple-decked galleon with three masts, all of it painted a matte black. Atop the main mast fluttered a flag that depicted a stylized skeleton with burning eyes over crossed bones, in black over a field of white. A bevy of dock workers busied themselves as they moved goods to and from the ship’s hold.

	She asked some people for someone in charge and was directed towards a woman who served as the ship’s first mate, who stood and watched the ongoing work with her arms crossed before her chest.

	“Can I help you?” asked the woman in an unexpectedly gentle voice that contrasted greatly with her appearance. The ship’s first mate was an orcish woman, a very tall one who stood easily a head taller than Cal, with a bulky and muscular build that made her wonder if the woman didn’t have dwarven ancestry as well. Her corded muscles rippled beneath her very dark brown—almost black—skin. Most of her head was shaved, except for a long ponytail tied with golden ringlets.

	“I have a letter for the captain,” said Cal as she handed Aideen’s letter to the imposing orcish woman. “From Aideen deVreys in Paradise.”

	“Another one, eh?” said the orcish woman as she looked over the envelope and eyed Cal and her nieces for a moment. “Wait here for a bit, I’m fetching the captain over.”

	“All right.”

	They had not waited long before the sound of shoes on wood—and one peculiar noise of wood on wood—approached. Cal saw the orcish woman return, and with her were three other personages, led by the man she assumed was the captain of the ship.

	The man in question wore a tricorn hat emblazoned with the same emblem as on the flag, and had an eyepatch over his left eye. He wore a long and finely made red trench coat over his tunic and trousers, but the most noticeable thing about him were his eyes.

	The man was very obviously an unliving, as he kept his body in a state halfway between the usual preferred forms they kept. Instead of the appearance of a healthy, if pale, person, or a full-on skeleton, the captain had the pale complexion of a dead person, yet retained all his flesh as well as his well-groomed, reddish-orange hair and facial hair. He retained everything other than his eyes, which were absent. Instead, inside his eye sockets were greenish soul fires that blazed with brilliance, the shine of which Cal could see even through his eyepatch.

	“Welcome! You must be Celeysria, am I right? Aideen said a lot about you in her letter,” said the captain as he doffed his hat and bowed with a flourish. “I be Captain Arquivaldo Da’hock of the good ship Le Faucon Noir. I bid you welcome to my ship.”

	“A pleasure to meet you,” Cal said as she gave a slight bow and a palm over fist salute in reply. “These two are my nieces, Elaina and Sidonie.”

	“Charmed. The pleasure be mine to make an acquaintance of such fine young ladies,” replied the captain. He continued his introduction as he pointed at the tall orcish woman. “You’ve met Aby here already. She’s our first mate and helmswoman.”

	“This old goat be Iosif. Don’t let his looks fool you, he’s a mean old thing in a fight,” said the captain as his finger moved to an old, grey-furred goat therian who only had one leg. His other leg was a peg leg, and he walked with the aid of a crutch under his armpit. Cal had not failed to notice how steady the man was however, nor how said crutch had its upper end shaped almost like a hammer’s head. “He’s the best navigator around. Ain’t ever getting lost with him around.”

	“And that be my adopted daughter, Uruza. Don’t mind her grumbling, she’s just a sour puss at times,” finished Arquivaldo as he pointed towards the half-merfolk girl by the side. The girl showed her heritage quite clearly with her sky-blue skin and webbed fingers, as well as the gills visible by her throat. Due to her human heritage though, she grew a fine head of platinum blonde hair, which she collected into a tight ponytail.

	“Welcome aboard, madam and misses, and enjoy your stay.”

	 


Chapter 112: Setting Sail

	“Once upon a time, there lived a young nobleman named Angus Greenfellow, from a long dead nation. The fellow believed with his heart and soul that the presence of women on board brought bad luck to a ship. For all his life, he steadfastly refused to board any ship with women on it, a sentiment he continued to his death. In a way, his belief did come true, since the poor fellow met his end when the ship he traveled in ran afoul of the dreaded pirate queen known as the Red Corsair.”

	—An oft-repeated bard’s tale, rumored to have originated from the Red Corsair herself

	After the introduction and a friendly chat with the crew, Aby showed Cal and her nieces to their room in the ship’s cabin. The tall and imposing orc woman introduced herself more formally as Abigeya of Clan Bloodfang, though she insisted that they could just call her by her nickname.

	Cal smiled as her nieces looked at their bunk curiously, as it was their first time aboard a ship. Like most seafaring ships, room was at a premium, and the bunk itself was very plain and simple. Their accommodations consisted of a square room maybe two and a half meters to a side, which had hammocks strung alongside three of the walls, and a square table—nailed to the floor—in the center. If they sat on the hammock, it’d be just the right distance to use the table.

	The room itself was bare of any furnishings, save two windows on two sides of the walls, since it was located by the corner of the ship’s aft. Aby explained that they had four such rooms for the times when they took passengers with them, while the crew rested on the deck below theirs.

	As crews went, the ship itself had a small one for its size. The fifty-meter-long galleon only had a crew of sixty-four, which was a good bit below the norm of a hundred, but the captain cheerfully mentioned that his ship was “special” when Cal asked about it.

	Another three days passed while they waited for the ship to load up goods and waited for other passengers, if any. A family of tall, pale skinned humans from Ur-Teros joined them as passengers for the trip. The family of five, a middle-aged couple and their two children, plus a daughter-in-law, wanted to return home after a vacation in Alcidea.

	Cal and her nieces spent the time touring the port city instead while they waited. One thing that piqued Cal’s curiosity was a popular eatery that served fresh seafood grilled with some dark, savory sauce she was not familiar with. The vendor told her it was a popular sauce in the kingdom down under made from fermented soybeans.

	As it was, the ship planned to take a straightforward route that skirted the shoreline of Alcidea as it headed southwards. Their destination—which Cal also made into her next destination—was the Jarldoms of Jötunberg, a nation of snowy tundra located on the eastern tip of Ur-Teros.

	On the fourth day after Cal and her nieces boarded the ship, they set sail. Cal saw firsthand what Captain Da’hock meant with the “tricks” on his ship. Many of the ship’s functions were streamlined with dwarven mechanisms. Tasks that normally took three to five crewmembers to perform were easily handled by one or two, and everything moved smoothly without issue.

	Once the anchors were raised and the mooring rope untied, the ship drifted from its berth as the current slowly led it back out to sea. As soon as they were a decent distance from the port, sails were unfurled.

	Unlike most ships she saw at the port, Le Faucon Noir did not use the typical square sails favored by most, but used triangular lateen sails instead. Six sails were unfurled: two at the foremost mast, three on the main mast, and another one at the aft mast.

	To Cal’s surprise, each sail seemed to be capable of independent movement from one another, as the sailors arranged the sails to catch the wind. The breeze that blew helped propel the ship out to the open sea, and there, the vastness of the ocean awaited.

	Both Elaina and Sidonie watched the unending expanse of blue water with awe on their faces. Not unexpected given it was their first time out at sea. The family from Jötunberg was calmer, as it was clear this wasn’t their first trip by sea.

	During the past day Cal had gotten to known the couple—Orlaf and Silmer by name—and chatted with them. Orlaf was a recently retired man from his work as the leader of a city’s guard, and Cal quickly found common ground with the man and his wife as they just wanted to enjoy their old age now.

	Their son, Sven, and his wife, Fianna, mostly stayed in their room or went everywhere together, like the lovebirds they were. The couple were recently married and Orlaf had timed the vacation they just had to celebrate that marriage.

	On the other hand, their younger daughter, Hrist, got along with Cal’s nieces quickly, as the three spent their day yesterday around the table, with what looked to be metal or wooden figures placed on a map and some die. Cal had no idea what the game they played was about, so she let them be.

	Later that night, the captain invited his passengers to dinner. They gathered in a slightly fancier dining room set near the captain’s bunk, and sat down together.

	For a meal served on board a ship at sea, it was definitely excellent fare. A thick milky soup of clams and oysters was served first, a surprisingly mild soup that brought the natural flavors of the shellfish within to the fore.

	Next was brought a dish similar to one Cal knew from her homeland. A circle of wheaten noodles that had been preserved by frying it beforehand was served with a thick savory sauce poured over it, one that contained plenty of meats and vegetables. The circle of hard noodles softened as it absorbed the sauce, which gave a delightful amalgam of textures and tastes.

	The main dish was the collagenous snout of a sawfish, braised in a thick flavorful sauce with plenty of garlic. The tender, chewy texture of the snout, interspersed with the crunch of cartilage, merged beautifully with the rich, sharp flavors lent by the braising sauce.

	Cal thanked Arquivaldo for the delightful dinner before they all retreated to their rooms for the night, and offered to treat him to one should he one day visit Al-Shan.

	 


Chapter 113: Sail on the Horizons

	“For some unfathomable reason, many of the infamous criminals who roamed the high seas between the continents used the color red as part of their moniker. Between Redbeard, the Red Corsair, Rackham the Red, Red Shark, and the Red Brotherhood, a good half of the ten most feared pirates in history used the moniker. This was despite how they were all active in different eras. It was theorized that the later pirates might have heard stories of their predecessor and had chosen to adopt the color as a homage to them.”

	—Saucisse Reaunviel, Elven Historian

	After a couple days at sea, when the novelty started to wear off from her nieces’ minds, Cal began to have them spar with her. Mostly so those girls didn’t just stay cooped up in their rooms playing their game with the other passenger’s daughter.

	Arquivaldo allowed her to use the open area of the deck for that purpose, and even offered her Aby’s services. Contrary to her appearance, the imposing orcish woman was a life-affinity mage, and a very competent healer.

	Naturally, Cal made full use of that offer. She did borrow a simple wooden staff from the crew though, as to use her weapon would be overkill against her nieces. Those girls were well trained and practiced diligently, true, but they also had nearly no real combat experience whatsoever, other than hunts.

	At the moment she had an utterly frustrated—and bruised all over—Elaina across from her. Cal effortlessly parried her niece’s cross-bladed spear with the staff in her hands when Elaina gave another thrust. She then pulled the girl off balance with one end of the staff, while the other end swung low and rapped painfully against Elaina’s shin.

	“Yeowch!” yelled the girl as she stumbled and fell on her face to the deck.

	“Okay, you can take a break for now, Elaina,” said Cal as she twirled the staff lazily. “Sidonie, you’re up next, girl. You ready?”

	“Ready, Aunt Celeysria!” answered Sidonie cheerfully as she grabbed her two katars. She was quite amused by how badly her sister fared against their aunt, but then again they had seen their aunt spar against their mother. And they also saw her fight for real. Sidonie knew she was no match for her aunt in any way, but unlike her more laid-back sister, she was always more eager for training and spars.

	On her side, Cal exchanged the long staff for a pair of wooden sticks as long as her forearm. To the side, Aby fixed Elaina’s bruises in a flash while she hid her chuckle. Arquivaldo manned the helm himself at the moment while he whistled a ribald tune, whereas Uruza was atop the crow’s nest. Orlaf, his wife, and his daughter also watched interestedly, though his son and daughter-in-law were in a world of their own as usual.

	Despite her younger age, Sidonie was the more patient and methodical of the two sisters. Elaina tended to fight more by feel and instinct, and was easily provoked into impatience. On the other hand, Sidonie was calm and graceful, and also far more cautious.

	She still attacked first when Cal beckoned for her to come, her katars stabbed and sliced as she danced with them, but they never found purchase. Cal either pushed away or deflected Sidonie’s blows, and after one move where the girl made a mistake, rapped her at the back of her hand with the stick.

	“Don’t get impatient like that; it’s not like you,” said Cal as Sidonie jumped back with a yelp and rubbed her stinging bruise. “In an actual fight, mistakes like those could prove fatal, so it’ll be better to work them out now while you can. Again.”

	The fifteen minutes that followed saw many bruises and welts join the first on Sidonie’s arms. Meanwhile Cal pointed out the mistakes they made, but let the girls come up with solutions themselves. Her fighting style was obviously unsuitable for the girls as neither were blood mages, but she had the experience and knowledge to point out their errors at least.

	While Aby healed Sidonie, Uruza suddenly whistled shrilly, then leapt off her post atop the main mast. She caught a rope on her way down, and slid down its length smoothly before she landed on the deck. Everyone had their eyes gathered on her once she landed.

	“We got a ship to the port side. I don’t like it. Ain’t no routes or harbors in that area,” Uruza said once she straightened her clothes. “See anything, Pops?”

	“Still a tad too far, lass, can’t tell much. Either way we ain’t outrunning them with this wind, it’s right from behind their arses and they’re running square rigs,” said Arquivaldo as he looked through a spyglass with the eye not covered by the eyepatch. “Passengers might wanna stay in your berths for the time being, unless you fancy sunny weather with a chance of bloodshed.”

	Orlaf and his family went back in, while the sailors looked around and seemed almost eager for trouble to find them. The captain kept his eye on the spyglass as he waited for the other ship to approach closer. Cal and her nieces stayed on the deck though.

	After another half an hour, the other ship was finally close enough for Arquivaldo to be able to see more details. He saw through his spyglass, seemed to find something that drew his attention, then suddenly started to cackle and laugh like a madman.

	“What’s wrong, Pops?” Uruza asked from beside him with some surprise.

	“Ten thousand thundering typhoons! These bastards have some guts! Ahahahaha!” said the captain as he slowly got his laughter under control. “See for yourself; look at whose flag they fly there.”

	Uruza picked up the spyglass, peered through it, found the flag in question, and observed.

	“Bloody sniveling ballsacks!” she cursed suddenly. She then fished out a gold coin from her storage and slapped it on Arquivaldo’s hand.

	Cal was curious and asked to borrow the spyglass, which was promptly given to her. Through the tool she could see the other ship more clearly, and quickly found the flag in question.

	The emblem she saw was that of a skull over a pair of crossed cutlasses, with two dolphins that circled it, rendered in red over black. She was not familiar with it, so she turned to Arquivaldo and asked the man instead.

	“What about that symbol was so funny?” she asked.

	“Why, my dear guest, that flag be the flag flown by none other than the dreaded pirate queen, the Red Corsair herself!”

	 


Chapter 114: Imitation is the Most Sincere form of Flattery

	“Criminals that borrow the name of other, more famous criminals to intimidate and strike fear unto their victims are beyond commonplace. Needless to say, the practice is not without its risks, for the law enforcement tends to be far more active when they hear rumors of a famous criminal operating in their area. The other—and far more dangerous—risk is that the original might catch wind of their copycats, and should they be displeased by them… all that awaits the copycats is likely a painful and gruesome death.”

	—Saucisse Reaunviel, Elven Historian

	“Unless I fucked up my history, wasn’t the Red Corsair active like three or four centuries ago?” Cal asked as she furrowed her brow skeptically. Her father had told stories of such people as well, and supposedly even ran into some in his lifetime.

	“Four be right, madam. This bunch here likely be copycats, borrowing upon the fame of a long-gone figure,” replied Arquivaldo as he finally ceased chuckling to himself. “It’s not an uncommon sight: no honor amongst thieves, as they say.”

	“Why’s she looking like she wants to rip someone’s head off though?” said Cal as she glanced at the captain’s adopted daughter, who paced the port side of the deck near the railings impatiently and with visible irritation.

	“Oh, the girl and I had a bet going these past few centuries, see which of us has more silly copycats out there~” explained the captain in a happy tone. “So far it’s been two on me, and this would be her eighth. Girl ain’t amused that so many be trying to milk her name, she ain’t.”

	“Her name?” asked Cal with a raised eyebrow at the captain’s words and their implications. “Are you saying…?”

	“She be the original Red Corsair, aye,” answered the captain nonchalantly. “After four centuries, not many know her by face anyway, and not like she left many witnesses back when she be marauding these seas.”

	“So how does the dreaded pirate queen of the high seas become your adopted daughter?” queried Cal out of curiosity.

	“The only way there be, really,” said the captain in reply. “She be raiding my ship back then, so I killed her dead, aye. Didn’t expect her to rise back up right after that fight ended. Been showing her how to live life our way since, and she be taking me as her pops.”

	“That’s… what I should have expected I guess,” admitted Cal. “Doubt many of Aideen’s old friends would be ordinary.”

	“Oh aye madam, maybe I should reintroduce myself a little as well,” said the captain as he gave Cal another bow and flourish. “People used to be calling me the Redbeard. The Scourge of the Ten Seas, at your service.”

	Cal slapped her face with her palm at the revelation. She should have known that none of the people Aideen would call old friends were going to be normal people.
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	“She looks eager to go,” commented Cal while she watched Uruza fidget impatiently with weapons in hand.

	A pair of manacles were clasped around the half-merfolk woman’s forearms, each of which was connected to a meter-long chain that was attached to the bottom of one of her axes’ handles.

	The axes themselves had an odd blade, with a wide, curved, and sharpened top that reminded one of a crescent moon, culminating in wicked pointed ends on both sides. The cutting edge at the front side curved to the pointed end of the blade and formed a smooth curvature.

	“Lil’ Uruza never liked copycats, much less ones aping herself,” said Iosif as he limped towards Cal. “Ain’t gonna be much left for us when she’s done with their ship, so let’s just whack those silly enough to hop over to ours later.”

	By now most of the crew had joined the passengers below decks. The captain had said that there was no need for the crew to risk their lives when they had mages who could handle things on their own anyway. Cal had allowed her nieces to stay though, as she never believed in coddling them much.

	She had instructed them to stay close to the shade of the main mast so they could take cover when needed, and both girls had their atlatls out and loaded as they waited. Cal would allow them to test their mettle on their own, though she would also keep a close watch on them and intervene as needed should they be in danger.

	By now the other ship had closed enough that Cal could make out details even without a spyglass. Beneath the flag that flew the emblem of the Red Corsair was a simple all-black flag.

	Arquivaldo had explained that such a flag meant that those who surrendered without a fight would be allowed to live. On the other hand, a red flag meant no quarter would be given, and no life would be spared.

	As the pirate ship got closer, Uruza finally stopped her fidgeting, and after a brief discussion with Arquivaldo, left and climbed up the main mast. Once the woman reached the riggings just below the crow’s nest where they flew their flag, she extracted a bundle and tied it to the mast, with a long rope connected to it in her hand.

	Cal watched as Uruza smoothly moved towards the port edge of the sail’s riggings and secured a rope with a hook on its end there, before she went back to the middle with both ropes firmly in hand. She then stood there and waited, her eyes on the approaching pirate ship. Cal thought that Uruza looked much like a predator waiting for prey to pounce on at that time.

	As the other ship caught up and lined up alongside them, hooks were thrown from the other ship, while pirates hollered and tried their best to intimidate. Ropes were pulled and soon enough, barely a few scant meters separated the ships from one another.

	Uruza waited until the pirates had laid down their makeshift bridges and started to cross over before she sprung into action. She leapt down from her perch by the main mast, one hand holding tight to the rope anchored to the edge of the riggings. The momentum of her drop stretched the rope taut, and she swung in a wide arc over the pirates’ heads and towards their sail’s riggings.

	As she swung away, the other rope in her hand pulled at the cloth that covered the bundle she secured to the main mast, and opened it wide. A bright, blood-red flag was unfurled by the wind and flapped about in plain sight.

	A warning, and a promise from a pirate, that no life shall be spared, nor shall any mercy be shown.

	 


Chapter 115: Carnage over the Waves

	“Pirates rarely use large projectile weapons, much less large-scale magic, unless their target ship resists with some first. They desire not to risk the potential loot, as a bad shot might potentially sink a ship, and its cargo with it. Because of these reasons, most pirate encounters on the high seas are typically decided via boarding actions and melee combat.”

	—Ching Xie-Lien, Lady Admiral of the Al-Shan Empire, circa 342 FP

	“Well, there she goes again~” said Arquivaldo with a whistle as he saw his adopted daughter swing over to the pirate ship. Uruza tossed down a couple of flasks just before she caught the other ship’s riggings, and they exploded violently once they hit the deck. Arquivaldo himself had drawn a cutlass in his right hand and a hatchet in his left, and looked at the approaching pirates before he spoke. “Let’s get rid of the uncouth guests first, shall we?”

	“Sure thing,” Cal said. By now the pirates had already entered the ship from their port side. At least thirty of them had crossed before one of Uruza’s flasks fell on the makeshift bridge and broke it in half, which sent the pirates on it plummeting into the ocean below. Cal looked at her nieces, who looked at her with eyes that asked for permission. “You can start, girls.”

	Both girls nodded, and with a swift movement flung the javelins with their atlatls. Both javelins struck home; the pirate struck by Elaina’s javelin violently exploded as the burst of lightning magic she charged it with triggered. Several other pirates were slightly injured by bone shrapnel from the violent explosion, and one unfortunate one clutched a rib bone that pierced his throat by chance, as his lifeblood streamed out of the wound.

	Sidonie’s was less flashy, but more effective, as her javelin discharged a fatal shock on impact. The remaining unspent magic she charged into the javelin then leapt towards the nearest pirate in the form of a lightning bolt, fatally shocking the woman as well, before it spent itself against a third who was only badly injured.

	Arquivaldo whistled in appreciation at how well the girls acquitted themselves, not even a look spared to the pirate that had reached him. He just swung the cutlass in his right hand without looking at the pirate, who desperately defended herself from the blade. She failed when he nonchalantly sliced through her throat with one swift strike she failed to parry.

	“Those girls have some talent,” he said to Cal. Another pirate came at him and was met by the same insulting treatment, as he didn’t even look their way while he dispatched them easily. “Good seedlings, for sure.”

	“They’re decent enough, yes. Needed some real experience though. Hunting was the most they did before this,” Cal said as she just cleaved a pirate in half with her halberd. Several of the pirate’s comrades stopped their advance in shock and fear when they saw their comrade fall to the deck in two halves.

	Cal rewarded their pause with a throwing dagger each, all to the throat. The dying pirates’ efforts to stem the flow of their blood was made into a mockery when the daggers vanished and teleported back to their sheaths ten seconds later, which left the wounds they left behind wide open.

	She then took the moment of respite to look over her nieces. She needn’t have worried. While they lacked the experience, decades of training drilled into them by their mother and other instructors had left those girls far more than a match for mere pirates.

	Elaina twirled her bloody spear as she parried away a pirate’s cutlass with its shaft, before she brought the cross-shaped spearhead down in a vertical strike. The pirate was a clever one and pushed closer to her instead, so only the shaft struck his shoulder, painful but far better than being struck by the blade.

	He never saw what killed him as Elaina simply twisted her spear until the blade lay horizontal behind the pirate, and violently pulled. Keen mithril blade easily parted flesh and bone, and the next thing the pirate knew, he was looking at his own headless body as his head rolled on the deck flooring.

	Sidonie subscribed to a more efficient style. She’d lure her opponent to attack, dodge or parry their blow with one katar, and swiftly dispatch them with the other. One pirate had his hatchet batted aside by her left katar, while her right gave three swift stabs to the man’s solar plexus, heart, and throat in quick succession.

	Cal nodded approvingly at their performance while she stabbed her halberd’s spearhead through the throat of one pirate, then tore the man’s neck apart as she brought the crescent blade around in a swing that beheaded another pirate. Both of her nieces seemed to have no mental issues with killing, which when she considered their ages and the many hunts they had been on, was not really a surprise.

	Still better to play it safe than be sorry though. Cal had seen people who excelled in training and eagerly went into battle during the civil war, just to find themselves either unable to actually kill another person, or were stunned that they did, and ended up dead instead. She was glad her nieces didn’t seem to have that issue.

	As callous as it may have seemed to those that lived their lives in peace, Cal held little value for the lives of people, unless they were people she cared for.

	One pirate tried to surrender, as she knelt down with her hands raised. Aby, who was right next to that pirate, just pointed to the red flag they had unfurled with a grin on her face. The pirate woman still had a dumbfounded look on her face when the orc’s weapon—a two handed metal club studded with short spikes—slammed into her and sent her broken body over the railing.

	Not twenty minutes had passed before all the pirates that boarded their ship were dead. Cal and the crew had allowed her nieces to do the lion’s share of the fighting to prove their mettle, and they had not disappointed. Together Elaina and Sidonie accounted for more than half of the dead pirates, with little more than scratches on them.

	When they looked to the other ship and checked how Uruza was doing, they saw no sign of the woman on the other ship. What they saw instead, were many, many dismembered pirate corpses on the deck, not a single one of which was left in one piece, with cuts so smooth Cal wondered how the half-merfolk woman did it.

	Her unvoiced question answered itself when Uruza strode out from the ship’s lower deck. The woman was clad from head to toe in an eerie jet-black armor of pure void, which also extended to her weapons. She dispelled void armor when she saw the crew looking at her, and waved.

	“Hey Pops! Wanna keep the ship? Still in good shape, it’ll prolly fetch a pretty penny on the market,” yelled Uruza from the other ship.

	“Sure thing, lass! Stay there, I’ll be moving in closer and we’ll get her cleaned up good in a jiffy!” replied the captain. True to his words, both ships were nearly touching each other mere minutes later. Crew members came out from the deck below and cleaned the corpses from both ships, simply by tossing them overboard after they rifled through them for valuables.

	Soon enough half the crew had hopped over to the other ship to help Uruza with operating the captured vessel, and both ships sailed side by side as they continued on with their journey.

	 


Chapter 116: Island Vacation

	“How many people live out there amongst the uncountable islands in the ocean? Nobody knows. The Al-Shan Empire might be the only major nation amongst them, but many of those islands are populated, either by indigenous people or new arrivals from the continents. Those that live near major trade routes usually make trade their living, while those further away from such usually live more simple lives.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Professor of Socioeconomics at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

	“Aren’t we headed off course?” asked Cal when she had a moment to ask the captain in private, outside the hearing of others. “We’re headed south and east from what I can tell, while our destination is straight to the south.”

	“Oh right, haven’t told you yet,” said Arquivaldo as he slapped his forehead with one palm. “We have a regular trading partner this way, always paid them a visit each time we pass this area. If you like, you and your nieces can join us when we disembark. They got some real nice beaches there.”

	“That… sounds good, yeah,” said Cal in agreement. She glanced at her two nieces, who sparred with each other at the moment, wooden training weapons clashing against each other. “Those girls have been hard at work training of late. Some vacation would do them nice.”

	“Always gotta have some breaks in life,” said the captain as he took a swig from a bottle of rum. He offered Cal another bottle which she accepted. The drink was a dark, spiced rum with the pungency of spices cutting the alcoholic burn. “No real point living when what you do is just all work and no play, after all.”

	Cal took another swig from her bottle while she pondered what the captain said, her eyes still on her nieces as they sparred viciously. With healing readily on hand there was much less need to hold back after all.
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	Three days later they arrived at their destination, a small archipelago of around a dozen small islands closely situated to one another. Cal’s sharp eyes noticed huts built in the interior regions of the islands, as well as what looked like indigenous people—mostly goblins and orcs with dark brown skin, though she noticed humans and elves as well, with dark tans—on board small boats as they fished in the nearby waters.

	Many of the fishermen waved their hands as the black ship passed by them, and some even cheered. Obviously Le Faucon Noir was a known and liked ship to these people, since none of them even questioned the second ship that trailed behind it.

	Before long both ships had pulled up near the shore and dropped their anchors. Arquivaldo and Iosif, as well as Cal and her nieces, were the ones who went to shore, in smaller rowboats that some ten crew members rowed for them.

	The waters near the island were a light sky blue in shade, and so clear one could see all the way to the ocean floor. The shores themselves were sandy beaches: vast expanses of pristine, white sand, only occasionally disturbed by racks where the small boats the natives used were mounted when not in use.

	The five of them went out from the rowboats once they reached shallow water, and headed straight for the small village in the center of the island. The crew behind them dragged their boats ashore in the meantime, while Cal led her nieces behind Arquivaldo and Iosif.

	Some native people—Cal noticed now that she got a close look that the short skirts and vests they favored were woven from silk of all things—waved in a friendly manner to the captain, and one had a brief discussion with him before he took off running to the village.

	By the time they reached the village, the one Cal assumed to be the village head—a chubby, matronly orc woman with grey hair—greeted Arquivaldo fondly, and they traded hugs.

	“It is good to see you again, old friend; come, come to my abode,” said the matronly orc in heavily accented but understandable common. “Let’s talk business over some refreshments.”

	The abode in question was a larger hut, made mostly of mud over wood, with woven dried leaves as a roof. The main difference it had to other huts was the open, roofed platform attached to its front, where the matron sat cross-legged and beckoned them over.

	Arquivaldo accepted her offer and stepped onto the platform after he removed his boots, an etiquette Cal took note of and followed suit before she did the same. Her nieces followed her example behind her, though old Iosif didn’t need to, since the one-legged therian man never wore shoes over his hoofed foot to begin with.

	Fresh fruits were brought by some youngsters—some half-orcs sharing such resemblance to the matron, Cal instantly pegged them as likely to be her descendants—and cups were filled with a murky, greenish white juice.

	Cal wasn’t familiar with the variety of fruits served at all. An example was a spiky fruit that one youngster laboriously peeled and removed “eyes” from, which possessed a brilliant yellow juicy flesh that had a very pleasant tartness with a hint of sweetness.

	The matron suggested she sprinkle some salt on it, which Cal did with some skepticism. Her skepticism turned out to be unwarranted however, as the pricks of saltiness just intensified and mingled with the fruit’s natural flavor in an all too pleasant manner.

	Another fruit served was smaller, around the size of lychees she was familiar with from her homeland, but with red and hairy skin. Once peeled, they had similar pale white flesh around a rather large seed, so she thought they might be related. The flavor was more a strong, tart, refreshing flavor though, which she quite enjoyed.

	One of the younger orcs carefully tapped the sides of a strange fruit that looked like a moldy coconut, and had a strong, pungent smell. He carefully cracked the fruit’s shell in half along the cracks he made, then handed the opened fruit to Cal with a small wooden spoon. The insides of the fruit looked like a mushy brown mess, rather unappetizing to look at.

	Cal wasn’t a stranger to unusual foods though, so she scooped up a spoonful and tried it. The taste reminded her a lot of ripe tamarind pods, a fruit that grew on the island she was born on and was a favorite childhood snack of hers. It was a mild, gentle sourness, interspersed with hints of sweetness. The texture was far softer, almost like a custard or a pudding, and she happily munched on the rest of the fruit with a nostalgic smile on her face.

	Her nieces looked at her enjoyment and were quickly tempted to try the fruit as well—something they had trepidation with just before—and the taste quickly brought smiles to their faces.

	Cal had a drink from the cup of juice after she finished the fruit, and found that it was a familiar taste, not too different from the rum Arquivaldo favored. He explained to her that it was sugar cane juice, which was also the main ingredient rum was made from.

	Trade itself was simplistic, done via barter. The orc matron brought out rolls of fine silk and cases of colorful, fine pearls, which Arquivaldo traded for knives and blades made from fine steel, as well as various spices and preserved foodstuffs from the continent. It was an exchange with both sides providing the other what only they could provide easily.

	“The harvest seems a bit bad this year, eh, Olga?” asked the captain to the old matron.

	“Yes it has. Some of the young ‘uns been led astray of late,” said the orcish matron with an audible, fed-up sigh. “Some outsider popped up here a few months ago and been feeding them weird ideas, and the young ‘uns be lapping them up.”

	“Why didn’t you just toss him to the sea then?” asked the captain with one raised eyebrow.

	“Wished I could. Son of a bitch got strong people with him. Stronger than the strongest we got, by a good bit they say,” answered the matron with another sigh.

	“Mayhaps we could be of help for your troubles then. Consider it an after-trade service,” the captain said with a mischievous grin on his face. He then turned to look at Cal and asked her. “What do you say, Madam Ambervale?”

	“Wouldn’t mind a little exercise, sure,” Cal said nonchalantly. “Let’s take a look at this preacher of sorts then.”

	 


Chapter 117: He’s no Messiah, he’s just a very naughty boy

	“Religion is a complicated topic. Most nations worship all six gods, but it is common to see the worship focused on one specific god or two. Elves, with their predilection for nature affinity, primarily worship Vitalis and Pesca, whereas down in the south of Ur-Teros, in the Lichdom of Ptolodecca, worship of Thormut is the most widespread instead. Some islanders or tribes who live in remote regions might not worship the gods by name, but their worship of the elements is considered the same nonetheless.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Professor of Socioeconomics at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

	Led by one of Olga’s half-orc grandchildren, Arquivaldo, Iosif, Cal, and her nieces went together on a small sailboat. The boat was just large enough for at most another two people over their group. It had a long, narrow hull that was flanked by two long wooden buoys held to its sides by long poles, a simple double outrigger construction.

	Olga’s grandson piloted the boat towards one of the further isles, where the foreigner had practically taken over the isle. Cal noticed the oddity as they approached quite quickly, as there were no fishermen at work in sight, and most of the people on the island seemed to have gathered in the village center, where a simple stage with a podium had been constructed.

	From the distance, she could see a human figure on the stage, as he apparently gave some sort of speech from behind the podium. It was too far away for even Cal to spot any facial features though.

	They landed on the shore with no villagers in sight. It seemed that everyone in the village had gathered in the center. Arquivaldo bade Olga’s grandson to wait for them by the shore, while the five of them went in to give the situation a closer look.

	Before long they had walked close enough that Cal caught bits of the speech given by the man on stage. The speech was similar to a sermon she had heard clergy of Vitalis give in the past, praises to the goddess and whatnot, but one alteration she noticed right away was how this preacher called himself Vitalis’s chosen agent, her prophet that would be the era’s messiah.

	And the islanders, as sheltered and isolated as they were, lapped it all up, since they had never been exposed to that sort of sophistry before and thus didn’t know better.

	Once they actually got close enough to make out faces though, Cal swore under her breath as she saw the “prophet’s” face. It was a face she recognized, even if years had passed since she last had searched for the man in question.

	“He’s no messiah,” Cal grunted as they approached. She had drawn her halberd and had it in her hands, which drew everyone’s attention. “He’s just a very naughty boy.”

	“Someone you know, then?” asked Arquivaldo with curiosity.

	“A runaway from the post-war purge back home,” replied Cal. By now several of the islanders had noticed their approach and warned the others, as more eyes turned their way. “One with a death warrant on his head.”

	“I guess you’ll be wanting him for yourself then,” commented the captain as he walked in stride beside her. “Please don’t hurt the islanders too much though, they’re just gullible.”

	“Sure,” said Cal as she walked ahead, by now the preacher also noticed her and stared wide-eyed with surprise and horror once he saw her face. “Girls? Help out the captain. No killing or permanent harm unless they force you to.”

	“Yes, Aunt!” replied her nieces in tandem. Elaina whipped out her tonfas and gave one a twirl, while Sidonie used the blunt wooden training weapons she used to spar with. Cal herself walked with fast strides towards the stage, uncaring about the yelling islanders or the preacher’s by now alert guards.

	A sudden wave of water—more a small tsunami really—appeared out of nowhere before Cal, and most of the islanders hastened to get out of its path. This conveniently left Cal with a wide-open road towards the stage she directly took without a second thought.

	When some islanders tried to close in and block her way, they found themselves violently pushed back by strong winds, while other islanders who turned their attention to the intruders were greeted with either blows that knocked them out, or electrical shocks that did the same, just more painfully.

	Tendrils of water and strong gales of winds buffeted the islanders, as Arquivaldo and Iosif exercised their magic to keep the islanders contained but unharmed. Cal’s nieces took down the more aggressive ones that directed their attention—and weapons—their way.

	Cal just walked unhindered towards the stage, where the preacher yelled in a trembling voice to protect him. Once she got close enough she just leapt straight to the stage, and all those that stood before her and the preacher were two muscular men who wielded scimitars in their hands.

	She recognized the way those bodyguards dressed as temple guards. A cadre of guards raised from childhood by the clergy at the temple of Vitalis back in Al-Shan, and indoctrinated for absolute loyalty and dedication. The discovery of their existence was one of the main reasons Al-Shan needed a whole new set of clergies for the temple after the purge.

	And the man behind these two bodyguards was the last of the old clergy, which had openly supported the usurper shortly after the coup started. In fact, he was their last head priest, who had vanished by the time Cal ransacked the temple and slaughtered the rest of the complicit clergymen.

	“Abdul Aziz Shan-Bahak,” Cal mouthed his name with loathing in her voice. The man was the son of the previous head priest, who was the one that supported the usurper openly, until Cal paid him a personal visit when he was on a different island, ten years after the coup. Abdul Aziz was proclaimed head priest shortly after that. “Fancy meeting your fat arse here.”

	“No no no no! This has to be a bad dream! How can you be here?!” yelled the portly preacher as he eyed Cal with dread. “How did you even find me?! First the elven forest and now here?! In the ass-end of nowhere?!”

	Cal just chuckled at his questions. In truth, it was likely utter coincidence that she happened to be here, since it was Arquivaldo who brought her here. Apparently the man had been hiding in the Great Emerald Forest before this and fled here after he learned of her arrival—which would be hard to miss to be fair, as news traveled fast in the forest and her duel with Bastille was very public—only to find his worst nightmare standing right before him.

	His two guards swung their scimitars at Cal from different directions, but she calmly blocked one with the shaft of her halberd, and caught the other between the spearhead and the crescent blade.

	Temple guards were strong, well-trained men, but these two were far from a match for her. She looked to their eyes, and the lack of fear or trepidation they showed before her only confirmed what she had guessed beforehand. These two were too far gone into their indoctrination to be pulled back out like the loyalists had for the children they found—and liberated—from the temple complex back then.

	So instead, Cal gave them mercy the only way she could. A burst of strength followed by a twist wrenched the scimitar out of one guard’s hand, and before he could react, the spearhead of Cal’s halberd already pierced through his heart. While the first guard slumped to his knees, Cal batted away the other man’s weapon and decapitated him with another swing of her weapon.

	Which just left a sniveling portly man who was so frightened he couldn’t even run away, and only crawled like a bug instead. Cal quickly caught up with him and flipped him over to his back with a kick, before she stepped on his obese stomach with one foot.

	“S-spare me please! I have money! I swear I’ll change my ways! Anything! Just spare my life!” yelled Abdul Aziz in panic as Cal pointed her halberd at him. The man wet his pants in his fright, but Cal paid no attention to it, just to the disgusting meatbag of a man under her feet.

	“And let you play your old games again somewhere anew?” Cal said as she stared down at the man. “I think… no.”

	Her words were said calmly, while at the same time she rammed her Halberd through the man’s stomach and pinned him to the stage with it.

	Abdul Aziz squealed like a pig as he frantically tried to heal himself with his magic, only to find despair as his magic dissipated once it came into contact with Cal’s weapon.

	Cal watched the man slowly expire beneath her feet, and only pulled her weapon out after he had breathed his last breath. She still removed his head from his body, as it would be proof of his demise when she reported it next time she visited Al-Shan.

	 


Chapter 118: Relaxation on the Beach

	“All work and no play makes life too dull to deal with. This is why you should take the chance to just relax and enjoy yourself from time to time. Or frequently. Definitely frequently when possible.”

	—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

	“Some ice?”

	“Why, sure. Thanks,” replied Cal as she extended her cup—three quarters full with freshly pressed sugarcane juice—towards Silmer who laid down on her stomach beside her. The woman from Jötunberg conjured a couple cubes of ice out of thin air, and plunked them into Cal’s cup.

	“You’re welcome,” replied Silmer before she took a sip of her own ice-cold juice and gave a sigh in satisfaction.

	Cal also took a sip of her juice after she gave the cup a couple shakes to let the ice cubes cool the drink, and smiled at the cold, sweet, refreshing flavor. She watched as her nieces played happily in the shallow water, their tunics thoroughly drenched by now, much like a couple of young children at play.

	By elven measure, they were still children, though their nature as half-elves meant they matured earlier. Even so, they were still the equivalent of teenagers at most.

	Cal and Silmer had both laid down on top of mats made from woven dried grass laid atop the sandy beach. Both women were naked, with only a sheet of fabric that covered their waist region for modesty. Silmer had lain on her stomach and thus hid her bountiful breasts from view, while Cal didn’t care and just laid on her back with her arms crossed behind her head.

	Not like there was much on her chest for people to stare at anyway.

	Arquivaldo had given the crew—and the passengers—three days of free time to enjoy themselves. Cal and the other passengers were dropped at a smaller island with a particularly beautiful beach, where the captain bid them to enjoy their vacation, and said that he would pick them up in three days.

	Silmer’s husband, Orlaf, and her daughter, Hrist, played in the water happily with Cal’s nieces. Her older son and daughter-in-law had gone to a more secluded region of the beach together. Both Cal and Silmer had exchanged knowing glances and sighed about youths being youths.

	Cal did feel some pity for the young lovebirds though. They likely thought that to make love on a beautiful beach like this would be a wonderful idea, but Cal knew from experience that they would likely regret it soon enough.

	Sand had the bad habit of getting literally everywhere, including parts where sand should definitely not be in.

	The youthful lovebirds honestly reminded Cal of her own past, when she was still a naive girl who didn’t know that much about the world. So had the sight of her nieces playing in the water with not a care in the world.

	Back when she was young and recently matured—a little late in her case, around her fifty-fifth year—she too had sought for a relationship, and companionship. For a partner to share her life with, for as long as she—or they—lived.

	From her very first relationship however, she realized that what she wanted, and what others wanted, were often not one and the same.

	Her first lover, Huang-Xu, was a boy from the same village she was raised in. Their relationship went intimate quickly, but also broke off just as fast, after a single year.

	One main reason they broke off was how he had always craved for more physical intimacy, which was something she enjoyed, but by no means craved like he did.

	She had a couple other short-lived relationships in the years since, before she had a more stable relationship with Bahram. He was a nobleman’s son who, despite his birth, always treated others well. He was always kind and gentle to her, and she genuinely liked him as a person, yet the love he felt for her she found herself unable to reciprocate in equal measure.

	It was when they openly talked with each other in bed one night that Bahram suggested for Cal to ask her father, since one of his experiences would surely know better. A suggestion she took and did the very next day.

	The three of them had a long talk together—by then her father was not far from the end of his life and had weakened quite a bit—and her father told her that what she felt was nothing abnormal. Some people simply were born with little to no drive for either sexual recreations or romantic entanglements, or even both. It was relatively uncommon amongst elves, but her father knew of at least several like her.

	Her father then told her that she should just lead a life her heart wished for, and that he would be happy as long as she was. They chatted more until dinner time before Cal left with Bahram.

	That night they voluntarily called a close to their relationship, yet remained friends to one another. At least until the civil war broke.

	Fate dealt Bahram a cruel hand over that conflict, and Cal found herself across from him in the field of battle one fateful day. By that point the kind, gentle youth she once called her friend and lover had become an old man with nothing else to live for, having lost everything he cared for due to the war.

	At that time, he had ordered his soldiers to stand down and surrender after his death, and strode towards her to embrace his end. All she could have done for him by then, was to ensure that his end was an honorable and painless one.

	Cal shook her head as she ceased to reminisce about the past, and rose from her mat to a sitting position. She tied the cloth draped over her waist into a makeshift skirt, and waded into the water.

	Her nieces laughed and sprayed water her way as she passed by them, and she returned the favor as she splashed them back. She gestured to them that she was done after a while, and went for a swim in the ocean to clear her mind from the past memories.

	A good, long swim in the clear waters of the ocean was indeed just what she needed, as she relaxed her mind and enjoyed the beautiful underwater landscape as she swam freely in the water until the evening.

	Cal returned to the shore, far more refreshed and relaxed, around dinner time, where her nieces beckoned for her to join in the dinner.

	She gave a genuine warm smile as she walked towards the dinner gathering.

	 


Chapter 119: Arrival in Jötunberg

	“The icy tundra to the southeast of Ur-Teros is among the harshest lands known, and yet people not just live, but even thrive in it. The hard lands forge a hard people, who value courage and bravery, along with honesty and integrity. Easy to both make friends with and to anger, the Væringjār people who inhabit the Jarldoms of Jötunberg are both respected and feared by their neighbors.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Professor of Socioeconomics at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

	After the three-day vacation at the beach, Cal had to admit she felt more relaxed. Her nieces were also in good moods, and when they resumed their sparring practice, they went at it with a renewed fervor she was happy to witness.

	She had changed their training a bit, and now Cal had both girls come at her together, so as to allow them to practice their teamwork. She allowed them to use magic as well, and was quite pleased with what the girls showed her.

	Elaina had power, but her control was very poor, which limited her to discharges channeled through her weapon, or bolts that just followed straight line trajectories. However, the girl made up for that flaw with an impeccable sense of timing. Her bolts were unleashed at just the right moments towards unguarded spots, and possessed enough power that they would very likely drop most people, if not worse.

	On the flip side, Sidonie lacked her sister’s raw power, but her control over her magic was impressive in itself, especially for one so young. Bolts of lightning flew around her as if they were living creatures, and not only struck but also attempted to blind, or feint. Any opportunity they created, the girl followed through.

	Cal still easily battered both of them with just a wooden staff in her hand though, as while the girls were skilled and trained, they still lacked much in terms of experience. Every afternoon Aby chuckled while she healed their bruises after they finished their spar, and Cal lectured them on any bad ingrained habits or mistakes they made.

	On days where she let the girls relax, her nieces usually stayed in their room with Hrist for company, all deeply focused on that board game of theirs. For her own part Cal spent the off days with a fishing rod in her hands at the aft of the ship. Most of the time she caught nothing, but one time she hauled in a three-meter swordfish the ship feasted upon as dinner later that night.

	The journey to Jötunberg itself was nice and relaxing, and two whole months passed by without her noticing, before the snowy peaks of the Yim Mountains were visible upon the horizons. They were a mountain range to the west of Jötunberg and also unofficially served as its western border.

	That it came within sight meant that they were close by.

	Le Faucon Noir made port three days later, and as they disembarked, Cal bid a fond farewell to the captain. He mentioned that his planned route would take him to the west of Ur-Teros, and that he should be in Al-Shan by next year’s spring. Cal promised to meet him there and make good on her promise to treat him in turn.

	Orlaf and his family also bid Cal a fond farewell, and told her to look for his eatery—the tall, burly man had always been fond of cooking, and now that he retired as a guard, used his savings to open an eatery—should she visit Eyjafjord one day. Hrist had become close friends with Elaina and Sidonie over the trip, and was a bit reluctant to part with them.

	The first thing that Cal felt once she stepped foot on Jötunberg was the climate. The chill and the cold winds reminded her of home, as her childhood and youth were mostly spent on Diao-Nan, one of the colder islands in the archipelago. She dressed in tunic and trousers for the first time in a while, as she deeply inhaled the cold, fresh air and sighed with nostalgia.

	Behind her, Elaina and Sidonie had worn an extra layer of clothing, as the summer temperatures in Jötunberg were only slightly warmer than late autumn in the temperate climate of Égørisvænovãēnæl. Cal chuckled as her nieces slightly shivered from the cold, and made a mental note to buy them winter clothing before they left the city.

	Flokisvet, the port city they arrived in, was part of the Gunnarkrigg Jarldom. Jötunberg itself was split into around ten separate jarldoms, each ruled by their own jarls. The nation was an alliance between the multiple jarldoms, although conflict had broken out from time to time between them as well.

	Naturally, and also because her nieces shivered in the cold, the first thing Cal did was to look for a local eatery where they could have something warm to eat. A few questions to the locals got them directions to one that was recommended.

	The eatery was located within a traditional longhouse, where many diners crowded along the two long tables that spanned the length of the building. Mugs of mead were immediately brought by a serving woman once they seated themselves, and she asked for their orders at the same time.

	Cal simply asked for whatever dishes they recommended the most, and the woman happily nodded and said that she would be right back.

	When the woman returned, she placed a trencher of mutton and cabbage stew before each of them, as well as a long platter with six open-faced sandwiches, and a smaller plate filled with slices of brown cheese, as well as more mead. This time she brought hot mead for Cal’s nieces as well.

	The stew was very simple, yet that very simplicity also made it good. It was simply good mutton and cabbage boiled until tender with salt and pepper as seasoning. The mutton’s bones and marrow helped give the stew more flavor, while the cabbage was stewed so well it turned gossamer, and easily crumbled on the tongue. Most of the liquid in the stew had been absorbed by the trencher, which softened and flavored it as well, and rendered the whole thing into a hearty, if simple meal.

	Thin slices of smoked salmon were layered on top of dark buttered bread with whole grains baked in, and topped with slices of onions and a generous slathering of sour cream. The hefty bread nicely balanced the strong flavor of its toppings, and each of them happily munched on their portion of two.

	Strangely enough, the cheese was unlike any cheese Cal had had before. Instead of a lactic sourness with usually savory flavors, the slices of brown cheese served as dessert tasted more like burned sugar, with more of a sweet, rich, and creamy flavor and a hint of bitterness.

	They polished off their meals in a short time, ordered another portion each, and also quickly polished those off before they paid their bill and left.

	Next item on the list was for them to find a store that sold winter clothing.

	 


Chapter 120: Winter Wear

	“Differences in climates always necessitate differences in clothing. People in the Goblin Lands mostly go around nearly or completely naked, as they have both scorching heat and stifling humidity to contend with. On the other hand, inhabitants of the El-Maroof Desert with its arid climate favor loose clothes that cover most parts of their body.

	Meanwhile, in the colder areas, winter wear also varies greatly. The people of Al-Shan favor simply wearing multiple layers of cloth, whereas in Jötunberg fur coats are the norm when it comes to winter wear. This discrepancy comes partly from cultural reasons, and is partly also based on which resource is more easily available.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Professor of Socioeconomics at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

	“Come on, we’ll get you two something more proper to wear,” said Cal as she led their way through the city. Before long the three of them stood before another longhouse, but this one had a sign that displayed scissors and needles on it. That of a tailor.

	The main reason she looked for a tailor was because they had already tried several stores that sold clothing, and they quickly found out that most of the clothing sold was not a good fit for them. The clothes were all either too short or too broad, which didn’t really surprise Cal, as according to her knowledge, there were no nearby elven settlements to Jötunberg, and thus they never really considered elven customers.

	When they opened the door to the tailor’s longhouse, a bell chimed and notified the people inside of their entrance. The entire longhouse seemed to be divided up into a multitude of workplaces, where busy tailors were at work. An old goblin matron with a rather unusual shade of blue to her skin came and greeted them shortly after they entered.

	“Welcome, dear customers, to Gobbledy & Daughters Tailoring. How can we be of service on this fine summer day?” asked the old goblin as she gave a polite bow.

	Cal looked around the place and was quite satisfied with what she saw: completed articles of clothing were of fine quality, and various pelts lined the walls, from so many kinds of animals she had little idea where many of them originated from.

	“These two will be needing proper winter wear,” said Cal as she pointed at her nieces behind her. The old goblin looked at them briefly and nodded as she invited her to continue. “We will want them to be warm, but also to allow free movement. Cost is not an issue, so use whatever material would be best.”

	“Mm-hmm… will you girls come with me? Will be needing them measurements,” replied the old goblin as the turned and beckoned them to follow.

	“I’m guessing you’d be fighter types since you want clothes that move well,” said the matron as she measured the length of Elaina’s arm with a measuring tape, making a note at where her elbow was as well, and then rolled the tape to measure the circumference of her upper arm and lower arm at several places. An assistant diligently jotted down the numbers she said as she measured for Cal’s niece.

	“We are,” replied Cal briefly without giving away much information. She watched as the matron had Elaina lift her arms, then measured the circumference of her chest, as well as once again around her small breasts. “Around how long would it take to have the clothes ready?”

	“You said cost ain’t no issue, so I wager you’d want them done soon, wouldn’t you?” asked the matron back, to which Cal nodded. By now another younger worker in the shop had brought them hot tea and a platter of the same brown cheese they had earlier in the eatery to nibble on. “Three sets each… how does three days sound? Any shorter and I can’t really guarantee the quality of the results.”

	“Three days is perfectly acceptable,” Cal replied while she and Sidonie nibbled on the pleasant, bittersweet cheese. She took a sip from the cup of tea proffered as well, and smiled quite widely, while Sidonie coughed and almost choked on her tea. Apparently people in Jötunberg also liked to brew their tea strong and bitter, the way she herself preferred it. “How much will it be?”

	“Twelve golds a piece, for materials and labor and getting it done fast,” said the goblin matron as she measured around Elaina’s thigh. Both Elaina and Sidonie gulped upon hearing the price. Their family was reasonably well off, but they themselves had little personal wealth, and the price rather intimidated them. “Since you’re so nice to order in bulk I’ll round them down to seventy. What say you?”

	“We have a deal,” Cal said as she plucked out a single coin out of her pendant, and after she showed it to catch the matron’s attention, flicked it to her nonchalantly. The matron deftly caught the coin in midair with one hand, and inspected the platinum coin carefully for a minute or so, while Cal’s nieces looked on with surprise.

	“It’s good money, yeah,” said the matron as she pocketed the platinum coin and extracted three small pouches from her own storage, which she tossed back to Cal. She caught them easily and checked them to find that each contained ten gold coins, her exact change. “We’ll have them made and ready by noon three days from now, or my name not be Ginny Gobbledy no more.”

	“We’ll look forward to it,” replied Cal as the matron let Elaina off since her measuring was done and beckoned Sidonie over for her measurements.

	[image: Image]

	At noon three days later, Cal brought her nieces to the tailor shop. The same goblin matron welcomed her, and bid them to sit while she fetched their order.

	Ginny Gobbledy had two assistants bring two neatly folded piles of clothing with them, and gave one each to Elaina and Sidonie. One of the assistants then led the girls to a set of small rooms partitioned with cloth to prevent others from looking in where they could change and try them out.

	After a few minutes, the girls came out in their new outfits. Cal saw that the outfits were of two layers: an inner layer of soft leather lined with cotton, and an outer layer of animal pelt. The animal pelt used was unfamiliar to her, but it had dense, short fur of a light brown shade.

	The outfits themselves were each in the form of a pair of trousers and a long-sleeved, hooded tunic. Cal watched as her nieces tried some exercises to test their range of movement when they wore the clothes, and was quite pleased when she saw them perform the moves without a hitch. Her nieces also smiled as they nodded at her.

	“It’s a fine piece of work you made for my nieces,” said Cal to the old goblin. She fished out one of the small pouches the goblin gave her as change three days ago, and tossed it back to the matron with a smile. “Consider it our gratitude.”

	“Why, many thanks!” said the old goblin as a smile beamed on her face. Satisfied customers giving extra payment as tips were far from uncommon, but ones that tipped ten gold coins? Definitely uncommon. “Do come again!”

	“Lads and ladettes! Dinner’s on me tonight, at the Longbottom! Courtesy of the generous lady!” Cal heard shortly after she left the tailor shop. Humans would probably miss the sound, but her sharper hearing caught it just fine. She just smiled as she brought her nieces back towards the inn they stayed at.

	 


Chapter 121: Trip towards the Tundra

	“Head towards the southeast in Jötunberg, and you shall find the land where trees refuse to grow. A land of ice and snow, where only summer allows any warmth to pass through the clouds, and even then just for a brief few months. Yet deep in these frozen lands, lie some of the most beautiful sights known to man, where the glaciers and frozen waterfalls form a wonder of nature, a palace of ice in the land of winter.”

	—Harald Steffenson, Jötunbergian Explorer and Bard

	For this journey into Jötunberg, Cal had set a different itinerary than usual after they left Flokisvet on their fifth day after arrival. When she was younger, her father’s tales of the lands he traveled had always been her favorite, and one of his favorite memories was of the waterfalls of Madginfjord, deep in the tundra.

	She wished to lay eyes on such a sight herself, and thus the itinerary she had set was a straight course towards the tundra. If the maps were correct, they would only pass one city shortly before they reached the tundra itself, and the rest of the trip would be mostly through wilderness, other than the occasional villages along the way.

	For Elaina and Sidonie, she had rented mounts—the mounts were to be returned to a different branch of the company in the city they will pass—since otherwise she would have needed to slow her pace too much. The mounts commonly used in the warmer regions of Jötunberg were reindeers, and the two she rented for her nieces were docile and well tamed.

	As mounts went, the reindeers were not quite as fast as horses, but they had superior stamina, and easily maintained a fast trot all day long. Cal easily kept up with her nieces on foot, whereas her nieces gingerly massaged their thighs and buttocks after a day’s ride, as they were quite unused to riding that long.

	They spent dinner feasting on simple, but hearty fare, and spent the night in Cal’s tent, which was more than large enough for all three of them together. Her tent was enchanted with wards and alarms however, not against heat and cold. Cal found the cold temperature just pleasant for her, but her nieces were cold and slept while they cuddled each other for warmth.

	As they continued on their journey, they spent most of their nights outside in a tent, while occasionally they rested in a village when their path happened to cross one.

	The two-week journey itself was relatively uneventful. The only time some wildlife bothered them was when a local variant of a wyvern—more akin to the sort Cal saw back at Knallzog, a winged lizard with long neck and tail—tried to snatch one of their mounts.

	Instead, Elaina and Sidonie brought the wyvern down efficiently with a well-thrown pair of magically charged javelins, which tore apart the beast’s wings right at their bases. Cal had not even needed to lift a finger, as her nieces struck the creature while it dove at them, and the fall instantly broke its neck and ended its life.

	They had wyvern meat for dinner that night, and this local variant proved to be a more delectable one as well, as it had plenty of stored fat which it would have needed as insulation to survive the cold. Unlike its cold-blooded Alcidean brethren, this wyvern was warm-blooded.

	Its fatty meat tasted excellent though, and the three of them thoroughly enjoyed their feast. Despite the simple cooking—the meat was simply broiled with some dry spices rubbed on it—the fatty, marbled meat proved to be an unctuous treat that melted in their mouths, and coated their tongues in its sweet savoriness.

	Cal had also tried to grill a skewer of the creature’s thick, nearly transparent fat, and when she bit into the result, she nearly moaned with pleasure. The fat was sweet and rich, and tasted far milder than most she had ever tasted. After she gave Elaina and Sidonie a taste of it, they immediately agreed with one another and roasted more of the wyvern fat.

	Nights like these just made Cal glad she insisted that they harvest the wyvern for its meat and other valuables earlier, as training for her nieces, as well as to ingrain the habit into them.

	On the fifteenth day they arrived at Vanirsdain, a city in the Jarldom of Hevos. Once inside the city, they turned in their hired reindeer to a local branch of the same company they hired them from.

	Cal and her nieces spent another two days in town, as they gathered information for the next leg of their journey. It would be approximately another two weeks of travel to reach Madginfjord, as the famed waterfalls were located close to the southeastern end of Jötunberg. They would reach it right at the tail end of summer, but the locals assured them that the sight was worth it regardless of season.

	This time, the mounts she rented for her nieces were a pair of large goats, easily the size of smaller horses. The goats would prove far more useful in the tundra, as they were not only capable of scaling mountains, but were also the very antithesis of picky eaters.

	Compared to the reindeers, the goats were faster, but they also had less stamina. Cal divided their trip into two legs, one in the morning, followed by lunch and a few hours of rest for the mounts, then another until the sun had set. They kept a good pace that way without unduly tiring their mounts.

	Where the plains were cool and windy, the tundra was biting cold, and the winds blew with violence. The treeless land merely had resilient strains of grass and shrubs growing there, as well as various mosses and lichens that prospered on the surface of the rocks.

	The goats ate all of those happily, which was one reason they were amongst the favored mounts for the region.

	As the cold got worse, Elaina and Sidonie shivered even with their warm winter wear on, though for Cal it was just a refreshing breeze. Late in the night, as they went to bed in her tent, both girls basically intertwined with one another for warmth.

	Cal smiled warmly as she looked at the sleeping girls with fondness in her eyes, and fished out a well-treated bear’s pelt—one she had hunted early on in her journey, that her orcish hosts at the time insisted she keep—and covered the girls with the warm pelt as a blanket.

	She herself then tucked in for the night and fell sound asleep on her own bed.

	 


Chapter 122: Wendigo Warning

	“Antlers grand and cruel claws bared, those it met, would not be spared.

	Flee and wail for all you could, not that it would do you any good.

	Make your peace and be at ease, for soon your body and soul will freeze.

	Should a frozen heart you meet,

	Prepare for yours to cease to beat.”

	—Old Jötunbergian poem describing a wendigo

	“Yes, ma’am, there’s been sightings, some missing sheep and cows too from the villages closer by,” said the young village guardsman when Cal asked him about recent news now that they neared their destination after ten days of travel. “Fortunately no people yet, but either way I wouldn’t suggest trying to go to the waterfalls till the jarl’s men get rid of it.”

	The news she received when they approached the low mountainous region where Madginfjord lay was of the dire sort. Apparently a wendigo had been sighted by villagers, and was assumed to make its home in the mountains.

	A wendigo was the name of an endemic monster only found in Jötunberg’s tundra regions. Old folk tales claimed them to be the souls of travelers who died in the cold, eventually becoming the monsters that they were. “Of frozen heart and wicked claws, woe betide those the wendigo saw,” was a common saying in the region.

	Despite that reputation for ferocity and lethality, wendigos mostly lived in the tallest mountains, where no humans lived, and only occasionally did they roam the lower altitudes. Those that did were usually driven away or killed by soldiers or adventurers before they could do too much harm.

	For most travelers however, a wendigo sighting was a lethal threat to their well-being, and most would have simply canceled their plans if their path was one that would have potentially crossed a wendigo.

	Celeysria Ambervale was not most travelers.

	She thanked the guard for the news, but she and her nieces kept going on their planned route, which took them straight through the area where the wendigo had been sighted. Cal had warned her nieces that should they encounter it, they were to leave the fighting to her unless she permitted them to join in.

	The goats they hired as mounts proved their worth once they reached the mountainous region, as they scaled slopes with ease. One time their route was even blocked by a steep vertical wall, but they solved that issue easily enough.

	Cal went up first, as she easily gripped through stone with her bare fingers, empowered by magic, and scaled the wall with little difficulty. Once she was on top, she lowered down a long rope and had her nieces come up one at a time as she pulled them up.

	On the other hand, the goats simply followed them up as they calmly climbed the steep cliff with utter ease; their hooves easily found every tiny foothold, and firmly stepped upon them as they slowly but surely walked up the cliff.

	They continued their travels quietly for another half an hour, but just as they reached the foot of a higher peak, a grotesque animalistic roar made them pause. Elaina and Sidonie had to calm their mounts down as the goats almost bolted when they heard the roar.

	“It’s here. Girls, stay behind me unless I say otherwise. Get those goats tied so they don’t escape,” Cal said as she had a more serious look for once and pulled out her halberd. “Hit it with a javelin if you see an opening. Don’t worry about hitting me.”

	Behind her, Elaina and Sidonie followed her orders and tied the thin chains connected to the goat’s collars around a tree, before they loaded a javelin each in their respective atlatls. The javelins they pulled out this time were different though. They were longer, with their conical heads at the tip of long, thin metal shafts.

	Elven war javelins were intended as single-use weapons, and the thin shaft was intended to bend when it struck the target, which would hobble the target with the wound and the added weight of an unwieldy bent javelin all at once.

	One look at the source of the roar was all it took to see why the party of three treated it so seriously.

	A short distance away, near a cave further up the mountain’s slope, stood the wendigo. It was a large beast, easily five meters in height, not counting its humongous many-pronged antlers that ended in wicked, bloodstained points.

	Its build was generally humanoid, but it looked like a sickly, scrawny perversion of the shape. The beast was thin, with the clear outlines of its ribcage easily seen on its torso, and its long limbs were gaunt and slim.

	The creature had digitigrade legs that easily accounted for half its height, which ended in hooves. Its whole body was covered in a thin layer of shaggy, dirty gray wool, through which one could see its pale, sickly-looking skin below.

	Its arms were of an eerie length, as they easily reached the ground when it stood straight. Those arms ended in large, four-fingered hands with an opposable thumb, with thick bony fingers that ended in long wicked claws. Each claw was easily the length of a knife and looked to be frequently sharpened.

	Instead of a fleshy face, the wendigo’s face was mostly covered by an outgrowth of bone plates, which gave the impression that the creature had a skull for a head. Its four eyes burned red with hunger and malice, and when it opened its maw, its lower jaw split into two parts vertically and widened to the side, its set of sharp, long fangs on full display.

	It sniffed the air through the holes in the natural bone armor that covered its face, then turned to face Cal and her nieces, its four malevolent eyes fixated on them. It gave yet another roar, a horrible sound that sounded eerily similar to a baby’s cry, but far more gruesome in nature, and many times louder.

	When it saw Cal and her nieces still there after its roar, it seemed angered, or rather… disappointed. Many stories told about wendigos commonly had them scare a traveler into a run, after which they hunted down their prey with relish and cruel satisfaction. That Cal and her nieces refused to play along and run disappointed the creature.

	Cal held her halberd in a ready position when the beast headed their way with a fast, loping gait, and her nieces tensed up behind her, as they charged their javelins with magic and prepared to throw.

	 


Chapter 123: Wailing Wendigo

	“Wendigo sighted in the mountains near Madginfjord, adventurers and hunters needed for monster extermination expedition.

	Requester: Jarl Karli Angbadd

	Compensation: Five gold coins for joining the expedition, another five as hazard pay should one see combat against the beast. Twenty gold as bonus to whoever contributed significantly to hunting the beast.

	Requirements:

	
	– Solo adventurers must be of silver rank minimum.

	– Parties may have members as low as bronze rank, as long as the majority are silver ranks or higher, minimum of gold rank as leader mandatory if bronze ranks are present.



	Extra compensation will be granted should a black rank choose to join the expedition.

	The expedition departs in one week, on firstday of the seventh month. Register with the guild by evening of the seventhday of this week.”

	—Recent urgent posting on the Adventurers’ Guild’s request board in Hagenbadd

	Cal distanced herself from her nieces and stepped forward to intercept the monster. She remained at a distance where they could throw their javelins with deadly effect, but the extra range also gave her some buffer should the beast choose to go for them instead.

	She honestly had little worry for her own safety. She doubted whatever the wendigo could do would be worse than some of the hardest fights she had in her life, but the beast was clearly a very lethal threat to most. And that “most” included her nieces, who she wanted to keep unharmed.

	Before long, the beast had crossed the distance between its cave and Cal, its loping gait deceptively rapid, and it swung one claw-tipped hand at her the moment it got close enough.

	Cal parried the blow with the shaft of her halberd. The force itself she could handle, and if she empowered herself with magic to her utmost, she could overpower the beast without issue. One issue not even magic could fix however, was the discrepancy of mass between her and the monster.

	Despite its malnourished appearance, the creature’s flesh and bones were extremely dense, and its weight so great that the force behind the blow sent Cal a few steps back involuntarily. As she withdrew, she swung her halberd at the beast’s outstretched hand, only to find that not even the keen mithril blade could easily cut through it.

	All her hasty strike left was a light scratch on the beast’s hand.

	She dodged its next blow while she flipped her halberd one hundred and eighty degrees around, so that its beaked hammerhead faced the front instead. When the beast swiped at her the third time, she hit its hand hard with her weapon, with nothing held back, and succeeded in throwing its hand back.

	Her weapon also left a puncture wound that went halfway through the hand, which got the creature to roar again, this time with some pain.

	Cal took the opportunity and dived in, closer to the creature, where its long arms would be harder to use. Immediately she felt a piercing cold, as the creature was a monster with innate ice magic, which apparently radiated in a cold aura around its body.

	It would have drastically slowed and dulled the movement of most people, even most weaker blood mages, but Cal had more than enough mana to brute force her way through the cold aura as she circulated her own magic more forcefully through her body.

	She swung her halberd in an upward strike once she got close enough to the surprised beast—it was used to seeing its prey slow to a crawl from its magical cold aura—and rammed the hammerhead right into the hollow of the beast’s ribs, which elicited another pained wail.

	“Now, shoot!” she yelled right as she landed her strike on the beast.

	Elaina and Sidonie reacted the instant Cal yelled out, and hurled their war javelins with their atlatls. Both projectiles covered the short distance in seconds, and sparks of lightning flickered on their conical metal tips.

	The beast reacted to the new threat quickly, and swung its left arm at the approaching javelins. It struck Elaina’s javelin mid-flight on the thin metal rod section and shattered it on the spot.

	Unfortunately for the beast, that very action triggered the magic Elaina had charged into the javelin. Lightning danced across the beast’s skin as the shock paralyzed the creature for a moment. That moment cost the beast as Sidonie’s javelin accurately entered its lower left eye.

	The javelin wasn’t a sturdy enough construct to deal with a beast of this caliber, and the javelin head bent as the tip struck the eye socket. That impact also triggered the lightning magic charged within however, and a small, localized burst of lightning sparked to life the next moment.

	When that burst ended, the wendigo roared in agony, the left side of its face near its eyes a scorched mess. Its other left eye had burst by now, done by the lightning as it cooked the fluids within the orb until the flesh could no longer withstand the pressure within.

	Cal circled around the wounded beast in its moment of distraction, and gave a wide, full power swing of her halberd, aimed at the back of the creature’s right ankle. Like before, the creature’s dense and tough constitution halted her halberd, and it failed to burst right through the joint. The damage she did however, was enough to irreparably damage the joint, and the wendigo lurched for a moment as it almost fell down, before it caught itself with both hands.

	That gave enough time for Cal to line up another full-powered swing at its immobile back, however. She brutally slammed her halberd’s hammerhead against the location where the creature’s spine—easily visible through its gaunt frame—met its pelvis. A loud crack resounded when she struck, and the wendigo wailed deafeningly in pain.

	Cal refused to let off however, and struck the same spot another four times until she was certain the beast’s spine was shattered, and it had lost all control over its lower body. Elaina and Sidonie barraged the wendigo with a steady stream of lightning-charged javelins while she fought the wendigo, which just added to its suffering.

	Since the creature had now lost control over its lower extremities, it no longer possessed the agility it used to have, and Cal easily avoided its futile attempts to defend itself as she went to work on its elbow joints next.

	She signaled to her nieces that they could stop, and save up their javelins for another day, as at this point it was more just tedious work than actual difficulty to dispatch of the creature, made even harder by the toughness of its flesh.

	Cal hammered through both of its elbows until the wendigo was rendered mostly immobile as it supported itself on its broken elbows. She then climbed its back, and struck where its spine met its skull with brutal force.

	It took ten blows at full power before the dense bone gave way and cracked, and her next blow found something soft within. The wendigo gave a final, desperate wail, before it fell silent, unmoving.

	Around her, Cal also felt how the beast’s innate magic disappeared as it died under her feet. The frigid air that used to envelop its surroundings was soon replaced by the still cold, but normal cool air of Jötunberg’s late summer.

	Cal spent another five minutes as she worked to hack off the beast’s head from its body to take with her. Strangely enough, the monster’s dense, tough flesh melted into a disgusting puddle shortly after its death, and left only its bones behind.

	She stored the beast’s skull in her pendant, and after some thought, the rest of its bones as well—they would make good material for armor with their toughness—before she walked back to her nieces.

	 


Chapter 124: Wonders of Nature

	“O waterfalls of yore, how beautiful you are~

	Your falling streams evoke, the grandeur of the falls~

	O how I wish I could, enjoy the sight each day~

	Madginfjord~ Madginfjord~ So beautiful you are~”

	—Refrain to “Waterfalls of Yore,” most famous song by Master Bard Ulfnar Thorsson

	After they calmed the goats down from the fright the wendigo gave them, Cal and her nieces continued their journey. Surprisingly, after the scare with the Wendigo, those two goats were no longer scared of anything.

	They had not even flinched when a hungry saber-toothed mountain lion jumped at them only for Cal to swat it down and send it running scared with a kick to its posterior. Apparently after the animals saw her kill the wendigo, they associated her with power. In the wilderness, the strong ate the weak, while they usually also protected their packs at the same time. Those goats probably considered themselves part of Cal’s pack and thus were safe with her around.

	Three more days passed before they reached their destination. The three of them had just hiked halfway up another hill, one that was rather steep at that, and exited a narrow, but well used pathway, before they emerged into a large gap in the middle of the mountain range.

	Cal, Elaina, and Sidonie were all transfixed by the sight before them, as they stood—or sat on their mounts—with unblinking eyes and mouths wide open.

	Water from molten ice caps high on the mountain peaks had flowed down the mountain, collected into streams in grooves and places where two mountains intersected. Over the ages these grooves had grown deeper and deeper as the constant flow of water slowly eroded the stone.

	The streams were now easily as wide and deep as rivers, as they flowed with a strong current down their way. A quirk of geography had resulted in at least a dozen such streams leading towards this very gap, named Madginfjord—”Rivers in the Mountains” in the local tongue—where the streams of water fell off the steep cliffs to the ground nearly a hundred meters below.

	It was an amazing sight: the multitudes of waterfalls flowed and sprinkled water everywhere, and as the sun’s rays refracted from those droplets, a constant, shimmering multitude of ever-shifting rainbows came to life in the air near the waterfalls.

	All the streams fed a large, deep lake at the bottom of the gap, one that flowed out of another crevice in the mountain range to the outside, and eventually to the sea. The Madgelva River was the end result of this flow from Madginfjord, and once they recovered from the wondrous spectacle before them, Cal led her nieces down onto the shores of the lake.

	An old, but well used and maintained set of stairs without railings was carved along the sides of the cliffs by the locals. Cal and her nieces followed the stairs down, and once again looked at the waterfalls in awe.

	From a lower vantage, not only did rainbows form and shimmer before the waterfalls, but some of the waterfalls themselves took on a shade of rainbow. To have witnessed for herself what looked like a cascading rainbow was truly something else, and Cal understood at that moment why her father had such fond memories of this place.

	After all, it was not every day they got to witness a wonder of nature with their own eyes.

	At the bottom of the gap, Cal saw that the shores were quite narrow, maybe only five meters wide on average, and most of the floor of the gap was dominated by the bowl-shaped lake. The water in the lake was crystal clear, while here and there some silver-scaled fish swam and flitted freely in the water.

	Deeper in the water—Cal assumed the lake to be around twenty meters deep at its deepest point—grew various kinds of water plants, which when coupled with the shimmering colors of the rainbows above them, just made the place look like a paradise from children’s folk tales.

	She took one look at her nieces’ faces, and found the same look in their eyes she knew she had in hers. They nodded to her unasked question, and quickly hammered a stake to secure the goats at. There was quite a bit of shrubbery and moss growing in the area so they would not lack for food, and the chains were long enough they could simply drink from the lake.

	That work done, the three women quickly shed their clothing and plunged into the lake, where they swam and played in the water like little children. Not even the frigid temperature of the water bothered them that much as they basked in the beauty of nature around them and had their inane, childish enjoyment.

	It was one of the few times Cal truly felt happy and unburdened since the civil war.

	After the cold finally got a bit too much for her nieces, they left the water, and Cal brought out the portable bath she had bought in Paradise. It was honestly a simple contraption, a foldable bathtub with heating enchantments, linked to a cubic meter tank of water that could absorb water from the environment and purify it, or simply recycle used bathwater.

	As the tool was designed with all sorts of customers in mind, the foldable tub had several configurations of size. Cal usually just used one sized for elves, a longer, narrower tub for one, but with her nieces around, she opted for a configuration meant for large therians, a bathtub large enough to hold the entire cubic meter of water stored.

	They allowed the tub to heat the water first, and Cal giggled when she saw her nieces clasp their arms and shiver—they were wet and naked after all, after a long dip in frigid water. She herself didn’t find the cold bothersome, as in fact it was tradition in Diao-Nan—where she grew up—for people to break the ice over lakes in winter and bathe in the near-freezing water.

	Once the water was heated up and the heating enchantments turned themselves off, Cal watched with a smile as her nieces happily jumped into the tub of hot water. She herself also stepped into the tub at a more relaxed pace before she lowered her body into the warm embrace of the water.

	She sighed and relaxed as the heat of the water seeped into her cold body, and the three of them just laid back relaxedly in the tub while they watched the beautiful sights above. When the water started to turn cold, the heating enchantments just re-heated it and allowed the occupants to just relax.

	They stayed in the hot bath until the sun began to set.

	 


Chapter 125: Wonder of Snow and Ice

	“How to describe~ such a sight~ that snow and ice could dazzle so~

	I lost my words~ to portray such a wonder~

	All too be seen~ was the way the rays played on the bright surface~

	It was such, a sight to behold~”

	—Refrain from “Palace of Ice,” another famous song by master bard Ulfnar Thorsson

	At first, Elaina and Sidonie didn’t understand why Cal decided to stay down in the gap for another week. They had thought that they’d be on their way after two to three days at most. As the weather steadily grew colder and summer shifted into autumn in the tundra however, they found their answer.

	Elaina had woken up first that day, and as she exited the tent and opened the flap the frigid wind that blew inside made her shiver even with her winter clothes on. Her shoes stepped on a thin layer of soft, powdery snow that had fallen overnight, and when she breathed, her breath was visible as a puff of white.

	The girl went to a corner near where the lake flowed out of the gap and relieved herself as she shivered. It was when she had just pulled her trousers up and walked back towards the tent that the sight caught her eyes, and she froze on the spot, transfixed by the dazzling sight before her.

	As the weather grew colder, the waterfalls had frozen over. Instead of the streams of water, what now hung from the crevasses where the waterfalls used to flow were crystalline pillars of ice, of such clarity one could see the stone of the mountains behind them.

	What caught Elaina’s sight however, was how they looked as the morning sun’s rays landed upon them. From her vantage point, she saw how the light of the sun was refracted within the pillars of ice, and often split into rainbows that turned the icy pillar into a kaleidoscope of bright, beautiful colors.

	She didn’t know how long she stood and gawked at the sight, but she was still at it when Cal and Sidonie woke up as well and saw her. Sidonie followed her eyes and soon had the same expression on her face, while Cal, who knew what to expect, smiled warmly at her nieces.

	The stories her father told mentioned a lesser-known view of Madginfjord, that the locals were well aware of, but foreigners rarely saw. The waterfalls not only held their wondrous sight during the summer, when the molten ice caps flowed down, but also during the winter, when they all froze, and it was one reason Cal timed her travels to reach there by the end of summer.

	Cal herself admired the sights while she prepared some hot breakfast. Grains of dried rice from her homeland were boiled in water, with some garlic and salt, until they cooked down to a thick congee. To this she added a couple handfuls of meat and fat from the wyvern they caught and butchered over a week ago, cut into small cubes, and let the meat cook in the boiling congee while she cut up some pickled mustard stems into bite-sized pieces.

	The aroma woke her nieces from their stupor, and Sidonie quickly went and relieved herself as well, before they all washed their hands and gathered for breakfast. Cal ladled the hot congee into three large bowls, and plunked an equal portion of the pickled mustard stems onto each.

	She also added some julienned ginger and a dash of soy sauce to the congee, before she pulled out three duck eggs, and cracked one into each bowl. The heat of the piping hot congee quickly began to cook the raw egg, and she told her nieces to stir well before eating.

	Both Elaina and Sidonie looked slightly skeptical at the food—not surprising, as neither were familiar with Al-Shan cuisine, something Cal planned to rectify come winter—but the enticing aroma quickly had them try it. Their wooden spoons brought some of the congee to their mouths where they blew at the still-scalding food before they ate.

	After the first spoon, both girls ate rapidly while Cal chuckled at them. She took a taste for herself and smiled. The wyvern meat imparted a meaty sweetness to the dish, not unlike the sweetmeats commonly cooked in Al-Shan, cut by the pungency of garlic and spiciness of ginger, while the pickled mustard stems gave a touch of astringency and acidity to the congee.

	“We will be leaving for Eyjafjord in three days,” Cal mentioned when they had finished eating and her nieces sat lazily on the ground, admiring the frozen waterfalls while they rubbed their full bellies. “I think you girls now know why we stayed here an extra week, no?”

	Both Elaina and Sidonie nodded at her words as affirmation, before their eyes once again wandered to the majestic view before them.

	[image: Image]

	“Who goes there? Identify yourself!” yelled a tall human man.

	Cal and her nieces had run into a group of what seemed to be adventurers on the hunt: a large group of twenty-five men and women all heavily armed and armored, led by a particularly tall and bulky human man with messy fiery red hair and beard.

	The man easily stood a head and a half taller than Cal, and was quite an imposing specimen for a human, well built and muscular, and the way he held his two bearded axes with ease showed much practice with those weapons.

	“Just me and my nieces traveling, on our way back from Madginfjord,” Cal said nonchalantly. She fished out her identification tag and casually tossed it to the tall man as she said her next words. “Here’s my identification.”

	The man deftly caught the tag without releasing his axe, and like most, his eyes widened once he noticed the color on it. He tossed it back at her just as casually as he nodded. “Well, you certainly can take care of yourself I reckon.”

	“Might want to be on your way unless you’re interested in joining our hunt though,” added the man after a pause. “There’s been sightings of a wendigo around these regions, and those bastards are bad news, I tell you—”

	“This thing you mean?” Cal asked as she dumped the wendigo’s skull near her feet. The tall man and his entourage of adventurers collectively gasped at the sight, and the tall man approached the skull and inspected it carefully.

	“Unless there’s two of them around, I’d say so… this looks like a… fresh kill?” asked the man with some trepidation now. Any group that was capable of downing a wendigo with just three of them deserved respect, and caution. He had a party of twenty-five for a reason.

	“My storage has stasis enhancement, it’s been dead for… a week and a half now. Ran into it when we reached these mountains,” elaborated Cal to the man’s question.

	“Well damn. Guess that’s one less trouble to deal with. Name’s Sigval Angbadd, eldest and heir to Jarl Karli Angbadd. May I ask for your name?”

	“Celeysria Ambervale, from Al-Shan,” Cal answered. “These are my nieces, Elaina and Sidonie.”

	“Al-Shan… white hair… red eyes… no bloody fucking way! This wendigo has really rotten luck if you are who I think you might be, Madam Ambervale.”

	“Dammit, I didn’t think those stories would make it this far already,” Cal said with a sigh. “Yes, they used to call me the Blood Demon during the war.”

	“A pleasure, and my honor to meet you, Lady Ambervale. If I may be so bold as to suggest, may I offer you some hospitality at my father’s place when we return to town?”

	“Well… since you’re so polite, I don’t see why not.”

	 


Chapter 126: A Jarl’s Hospitality

	“The way Jötunbergians arrange their political and social system is unique to them. Their society is basically divided into three castes. Lowest are the thralls, or serfs, which also includes those who have committed crimes and were punished with slavery. In the middle are the karls, or the freemen, who form the middle class of artisans and merchants of the society. At the top of the hierarchy are the jarls, or nobility, who rule over the rest. Despite the strict caste system, an individual can move through the castes relatively easily through their lives. Most thralls will become karls with time unless they are hopelessly lazy, while on the other hand worthless karls can just as easily lose their status and end up a thrall. Similarly, history has recorded cases of thralls who worked or fought their way to jarldom, and of people born a jarl who were demoted straight to thralldom.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Professor of Socioeconomics at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

	Sigval borrowed the wendigo’s skull from Cal and raised it high to show to his party, as he yelled out to them that the beast was dead. Most of the party cheered, though a few grumbled and questioned if that meant they would not be paid. Those grumbles turned to cheers when Sigvald said everyone would be paid the bonus pay for combat regardless.

	He then returned the skull reverently to Cal, who accepted it and made it disappear into her pendant. They then traveled together with Sigvald’s group.

	It was a slower trek down the mountains with the group, as they moved slower than if Cal was just with her nieces, but she was fine with it and kept her pace.

	As they headed down the mountain and passed a particularly thick pile of snow, a rather small—only three meters long or so—white bear burst out from its hiding spot beneath the snow, and charged the nearest person to it.

	Unfortunately for the poor bear, that person was Cal. Sigvald didn’t even get a chance to yell out in warning before Cal caught the bear’s paws with her two hands, and with a twist of her waist, threw the bear over her shoulder and smashed it to the ground in a bone-crunching slam.

	Before the eyes of the baffled adventurers, the bear rose up, whined pitifully, and bolted into the wilderness with its tail between its legs. Cal only watched it go and didn’t chase, unaware of the awed looks the adventurers gave her.

	“I must say… Lady Ambervale, that the rumors and songs did not do you justice,” said Sigvald after he gulped and calmed himself from the sight he just witnessed. He had heard stories about the Blood Demon of Al-Shan before, but hearing stories and seeing the person in question manhandle a three-meter bear like it was a petulant stepchild were two very different things.

	“Most of them are likely horribly exaggerated, I’m certain,” Cal replied while she brushed off the snow that had fallen on her when she threw the bear. “I thought blood affinity mages weren’t that uncommon in Jötunberg?”

	“Well… they aren’t,” answered Sigvald somewhat nervously. “But ones of your caliber definitely are, and not just here I wager.”

	“I guess,” replied Cal nonchalantly before they continued with their journey.

	Once they reached the foot of the mountain, Cal saw the adventurer party’s transportation, left there and guarded by two younger adventurers. Since it had snowed the past few days, they had made the two-day journey between the city of Hagenbadd and the mountains on sleds, each pulled by a team of twenty large, wolfish dogs.

	Despite their large size and fierce appearances though, the dogs were very docile and playful, and greeted the returning adventurers with tackles and licks. A couple even sniffed around Cal and her nieces in curiosity, and Cal smiled as she bent down and rubbed one dog’s head while she tickled its chin with her other hand.

	Her nieces also played with the eager dogs for a while, as the adventurers packed up and readied for departure. Once they were ready, one adventurer whistled, and the dogs flocked to him and were soon harnessed to their respective sleds.

	Fortunately the goats her nieces rode on were fast enough to keep up with the dog-pulled sleds, while Cal easily kept up with them on foot, at a pace that was merely a casual walk for her.

	They spent a night camped in the wilderness, where some of the adventurers looked with a bit of envy at Cal’s large, warded, and enchanted tent, before they looked at their far more normal tents and sighed with disappointment.

	Shortly after noon the next day, they reached Hagenbadd together. First Sigvald led the adventurers to the guild and settled their payment, then he led Cal and her nieces towards his father’s mansion.

	Jötunbergians had no habit of building castles for their nobility, and the jarl’s mansion was merely a better decorated, larger longhouse situated at the northern end of the city.

	They were received and seated in the large common room that tripled as the living room and dining room as well, where they seated themselves on fur-coated wooden chairs. Sigvald went further into the mansion to fetch his father, the jarl.

	The man in question arrived as he followed behind his son not fifteen minutes later. At a glance their family resemblance was obvious, as the father had the same heroic build as the son. He also had the same shade of red in his hair, though by now it had been thoroughly streaked with grey.

	He welcomed Cal to his house politely and shook her hand, then asked if he could see the wendigo’s skull. When Cal brought it out on a table, the jarl’s eyes sparkled and he inspected the skull with obvious passion in his expression, while his son behind him shook his head at the sight.

	“Milady Ambervale, if I may be so bold to ask, would you part with this magnificent trophy if I were to offer a sum for it?” asked the jarl with a wide grin at Cal.

	“I don’t see why not,” she replied nonchalantly. “I don’t exactly keep trophies anyway.”

	“Excellent, how does a sum of four platinum sounds then? I believe it to be a fair price for such a good specimen as this.”

	Cal raised an eyebrow when she heard the high price offered, and nodded to the offer. The jarl quickly counted out four platinum coins from his storage ring, then after some calculations, added a fifth to it.

	“The extra is for the promised bonuses in my request to hunt this creature,” explained the jarl gleefully. “I know you had not taken on the request formally, but fact is you have killed the beast for us, and I’d be a poor host to let that go unrewarded.”

	“I won’t say no then,” Cal said as she took the coins and stored them in her pendant.

	“Please, I beseech such noble guests to stay in my humble abode for the night. At least allow me to show you some hospitality for the help you have offered us.”

	 


Chapter 127: The Bounty Hunter

	“The origins and nature of the figure known only as the Bounty Hunter have always been an enigma. What was known and recorded in the history books was that the Bounty Hunter’s first activity dated to approximately seven and a half centuries ago, and that the figure in question had a preference for personal bounties that targeted scum and nobles who abused their powers, on top of official guild-issued bounties.

	The figure themself is always clad in enigma, so completely covered others only ever see their eyes, and a voice that is clearly magically altered. Not even the gender of the figure is known. Speculation has been rife about the exact nature of the Bounty Hunter, with the most popular theories being either that the figure is a name passed on to successors, or that they are an unliving who has been the only Bounty Hunter throughout the ages.”

	—Agatha Kristoffur, Historian for the royal court of the Kingdom Down Under, circa 650 FP

	Jarl Karli Angbadd’s hospitality came in the form of a lavish dinner that night. A young goat was butchered for the feast, and was roasted whole. The sight of a whole roasted goat carried by four servants on a massive platter impressed Elaina and Sidonie quite a bit, and the jarl invited them to the feast.

	It looked like plain roasted meat at first, until the sauces were brought out. Cal counted five different sauces. One was a thick, brownish-grey sauce with slices of mushroom in it, while another was a yellowish paste of mustard. Also served was a creamy emulsion with many herbs mixed in, what looked like a sweet sauce made from berries, and one she pegged as sour cream mixed with slices of onions and grated shards of hard, pungent cheese.

	The jarl himself showed them how to enjoy the feast, as he sliced some meat with a long knife and speared it with his fork, then generously dipped it into a sauce before he enjoyed it. Cal and her nieces followed his example right after.

	Also with them at the dinner was the jarl’s wife, a matronly middle-aged woman named Cornelia who hailed from neighboring Ptolodecca, as well as Sigvald and his family: his wife, Inge, son, Sigmund, and twin daughters, Dana and Nadia. The jarl mentioned that he had another child, a daughter, who was married in another jarldom.

	They all enjoyed the food with minimal chatter—it was not a Jötunbergian habit to chat while eating, unlike in Al-Shan where people lived to do that—and focused on the feast. Each of the sauces imparted a different flavor to the succulent, tender goat meat, and Cal noticed that everyone at the table seemed to have their own favorites.

	Sigvald’s young children unequivocally preferred the sweet berry sauce, while Elaina and Sidonie preferred the mushroom one. The jarl and his son favored mustard, while the ladies of the house favored the herby emulsion. Cal herself was most fond of the sour cream with onions and cheese, as the tinge of sourness and pungency matched well with the freshly roasted meat.

	Served along the feast were horns full of sweet mead and hard apple cider, the latter a local specialty made with a local breed of apples that somehow grew despite the cold of the tundra. It had a pleasing aroma full of the fragrance of ripe apples to go with its sweet flavor, if accompanied by a strong alcoholic kick.

	Late in the night Cal made small talk with the jarl and his son as they traded news and stories of their pasts. Her nieces had gone to bed already, half-drunk from too much cider, to the point that the ladies of the house helped escort them to the guest rooms.

	They said their goodbyes the next day, and the jarl also showed Cal where he had the wendigo’s skull proudly mounted—on a wall where many other stuffed and preserved monster heads were mounted—before she left.

	On their way out of town, Cal decided to follow the jarl’s advice for the next leg of the journey, and to her nieces’ delight, she rented a sled for two and a team of ten dogs to pull it. This time the dogs were somewhat smaller than the ones that had pulled the sleds for the adventurers, with thick, fluffy fur coats as white as snow.

	Elaine and Sidonie were quickly smitten with the friendly dogs, and played with them for a good while before they went on their way. Despite their smaller size, the dogs had no issue as they pulled the sled with both girls riding on it, and quickly went on a run towards Eyjafjord, the largest city in Jötunberg and their next destination.

	They stopped a bit earlier that evening, and Cal watched warmly as her nieces played with the dogs while she prepared dinner. She had also grown quite fond of those dogs as well, and gave them chunks of meat to feast on while she and her nieces had their dinner under the stars.

	Later that night, Cal was awakened when her keen ears—and her habit of sleeping light—caught the sound of the dogs growling and barking. She walked out of the tent quietly and saw why, as a mountain lion had approached the camp, and the dogs had braved the beast to dissuade it.

	Sadly the mountain lion didn’t seem to be wary of the dogs, and leapt up to pounce on one. It likely would have landed on the dog and easily killed it, except it was suddenly halted in midair, then the next thing it knew the world seemed to spin around before its head met the ground with brutal force that sent it into eternal darkness.

	Cal just looked at the corpse of the mountain lion she just killed—its skull broke when she slammed it headfirst against the stony ground—and released the tail she had grabbed in her hands. The animal couldn’t be more dead, with its brain matter scattered all over the place. Cal then grabbed the dead beast by its rear legs and threw the corpse away into the forest so it wouldn’t attract more predators to them.

	She petted the dogs as she passed by, which the dogs returned with affectionate licks, and smiled as she went back to her tent to catch some more sleep.

	It was a week’s travel between Hagenbadd and Eyjafjord, and her nieces were a bit reluctant to part with the dogs when they returned them to the rental company. Even so, their moods perked up as they took in the sights of the city around them.

	That was, until Cal noticed the dreadful aura that approached.

	The aura was not something just she felt, as her nieces had clear trepidation on their faces, while passersby hastily made way and hugged the walls to allow the hooded, cloaked figure that walked in the center of the street through.

	Cal couldn’t tell whether the figure was male or female, as whoever they were, they dressed in loose clothing that completely concealed their figure. With their hooded cloak and mask, only the eyes of the figure were visible. What Cal saw was a pair of predatory, bluish-green eyes with pupils that resembled those of a feline: hard eyes that belonged to someone well acquainted with the darker side of the world.

	She also felt a strong sense of danger from the unknown figure, her instincts honed from years of war warning her that this was likely not an opponent she could handle.

	The figure stopped only five steps away from them, and Cal had placed her nieces behind her for protection as she looked at the masked figure eye to eye, still unaware what brought this person to her.

	“Celeysria Ambervale, the Blood Demon of Al-Shan, I presume?” asked the figure. Their voice through the mask seemed to echo, and could have been a high-toned male voice or a low-toned female one; it was impossible to tell.

	“Yes?” Cal replied cautiously to the figure.

	“I am known as the Bounty Hunter,” stated the figure. “And we have business to discuss.”

	 


Chapter 128: To Claim a Bounty

	“Many have tried to gauge the combat capabilities possessed by the figure known only as the Bounty Hunter. No reports exist from those who have fought the figure in combat, for they leave no survivors behind when they fight, and in their list of bounties they have claimed many a high noble, with even three kings amongst them, which suggests a very high level of combat prowess. Of important note is that the Bounty Hunter is no assassin. They will come in broad daylight and announce to their target that they have come for them, and begin their hunt right then and there.

	What witnesses have claimed and autopsies of the Bounty Hunter’s victims have confirmed however, is the figure’s affinity. The Bounty Hunter is almost certainly a mage of the void affinity, of unknown major as they have shown techniques associated with both majors before, and very likely of high caliber. If such an individual happened to be an unliving as well… then it would be no misnomer to consider the Bounty Hunter as one of the deadliest personages to have ever walked this world.”

	—Elyodna Nocruhtra, Researcher of History at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

	“What business might that be?” Cal asked with some trepidation. If it was just a threat to herself, she would not have worried too much. At worst she’d just meet her end. But with her nieces behind her, she couldn’t help but worry for their sakes.

	“These are still valid, yes?” asked the Bounty Hunter as they tossed a rolled scroll of parchment to Cal.

	Cal opened it and recognized it as the list of bounties Al-Shan had set on the usurper’s escaping cronies after they won the war: six names and pictures, two of which she knew to be dead now. She still breathed a sigh of relief as she now had an inkling of the “business” the Bounty Hunter had in mind.

	“They are valid, though I would update this a little bit,” she replied, which earned a quirked eyebrow and a look that told her to go on. She pointed at the pictures of Han Wen-Fu and Abdul Aziz before she continued her words. “These two have been accounted for, so they can be crossed off the list, while the bounties for the other four have each been raised by half again recently.”

	“Oh, unexpected,” said the Bounty Hunter. The neutral, magically altered voice betrayed no emotions whatsoever. “But good tidings nonetheless.”

	“I would like to collect the bounties on these,” said the masked figure as they dropped three human heads right at Cal’s feet. Some onlookers screamed in fright, while a couple guards who happened to be in the vicinity seemed to be familiar with such a scene and thus didn’t react much, and calmed the masses instead.

	For her part Cal knelt down and inspected the heads. The bounty they set had indeed possessed a clause that allowed claimants to either report via the guild to the empire—which would have meant a month of waiting, minimum—or to claim it from any Al-Shan official they ran across. Cal had agreed to help out as well should someone come to claim the bounty back then before she left, so she diligently checked the proof before her.

	“Ahmed bin Sadiq, Cao Wu-Meng, and Wenxiang Hu: I have confirmed their deaths,” she said after the inspection. She then tossed a pouch of coins at the Bounty Hunter which the figure caught with a gloved hand. “Nine platinum coins each, so that is a total of twenty-seven. Feel free to check the amount.”

	“No need,” said the masked figure as Cal felt the dreadful aura relax. Her nieces breathed easier behind her back, and Elaina gulped at the implications of what she felt just from the aura this stranger passively emanated. “Aideen put in a good word for you, so I trust you’re neither stingy nor foolish enough to skimp out on payment. Farewell.”

	With those words, the masked figure turned around and walked away, and soon disappeared from sight. Cal collected the heads and stored them after the figure left, and gave a relieved sigh.

	“Who… or what was that?” asked Sidonie in a timid voice. The Bounty Hunter’s menacing aura was quite a shock to the girls, who were quite sensitive to auras after the months they spent on the ship, with four old monsters to help them train their sensitivity.

	“That, was the Bounty Hunter,” Cal replied. “And I’m pretty certain that’s the one they told stories of, not an impostor trying to borrow the name. And before you ask, no. I don’t think I would have survived a fight against them.”

	“How? Are they that powerful?” asked Elaina upon hearing Cal’s words in surprise.

	“It is all a matter of compatibility, girls,” Cal explained patiently. She brought out one of the heads from the Bounty Hunter and showed the girls the too-smooth cut on the neck. “Take a look at this. No matter how sharp a weapon you have, it is impossible to have a cut this smooth and clean, unless your cutting edge is the void itself.”

	“So… they are a void mage?” asked Sidonie, still with some trepidation.

	“Likely one as strong as I am as a mage, yes,” said Cal as she nodded. “If not stronger. And a void mage of that caliber… is probably one enemy I have little chance against.”

	Both her nieces looked down as they digested that information. The girls had idolized their mother before, then transferred that idolization to their new aunt after they watched her fight and kill an opponent stronger than their mother. Her words just now were quite… sobering for them.

	Cal felt it was better to shatter wishful thinking and illusions early on, lest the world catch one unprepared, for lessons taught by the world were often far costlier to learn.

	She herself had learned many lessons the hard way, and the main—and to be honest, only—reason she survived to tell the tale was due to her constitution as a blood mage. Her nieces on the other hand, did not have that luxury of a buffer.

	“There is always another sky above the sky, kids. I have lost before; I’m not some invincible hero from a fairy tale,” consoled Cal with a smile. “I’m afraid real life is not that nice, but if you’re interested I’ll introduce you to someone who can trounce me as easily as I can trounce you this winter.”

	 


Chapter 129: A Bard’s Song of Woe

	“The bardic profession is one that has proliferated itself all over the world, as many youngsters with an artistic bent and wanderlust often go on to pursue their desires. Life as a wandering bard however, often dissuades many from it pretty quickly, as to live mostly on the road and to make a living from your tales and songs often discourages and dismays those with lofty dreams. In the end, only those with a true passion for the craft will pursue the career to their later years, and these experienced bards are usually warmly welcomed—often celebrated, even—by their patrons.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Professor of Socioeconomics at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

	After the slightly harrowing encounter they had, Cal and her nieces went to a large longhouse where a sign that depicted a mug atop a bed hung before the door, an inn and a tavern in one building. They went in, booked a room for a week, then ordered some mugs of mead to sate their thirst.

	She went and took her nieces on a trip around the city after that, as it was the largest city in Jötunberg and had much to offer travelers. They had lunch during their tour, some roasted skewers and sausages made of reindeer meat with local spices. The meat was somewhat chewy and gamey but the spices blended well with the gaminess and produced a great flavor.

	What really got her nieces excited though, was when Cal took them to a dog ranch, where they ranched and raised the breeds of hardy dogs used to pull sleds. It was also a popular tourist attraction in Eyjafjord, and the reason why was obvious.

	Immediately after they were let in, Cal and her nieces were mobbed by a horde of panting, grinning, friendly dogs of all sizes, from the larger wolf-like dogs she saw the adventurers use to smaller versions of said dogs, as well as the fluffy, long furred variant that had pulled their cart on the way here. They easily spent an hour playing and petting the docile dogs.

	Whoever ran the tour on the dog ranch, however, knew that one should hold back the trump card for the end. And even Cal almost squealed like her nieces when they were brought to a large barn-like building that housed hundreds of puppies. The little, wide-eyed puppies cheerfully yipped and flocked to the newcomers and just melted the hearts of those that saw them.

	When they headed back to their inn three hours later, both Elaina and Sidonie hugged a cute puppy each in their hands. Cal had allowed them to adopt some since Eyjafjord was their last destination before they went back to Paradise anyway, and that leg of the trip would be done via gate.

	Since many people in Jötunberg also had pet dogs and carried them around as well, nobody gave the girls strange looks, and some even took the initiative and asked if they could pet the puppies while they walked.

	When they entered the inn, it was already evening, and a crowd who was having dinner had formed. Also something that wasn’t there when they left in the afternoon, was the presence of a bard who sat on a high chair and strummed her lute while she sang a cheerful folk song.

	“Nice singing!” yelled a tall, bulky, scarred man who sat at a table near the bard. The man had a plate of roasted ribs before him, and had a massive dog curled near his feet happily chomping on the bones he gave it. “Ye got any song about war as well?”

	“Of course, patron, It will be my next song then,” replied the bard.

	Then she sang with a deep, haunting voice that echoed inside the tavern and got all eyes—and ears—transfixed to her.

	I see fields of blood~
Where the dead lay~
I’ve seen them die~
For king and land~
And I think to myself~
Why would one waste lives so?~

	Where heads rolled by~
And guts astrewn~
Where brave men passed~
And cowards died~
And I think to myself~
How could one waste lives so?~

	The promises of glory~
Of riches and standing~
Lured so many naive youngsters~
To spill their blood in vain~
I see men killing men~
Slaying all before them~
They’re really killing~
Their own hearts~

	And yet more would come~
To spill their blood~
In the name of~
King and country~
And I think to myself~
When would this nonsense end?~
Yes, I think to myself~
War was just a cruel jest~

	It was so silent in the tavern after the bard ended her song that you could have heard a pin drop. The silence prevailed for another few minutes, before the scarred man who had requested the song rose from his seat, and loudly clapped his hands.

	“Bravo!” he said as he tossed a small pouch accurately into the bard’s alms bowl. Others joined in the clapping and threw their own gestures of appreciation as coins clinked inside the bowl, while the scarred man tossed a larger pouch to the bar.

	“Bartender, drinks are on me tonight!” he said to the cheers of all. Then he walked to the bard on stage and gave her a slight bow, and said with a low voice—though not low enough that Cal and her nieces missed it—to the bard. “Lady skald, my apologies if my request dredged up unpleasant memories. It is rare to find one who’s seen behind the pretty curtains we drape war with these days.”

	“Think nothing of it, patron; memories are to be cherished… both the good and the bad,” replied the bard.

	A rowdy party occupied the tavern that night as people feasted. Whole barrels of sweet meads and crisp ales were rolled out and drained as everyone ate and drank their fill happily.

	Late in the night Cal was still up and drinking alone by her table. Her nieces had already retired for the night after they stuffed themselves, and would likely wake up with a hangover considering how much mead they consumed.

	“May I sit here?” asked a voice. Cal looked up from her drink and saw that it was the bard from before, and she gestured for her to have a seat.

	“It was a good song, and too much of it true, but sometimes to fight and kill are the only options people have,” said Cal with a faraway voice after the bard sat down. The song had made her reminisce of the war back home, and all the blood shed over those decades.

	“That is true, and often it is the poorer people who have to get their hands dirty; it’s why songs about heroes and vigilantes are so popular for us,” replied the bard. The woman was unusual looking, with a pretty human-like face, but with fox ears growing atop her head. Cal dismissed it as likely some therian blood further down the line, as Fyodor had looked similar, although therian features were more noticeable in him. The bard’s next words caught Cal somewhat off guard, however. “Wouldn’t you say so, Grand Marshall Ambervale? Or do you prefer the moniker ‘Blood Demon’ instead?”

	“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage then, since I don’t even know your name,” replied Cal. “Also I know there were stories around, but was I that easy to recognize?”

	“Kino Aphelia Renard, wandering bard, at your service,” said the bard as she introduced herself. “And to answer your question… well, white-haired, red-eyed half-elves aren’t that common… but to tell the truth? Aideen has said quite a bit about you.”

	“No wonder, and here I thought I might need to be dying my hair for some anonymity or something.”

	 


Chapter 130: A Return in Autumn

	“The family that slays together, stays together.”

	—Saying attributed to Reinhardt Edelstein, Captain of the Free Lances Mercenary Company, circa 20 FP

	Two weeks later, in the last month of autumn, Cal led her nieces towards the royal castle, where the teleportation gate in Eyjafjord was kept. They had an extra companion for the trip, as Kino the wandering bard mentioned she’d tag along since she wished to go back to Paradise as well.

	When they reached the castle gates, guards crossed their spears and barred their way as they asked for identification. Cal was about to bring hers out for inspection, but Kino beat her to it. The bard tossed what looked like a signet to the guard, who grew wide eyed at its sight, and hastily bid them to go through.

	Cal didn’t ask. She had long suspected that the young-looking, half-therian woman might have been an unliving as well, so this did not surprise her in the least. Anyone who called the Silver Maiden a “friend” was unlikely to be simple.

	The guards stationed at the gate chamber itself gave Cal’s nieces odd looks—both girls had their dogs hugged close to their chests—but let them through without a word after a similar showing of the signet by the bard. The four of them walked through the gate without a hitch, and reappeared in the gate hub room in Paradise.

	Today the gate room was mostly empty other than a couple of guards. Cal recognized one of them as one of Magnus’s descendants and waved at him while she walked out. She didn’t know whether her family had already arrived in Paradise or not, so she led the group towards Aideen’s tower first.

	Halfway towards the tower, they ran across Aideen as she gave Unitia and Idania a tour of Paradise, and both groups quickly greeted one another. Kino enthusiastically hugged Aideen, and they exchanged kisses to the cheeks before they chatted like old friends with one another, while Cal went to her family.

	Elaina and Sidonie had let their puppies down, and the little dogs trailed their owners as they panted and grinned with their tongues out, and tails wagging. Both Unitia and Idania were visibly quite smitten by the cuteness, and crouched to pet the dogs while the sisters told them their story, which got the dogs’ tails to wag even faster.

	Elaina’s pet was a white, fluffy ball of fur, a samoyed if Cal remembered the name of the dog’s breed right. Whereas Sidonie’s grey and white wolf-like pup was called a malamute, and while it looked the same size as Elaina’s at the moment, would end up a size or two bigger once it grew up.

	It turned out that Idania and her mother had also arrived only two days ago in Paradise, and the news they received is that Khal-Est should arrive as well by next month. At that point it would be simplicity itself to invite Vark and his family over since it was the winter holidays for the institute and he was but a gate hop away.

	For the first time, her whole extended family would meet each other. It was just a shame that her father was no longer around to witness it.

	After she had that thought, Cal broached the topic and asked Idania and Unitia if they would like to visit her father’s grave together, after the reunion. Ideally together with Khal-Est and his family as well, but that was a topic to broach later when her half-brother had arrived.

	Needless to say, Unitia dearly wished to pay her last respects to her erstwhile husband, even if it was half a century late. Idania also wished to come with them, and so did the sisters. As if to echo their agreement, the two little dogs yipped happily as they ran around their owners’ legs.

	Cal bid her family goodbye for the time being, as she went on to look for Ying Xiao. Xain had entrusted the girl to her, and she would gauge the girl’s progress, and adjust her training as needed. A quick query with Aideen told her that the girl should be at Shi-Huang’s place, so she went there as told.

	After Shi-Huang’s half-therian wife opened the door and allowed her into the house, Cal quickly found Ying Xiao in bitter combat with the older blood mage. This time, he didn’t use a training spear, but a weapon from a bygone age Cal recognized as a “ge,” or also commonly called the dagger-axe halberd.

	Cal was quite familiar with the weapon, as it was after all an ancestor to the fang tian ji halberd she used, of which Ying Xiao’s fang tian hua ji was a derivative of.

	The ancient weapon shared the same long, double-edged spearhead, but instead of a crescent blade mounted like an axe, it had a dagger-like, single-edged blade mounted almost like a scythe, but at a slight upwards angle. On the backside was a thicker bit of metal that served as counterweight, with two spikes extending from it, one pointed straight along the tang, and the other pointing towards the shaft. The spikes allowed the weapon to be used in a backstroke, or to hook an opponent.

	The old blood mage was clearly an expert with the ancient weapon, as Cal could see that he was not anywhere near serious yet, whereas Ying Xiao was giving her all already.

	That said, Cal was pleased to see that the girl had improved a lot in the months she had been away. Both the girl’s skill with her weapon and her ability as a mage had improved by leaps and bounds, and the fresh cuts on her body showed that Shi-Huang also understood the need for harsh training for a fellow blood mage.

	More than that though, the girl had grown noticeably taller in the months she had been gone. While still short for her age—and she likely would still end up rather short when fully grown—Ying Xiao had filled out well, and where her limbs used to be slim and malnourished, they now sported hard, well-trained muscles that were evidence of her hard work.

	Cal chose not to interrupt their training, and instead stood by the side as she watched the young girl with some pride. It would have been difficult to find another student who took to the harsh and grueling training like a fish to water the way she did.

	 


Chapter 131: Ying Xiao’s Growth

	“Children are the most malleable during their latter physical growth period, which for most lasts until they are ten to fifteen years of age, depending on race. Those who miss out on training during these golden years usually pay for it later in life, when they find their potential growth more limited because of laziness during their youth.”

	—Professor Doctor Mallard McFowler, PhD, World Renowned Expert on Therian Physiology and Medicine

	Despite how Ying Xiao spent her early years without any proper training, it was ironically the hellish years she suffered under the magistrate’s son’s ministrations that had truly brought her potential out. Cal had learnt the hard way that for blood affinity mages to truly push out their potential, constant injury and pain were often needed as a catalyst.

	The horrible torment Ying Xiao faced on a near-daily basis in those two years had evoked her potential as a blood mage as effectively as the first three decades of the civil war had done for Cal herself. What was left was pretty much to properly condition the girl’s physique, and impart actual fighting techniques to her.

	Her physique had grown well this past year, and as fighting techniques went, just the fact that Shi-Huang used his actual weapon instead of a training weapon was proof enough. Her skill with the halberd had improved greatly, and Cal considered taking her on her trip for the next year, for more hands-on training.

	After another hour, she took over for Shi-Huang and sparred with Ying Xiao herself. Where Shi-Huang sparred more carefully with her and patiently imparted skills slowly, Cal was far more direct. Her lessons were often accompanied by pain and injuries, and Ying Xiao was a bloody mess by the time they called it a day.

	Even so, not once had the girl asked for a break, or even lost her drive to fight on. Her stubbornness really reminded Cal of her old self.

	Together they walked towards Aideen’s mage tower after they bid their farewells to Shi-Huang and his wife. When they reached Aideen’s tower, Cal opened the door, which was unlocked as usual—Aideen never locked her door—and led Ying Xiao in.

	They found Aideen by the dinner table, where she was making herself a sandwich out of the cold cuts and cheeses kept there. She waved at Cal and Ying Xiao nonchalantly when she saw them arrive.

	Ying Xiao’s face blushed red and she covered her eyes with her hands, while Cal just shook her head, because Aideen was completely naked other than for a towel draped over her shoulders.

	“Before you ask, no. Ain’t nobody gonna be telling me not to strut around naked in my own tower when I feel like it,” said the unliving woman, half in jest.

	Cal just shook her head some more and helped herself to some of the food as she pulled Ying Xiao over to a seat and told her to eat.

	“Care to give her a quick fix?” asked Cal as she munched on her own food.

	In response Aideen just flicked a finger, and in seconds the many cuts all over Ying Xiao’s body vanished as if they had never existed.

	“T- thank you,” Ying Xiao stammered. She still kept her head down while she ate, as despite her past, the girl was still young, and very shy. The polar opposite of the ancient pervert who sat naked across from her.

	“Take it easy, girl,” Aideen said with a smirk. “You’ll get it when you grow up later. Anyway, what’s up, Cal? I imagine you got something you want to ask, else you’d be hanging out with the family.”

	“As a matter of fact, I do have a favor to ask,” answered Cal after she washed down her food with a mug of cold ale. “Do you happen to have a mercenary acquaintance who is good at healing? I plan to bring Ying Xiao with me next year, and a healer could aid with her training for that time.”

	“I have several in mind, yes. Where do you plan to head out to next year?” asked Aideen in return as she shamelessly leaned on the back rest of her seat.

	“Ptolodecca, to the Dunes of Navata, then to the caliphate before I return in winter,” answered Cal.

	“Oh, that makes it easy then. Giorgio should be around Ptolodecca come spring, he should be available, and he’ll be a good guide for the Navata and the caliphate too,” answered Aideen immediately. “Don’t worry about him declining. I’ll talk to him myself. Got some people I’d like to introduce to you in Ptolodecca anyway.”

	“I’ll thank you beforehand then for the favor,” said Cal. “I’ll likely be away during early winter, so if the kids come by, let them know I’ll be back by the second month or thereabouts.”

	“Sure thing, easy. Taking the family to visit the grave like you mentioned earlier I assume?” asked Aideen.

	“Yes. It’d be the first time all of us gathered together, so it’d only be appropriate to pay Dad a visit,” replied Cal with a faraway look on her face. “Come to think of it, the last time I visited was just before I embarked on my travels… The time sure flies by…”

	“It’ll be… your fifth year on the road soon, won’t it?” Aideen queried. “Time does fly when you take things as they come, and find contentment in what you have.”

	“That it does, indeed,” replied Cal. She then looked to the quiet—and still slightly blushing—Ying Xiao, who had silently nibbled on her food with small bites all this while. “You will need to express yourself more, Ying Xiao. I hope our trip next year will help a little with that.”

	“Yes, Shīfù. I will endeavor to improve myself,” answered the young girl in an—for Cal—overly serious tone.

	“You’re going to the caliphate next year, if I didn’t hear wrong?” chimed in another voice suddenly from the stairs. Before long, Kino the bard had descended the stairs, clad only in a sheer negligee that made Ying Xiao blush again on sight. “Aww, what a shy little girl~” Kino teasingly said when she saw the girl blush red.

	Then she walked over to Aideen and gave the unliving woman a kiss, straight on her lips, which they held for a good half minute or so, and just made Ying Xiao hide her face from them.

	Both women giggled at the sight of the fiercely blushing girl as they separated, while Cal just shook her head some more. She was quite used to how Aideen was, but it was clear that even after a year in Paradise, Ying Xiao wasn’t.

	“Anyway, mind an extra tagalong for the trip?” asked the half-therian bard as she helped herself to some food and beverages. “Won’t be a burden for you, promise.”

	Cal looked at Aideen and queried with her eye, which the unliving woman returned with a slight nod, well within her expectations.

	“I don’t see why not, feel free,” she said in reply to Kino’s question.

	 


Chapter 132: A Family, Reunited

	“To be able to reunite with family is an opportunity to be cherished, for too often people put the opportunity aside in favor of others, only to regret it when it is all too late.”

	—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

	“Brother!” Cal said as she hugged Khal-Est just after he descended from the wagon. He and Lorna had hitched a ride from the Bronzemane Clan’s caravan, who happened to be on their way to Paradise, and Cal could see the old matriarch wave at her from her wagon, so she waved back with one hand as she hugged her brother with the other. “It has been a while.”

	“Indeed, Sister,” said Khal-Est as he returned her hug warmly. Cal’s elder brother looked around, but didn’t notice anyone else nearby. “The letter you sent said we have an elder sister? And a stepmother?”

	“That’s right,” said Cal as they separated. “Aunt Tia is likely busy entertaining your grandchild. Come, I’ll bring you to them.”

	“Lead the way, then, Sister,” said Khal-Est as he grasped his wife’s hand and they both followed after Cal.

	Cal led the couple to a large inn—the largest in Paradise in fact—within the second circle of the city, that was run by an extended family of unliving humans, which was a rarity in itself. Maebh, the innkeeper’s granddaughter, greeted them, and Cal thanked the red-haired girl as she pointed out where everyone else was.

	They entered to joyful laughter, and a warm smile graced Cal’s face when she saw Unitia happily playing with—and spoiling—little Ilena who sat on her lap. The rest of the family were having their own conversations, and it was Leila who spotted their entrance first.

	“Grandpa! Grandma!” she shouted as she hugged her grandparents. Naturally her actions attracted everybody else’s attention, and they turned to the new arrivals.

	Vark and his wife also came over and greeted their parents, as they hugged each other.

	Then Unitia approached them, little Ilena still cradled in her hands. With one hand holding the toddler, she gently caressed Khal-Est’s cheek with her other hand, and tears seemed to have wet her eyes.

	“You look so much like him…” said Unitia as she wiped her tears. “Pardon this old woman’s impoliteness… I just missed him so…”

	“It is fine… Aunt Tia,” replied Khal-Est using what Cal told him Unitia preferred to be called, and the old elven woman visibly brightened at his words. She then invited them all to sit around the large table—it was one of the inn’s private dining rooms—and the whole family traded stories from their respective experiences.

	Not long after, the innkeeper’s wife—a raven-haired woman who looked deceptively young, and had enough resemblance to Aideen that Cal wondered if she was a relative to her—came in and served them dinner.

	Thick slices of soda bread made with treacle and ale, thickly spread with butter were served heaped onto a large platter. So were potatoes, mashed with kale, butter, and spring onions until smooth; the copious amounts of salted butter incorporated in the dish made it a meal in itself.

	Also served were platters of mussels, steamed with cider and with slices of smoked pork laid atop their plump orange flesh. A thick stew of flavorful mutton, onions, and potatoes was served in a large pot, one large enough for everyone present to have seconds.

	Slices of luscious smoked salmon were served with a dollop of sour cream on top of a fried potato pancake, while a second large pot contained cabbage and smoked pork, boiled until the pork was fork-tender and the cabbage had turned translucent.

	The family feasted on the simple, yet homey and hearty meal together, until they all leaned back in their seats with full stomachs and sated appetites. The innkeeper’s two sons—one resembling each parent—came in and tidied up the plates, then returned with more mugs of crisp, refreshing ale.

	Cal understood well why Aideen recommended this inn for her family to stay in during their stay in Paradise now.

	After the meal, she brought out the topic about visiting her father’s grave, and to little surprise, everyone agreed unanimously. Vark went home to Levain that night to pack some winter clothes for Ilena, for the Al-Shan winter was not to be trifled with.

	Two days after their reunion, the entire family gathered by the portal hub, with all of them except Cal wearing winter clothing. She had warned them beforehand of how cold Al-Shan, and specifically the island where she lived during her childhood and where her father was buried, could be during winter.

	After all, unlike her, the rest of her family had not grown up in the extremely cold weather she learned to love and enjoy since young.

	As soon as they stepped through the gate, the difference in temperature was immediately felt. It was still early winter, yet Al-Shan already had frigid temperatures. The guards at the pagoda allowed the whole family to pass without inspection once they saw Cal, and they soon made their way to the street.

	A light flurry of snow descended upon them as they walked out of the pagoda, which filled Cal with a nostalgic feeling. So did the sight of the white streets, covered entirely by powdery fresh snow. She led them through the capital city, to a place where they could travel by carriage to the western port in Al-Shan.

	The carriage got them to the port by evening, and they stayed the night there, warming themselves up with piping hot soups and hot rice wine, as Cal made plans for the next leg of their journey.

	Early the next morning, they chartered a ship to bring them from Al-Shan to Diao-Nan. The journey itself was uneventful, and they reached their destination in six days, one day ahead of schedule thanks to good winds.

	That winter, Cal stepped foot once more on the island where she was born for the first time in over a decade.

	 


Chapter 133: Visit to a Grave

	“The Al-Shan people practice an unusual form of burial. Whereas most people in the mainland bury their dead, usually in coffins or cloth wrap, people in Al-Shan cremate their dead instead.

	Traditionally half of the ashes that remain after the cremation are scattered on a body of water, be it the sea, or a lake. The other half are buried in a small tomb, which usually houses the ashes of both husband and wife, as well as any unmarried children of theirs.”

	—Elmer Wachowski, Scholar of Culture from Port Serda

	“You grew up here, Celeysria?” asked Idania as she walked down the port beside Cal. The older elven woman shivered and hugged herself closely with both arms, despite her thick winter jacket.

	In contrast, Cal—as well as most of the dock hands busy at work in the port—only wore a light tunic and trousers, as she—and they—seemed to find the early winter chill refreshing. Some dock hands even worked shirtless, exposing their upper bodies to the cold winds as they labored.

	“Yes, I did,” replied Cal as she took a deep breath of the frigid air, then exhaled a puff of white. The frigid temperature evoked many a nostalgic memory from her childhood days, when her parents were still alive and watched over her. “The weather’s always refreshing in early winter like this.”

	“This is refreshing?!” chimed Leila from behind them. “How cold does it get here in deep winter if early winter is already this cold?”

	“We don’t consider it deep in the winter here until you can take a pot of boiling water, spray it up into the air, and have it land as ice,” replied Cal with a smirk on her face. “It’s not really winter until then.”

	“Brrrr…” said Leila in turn as she imagined the bone chilling temperatures that would necessitate.

	“I assume your father is buried deeper inland, child?” asked Unitia gently as they walked further into the small port town.

	“Yes, indeed,” Cal replied with a nod. “It’ll be most expedient to hire mounts to get there sooner, I’d say. It’s roughly a three-day trip with them, a week without.”

	“We’ll leave it to you then, Sister,” said Idania. “This is your hometown after all.”

	The mounts Cal rented were a local breed to Al-Shan. They were a large breed of domesticated horned wolves, easily a meter and a quarter tall at the shoulders, with thick, white to light grey fur, and a single, spiraling horn on their foreheads.

	Not the best pack animals, but excellent for when you needed to travel fast in wintertime, as carriage services were suspended due to ice and snow clogging the roads. Cal rented one wolf for each of them, minus herself. Four of the wolves dragged a large sled behind them, where Unitia, Lorna, Krystal, and Ilena sat securely, while everyone else was quite eager to try riding their wolves.

	It took some getting used to for most of them since the wolves’ loping gaits were very different to more stable horses. As per Cal’s suggestion, they laid down and hugged the wolves’ backs with their bodies instead of sitting on them, and found the ride more pleasant—not to mention warmer—when they did so.

	Cal herself walked alongside them with long steps, easily as fast as the wolves, and they made good time in their travel. Diao-Nan was one of the most tamed islands in Al-Shan, and threatening wildlife was a nearly nonexistent thing on the island.

	Three days later, they reached a small farming commune located next to a small grove of trees, with a frozen lake forming a triangle to them. Cal led them to the largest farm, where they temporarily entrusted the rented wolves. The middle-aged woman who greeted them seemed in awe at Cal’s presence, and she quickly asked the woman a few questions in the local language.

	Cal bid the family wait for her a moment, while she walked towards the modest wooden house set in the middle of the farm. When she was three-quarters of the way to the house, an old, balding, but still fit man dressed in simple clothes opened the door and came out. He stood straight and gave her a palm-over-fist salute once she approached.

	“Sàng Jiāngjún Ambervale, it is this old man’s honor that you visit my humble abode,” said the old man.

	“Shàngxiào Zhang,” said Cal she returned the salute with one of her own. “It pleases me to see you in good health.”

	“The easy life on the farm does have its charms, Sàng Jiāngjún. So does the lack of heavy responsibilities to shoulder,” replied the old man politely as they hugged like old friends. “Pray tell my idiot son is doing fine for himself?”

	Zhang Wen had been one of Dinah Haroone’s personal guards, and had also known Cal since his younger days, as they had a short-lived relationship when he was a teenager. The end of that relationship had also been what spurred young Zhang Wen to seek a different life and join the military. By thirty he had made it to a position as a princess’s personal guard… then the civil war erupted.

	He remained loyal to the liege he was sworn to protect, and soon found himself fighting side by side with Cal. By then he had long let go of the old flame between them, and had sought a relationship with one of the princess’s maids, who bore him a son and a daughter.

	During the last decade of the civil war, Zhang Wen had grown too old to fight, but his son Hu-Lao took his place on the front lines. His daughter and son-in-law were not combatants, but they helped with the logistics during the war.

	After the war ended, he retired back to his home village, together with his daughter, son-in-law, and grandchildren, and lived peacefully in a farm at the village where he grew up.

	The same village Cal grew up in, many years before.

	“Hu-Lao is doing fine, yes. He’s a jiāngjún now, and one of the most trusted,” answered Cal to the old man’s question. “He hasn’t visited?”

	“That scoundrel sends letters every three months, but always has duties that prevent him from visiting his old man,” explained Zhang Wen. “At least it’s good to hear he’s doing well for himself. I do wish he’d bring over the girls for a visit sometimes though.”

	The girls he referred to were Mustafa’s nieces, who he adopted together with Hu-Lao when they became a couple. The old man viewed them as his grandchildren as well, and was quite close with them during the civil war.

	“Is my father’s grave… fine?” asked Cal with some trepidation. She had not visited the grave ever since she last stepped foot on Diao-Nan during the civil war a decade ago, and was somewhat worried about its state.

	“We keep it cleaned up regularly, though given the snowfall lately it’d likely be buried in snow by now. Should I have Xian-Ni clean it up?”

	“No need,” Cal said. “It would only be fitting if I cleaned it myself.”

	 


Chapter 134: Cleaning A Grave with One’s Hands

	“Cleaning graves has long been a semi-ritualized part of Al-Shan culture. Those with great wealth will often arrange elaborate ceremonies and hire professional cleaners, to show their affluence and their respect to the dead. However, what’s considered the highest form of respect and dedication to the departed is actually well within even poor folks’ means. It is the act of cleaning the graves yourselves, with your own two hands, that is considered the highest form of respect given to the dead.”

	—Elmer Wachowski, Scholar of Culture from Port Serda

	It was not a long walk to the gravesite of Calais Edrunviel and Samantha Ambervale. A mere fifteen minutes worth of journey for the group, as they soon spotted the small grave, buried in snow, and set slightly within the small grove of trees, facing the frozen lake.

	When Cal’s parents were still alive, that spot used to be their favorite spot, as it was positioned just right to see the sunset shine beautifully over the lake, and before her mother died, she had requested to be buried there. Her father had requested the same of her near his passing, and she had respected his wishes.

	“Father, Mother,” Cal whispered as she knelt before the grave, and reverently cleaned the piled-up snow with her bare hands. The cold wasn’t even a bother for her, and she had not bothered with gloves.

	Beside her, Khal-Est and Idania solemnly knelt down as well, as they joined her in the work of cleaning up their father’s tomb. The rest of the family looked on solemnly from behind them, while some like Lorna and Unitia gave prayers for the departed according to their respective faiths.

	It took them ten minutes or so to cleanse the small tomb—really just a smallish rectangular stone pillar, with Calais and Samantha’s names engraved on its front face in Al-Shan script. Beneath the pillar lay a small stone chamber that housed urns filled with the ashes of Cal’s parents, with room for several more as it was traditional for tombs to be familial in Al-Shan.

	Together they had polished the stone clean, and Cal went to the lake to cleanse the receptacle for incense, as melted snow had permeated its contents. The upper layer of the lake was frozen, but she simply punched hard and broke the ice, before she washed the brass receptacle in the frigid water until it shined again.

	Then she filled the receptacle with fine ashes, solidified them into a neat, low mound, and set it before the gravestone. The stone plates for offerings to its sides she also took to the river and washed. Cal then filled them with offerings of fruits her father used to love—with each half sibling carrying some from their own region—arranged carefully on the plates, and placed them back where they had been set.

	Cal then took some incense sticks from her pendant—not the finest incense sticks, but simple ones that smelled of sandalwood, which used to be a favorite of her father, and mother too—and passed some on to her half siblings while telling them what to do with them.

	They each lit five incense sticks, knelt before the grave, and prayed for a while with their eyes closed, before they each gave a deep bow, and reverently placed the incense sticks in a neat formation on the prepared receptacle.

	After they paid their respects, they stood aside and gave way, as Unitia knelt before the grave and paid her respects to her late husband. She had asked Cal for some incense too, to respect the customs of the land Calais had chosen as his place of eternal rest, and Cal gave her seven as befit her seniority.

	For Vark, Elaina, and Sidonie, she gave them three each, while Leila and Ilena—helped by her mother since she was still too young to really understand—had a single incense stick each.

	After they all paid their respects, Cal took out a broom with rough bristles and swept the snow in the area surrounding the grave away. The rest of the family joined her in the endeavor, and fifteen minutes later that patch of land had been cleared of every sign of snow.

	“Celeysria, child, why not build a roof over the grave instead?” asked Unitia after they had cleaned the area and were readying to return.

	“Father had not wished for it,” replied Cal as she remembered the days when her parents were still around. “Before he died, he had asked specifically for an uncovered grave, to return to nature, in his words.”

	“That… does sound like him, indeed,” sighed Unitia with some sadness, but also some relief that the man she had loved had not changed much in the centuries they had been apart. “Thank you for bringing us to visit him, child. For that you have my gratitude.”

	“There is no need for gratitude, Aunt Tia. We are family, and I just did what I’m certain my father would have liked me to do.”

	The family then walked back to the farm where Zhang Wen and his family lived, and along the way, while Unitia was occupied with teasing Ilena, Idania leaned close to Cal and whispered in a very low voice that only the two of them could hear.

	“Thank you, Sister, for having given my mother closure at last,” Idania whispered in Cal’s ear. “She always pined for Father these long centuries… and this visit… might just be what she needed to move on with her life.”

	“I only did as was proper,” replied Cal in return, in a similarly low whisper. “But I am glad that it has aided her so, and I’m sure Father would be happy as well.”

	Together they walked, slightly more somber than before, but also with relief of having done what they came for, and before long they had reached the farm.

	Originally they had planned to return right away, but when they heard that Zhang Wen had already ordered a suckling pig and two chickens butchered and a feast cooked up, they couldn’t turn down his offer of hospitality without feeling bad, and thus stayed the night at the farm instead.

	 


Chapter 135: A Weight Lifted off One’s Shoulder

	“It’s strange, and frankly annoying, that so many people try to define what filial piety is in words and terms, often to serve their own personal agendas. It is because of these people—often hypocrites themselves—that many things were once viewed upon with disgrace in our lands, like to intermarry between the Huan and the Aqwa, or to love those of the same gender, for such unions would bear no offspring to continue the lineage.

	My son is an example of both of those cases at once, and I am proud of him, for he is proudly being himself. That he and his man also gave me three adorable granddaughters—adoption always works—for me to dote on, is definitely a bonus in my favor. Now if only they could visit more often…”

	—Zhang Wen, former Shàngxiào of the Loyalist Army of Al-Shan

	The feast that night was rich and luxurious, especially for one served in a mere farming estate. Zhang Wen’s daughter and son-in-law showed their experience from when they had apprenticed under Ling Qi, the current royal court chef.

	It was a feast of delicacies, of roasted suckling pig so tender the flesh and fat melted in their mouths, while the skin shattered to the bite. Chickens were stuffed with sticky glutinous rice, bamboo shoots, and mushrooms, and baked together in a clay shell that was broken right at the dinner table itself to reveal aromatic, succulent flesh.

	Ten kinds of vegetables were stir-fried together in a thick, starchy, savory sauce, served poured over noodles that were deep fried until crisp. The noodles softened as they absorbed the thick sauce and possessed quite a unique mouthfeel and flavor.

	They spent the night huddled together in a large, communal guest room offered by their hosts, and had a peaceful night of sleep. The next morning they thanked Zhang Wen for the hospitality and departed, though not before Cal promised the old man that she’d pull his son’s ear for him and tell him to visit more.

	It was a loping ride back to the port town, where they stayed for another day to wait for a ship to depart, which took them back to Al-Shan island after another week-long trip.

	They were greeted with the wondrous sight of a white roofed city, where the snowfall had covered the top of most every building in the place to a surreal effect. Instead of heading straight back to Paradise though, Cal offered to take them to a little tour of the place, while she also dispensed with Zhang Wen’s missive.

	It was thus with surprise on everyone’s faces—save Vark and his family, as it was their second visit there—when Cal casually brought them into the Imperial Palace and the emperor himself greeted them in a friendly manner and invited them in.

	After they all had a pleasant bath in the Imperial Palace’s bath—with the emperor and empress no less—and were treated to dinner at the same table as the archipelago’s sole ruler, the rest of Cal’s family finally understood just what kind of status she enjoyed in her homeland. Status she let go to travel the world instead.

	Even breakfast the next day was at the same table as the emperor and empress, consisting of various pieces of small steamed or fried dumplings with all sorts of fillings. Cal’s favorite had been a steamed dumpling with crystal-clear skin that had a filling of minced meat and soup within, which everyone else also took a liking to.

	Cal left her family as they chatted with Xain and Layla, as well as Samira, in a study, while she excused herself to seek out Hu-Lao. She could hear them trade stories of the past, often linked to her, and smiled with some nostalgia as it reminded her of the old days.

	Zhang Hu-Lao was easy enough to find, as she found him and Mustafa watching over new recruits to the imperial guard as they were drilled in the training grounds. Cal had a smirk on her face as she stealthily approached Hu-Lao from the back, and quickly pulled his ear backwards by the lobe, not fast enough to injure, but with enough force to unbalance the man and force him to take a few steps back.

	“Ow ow ow, hey!” Hu-Lao complained as he saw the perpetrator while his husband struggled to contain his laughter by the side. The training soldiers who saw the scene looked on dumbfounded, unsure how they should react at their general getting yanked around by the ear like a little naughty brat. “What was that all about?!”

	“That’s from your father. I’m just passing it on,” Cal stated, the smirk still present on her face. She stood tall with her toned arms crossed in front of her chest as she looked down—literally as she was half a head taller than Hu-Lao was—on the man before her. “He said you ought to visit more often. He misses the girls.”

	“Ahahahaha! Can’t blame Father for being annoyed, Lao-er,” said Mustafa as he called his husband by a more affectionate nickname. “We did last visit like two years ago. I’ll arrange for some leave in the coming months for us to take the kids to visit Father-in-Law.”

	“And thanks for the message, Celeysria,” added Mustafa as he thanked her.

	“It’s the least I could do. Old Zhang did help me take care of Father’s grave all this time after all,” she replied with a smile. “Do take good care of him while he’s still in good health. Age is one enemy that knows little mercy.”

	“That is indeed so,” answered Mustafa as he caressed his own thick beard. He had grown a bit portlier since the rebellion days, though still in fit shape overall. “Are you staying for long this time?”

	“Probably a week or so at most, just taking some family around to show them where I grew up,” said Cal with a smile. After the visit to her father’s grave, and having brought the whole family to pay their respects to the departed, she felt lighter. It was as if a matter that always nagged her at the back of her mind was finally resolved, and its weight departed from her shoulders at last.

	 


Chapter 136: What it Means to Champion the Deities

	“As most Champions of the Gods kept their identity as such a secret, the few who publicly admitted to it—most often Champions of the Wind Deity Aistrofuri—were often scrutinized with critical eyes.

	In more than a few occasions throughout history, people had even detained these Champions, and tried to use their title to further their own desires and agendas, always without said Champion’s agreement or cooperation.

	And yet, for some reason, everyone who attempted this throughout history soon found themselves beset by horrible luck the likes of which sounded utterly implausible, the sort people would balk at if told about in a story.

	Take the Sons of Theodinaz for example, who tried to force the recently discovered Champion of Wind to herald their cause against his will. What sort of bad luck is it even to have the Blood Demon of Al-Shan suddenly drop by their compound and slaughter everyone there one night?”

	—Hieronymus Verzil, High Priest to Pesca in Levain and a theological scholar of renown

	That night, Cal awoke from her sleep to find herself not in the lavish bedroom in the Imperial Palace Xain reserved for her use despite all her protestations, but somewhere else entirely instead.

	With a start, she watched around her surroundings, and recalled them from a previous situation, similar to the one she found herself in. She was floating atop the clouds, with clean blue skies above her, and nothing but a white, fluffy layer of clouds beneath.

	Her own body felt different, ethereal almost, and it bothered her that she couldn’t sense the blood that flowed within her like she usually could. Unlike the last time she had this sort of experience however, she realized that she could move freely, not just be a spectator to what she had back then assumed to be a strange dream.

	Once she got a measure of her surroundings, again she felt the similar feeling, that of twenty-one blurry, unidentifiable figures watching her, taking her measure, and rendering judgement. This time, she could more vaguely sense what elements they represented, and had guessed that these were likely the Champions of the Gods.

	There were no voices exchanged, at least none that Cal could hear, rather more of a general feeling of emotion that passed between them instead. Some seemed to be in discussion, whereas a few others radiated a feeling of approval for some reason.

	One of those feelings of approval was from a figure she had pegged as likely to be Wind, and if these were the current Champions… That would probably be Ergan there. A suspicion that just strengthened itself immediately when she felt a feeling of sheepishness from the figure just as she thought that.

	What felt like amusement echoed from many of the other figures, and soon after she felt more feelings of approval. Cal kept note of the elements associated with the figures from which she felt the approval, and counted fire, water, wind, metal, light, sand, void… and mortality as the ones that gave it, while the others felt like they wanted to observe more.

	Cal tried to project a questioning thought to the meaning and intention of whatever was happening. That was when two figures, indistinct and unidentifiable to her eyes—or whatever passed for eyes in whatever form she was now—one obscured by a bright white glow, and the other hidden behind a flowing, serene blue light, appeared from above.

	The glowing figures descended before her, and from them she felt a feeling of awe, of power far beyond her wildest imaginations, yet it was a gentle and kind power, one meant for nurture and creation, instead of destruction. Where their power merged together, it also gave her an extremely familiar feeling, one she had known all her life. The feeling of blood magic.

	“Child of man,” echoed an otherworldly, ethereal voice in her mind, of indistinguishable gender or source, yet for some unfathomable reason she was certain that it originated from the white figure. “You must have questions, about where you are, and why you are here. Ask them, and receive your answers.”

	“I was told this is supposedly the conclave of Champions,” Cal said, less in a voiced manner and more that she thought of saying the phrase. The feeling of affirmation she received in return emboldened her to go on. “And I would assume… that before me are the Deities of Life, and Water.”

	“That is correct, child of man. And you are brought here, because you have caught the eyes of many of our current Champions,” replied the voice in the same genderless “voice” to her. “Eight of twenty-one have approved of you, and the rest have no objections, which means we would ask you, whether you would be willing to become one of our Champions.”

	“What does it actually mean, to be a Champion to the Deities?” Cal asked with genuine curiosity. The offer presented to her baffled her, but her lack of understanding of the so-called Champions themselves, prompted her to ask further first.

	“To be a Champion… is to serve as the embodiment of an affinity. You are considered for the task, because who you are already embodies it as is,” replied the deity patiently to her question. “You would not be required to do anything against your will, as what we want… is just for you to remain being yourself, for your existence to serve as an anchor to the affinity itself.”

	“This… is a lot to suddenly decide on,” Cal stammered somewhat in reply.

	“Have no fear, child of man, for we require no answer at this very moment. Take your time to consider, and should you feel that you would like to take on the task, we will summon you again,” replied the deity with a kind, understanding tone. “Maybe even discuss it with a few of our Champions as well. You should have a good inkling on where to find some by now.”

	“May I ask one last question?” Cal asked as she pondered the deity’s words. She had indeed known one Champion for certain—Ergan still resided in Paradise at the moment—and had very strong suspicions on the identity of another. “Why the difference in treatment? The Champion I know mentioned that he was just suddenly appointed Champion out of nowhere one night.”

	What felt like a raucous wave of laughter swept over the conclave, and Cal felt amusement from even the deities themselves as she voiced her question.

	“Each of us chooses our Champion in a different way… Wind is whimsical, and they chose their Champion on a whim as well; that is all there is to it,” came the reply, still entirely tinged with amusement. Now that your questions are answered, go and rest, child of man, and ponder upon the offer given to you.”

	Celeysria Ambervale woke up in her bed at the imperial palace with a start, and saw that it was already dawn outside. The dream—if it was a dream at all—she had was beyond vivid in her mind, and considering that it was their last day of stay in Al-Shan, she couldn’t help but feel that the timing was deliberate.

	One thing she knew for sure, was that there were questions she would have to ask once she got back to Paradise.

	 


Chapter 137: A Discussion for One’s Future

	“When it comes to matters that will affect you for your entire life, never make a snap decision on it, lest you fall into regret on a later day. Unless you’re on the battlefield fighting for your life, in which case, go ahead.”

	—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

	The next morning, the family had breakfast with the imperial couple as usual, before they bid them their goodbyes and promised to visit again. With a last hug, Cal departed with her family, with a promise to visit when she brings Ying Xiao back the next year in winter.

	They walked together back to the pagoda, took the gate there back to Paradise, and since it was still rather early in the morning, Cal excused herself by saying she had some private matters to handle first.

	She found Ergan—the mixed descent bard she accidentally rescued back at Barzum and supposedly the Champion of Wind—nervously waiting for her right outside the gate hub. He looked as if he had been waiting for her arrival, which just doubled her suspicion that the one of the blurry figures she saw in her “dream” last night was him.

	“Miss Ambervale? Ma’am deVreys asked me to bring you over,” said the bard with some nervousness. He did not seem much different than how he was when Cal saved him a couple years ago, despite his stay in Paradise and what she assumed to be his status as a Champion.

	“Lead the way, then,” Cal replied as she followed behind him. She already had an inkling why, considering that she had long suspected Aideen to be a Champion as well. After all, who would be fit as Champion of Mortality if not the first who wielded it?

	To no surprise, Ergan led her in a familiar route, straight to Aideen’s personal tower. They both entered the tower, and climbed up to where Aideen had her dining room. There, Cal saw seven other figures already waiting for her, as well as empty seats for herself and Ergan.

	Cal surveyed the seated people as she took her seat. Aideen herself was one of them of course, leaning back relaxedly on her seat while giving her a wave of her hand. A few other faces she recognized and had half expected to see, like Magnus, the fire archmagus who loved cooking, and Hogart the blacksmith. They were indeed at the top of their craft; of that there was no doubt.

	She had also already met the other four figures, but had not suspected them to be of such lofty status in the least. One of them was Shi-Huang’s half-therian wife, who looked amused at her surprise as she played with her fluffy tail with one hand.

	The twin brothers who were the owners of the inn where her family had stayed were also present, both giving her friendly smiles. The elder twin she had not seen before because he was out of town on an errand wore his hair long and cultivated a neatly-groomed mustache compared to his more gruff looking brother.

	Last of the figures in the room, but definitely far from the least, was the cloaked, masked figure Cal met once in Eyjafjord. The Bounty Hunter.

	“Glad you could come by, Cal,” Aideen said once everyone was seated. “I’m guessing you already got a good idea why we’re all gathered here, no?”

	“I presume… you all are the Champions I felt approval from yesterday, in the conclave,” replied Cal seriously. She was still uncertain what exactly she had been offered, but was well aware that it involved powers far greater than any mortal could fathom.

	“Close, but not quite,” answered Aideen with a shrug. “Ol’ Rags isn’t here, not that there’s any way we could have transported her here anyway, nor a way to get her inside a building this small. She ain’t no shapeshifter.”

	“Rags? Wait… do you mean… Ragiula? The kraken?” asked Cal with evident surprise.

	“The one and the same, yep,” noted Aideen with some amusement as she replied back. “Ain’t no rule that a Champion of the Deities gotta be a human or anything.”

	“That’s… unexpected,” admitted Cal, slightly lost for words, which brought her to instead wonder why there were eight people in the room then.

	“Let me do the introductions. Magnus and Hogart you already know for sure. They’re the Champions of Fire and Metal as you can tell,” said Aideen as she made the rounds. “And Ergan I have no need to introduce you to since you ran into him before we did. He is indeed the Champion of Wind.”

	“You’ve met Eirycea often already,” Aideen went on as she gestured towards Shi-Huang’s wife. “She’s the Champion of Sand, though if you read your history books you’d know her better as the Thousand Shards, who made her fame during the Al-Shan invasion of the mainlands some seven centuries ago.”

	“These two are my father and uncle,” Aideen said as she introduced the twin brothers who owned the inn. They gave Cal a friendly wave which she returned, and now that Aideen mentioned it, she could indeed see some family resemblance. “They’re the Champion of Light. Before you ask, yes, sometimes the duty can be given to more than one person at once like in their case.”

	“And she… well, you already met the Bounty Hunter,” added Aideen as she went to the last person in the room, who sat on their seat and radiated menace. “Would you cut it out with the jest already? You’re scaring Ergan there shitless.”

	“Okay, okay, just having some fun with him, y’know?” A melodic female voice that Cal recognized came from beneath the mask. The Bounty Hunter pulled off her mask, and lowered her hood, to reveal a fox-eared, pretty face she recognized well. Kino the bard, the acquaintance she’d made… in Eyjafjord, shortly after her encounter with the Bounty Hunter. “Heya Cal!”

	“Kino is the Champion of Void,” said Aideen after Kino revealed herself and withdrew her menacing aura. “And as you might have guessed by now, I am the Champion of Mortality. Now feel free to ask your questions.”

	 


Chapter 138: Incentives and Responsibilities

	“There is no such thing as a free gift. Most everything in this world has a price, even if it might be something as vague or insignificant as a good impression from the recipient. Should someone offer you a gift and insist it’s for free, take heed and beware ulterior motives.”

	—Saying attributed to Reinhardt Edelstein, Captain of the Free Lances Mercenary Company, circa 5 FP

	“What exactly does accepting the offer entail?” asked Cal to everyone in the room. She was not exactly wary that deities of all things would stoop so low to fool mortals like her, but their description in the dream was rather vague, and honestly, sounded a bit too good to be true. She then further clarified to them, “The responsibilities the position demanded, I mean.”

	“Pretty much what Vitalis and Remidis said to you in the conclave,” answered Kino with a smile from her seat, where she was twirling a high stemmed glass filled with good wine and enjoying its bouquet of aroma. “Be yourself, enjoy life, and your presence will passively anchor the affinity to what it should be like.”

	“The deities choose based on personality and character, and no other criteria,” intoned Magnus from the side as he caressed his long, well-groomed beard with one hand. “Those chosen as candidates are people whose selves already embody the affinity they possess in some ways, and thus they just need to remain themselves.”

	“We are the ones who have been Champions the longest out of everyone gathered here,” started the elder twin brother of the Champions of Light, a long-haired man that was Aideen’s uncle. He had introduced himself as Caelleach Fiachna earlier after Aideen introduced him to Cal. “About… a thousand years now I think?”

	“A thousand, two hundred, and eleven years as of this year, Brother,” replied Ciarran, the younger twin. “So please believe us, Lady Ambervale, when we say that ever since we took the responsibilities, not once have the deities made a demand of us.”

	“It… I just thought it sounded too good to be true,” replied Cal with some surprise in her voice.

	“Oh, you can fucking bet it is!” said Eirycea while she laughed out loud. “You haven’t even heard yet what you’re granted as a reward when you become one. When you do, you’ll totally be thinking that there must be a fucking catch somewhere behind all that!”

	“What does she mean?” asked Cal with some curiosity.

	“What she be meanin’, lass, is dat we all here be immortal. In da realest sense o’ dat word,” replied Hogart, the dwarven blacksmith. “We be livin’ here in Paradise and claim ta be unliving ‘cause it’s da best possible excuse for us ta be livin’ forever.”

	“To be precise, Cal, once you choose to become a Champion, you are granted true immortality, with some restrictions, for as long as you remain within the role,” explained Aideen before Cal could voice her queries. “You cannot have offspring once you pass the natural age at which you could have them, but otherwise, it’s pretty much immortality. For you, and a few companions you choose.”

	“Companions?” Cal’s eyebrows quirked up on that word from Aideen. “Elaborate, please.”

	“Each of us can basically choose to take our close friends or families with us, to accompany us through our time, however long it lasts. They will be granted the same immortality, but it will be tied to you, and when you cease to be, so do they,” answered Aideen with a slightly sad smile on her face. “There are limitations, however. You can only choose those who have passed away, and they need to pass on after you become a Champion, not before. Also, at most… I believe you can have… Hey, Dad, how many did Radoth have with him? I forgot.”

	“He had fifteen of his family members with him at one time,” replied Ciarran.

	“That many people with you,” concluded Aideen. “That said, you do need to consider that living forever isn’t all rain and sunshine. People grow tired of life after too long. Radoth’s family have all chosen to pass on to the cycle of reincarnation by now, hence why we needed someone to replace him, since he wished to do the same.”

	“We can lay down the role and pass on should we get tired of it then?” Cal asked with some surprise. On one hand, the idea that some people got tired of eternal life was strange. On the other hand, her aunt Tia had told of many stories of old elves taking their own lives, precisely because they were tired of living.

	“We all could, yes. Some like Champions of Wind do so more regularly than others do. While the Champion of Death has been one and the same since time immemorial as far as I know. It really depends on their personalities,” replied Aideen. “I’ll introduce you to the Champion of Death when we go to Tohrmutgent. He lives there.”

	“This all… honestly sounds too good to be true,” Cal said after some thought. “Yet on the other hand, I sincerely doubt deities would be playing such an elaborate prank on someone like me, much less with you all participating.”

	“Everyone says the same at first!” said Kino as she laughed cheerfully. “There’s no hurry anyway, you can take your time thinking. Old Radoth’s been up there for centuries, he can afford to wait a few years more.”

	“What Kino said is right, Cal. Take your time thinking about it: there is no need to hurry your decision,” noted Aideen. “I’d say you should at least finish your trip around the world first, visit every place you want, then make a call on it.”

	“That’s… not a bad suggestion, thank you,” replied Cal with a nod. “Maybe I should do just that indeed.”

	“Do so then,” said Aideen as she smiled gently. “The deities can wait. Years for us is but mere moments for them, so don’t feel hurried on their account.”

	 


Chapter 139: Cruel and Unusual Practice

	“I actually know of several other younger blood mages who swore off a life of violence, and sought after more peaceful means of living. They lacked the mental strength to cope with the pain they received constantly, and developed a fear of it. This naturally rendered them useless as soldiers, and we had to let them go as a result. One of them is still around in Knallgant, and makes the best rye bread in town.”

	—Aelfried Stahlfaust, the Undying, Graf von Meergant

	After the unexpected talk and revelations, Cal went through the winter normally, mostly relaxing around with her family, though she had a bit of a harder time keeping the secret since her family happened to be staying in the inn run by Aideen’s family.

	Her students came over from Levain the next week, however, which brought her mind out of contemplation and to their training instead. She had promised them that, if they were willing, this year she would teach them the more advanced things, and they had come to collect on her promise.

	She had borrowed a room at a local clinic for the training, as it would likely end up bloody, and the clinic had floors enchanted to clean themselves well of blood and the like.

	Besides Ying Xiao, Ognar, Giselle, and Willa, Leila, Fheeri, and Fyodor also came to watch, and so did Elaina and Sidonie. Aideen and Shi-Huang were present as well, to help take care of the aftermath of the training itself.

	“Before we begin, I must emphasize that what we will be practicing will involve a lot of pain,” Cal said in a serious tone to her three students. Ying Xiao was excluded from the speech, because she was already too well acquainted with what she wanted to teach the rest. “I will not look down upon you should you decide to call it quits, so keep that in mind.”

	Her three students looked at her, then to each other with some visible nervousness, before they turned to face her again and gave her a firm nod, signaling their willingness to participate.

	“What I will teach now, I hope you will never need to use in a real situation,” added Cal, still without any playfulness in her voice. “But if you do fall into a situation where you need to use it, it will likely be what stands between life and death.”

	Once again, the students nodded their heads. They had come wearing only simple, cheap tunics, as had Ying Xiao, as they were instructed to do so. From that alone they had bad premonitions already, as being told not to wear their armor likely meant they would be training directly with their bodies instead.

	“Ying Xiao,” said Cal as she turned to the young girl. “Please demonstrate for them.”

	Ying Xiao nodded, then pulled her large blade out from her pendant. She had some difficulty positioning the blade properly as it was longer than her arm, but soon she had it pointed straight at her own chest. The other students watched what she was doing with some obvious trepidation.

	Without even a flinch or any hint of hesitation, Ying Xiao plunged the blade through her own chest, right through her heart, and out her back, all without even showing a hint of pain on her face, as most everyone watching—other than Aideen and Shi-Huang—recoiled from the sight.

	“What this training will be about,” explained Cal in a detached voice from the side, completely unbothered by the sight of Ying Xiao impaling herself on her blade. “Is to train yourself to keep your body going, and thus keep yourself functioning, despite injuries that would be fatal to most others.”

	“For reasons I refuse to delve into, Ying Xiao is already very well versed at this. Her blade is enchanted with anti-magic enchantment, so she is circumventing her injury despite that handicap,” Cal went on even as her students gulped as they realized just what the training would entail exactly. They gulped again when Cal deposited a small pile of weapons before them. “Since you three have not experienced the same, I prepared some more mundane weapons for you to train with first. Start with smaller injuries, then slowly ramp it up. We will be supervising, and Aideen is here to heal you should you fuck up, so you can put your mind at ease.”

	“Make no mistake however, this training will be very painful. You will either walk out from this considering pain as an old friend, or you will be so traumatized you’ll swear off violence forevermore and find a more peaceful living instead,” added Cal as her students started to experiment tentatively on themselves. Giselle was the most timid, while Willa just started off by stabbing herself through the lung, and seemed to do well in shrugging it off. “Once you start getting used to these, we’ll escalate and have you train with weapons enchanted with anti-magic. And then practice this in live combat conditions.”

	The “practice” that followed was better described as a gruesome scene of self-mutilation that made some of the onlookers turn green at the gills. Fheeri had asked Cal whether such brutal practice was really needed, though her tone was entirely a curious one.

	“Better they get used to this in a controlled, safe environment than learning it the hard way, in battles of life and death,” replied Cal to Fheeri’s query. “I learned these skills the hard way myself, and on several occasions only barely made it out of the field alive long enough for some healers to get to my aid.”

	Fheeri seemed to be satisfied by the answer, though she gave a questioning look to Ying Xiao, who was excluded from the training because of how familiar she already was with what the others were doing. Questions raced across the therian girl’s mind on how a girl of fifteen would be so familiar with that, but she wisely decided to leave those questions unasked.

	For her part, Cal had no intention of ever telling anyone of Ying Xiao’s horrible past, as it was a secret kept only amongst Xain, Layla, Samira, Hu-Lao, some members of the royal guard, and herself. Should the girl decide to share it with someone else one day though, that would be entirely her call to make.

	 


Chapter 140: New Year, New Destinations

	“Having people to share joys and sorrows with helps with both of them. Happy times feel even better when shared and propagated with others, while having other people to help shoulder the sorrowful times makes them feel lighter on the heart.”

	—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

	Winter proved to be an interesting time, as Cal spent the rest of the season guiding and looking over her three students as they trained their bodies to function despite injuries that normally should prevent that. None of the three had quit, and even Giselle, who was only participating gingerly at first, soon took to the training with determination and had kept up with the rest.

	It was three months of what must have been excruciating pain and torment for the three teenagers, yet they practiced without a complaint, while Cal and Ying Xiao sometimes offered tips that helped them handle injuries they weren’t yet familiar with. Cal had many tips to share when it came to dealing with interfering mana or anti-magic enchantments, which she freely shared with her students.

	Come spring, Cal prepared for the next leg of her trip, to the Lichdom of Ptolodecca, which dominated the southern half of central Ur-Teros. She had a larger entourage for the trip, as Aideen and Kino tagged along as well. Aideen had some people she wanted to introduce Cal to there, while Kino just felt like tagging along.

	Her nieces both came along again, as did Ying Xiao as she had planned. One unplanned addition was Leila, however, as the girl had graduated from her course early, having pretty much learned far more than the rest of her classmates during her time learning under Cal and in Paradise, and had asked to be allowed to join them. Since Vark had given his permission, Cal let her join their group.

	All seven of them walked through the portal to Tohrmutgent in Ptolodecca with Aideen in the lead, as she was more familiar with the city. She told Cal that she had lived there early on in her long life, and had many friends there, some of whom she insisted that Cal should meet.

	When they walked through the gate, everyone in the group—other than Aideen and Kino—flinched when they saw the spear-wielding skeletal death knights that lined the walls of the room, although they relaxed their guards when they saw the undead remain docile in their presence.

	Two individuals in hooded black robes came to greet them, and they seemed to recognize Aideen on sight, as they bowed deeply before her and bid their group welcome. They allowed Cal and the rest to pass through without even the most cursory of inspections, which made Cal somewhat wonder just how influential Aideen actually was.

	Aideen led them through the city—the gate was housed in a heavily guarded building by the city center—on a leisurely walk as she played tour guide to the rest, as for everyone other than her and Kino it was their first time visiting the city.

	The first thing that got Cal’s attention was how skeleton soldiers were present and on guard on literally every intersection of the city, often with little children playing around or on them. Aideen explained that they were there to help keep crime nonexistent in the city, and Cal could definitely see how having a guard that needed no rest on literally every single intersection would help with that, if be a bit constricting.

	Another thing that caught her attention was how clean the streets in the city were. For a city of over tens of thousands of people like this, she had expected some trash and dirt on the road—not even Al-Shan was this spotlessly clean—instead of roads so clean they looked like they were never used.

	Cal soon saw the reason why the streets were so clean when a roving group of skeletons with brooms and other cleaning implements passed by the other side of the street and cleaned it. She asked Aideen about it and was given the reply that many such skeleton crews worked perpetually around the hour to keep the city clean.

	The destination that Aideen led them to was the Palace of Bones, also known to be the greatest cathedral in worship of Tohrmut, the Deity of Death, and where the Bone Lord, suspected to be the only lich in existence, resided.

	Cal—along with her nieces and Ying Xiao—was awed by the visage of the grand cathedral, a truly massive building, larger than the castles and palaces of many emperors and kings. It was constructed out of a granite base, with a vast multitude of decorations and sections made entirely out of pristine white bones and ivory.

	There were several smaller chapels to the side of the grand cathedral itself where worshippers went to pay their respects to the deity most of the time, as the main cathedral itself was only used on special occasions.

	Aideen led them straight to the main cathedral, where the door opened itself as she approached. Cal was alarmed when a large hand made of white bones grabbed Aideen soon after she entered and lifted her up, but relaxed when she heard the unliving woman’s laughter from inside.

	She too walked in, and saw a sight that nearly made her gasp. Aideen was being hugged by a four-meter-tall undead monstrosity, which had the shape of a being of flesh and blood, despite its entire body being constructed out of cleverly assembled bones. The twelve-armed being hugged Aideen close to it with its four larger, triple jointed arms with more humanlike hands, while its six heads—four of which resembled puppies while the other two resembled kittens of all things—rubbed themselves fondly on Aideen’s body or licked her with a bony faux tongue.

	It dawned to Cal that the undead construct acted much like a pet seeing its owner after a long time.

	“Oh, Auntie Aideen? Nice of you to visit,” said a woman who came over soon after they entered. The young woman looked like a half-elf, with long, flowing silvery hair, and was seated atop another undead construct that looked almost alive, one in the form of what looked to be a winged wolf, easily two meters tall at the shoulder and also entirely made out of cleverly assembled bones.

	“Oh, Mimia! Good timing!” Aideen said as she greeted the newcomer. “Put me down please, Trí?”

	The undead construct with the puppy and kitten-like heads listened to Aideen, and placed her down gently while it gave a sound that sounded like both a whine and a purr. Aideen walked over to the bone wolf and nuzzled its muzzle as she scratched its chin with her other hand, while the construct rubbed its head on her with fond familiarity.

	“Who are our guests this time, Auntie?” asked Mimia as she dismounted from the bone wolf. “I know Kino, but the rest are new to me.”

	“Oh right. Mimia, meet Cal, and the rest are her nieces and students,” Aideen said as an introduction for Cal. “They’re Calais’ descendants.”

	“Cal, meet Mimia,” Aideen continued as Mimia gave a surprised look at her last words. “She would be your aunt by blood. Your father’s elder sister.”

	 


Chapter 141: Meeting with an Ancestor

	“The existence of the unliving sometimes caused meetings that would normally be impossible to happen, like an ancestor meeting a descendant of theirs from a millennium later. Such meetings were usually unexpected, and rare, but most of the time cherished by both sides of the meeting.”

	—Wexley Siduros, Scholar studying the unliving at the Levain Institute for Higher Learning

	“Oh my, oh my, this is most unexpected!” Mimia said as she held Cal’s hand and looked closely at her face. Though they were both half-elves, Mimia was a bit shorter: only as tall as Aideen, and far less physically built compared to Cal, though from her face Cal could indeed spot some similarities to her father. “You do look quite a bit like little Cal, inherited his hair too~”

	While albinism itself wasn’t that uncommon in nature, the sort Cal’s father, Calais, had was actually rather magical in nature, tied to a mutation in life affinity, commonly found amongst elves. Those born with particularly strong talent in life affinity often exhibited albinism, and it carried down to their descendants as long as they still had life affinity in them. It was one reason Khal-est and Idania both inherited the trait, but not their children.

	“This is a bit awkward, since we’re meeting for the first time. You’re named Cal as well?” Mimia asked with some curiosity in her voice. Aideen just watched them interact while she playfully scratched the chin of the bone wolf—Cal thought she heard Aideen call it Haon—while patting the other bone monster’s heads with her other hand.

	“Father named me Celeysria, yes… Aunt Mimia,” said Cal in reply to her aunt’s question. “These are Elaina and Sidonie, they’re my elder half-sister Idania’s daughters. And that’s Leila, she’s my half-brother’s granddaughter.”

	“Little Calais has so many kids?” Mimia said with a slight scoff, like a sister being miffed at her little brother. “That naughty kid rarely sent news home, so we never knew much about him other than what Aideen could tell us. Is he… still alive?”

	“Father passed away over fifty years ago, Aunt Mimia,” answered Cal solemnly.

	“I should have expected as much… that would put him at… just over a thousand then. Being unliving often makes you forget how fast time passes for others,” said Mimia somewhat sadly. “Enough dallying though, come with me. I should introduce you all to Grandpa. He’d be so happy to meet you all.”

	“Grandpa?” Cal asked with some curiosity.

	“My grandfather, so your great-grandfather. He lives here as well, and also became an unliving on his death,” explained Mimia. “Come along, I’ll introduce you all.”

	Mimia led the group further into the bone cathedral. Cal and her nieces were quite awed by the many lifelike sculptures and decorations around the cathedral, all made from bone and ivory, as well as murals set in gigantic blocks of clear resin that depicted figures made from bone and ivory in various activities. They were done in such lifelike poses that Cal wouldn’t have been surprised to see the figures walk out from their dioramas.

	Before they walked that far in, they ran into another half-elven woman, one with jet black hair tied in a long ponytail. She had a lifelike owl made from ivory pieces perched on one shoulder, and a large raven made from blackened bone pieces on her other shoulder.

	“We have guests, dear?” the woman asked as she saw Mimia lead the group inside. Then she saw Aideen at the back of the group and smiled widely. “Aunt Aideen! It’s been a while!”

	“Heya there, Éirynn,” said Aideen as she hugged the woman. “Cal, this is Éirynn, my niece. She’s also been with Mimia since when they both were still alive.”

	“Nice to meet you,” Cal said, as Éirynn nodded and shook her hand.

	“You seen Grandpa, Éir?” Mimia asked her long-time spouse. “Cal here is little Calais’s kid, and most of the rest are his grandkids or great-grandkids so I want to bring her to meet him.”

	“Grandpa Drietven? He was by the kitchen last I saw him. Let me have Noí look for him,” replied Éirynn, as the raven on her shoulder took flight and flew towards the direction she came from.

	“He’s still there, follow me,” she said a minute or so later, as she led them on their way.

	They walked a good five minutes—the cathedral was vast—before they reached their destination, and there Cal saw an old elf, who looked to be in his eighth or ninth century, standing with the raven that Éirynn called Noí perched on his shoulder.

	“Grandpa!” Mimia called as she saw the old elf, and went to hug him like a spoiled child.

	“What is it, Mimia? And hello, Éirynn,” asked the old elf as he hugged Mimia with one hand and waved at Éirynn with his other hand.

	“Grandpa! That is Celeysria, she’s Calais’s daughter. Those beside her are her nieces and grand-niece, and her student as well,” introduced Mimia.

	“Oh? Truly? Come closer, child; let this old man see you better,” said the old elf—Drietven, Mimia said his name was—with a grandfatherly smile on his bearded, wrinkled face. Cal walked closer, as did Elaina, Sidonie, and Leila, and the old elf gently caressed her face with one wrinkled hand. “Yes… you really are my grandson’s child, I can see his features in you… it has been so long since he departed from here to find his own way of life…”

	“Nice to meet you too… Great-Grandpa,” said Cal in return with a slight smile. It was an unexpected surprise that Aideen had known of other, far older family members of hers, but she was… happy to meet them.

	They soon had a lively, friendly chat, and when Cal mentioned that the rest of the family was still gathered in Paradise—Vark had gone back to Levain for his work, but that was a single gate away, and Khal-Est had stayed to mingle with Unitia and Idania some more when Cal left—Drietven decided that he should ask for a rare vacation so he could visit them. Mimia and Éirynn agreed with the suggestion, and Aideen volunteered to introduce them since she would be going back with them.

	For now, though, Aideen wanted to first introduce Cal to another figure who resided in Ptolodecca. Namely, the Champion of Death.

	 


Chapter 142: The Champion of Death

	“Probably due to the manner of how they are announced publicly by their own deity, the vast majority of known Champions of the Gods in written history were Champions of Wind. At times others have revealed themselves, only to disappear into obscurity once more, while suspicion on others remained only that: suspicion.”

	—Illyvich Aglev, Theological Scholar in the Elmaiya Empire

	Cal had left her nieces and Ying Xiao with Mimia and Éirynn, as Aideen and Kino led her deeper into the grand cathedral, where they were to meet the Champion of Death. By their words, while Aideen’s uncle and father were amongst the oldest Champions, the Champion of Death far predated them, to the point that there hasn’t been another Champion of Death ever since. He was the first of that title, and also the only first-generation Champion who still held onto the title to this day.

	Their course brought them directly to the throne room, which was behind a set of majestic double doors made entirely from ivory, large enough to admit a giant. A dozen undead constructs shaped like knights in bone-white suits of armor lined up to the sides of the door, and upon noticing Aideen, they collectively bowed, then pulled the doors open to permit them entry.

	Within the ornately decorated throne room—though Cal noticed that every decoration there was made from polished bone or ivory instead of the usual jewels and gold—was a massive throne, shaped like the skeleton of the tyrant lizard Cal once hunted. Seated on the “tongue” of the skull was a diminutive skeletal figure in a robe of black, seated cross legged as he watched them enter, with eerie green soul fires in his eye sockets.

	Cal was informed of his identity prior to the meeting, he was Nec Aarin, the Champion of Death, better known as the Bone Lord, and who the Lichdom of Ptolodecca got its moniker from. Despite him looking much like an unliving, Aideen had denied that he was one, since he had existed for millenia already by the time the unliving began to emerge.

	That same ancient figure from a bygone era rose from his seat when he saw them approach, and went straight for Aideen, who gleefully collected the small figure—he barely stood a meter tall or thereabouts—into her arms and gave him a big, warm hug.

	“Grandpa Aarin~”

	“Little Aideen~ it’s been a while since you last visited,” said the Bone Lord in Aideen’s arms as he returned the hug much like a doting grandparent would to their favorite grandchild. He also gave an acknowledging nod to Kino, which she returned politely. “How is everyone? And what brings you here this time?”

	“Everyone’s doing fine, and we’re here to bring Cal around a bit,” Aideen said teasingly. “You should remember her from last conclave,”

	“Indeed I do. May I, girl?” the Bone Lord asked as he gestured with one hand. Cal understood his meaning, and trusted Aideen enough, so she extended her right hand to the Bone Lord who grasped it, and sent in his mana for a cursory check. “Hmm, impressive indeed for one of her age, and since the deities didn’t mind her personality shouldn’t have any issues either. I’d welcome you if you decide to join our little club, girl.”

	“Forgot to tell you, Grandpa, but she’s little Calais’ youngest child.”

	“Oh? Did you have her meet Drietven and Mimia already then?”

	“Of course! Oh by the way, I brought some of your favorite snacks. Rein baked up a fresh batch just this morning for you~”

	“Oooh, now that’s my favorite grandchild~ do me a favor and do the usual since Drietven isn’t here, will you?”

	“Sure!”

	Before Cal’s eyes Aideen worked her magic on the Bone Lord, flesh and skin covering the skeleton, as organs formed and orangish fur started to grow. What surprised Cal the most was how the Bone Lord looked after the process, since the ancient lich just looked like a positively adorable little therian with a fluffy, banded tail.

	“Surprised, girl?” asked the Bone Lord when he saw Cal’s baffled face. He laughed with a chittering sound at her look. With a snap of his fingers, one of the larger wall decorations dropped from its place, and walked to the middle of the room, where it rearranged itself into a round dinner table with four chairs around it, all made from polished ivory. “Everyone has that same look on their faces the first time they see me like this.”

	Two rather young elves in neat butler uniforms came in shortly after Cal and the others seated themselves, politely placed dainty porcelain cups before everyone, and poured tea for the group, after which they left the teapot and a smaller pot of honey in the middle of the table before they excused themselves.

	Aideen then brought out a large basket from her bag, from which she brought out a multitude of sweet treats. Center to the display were small cakes with alternating black and white icing covering their surfaces, which the Bone Lord assaulted with a near-childish glee.

	Cal tried one of them as well, and she found that the icing alternated between bitter and sweet. The cake itself was fluffy and moist: not too sweet, with a gentle flavor, with a small amount of sweet-sour marmalade in its center. Having delicious sweets paired with the strong hot tea—a different variety than she was used to, but also brewed strongly like she favored—was heaven in itself.

	She noticed that Kino and Aideen added a good amount of honey to their tea, while she and the Bone Lord favored it unsweetened. They exchanged approving glances to each other’s taste, and made small talk as they snacked happily on the multitude of sweets Aideen brought with her.

	During the small talk Cal also learned that the Bone Lord was the one responsible for showing elves from Drietven’s tribe a different way of living, and that her great-grandfather had served him as the head butler since over a millennium ago.

	 


Chapter 143: Living Among the Dead

	“It is an odd land that manages to seem like both a utopia and a dystopia at the same time, yet Ptolodecca manages it somehow. Perhaps it owes that distinction partly from being the only major nation that primarily worships Tohrmut, the Deity of Death, and has been run by the Bone Lord from ages undocumented by history.

	On the utopian side, it is a land of plenty, where taxes are notably lower than what most other nations collect. Crimes are near nonexistent within its borders, owing to the ever-present security force spread throughout the land. The land remains clean, both in the physical and the metaphorical sense as well.

	Yet at the same time, many of these benefits are made possible by the Bone Lord’s presence, long suspected to be a lich of some sort, who has reigned as a tyrant for uncountable years. Most of the local populace are fanatical worshippers to the Deity of Death, to whom the Bone Lord himself is the highest priest of, and that fanatical worship has naturally extended to him as well.

	Corruption never succeeded to set in, because nobody even knows what to bribe an immortal lich with, while those in lower positions are often his disciples, or disciples of his disciples, and they all fear his wrath far too much to risk taking any bribery. The aforementioned security force is in the shape of undead soldiers stationed at literally every intersection, where they forever stand watch.

	Yet at the same time, the people who live there do not mind the constant watching at all, nor do they mind the guiding hand of their benevolent—to them—tyrant. Should people dislike such a life, all reports indicate that they are simply permitted to leave wherever they feel like going.

	Ptolodecca remains a land of stark juxtapositions to this day, and the Bone Lord remains firmly seated on his throne in the Palace of Bones. None of the neighboring nations trifle with Ptolodecca, as lessons from history have long ago taught them that when incensed, the Bone Lord is not above annihilating entire nations in his wrath.”

	—An excerpt from The Great Nations of Ur-Teros by Garth Wainwrought

	After a friendly chat with the Bone Lord, he offered to take Cal around the city, an offer Cal accepted. They fetched Mimia, Éirynn, her nieces, and Ying Xiao on their way out of the palace, while Drietven stayed because he wanted to arrange things for his absence when he went with Aideen to visit Paradise.

	The incongruence of seeing undead at every intersection of the streets still bothered Cal, although it obviously didn’t bother any of the local residents one bit. Many doffed their hats or greeted the skeletons as they passed by, just like they would have done for living guardsmen, even.

	As an entourage they followed the Bone Lord to a rather crowded store, one that was frequented by many locals, clearly a popular eatery of some sort. The owner, a middle-aged man with a bushy mustache, greeted them warmly when he spotted them coming.

	“Young ladies Fiachna, Lourdes, and deVreys! It has been a while! An honor to have you all visiting my humble shop again,” said the proprietor enthusiastically as he greeted Éirynn, Mimia, and Aideen respectively. Apparently Aideen came to Ptolodecca often enough that people recognized her by sight. “Please have a seat! I happen to have a really ripe one today; I will bring it over post haste!”

	They seated themselves around a large table, designed for large parties like theirs, and Cal looked questioningly to the Bone Lord, who seated himself near her, as he seemed content to have been utterly ignored earlier.

	“One of the best things about being in my mortal guise is not just how I can enjoy food, girl, but also because next to nobody knows who I am,” said the Bone Lord in a conspiratorial tone as he gave a chitter-like laugh. “I like doing so from time to time, just strolling around the city and seeing how the people live, while none are the wiser of who just walked by them. Those who know of this guise of mine keep their mouths shut, so do keep it a secret for me, okay?”

	“I will, definitely,” Cal said as she nodded. They had conversed in low voices that not even her half-elven nieces could hear—they were chatting with Mimia and Éirynn at the moment—and the Bone Lord had just introduced himself as their guide for the city, so they had no suspicions, probably thinking him just an acolyte at the cathedral.

	“There is a rather curious odor at this shop, Shīfù,” said Ying Xiao from her seat beside Cal. “I wonder what they serve here?”

	“Oh, it’s a local specialty here,” Kino said in reply to Ying Xiao’s question from across the table. “Foreigners tend to get scared off by it, but any local would swear by the taste. Give it a try yourself; I think he’s coming.”

	Indeed, two maid servants were headed towards their table. One of them distributed large mugs of what smelled like strong ale before each person on the table, while the other placed a large, flat wooden platter, with several kinds of sliced bread and cold cuts lined up around its circumference, while the middle remained empty.

	The proprietor himself arrived right afterwards with a large wheel of cheese in his hands, which he gently placed at the center of the platter. Cal could smell a strong, pungent aroma from the cheese, and curiously noted that the upper side of the wheel seemed indented and had many small holes in it.

	When the proprietor opened the top of the cheese wheel with a sharp knife and peeled the rind away, what greeted them was a surprising sight. The insides of the cheese wheel were mostly churned like cream cheese, and crawling all over them were tiny, fat, golden-hued maggots.

	Cal soon realized that they were not served rotten, maggot-infested cheese as an insult, but that it was the actual form of the local delicacy when Aideen, Kino, and the Bone Lord all scraped some of the soft cheese inside along with some writhing maggots with a spoon, spread it on a slice of bread, and bit down happily.

	Out of curiosity, Cal also scraped some of the cheese along with writhing maggots and spread it on some bread, while her nieces watched with obvious trepidation. She bit down on the bread, and soon the overly rich taste of the soft cheese overwhelmed her tongue, only slightly mellowed by the bread. When she chewed, she realized that the maggots in the cheese also tasted exactly like the cheese, and just gave it a textural component instead.

	“Try it with some meats as well,” Mimia said as she spread a small amount of maggot-infested cheese on a wide slice of ham, then folded it into a neat package before she popped it into her mouth. “Also tastes great that way~”

	Cal tried it as Mimia suggested, and loved the results. The lighter cuts of meats mostly mellowed the flavor of the cheese, while the more heavily spiced cuts blended their flavors well with it. Her favorite was a cut of spiced lard that made for a very rich, yet very flavorful bite.

	Her nieces watched with trepidation at first, but as they watched everyone else enjoy it, they were also tempted to give it a try. The last straw was when Ying Xiao gave it a try and seemed to enjoy it greatly, given how her eyes seemed to shine as she chewed.

	In the end, they all gave it a try as well. Elaina and Leila found it a bit too rich, and couldn’t eat too much of it, satisfying their bellies with bread and cold cuts instead. Sidonie on the other hand seemed to enjoy it greatly, and happily ate the cheese together with everyone else.

	By the time they were finished and had left the eatery with satisfied stomachs, the only thing left on the wooden platter was the hard, inedible rind of the cheese, as the inside of the large wheel had been scraped clean down to the very last maggot.

	 


Chapter 144: Introducing the Guide

	“The El-Maroof Desert is renowned for swallowing some travelers every year, and thus having a guide that knows their way through the area is considered paramount for any traveler intent on crossing it. To date the only known travelers who have crossed it without the aid of local guides have been unliving ones, and even then they usually spend so long that normal people would have perished over the duration they had taken to cross the desert.”

	—Sadiq el Bahari, Sultan of the Geross Sultanate, near the southern end of the Hassid Caliphate

	After several enjoyable days where the Bone Lord offered the hospitality of his capital city, Cal bid a fond goodbye to the Champion of Death, and continued on to the next leg of her trip. Aideen still remained with the group, for today was when she had arranged for their guide to meet with them, while Éirynn, Mimia, and Drietven waited for her since they would return to Paradise with her.

	When they reached the agreed-upon meeting place, they saw a tall goblin—Cal suspected that he had elven blood in him considering how tall and lanky he was—with dark brown skin and platinum blonde hair covered by what looked like a headscarf.

	What interested Cal was how he dressed, as the goblin wore a neat, long-sleeved shirt under a vest, with what looked like a loose, long skirt underneath, all of them from fabric that had been painted with intricate patterns, mostly in shades of brown as well. It was the first time Cal had seen that type of fabric.

	“Dan? What are you doing here? I thought I sent the missive to your dad,” Aideen asked when she saw the young, tall goblin waiting for them.

	“Ah, Lady deVreys, I regret to inform you that my father is unable to fulfill your request,” replied the young goblin with a slight bow. “Father passed away a week ago, and we received your missive just after his funeral.”

	“Oh—my condolences for your loss,” said Aideen at the unexpected news. “Did Giorgio pass on… peacefully at least?”

	“That he did,” replied Dan with a slight smirk, though with a hint of sadness in his eyes. “I believe my father would not have wanted to pass on any other way, unless it involved your ladyship personally.”

	“Wait, wait… don’t tell me he…”

	“Father passed away from a heart attack after a wild night of partying, on top of a dozen women he just had a wild orgy with, yes,” answered Dan with a full-blown smile this time. “Exactly how he often said he wanted to pass on.”

	“Got to give that old lech respect for staying true to himself,” Aideen said as she nodded to that. “He died doing what he loved, at the very least.”

	“That he did,” said the young goblin as he nodded as well. “That said, Lady deVreys, I came not just to relate the news, but also to answer your missive. I am a qualified guide myself, and am of the life affinity, which I hope will fulfill your request.”

	“I’ll have to ask first, since I’m not the one making the trip,” Aideen said as she turned to where Cal, her nieces, and Ying Xiao waited. “What do you think, Cal?”

	“Can I check him to be sure?” Cal asked in return, to which the young goblin nodded and offered his right hand. She grabbed his wrist and did a cursory check, and found that while Dan was quite young, his magic was quite well developed, and thus nodded satisfactorily.

	“You’ll do,” Cal said. “Those are Elaina and Sidonie, my nieces, and that’s Leila, my grand-niece. Ying Xiao there is my student, while Kino will be tagging along with us. We’ll entrust the desert route to you. I wish to visit the Dunes of Navata as well, if possible.”

	“The Navata? Many people ask for that, so I’m pretty familiar with the route, yes,” replied Dan after a moment of thought. He then bowed formally to Cal as he introduced himself properly. “Danang Gioputra Avati at your service, milady, though feel free to just call me Dan. How may I address you?”

	“Just call me Celeysria,” replied Cal with a smile as she shook the young goblin’s hand. “Pleasure to have you with us, Dan.”

	“Okay, since you got your guide, I’ll be heading home first, and I’ll take Éirynn and Drietven to meet the rest of the family,” Aideen said as she bid her goodbye. “Be seeing you again in winter, Cal.”

	“Same to you, and many thanks!” replied Cal as Aideen walked away from the group.

	They separated for the time being, as Dan needed to gather his gear first, and decided to meet by the city’s gate. Cal brought her nieces and Ying Xiao most of the way there on a leisurely walk while they snacked on street food along the way, and waited for Dan by the gates.

	He did not take long, and merely ten minutes after they reached the gate, he arrived as well, now dressed in more normal traveling attire: tunic and trousers, though he had a large, loose, cloak-like upper garment over it. He seemed slightly surprised when he saw that Cal’s group was alone by the gate.

	“Err, Madam Celeysria, do you plan to hire escorts closer to the desert perhaps?” Dan asked with some worry in his voice. “The spring and summer are the more dangerous seasons in the desert, as the vampyres and orgryns are far more active during them. I would not recommend traveling through El-Maroof unescorted during that time.”

	Cal and Kino exchanged looks with each other, then laughed, to the young goblin’s confusion. It took a while for their laughter to subside before Cal turned to Dan with a smirk on her face.

	“Why would we hire escorts?” she asked with a snicker. “What would the girls train on then?”

	“After all,” she added, “part of the reason I let them in on the trip is to get them some training as well.”

	 


Chapter 145: The Land Where the Living and the Dead Coexist

	“Would you trade freedoms and privacy just so you could live in comfort and plenty?! Is that worth trading all your God-given rights for?! To have your every move watched by undead abominations and your dead desecrated and abused long after their well-deserved rest?! Stand up and rise against this blasphemy and embrace the light! Rise up against your tyrannical oppressor, oh good people, for God will stand behind you!”

	—Brutus Callius, High Priest of Vitalis from the Elmaiya Empire, shortly before his being sent home in a “polite” manner

	While they walked out from Tohrmutgent’s northern gate, Cal admired the architecture and the way the massive gates were richly decorated. Yet at the same time she could feel the powerful magic coursing through the gates. They were heavily enchanted, as were the walls of the city for that matter.

	Kino had regaled them with the story of how Tohrmutgent had expanded four times in the past millennium or so, and how each time, they never took down the walls and built new ones. Instead, they moved the old walls further out and simply built new additional sections to account for the larger city instead. Many of the sections of the massive wall surrounding the city were literally ancient beyond belief.

	Dan chimed in and offered his share of stories now that the bard started the topic. A particularly popular story amongst the populace was how some decades ago—closer to half a century or so—a high priest of Vitalis, a hardliner fanatic at that, came to Tohrmutgent and preached to the people to “overthrow their blaspheming tyrant” in the middle of the city.

	The end result of the story was said priest getting carted off back to his homeland while gagged, with a letter denoting that his personage would be considered persona non grata in Ptolodecca, because far too many people had complained about his activities. He had preached far too loudly, and their children couldn’t get any naps in daytime.

	After the incident, the local clergy of Vitalis apologized to everyone for the action of one of their wayward brethren, but as a whole, the situation was treated almost like a joke, a mere annoyance, and not a single person was harmed during the incident.

	Cal had not opted for a carriage this time, and they took their time walking, an approximately monthlong trip to trek across the country, as she had to lower her pace to that of her nieces. Dan didn’t seem to mind the walk, and easily caught up with his long legs, while Kino kept up with the pace with ease, skipping as she walked while occasionally playing her lute and singing a song.

	At the first village—really more a small town—a day’s walk from Ptolodecca they encountered a curiosity. In the middle of the town square stood a lone death knight, clad in a form-fitting suit of bone plates, with a helmet that was lovingly crafted to resemble a wolf’s head. The death knight stood firmly, imposing in its stillness. All while a horde of little children played around or on it.

	That was also the first time they saw a death knight standing guard anywhere, as even in Tohrmutgent itself, the undead who stood guard were all lesser undead types, as elite undead like the death knights were rarely seen outside of wartime.

	When they asked, an elderly woman told the story of how that exact undead had once sacrificed itself while defending some children from a rabid wolf. The Bone Lord himself happened to be passing by at the time, and saw what happened, then personally reanimated the skeleton soldier into the death knight they saw now.

	Ever since then, that same death knight was stationed at the village even as it grew into a town, and had been treated as their symbol and mascot. Every generation of the townspeople grew up having played on the death knight as a child, and even as their local supervisor changed, the death knight remained a constant fixture.

	The story was fascinating enough, and when Cal did a cursory check on the death knight out of curiosity, she felt some really potent, old magic dwelling in it, the same feeling she recognized from the Bone Lord himself, which lent credence to the tale.

	It was mostly an uneventful trip as they walked through the Ptolodeccan countryside. They mostly spent their days on the road, while nights were spent in their respective tents. Kino and Dan had each brought their own tents, while Cal’s nieces and Ying Xiao shared her large, warded tent together with her.

	Two weeks into their journey they reached La Fiachna, a large city in the center of Ptolodecca. Tohrmutgent was oddly in the southern side of the nation despite being the capital, unlike most nations that built their capital in the center. It was supposedly because most of the land that was now Ptolodecca used to belong to other nations, long gone into history by now.

	La Fiachna was one city Cal had heard of before though, as in her chats with Aideen the unliving woman had let slip that she was originally born there, over a millennium ago.

	The current city was a sprawling, lively place, and the oddest sight was how the temples of Vitalis and Tohrmut were literally housed in the same grand chapel. The worshippers of the two deities usually got along like cats and dogs, though here in Ptolodecca they seemed much more harmonious than usual.

	When they paid a visit to the temple—Dan was pretty devout in his worship, and the rest joined to sightsee—they noticed how the decor seemed to consist of obsidian and ivory that were intertwined, Life and Death depicted in harmony instead of separate. Even the statues of the deities were placed side by side at the grand altar, and the worshippers of both mingled freely, as did the clergy.

	Since they happened to have made a stop at a big city, and it was getting late in the day, Cal booked an inn for a couple days, to allow her nieces some rest from the non-stop traveling. Ying Xiao she was certain could handle more, and Kino did not seem exhausted in the least, but her nieces certainly appreciated the opportunity to rest.

	 


Chapter 146: Entering the Desert

	“For millennia now, the El-Maroof Desert has defied civilization. Between its hostile wildlife and the frequent sandstorms, every attempt to build outposts within its territory has failed miserably, often with its toll of lives taken. The only successful inhabitants of the desert are the nomadic desert tribes, who time their migrations from oasis to oasis in order to evade the worst of the weather, and are utterly unpalatable for the wildlife of the desert. To attempt a crossing of the desert without their aid, or that of an experienced guide, is little more than a fancy way to commit suicide. If the vampyres or orgryns don’t get you, the lack of water or the sandstorms will.”

	—Dolos bin Zaeed, Veteran Desert Guide operating out of the Hassid Caliphate

	Two weeks after they continued their journey from La Fiachna, the terrain began to shift. The land became drier, and vegetation became sparser as they went, before they eventually reached a vast area that truly deserved to be called a desert. An endless sea of sand, only punctuated with the occasional undulation and sand dunes every now and then.

	The wildlife also changed: the little birds that often chirped and flew around mostly vanished, and only on occasion did they see local wyverns, as well as vultures flying overhead. Small animals often escaped from their presence, yet more often than not that only sent them into the jaws of a waiting predator that stalked elsewhere. More than a few times Cal watched as a small rodent found itself on the receiving end of a snake’s bite or scorpion’s sting as it ran, alarmed by the group’s footsteps.

	Even those predators gave Cal’s party a wide berth however, so the main obstacle they had to contend with was the horrible shine from the midday sun, which made most everyone sweat horribly, except for Kino, who just put up a very thin circle of void over her head, which kept her comfortably in the shade as she skipped happily.

	When the evening came, all the women in the party happily dunked themselves in the large portable bath Cal had in the privacy of her tent, while Dan kept guard for them outside. After they were done, Cal told him to take a bath as well, which the young half-goblin happily accepted, as much like everyone else he was keen to wash off the sweat and dirt accumulated over the day’s journey.

	The temperature dropped sharply at night in the desert, a drastic transition from the sweltering heat of the day. It was cold enough to make most people shiver, though Cal and Ying Xiao, having originated from a cold nation, were unaffected.

	They were cooking their dinner, a simple stew of meats and vegetables, in a large pot over the bonfire when they felt the sand beneath them tremble from what sounded like footsteps. Large footsteps, in quantity, headed in their direction.

	“Jancok!” Dan cursed in a local tongue Cal was unfamiliar with. The young half-elf, half-goblin guide pressed his ear against the ground, and listened as the next footsteps echoed around them. “Kutu kupret bangsat anjing kontol peler! Genderuwo! A whole tribe of them by the sound of it. Just our bloody luck!”

	“Gen-what?” Leila asked after Dan’s tirade of curses in his local tongue. None of the girls had understood what he had said, not even Cal, though judging from the way Kino giggled madly she likely understood everything he said.

	“It’s what the locals here call orgryns,” said the bard in explanation before Dan could answer Leila. “Big, fat, ugly things, love to eat people, nomadic yet territorial at the same time. Guess we ran into one of their migrations.”

	“That’s beside the point. They’re headed right our way; probably the smell of the food attracting them,” Dan explained with some panic creeping into his voice. “We should leave while we still have time!”

	“Leave? Why should we? You mind the stew; make sure it doesn’t burn up,” Cal said as she handed the wooden spoon she stirred the stew with to a flustered Dan. “Girls! It’s time for some exercise, so stop lazing around!”

	To Dan’s surprise the entire group stood up, and other than Kino, each of them brought their weapons of choice out from their storage. They turned and stared at the direction the footsteps were coming from while he watched on with bafflement. People run from orgryns, not fight them.

	Said orgryns made themselves known when they crested the peak of a sand dune a short distance away, and Cal got her first eyeful of the creatures. They were humanoid in build, though their legs were reverse jointed, which gave them an odd jumpy gait, and each of them stood easily three meters tall or thereabouts.

	Each of the orgryns had skin that ranged from green to red to brownish shades, and they had wicked claws on the three fingers of each of their hands. Despite their humped, potbellied appearance, the creatures were quite agile, and one look at their faces, where their trunk-like noses lay above their three-sectioned mouths filled with arrays of razor-sharp fangs, paired with their manic, reddish eyes, easily informed others of their status as a predator.

	And to them, people were just prey.

	“Each of you girls take one. Ying Xiao, take the two to the right,” Cal said nonchalantly as she counted eleven orgryns that were rushing towards them even as they spoke. “Three each for us?”

	“Deal,” replied Kino with a smirk as she cracked her knuckles. “Race you?”

	“Nah, I don’t go for losing bets,” Cal declined on the spot. “And any killing competition against a void mage is one lost by default.”

	“Spoilsport!” grumbled Kino with mock indignation at Cal’s words. Behind them, Dan watched the interplay with bafflement, especially the way they just utterly ignored the orgryns rushing towards them.

	He could swear that the younger girls even seemed eager for the beasts to come sooner.

	 


Chapter 147: Close Encounter of the Ugly Kind

	“More than a few have wondered how big, hulking predators like orgryns could even exist at all in a place as hostile to life as the El-Maroof Desert. Their continued prevalence is mostly attributable to their decidedly odd biology.

	Despite looking like—and being—ferocious predators, orgryns are in practice the ultimate omnivores, capable of eating most literally anything they can get into their bellies, and are even able to subsist on rocks and sand when the going gets tough.

	They also need very little water for their body size, and their skin is able to absorb moisture from the air around them. The humps on their backs are secondary fat storage, to keep themselves fueled during lean times when prey is few and far between, while water is very effectively retained within their blood.

	Despite all these advantages though, they are unabashedly predatory by nature, and there is little more orgryns love than live prey to devour. More than a few travelers fall to orgryn attacks each year, though the beasts are at least clever enough to avoid large parties.”

	—Safira madi Mudrasah, Creature and Monster Researcher from El-Hassid

	“Can you split them up for the girls?” Cal asked Kino as she eyed the orgryns, now less than fifty meters or so away from their small group.

	“Sure thing! Watch!” Kino replied as she snapped a finger and foreboding vertical lines of void appeared before the charging orgryns. Even dumb monsters like them instinctually felt the danger from those lines, and they parted around them, giving the lines a wide berth and simultaneously splitting themselves neatly as Cal wanted.

	“Okay girls, go ahead and deal with your portions,” she said as she playfully twirled her halberd while eyeing the three orgryns in front of her. “Last one to finish gets to do the dishes!”

	As Cal ran forward to meet the monsters, she could feel the magic emanating from them. Blood affinity magic, very much like her own, though far lower in intensity. It would make for good practice for her nieces and students at least, as fortunately all of them were actually well suited to fighting blood affinity opponents.

	All three orgryns before Cal had charged her together, in a neat line that prevented her from evading to the side, their wicked claws swinging towards her. Cal didn’t bother to dodge, as she instead pirouetted around and slammed her halberd—hammer end first—into the side of the leftmost orgryn before its arms could reach her.

	The blow was moderated, strong enough to throw the three-meter orgryn into the other two with plenty of force, but not so hard that she would have torn it into halves instead. Cal took the moment it bought her to assess how everybody else was doing.

	A glance to her left showed two headless orgryns slumped down on the ground, ochre blood flowing from the stumps of their necks, while the third eyed Kino with evident fear and was backing away from her.

	It was futile, as with another snap of her fingers, a sphere of void appeared where the orgryn’s head was, and when it vanished a moment later, so did its head. A section of its trunk that got cut off as well as its headless body then fell to the ground like sacks of potatoes, and Kino looked at Cal as she gave a friendly wave.

	Cal just shook her head and felt glad she didn’t take the bet with Kino as she saw the remaining two orgryns before her rise and go for her, with more caution this time. The third one, which took the brunt of her blow, was folded over in a very unnatural angle on the ground, its innate blood magic failing against the catastrophic damage, and only serving to prolong its suffering instead.

	She casually swatted away their swinging claws with her halberd, then distracted one with a quick flick of her left hand, which sent a throwing dagger into one of its eyes and got it rearing back as it clutched at it. Cal took that time to dive in beneath the second orgryn’s reaching hands and strike at its backwards knees with her halberd instead.

	The left knee parted before the keen mithril blade, but it was tough enough that it stole enough momentum from the blow that Cal only managed to slice halfway into the right knee afterwards. It was still enough to send the orgryn to a fall, right towards her. She just took the falling orgryn’s chest on her shoulder, and heaved, throwing the wailing creature onto its back instead.

	One vicious strike to the head of the disoriented monster ended it, as its skull caved in and brain matter splattered over the sand. Cal turned to look at the third orgryn, only to see the poor thing still clutching at its eye. She dispatched it quickly and cleanly, a decapitating strike to the back of its neck, then looked over to where her nieces and Ying Xiao were fighting.

	Elaina’s orgryn was looking the worse for wear, with many lighting burn marks over its body, and its left arm blown off. Its movements were rather jerky, and it seemed to avoid the blade of Elaina’s spear like the plague, likely having received a painful experience from the heavily charged weapon.

	Sidonie had just finished off her orgryn, as she had electrocuted the poor thing until it could barely move properly, then just sliced its head off once it was left kneeling and unable to resist, the many stab wounds on its body a testament to just how many blows the girl landed on it in the short time they fought.

	Leila’s was still alive, wailing in pain as it was coated by molten lava, but trying to escape still. Leila kept herself at a safe distance with her blade in hand, but it did not look like she had needed to use the weapon at all so far.

	Cal was most pleased with Ying Xiao’s progress however, as one of the girl’s two opponents already laid still on the ground, its lifeblood spurting freely into the sandy soil from its throat, which was just connected together by a thin layer of skin, with most of the rest crudely torn out.

	The young girl’s polearm was not as keen as Cal’s own, and against the tough flesh of the creatures she fought, she couldn’t cut through that cleanly, so instead she just relied on brute force and tore chunks out of the creatures instead.

	Even as Cal watched, Ying Xiao’s halberd found purchase on the orgryn’s left armpit, and a violent yank from the girl pulled the spear out, along with the orgryn’s entire arm, now detached from its body, as the creature wailed in pain.

	Overall, Cal was satisfied that none of them had needed any help to deal with their opponents, so she walked back to their encampment, and found Dan gawking as he watched the feared desert monsters being literally torn apart before his eyes.

	“Hey now, I thought I told you to watch the stew for us!” Cal said, snapping him out of his stupor, before she took the wooden spoon from his hand and resumed stirring the simmering stew, giving it a taste in passing. “Well, at least it didn’t overcook or anything. So no harm done I guess.”

	Leila ended up doing the dishes that night, as while her magic was quite effective at countering the blood affinity orgryn, it needed time to work, and everyone else finished theirs a good while before hers died in horrible agony. She sulked a bit but did the dishes anyway.

	 


Chapter 148: Serpents of the Desert

	“El-Maroof, Massad-al-Hadur, Gurunpetaka, Udrainvæliß, Tødesørkēn, all are names given by the people surrounding the region to the sandy desert wastes that dominate central Ur-Teros, with the Hassid Caliphate to its north, the Fifth Elmaiya Empire to its west, the Lichdom of Ptolodecca to its south, and the Jarldoms of Jötunberg to its east.

	What everyone agrees on, is that to cross the desert itself is an ordeal that few can compare to. Guides are mandatory, lest one’s life be put at risk. Even despite the dangers, many adventurers go into the desert on a regular basis, in search of rare materials only found there.

	Tourists often also flock to the desert in autumn and winter seasons, where the most popular destination by far is the Dunes of Navata, a range of majestic sand dunes that surrounds a large, salty inland sea. It is said that the water of the Dead Sea of Navata is so salty that one could throw in a dwarf in full armor, and they would float on it.”

	—Dolos bin Zaeed, Veteran Desert Guide operating out of the Hassid Caliphate

	After the one-sided slaughter of the orgryns, and getting Dan to snap out of his awe, the party had a peaceful dinner—though everyone insisted on taking a bath first—before they retired to their tents for an uneventful, peaceful night of sleep.

	Orgryns were quite inedible, as not even goblins would eat one, though their fangs and claws had some value as middle tier materials. Chemicals their bodies produced naturally made their bodies—and their blood—stink to high heaven, which was a major drawback to fighting them. Yet at the same time, there were few things more effective than orgryn blood to ward off an area in the desert, as other animals actively avoided the scent.

	They set off very early at dawn the next day, traveling until it approached noon, before they hunkered down to rest a bit and thus avoid the worst of the midday heat inside comfortable enchanted tents.

	After a simple lunch of cold food, an afternoon nap, and playing card and board games to while away the time, it approached the evening, and they carried on with their trip. They followed Dan’s suggestion when he had learned that most everyone in the party had no issue traveling in the night.

	Goblins could see in the dark of the night as clearly as in the day, while elves also had amongst the best night vision out of the races. Kino similarly had no issues traveling at night, and out of the party, Ying Xiao was the only one who actually had no way to see clearly in the night.

	Instead, Cal made their night time travel into part of her training, as she had Ying Xiao travel while blindfolded, thus forcing the girl to rely on her other senses. She herself had been blinded in a battle before, so training for such an eventuality was practically a must.

	The thought reminded her of her other students, most of whom would likely also need similar training, though Willa was likely to do better, since she had far sharper senses of hearing and smell than most.

	Dan’s travel schedule allowed the party to avoid the very worst of the temperatures of the desert. Most travelers would normally refrain from traveling after the sun had set, since it was in those times that vampyrs became active, but after Dan saw how the party easily butchered a whole tribe of orgryns, and an affirmation from Cal that she would not mind more opportunities to let the girls get some “exercise,” he was confident enough to suggest their current schedule.

	Two whole days passed without incident, and shortly before they would have rested for the noon of the day, Cal spotted what looked like trees on the horizon, which Dan confirmed as the first oasis on their route.

	As they approached closer it was obvious that the oasis was inhabited, as there were many tents erected around it, and people could be seen climbing date trees and harvesting their fruits as well.

	Dan explained that these people were the desert nomads, people who usually lived their entire lives in the desert, who survived by migrating from oasis to oasis, avoiding the migration patterns of predators and the worst of the weather patterns. His own father had descended from these people.

	Cal saw that the nomads were predominantly either goblins or serpent therians. They were quite unlike most other therians, which generally had an upright build with two arms and two legs. Instead, the serpents had no legs, just a long, sinuous tail like a snake, and four arms on their more humanoid upper torso region. Their two lower arms were larger and more muscular, with three thick fingers on each hand, while the upper two were daintier and better suited for fine control, with seven fingers each.

	One of these serpents saw the party approach their oasis, and waved in a friendly manner with its upper arms, while its lower arms were crossed before its torso. Dan replied with a similar gesture, his right arm crossed over his chest, while he displayed his empty left hand palm upwards, a gesture he explained meant that they had come in peace.

	The desert nomads, he explained, were very hospitable people to strangers, and his words soon proved true as the serpent therian slithered towards the tents and invited them over, which attracted the attention of many other nomads.

	Before an hour had even passed, Cal and her party were hosted at low tables set in the shade of the trees by the shore of the oasis, where the breeze was cool and refreshing. Fruits, pastries, and dried meats were served in abundance before them, along with strong fruity alcohol.

	It was simple food, but considering how the nomads seemed to live with minimal luxury, also a veritable feast, so they partook in it with gratitude, while chatting with some nomads who were fluent in the common tongue.

	 


Chapter 149: Hospitable Hosts in a Harsh Homeland

	“Despite appearing otherwise, the desert nomads are amongst the friendliest people in the region. They welcome strangers to their homes, offer to freely share their food and water, and even bedmates, though most decline.

	Serpent therians are amongst the rarer breeds of therians, a rather insular people mostly only found in the desert itself, though these days some might be present in the neighboring countries as well.

	Their way of life in the harsh lands is as harsh as the lands that have bred them, however, and it must be noted that just because they are hospitable to strangers, does not mean they will reply to violence kindly. More than a few bandit bands have discovered this truth the hard way.”

	—Dolos bin Zaeed, Veteran Desert Guide operating out of the Hassid Caliphate

	After the welcoming meal, their hosts, a couple of the serpent therians—Cal was unable to tell their gender, as they had no secondary sexual characteristics she could notice, but guessed them to be female—offered to take the group to a dip in the oasis. Dan had previously told her that these people tended to be matriarchal, so her guess turned out correct.

	Cal was surprised at first that they would take a dip in their precious water source, at least until one of their guides laughed at her query and pointed to a group of people by the shore of the oasis, who were working and packing water into large jugs, which they packed into storage artifacts.

	She noticed how many mages were working together there: water mages moved the water from the oasis in a steady stream, through a multi-layered filter made by earth, mud, and sand mages, to then be heated to a boil by fire mages, before it was stored in a jug, pretty much as clean as it would get at that point.

	Storage artifacts were amongst the favorite items of the desert nomads on the rare times they went out to trade. Each tribe basically had sets of large ones which helped them carry their belongings and needs with ease, having passed them down from their ancestors’ times.

	Since their concerns were addressed, the party happily went towards the oasis, where they shed their clothes and put them into neat piles by the shore. Most of the girls were either from Al-Shan or were raised in the Great Emerald Forest, so they saw nothing unusual in bathing together with strangers.

	Leila used to be shyer about it, but she didn’t hesitate in shucking off her robes and joining them in the water either. The oasis water was surprisingly cold, not so cold it would be uncomfortable for most, but definitely colder than one would have expected from the climate and environment.

	The water was crystal clear, allowing them to see all the way to the sandy bottom of the oasis, and it was utterly devoid of fish and other animals. A small sip instantly told Cal why that was the case. The water tasted metallic, probably holding enough concentration of it to poison most things when consumed in quantity, which explained why the pack animals of the nomads only drank from their jugs, and also why they had so stringently purified the water first.

	Even if the water was undrinkable as it was though, it still allowed them a cool dip, and seeing one of her serpent-like hosts happily swimming through the water in her own way, she followed suit as well. The cool water helped fight off the harsh shine of the sun, and the whole party happily relaxed in the oasis until it started to darken as the sun slowly went down over the horizon.

	Cal chuckled as the girls teased each other over their pruney fingers while they dressed themselves, their hosts happily leading the way to the nomad’s temporary settlement. Apparently to swim and relax in the oasis was an honor they reserved for their elders… or guests, and normally the rest of the tribe would only enjoy that privilege on their final week of stay at one.

	Returning their hospitality, Cal happily shared some fresh meat with them—she always brought enough spare food to last her a good while since she received her current storage artifact—which the nomads happily received, and set about to cook for their dinner.

	Considering the size of the nomad tribe, Cal had offered them two whole bull carcasses. Fattened, meaty bulls, castrated since young and raised entirely with the purpose of making their meat more delectable. It was a delicacy in Levain and she had considered it as probably the safest to offer since she was unaware if the serpent people had any dietary restrictions.

	She need not have worried, as they were all too happy to receive her gifts, and quickly set to work cooking. Some of the meat was cut into individual portions in long strips, then wrapped around some preserved vegetables and root tubers, before the whole thing was wrapped with some large leaves into parcels. The parcels were then shallowly buried in a pile of sand, and a large fire was set on top of the sand pile where they were buried.

	Other parts were cooked into a very thick stew, thickened heavily with dried, crushed oats. Flour made from the same oats was used to make unleavened bread, which was cooked directly in hot sands. The breads were then patted until no sand remained on them before they were served with a thick bowl of stew.

	It was quite a flavorful meal, hearty and very filling, and a lot of extra flavor was presented when Cal added a multicolored powder made from dried, foraged herbs and spices that one of their hosts pointed out to her. The spice mix gave the stew a pleasant spicy kick, and greatly enriched its flavor.

	The meat parcels were brought to their tables soon after, and were carefully unfolded to reveal well-cooked, tender meat within. The vegetables wrapped by the meat had stewed in its juices during the cooking process and thus had gained a lot of flavor, and it proved to be a favorite for the party.

	That night they slept in their tents, set in the middle of the nomad encampment, with satisfied stomachs and relaxed minds.

	 


Chapter 150: The Dunes of Navata

	“Why would a place of sand dunes and a sea devoid of life, in the middle of the harshest land in the continent, prove to be a tourist attraction, you ask? Because the unique geography of the region also led to a multitude of mineral outcroppings, which are in general worthless things, but that did not stop them from creating a beautiful sight some people describe as worth dying for.

	Some people actually go and literally do that. Not all tourists who go to visit the Dunes of Navata come back out of the desert. Every year, at least one or two groups will be lost to the ever-hungering sands.”

	—Dolos bin Zaeed, Veteran Desert Guide operating out of the Hassid Caliphate

	They departed from the nomad encampment early the next morning to friendly goodbyes from the nomads who saw them off, and walked further into the desert. Sand scrunched under their feet, as little animals scurried away from their path, their road through the endless sea of sand a relatively smooth pathway, compared to most who visited.

	Then again, the vast majority of people who came to visit the Dunes of Navata did not travel with two archmagus, with the rest of their party being mages capable of handling an adult orgryn one on one. It was far more common for rich people to hire adventurers or mercenaries for such a journey instead.

	Even when such journeys were undertaken in the autumn and winter months, when the most dangerous wildlife went docile or hibernated, approximately one in twenty such expeditions never returned. Despite that, the danger did little to discourage people from making the pilgrimage.

	Intrepid adventurers also often took the route just to get their credentials as licensed escorts capable of walking the route, as it was a lucrative job despite the potential dangers involved. For every one such adventurer the desert swallowed, another ten sprouted.

	Cal’s party had no such issues, as they trekked through the desert in relative comfort and rested during the worst times of the day. Just Cal flaring out her mana periodically sent most smaller predators fleeing out of their path, so they were left undisturbed. As for smaller, poisonous critters… that was one reason she wanted a life affinity mage as a guide, amongst others.

	Another reason was having a healer so she could train the girls properly during their rest breaks. Having Elaina and Sidonie along gave Ying Xiao valuable experience in fighting against—and more importantly, being on the receiving end of—lightning affinity mages, while Leila also benefited from the sparring between them, if it could be called that, since most sparring usually didn’t shed blood all the time like they did.

	They were careful to avoid potentially lethal blows, of course—unless they were directed at Ying Xiao, that was—and Cal was on watch to intervene should a spar get too heated. Dan was the one who bore the brunt of the fatigue as each night he was tasked with healing the girls back up to shape for the next day’s trip.

	To be fair, they paid him extra for that service.

	A week after they departed from the nomads—having visited another oasis, uninhabited this time, along the way—they saw their destination in the distance, right as the sun was setting.

	It was an impossible sight to miss, even from the distance—Dan estimated them to be a few hours away at most—as when the sun’s rays struck the mineral growths obscured by the dunes, they were reflected back as a blinding kaleidoscope of colors that were bright enough to be visible as faint rays of color when set against the dusky sky.

	They did not waste their time, and walked through the evening until they reached the nearest sand dune, and began to climb up until they reached its top. That night, they set up their tents at the top of the dune, overlooking the wondrous vista below.

	It was a full moon night, and the sky happened to be cloudless. The bright light of the moons shone down, the minerals growing in between the dunes by the Dead Sea reflecting their light. In turn, the reflected light created what appeared to be a maze of light, or an abstract painting formed by various hues, over the Dead Sea as it further reflected the light.

	Everyone in the group ate their dinner quietly, while looking at the beautiful sight below with reverence for the natural forces that had inadvertently created it. After they ate, they mostly remained by the side of the dune, watching the ever shifting, wondrous sight. Kino strummed her lute and sang a song from ages ago, by a bard from what is now the caliphate, praising the wonder of nature.

	What a wondrous sight~ that our eyes, beheld~
A play of lights, and gemstones~
It was oh, so bright~ as if we’re, bespelled~
So grand a sight, a feast of tones~

	Light and shadows formed a maze of rays~ in which one might well lose themselves for days~
A showing of nature’s feats, that it was, sure it is~

	It was then, when the sun rose up high~
Its bright rays, shining from the horizon~
Bright light landed on the gems, and spread~
Paints a picture in the air~

	Colors bright spread wide~ reds, greens, blues, yellows~
Interweaving like a sculpture~
It was one made of~ nature’s wonders worth~
Untouched by the hands of men~

	The pristine beauty bursts right forth~
Before our eyes and touched our souls~
On that day had many shed a tear~
And I was, amongst them~

	It was then, when the sun rose up high~
Its bright rays, shining from the horizon~
Bright light landed on the gems, and spread~
Paints a picture in the air~

	It was then, when the sun rose up high~
Its bright rays, shining from the horizon~
Bright light landed on the gems, and spread~
Paints a picture in the air~

	Her song echoed through the silent night, the party immersed between the melody playing, her hypnotic voice, and the wondrous sight before them. Even Dan, who as a guide had been to the Navata many times, felt like he found a new appreciation for the sight of the dunes.

	 


Chapter 151: The Dead Sea

	“To swim or just float around in the Dead Sea of Navata is an activity enjoyed not only by tourists and sightseers, but also by the desert nomads themselves. Amongst tourists, it is an especially popular activity for those that cannot swim, as the dense, saline water allows them to simply float atop it without any effort.”

	—Alexyev Hassan, Desert Guide from the Elmaiya Empire

	When morning came, after they had a simple breakfast of bread with cold cuts of meats and cheeses, and having ensured that there was no dangerous wildlife both in the vicinity, nor in the Dead Sea, the party collectively shed their clothes and happily took a plunge into the water.

	Unlike the crystal-clear oasis from before, the waters of the Dead Sea were darker, with a bluish-green shade, and somewhat murky, preventing one from seeing too deep into the water itself. When some of the water accidentally got into their mouths, they instantly spat it out, so salty and brackish it was.

	As advertised, all of them floated effortlessly on the salty water, which impressed Cal somewhat. Her slender figure was dense and trained, heavy with muscles, and while she was a good swimmer, she usually had to keep on the move to stay afloat.

	On the Dead Sea however, she just laid flat on her back on the water, as it bobbed and weaved around her, her body floating on it with ease, even if she sank rather deeper into the water than her nieces did. Their bodies had only sunk halfway or so into the water, while she was close to fully immersed, yet still floating.

	To the side she saw Kino, the half-therian bard, floating around on her back, with her fluffy tail swishing around in the water and keeping her moving slowly. Her left hand was supporting her head from behind, while her right hand held a book in the air, her fingers deftly turning pages without letting the book go.

	Leila and Elaina were playing around in the water a bit further away, not wanting to disturb the ones relaxing. On the other hand, Sidonie and Ying Xiao were swimming around further into the water. At times they tried to dive deeper, but just ended up shaking their heads as the too-buoyant water repelled them back out.

	Their guide, Dan, was similarly sprawled out over the water’s surface, enjoying the cool water combined with the kaleidoscope of colors in the air that the morning sun caused to form when it struck the mineral outgrowths around.

	When noon came it would become too bright—and too hot—to enjoy the sights. It was said that the Dunes of Navata were best during the dawn and the dusk hours, and Cal saw the truth to that. This place was one of her late father’s favorite places to tell stories of, which was why she remembered it well.

	It was a peaceful morning that Cal just spent floating on the water, relaxing her muscles and seeing if the rumors that bathing in the Dead Sea had benefits were true or not. It was also a time of contemplation, for her to think of the road ahead.

	As it was, her little trip to see the world would conclude within another three years, maybe four at most. She had not yet thought about what she would do with her life afterward. Would she settle down? Find other promising youths to teach? The thought honestly appealed to her these days.

	If she were to settle down, where also became a question. Returning home to Al-Shan was naturally always an option open to her, at least in Xain’s lifetime. The many memories there however, the good memories overlapping with the bad ones from the war and the purge that followed, made her hesitate to do so.

	Paradise? That was an option as well. She was fond of the city, and if she were to take the offer to be a Champion of the Deities, it was probably the only place where she could openly live her later years in. Unliving were such a common sight in Paradise that nobody even asked questions if new ones came along, and it was clear to her how many of the current Champions simply passed off their longevity as being one.

	The offer itself nagged at the back of her mind, but Aideen’s advice to just take her time seemed solid, and Kino also mentioned that she’d tag along and introduce Cal to others when their trip happened to come close to where some of the others lived.

	It was a reassuring gesture that they took the trouble to introduce her, and so far, the Champions she had run across were all pleasant people to be around. Even so, the idea of immortality both appealed and frightened her. She already had little idea on what to do with her life when it was finite. Whatever would she do if it were infinite?

	Those thoughts were fortunately ones she had time to think about, as she was in no rush at the moment.

	When the sun had risen some, and the temperature started becoming uncomfortable, the party left the water, then made use of Cal’s portable bath to cleanse themselves properly—Dan had mentioned that while the water supposedly had benefits, leaving it to dry on one’s body for too long a time usually resulted in itches and irritation. Before noon they were sequestered inside their tents, taking naps after their lunch while waiting for the brunt of the midday heat to pass by.

	At dusk they made their dinner by the shore of the lake while appreciating the beauty of nature sprawled before them. The way her nieces and Ying Xiao were in awe of the sight before them amused Cal somewhat. Dan was more nonchalant since he had been to the Navata several times before, while Kino was utterly nonchalant while being appreciative.

	It made sense, since Cal figured she had seen far more things in her centuries of unlife.

	 


Chapter 152: Bloodsucking Bloodsuckers

	“I was really baffled the first time I heard what stories in Alcidea painted vampyrs like. To be fair, they got some parts right, in that those things suck your blood until you die, and they sparkle, eventually bursting into flames under direct sunlight.

	On the other hand, the way they are depicted as suave, beautiful seducers has got to be one of the funniest things I’ve ever heard all my life, and solid proof that whoever retold these stories had never seen one of the ugly fuckers themselves.”

	—Danang Gioputra Avati, Ptolodeccan Desert Guide

	Three days after they reached the Dunes of Navata, the party departed, some of them still in awe at the sight they had just seen, especially Leila and Ying Xiao, who saw such sights for the first time in their lives. Elaina and Sidonie had at least been to Madginfjord with Cal just the year before.

	For the next part of their trek, it would be at least another two weeks before they ran into another oasis. The original route Dan proposed would have taken over twice as long, and included stops at three other oases along the way.

	Cal had requested they take a straight route instead. That route was normally avoided due to the lack of oases along the way—a non-issue with the amount of supplies the party had with them—and because it was vampyr territory.

	The latter point actually became a plus point for Cal, as the trek had been on the uneventful side, and the girls could only spar with each other, apart from the orgryns they ran into early in the trip.

	Soon after they entered what Dan had marked as vampyr territory half a week later, they started spotting what looked like sparkles on the horizon during the day. Dan explained that it was likely some vampyrs, scouting for the intruders in their territory.

	He also mentioned that the bloodsucking creatures had an odd biology. Their flesh would combust into flames when exposed to direct, concentrated sunlight, and for that reason they were entirely nocturnal, and only moved during the days when it was cloudy. When they appeared at day like this, it was usually to see just what intruded upon their territory—a quick peek from their underground warrens.

	They supposedly secreted some sort of mucus that protected them from the sunlight for a short period of time. It was this mucus that boiled off under the sunlight and caused the sparkling effect. Cal confirmed it for herself when one of the critters appeared a little too close to them and she told Sidonie—who was more accurate than her sister—to take it out.

	Her niece didn’t disappoint, and her thrown javelin took the critter right in the gut and nailed it to the ground, allowing the party to approach the sparkling creature. It was situated close to a hole that led underground, which Leila sealed shut with a stream of magma just in case.

	“Sure is a damned ugly bugger, isn’t it?” Cal asked while she crouched and inspected the sparkling creature. The vampyr before her was a small creature, barely a meter tall, with long spindly limbs ending on four-fingered thumbless hands tipped with sharp claws.

	It had a humped back, with spiny spindles growing along its spine, and its head was proportionally too large for its body, with oversized, multifaceted eyes reminiscent of an insect, and no nose of any kind. The lower end of its face elongated into a proboscis that was tipped by a lamprey like mouth: a concentric ring of razor-sharp teeth that opened and closed as it wildly lashed out despite nobody being close enough.

	“Eww,” said Leila from where she stood, looking at the creature with a grimace of disgust. “How the hell are these things supposed to be dashing, suave seducers of men and women alike?!”

	“The stories they tell of these creatures over in Alcidea and even some western parts of Ur-Teros are indeed quite… romanticized,” replied Kino with a laugh. The creature’s body had a sheen of mucus that covered it, and it was as this layer boiled under the sunlight that it gave off the sparkles they saw. “Or maybe the first people who saw them just had heavier tastes? Who knows?”

	“Hah! We often joke about that as well amongst ourselves,” said Dan with a bark of laughter. He looked positively amused at the situation, instead of being worried for being deep in vampyr territory like he normally would. Having seen the party butcher an orgryn tribe had assured him of his safety. “But yes, I do agree that some of the popular tales of these leyak are utterly hilarious to hear. That said, Lady Celeysria, you might want to step back a bit. It’s about to pop, and you won’t enjoy the stench, I think.”

	“Huh? Okay,” said Cal as she took a few steps backward. She did so none too soon, as moments after she distanced herself from the stricken vampyr, the sparkling mucus on its skin crackled and revealed its actual body to the sunlight, along with an unpleasant sulfuric stench that reminded her of a dog’s fart.

	Then the vampyr burst into flame, starting from the area where the mucus peeled off. The mucus itself turned out to be quite flammable, and before long the entirety of the writhing creature caught on fire, even as it wildly flailed in agony, its futile attempts to extinguish the fire failing pathetically.

	“Might want to get a bit further now,” cautioned Dan with a more serious face as he took some distance from the burning vampyr. The rest of the party followed him without any protest. “They are known to explode when burnt like this, and believe me when I say you don’t want to clean their burnt entrails off your hair.”

	As if to punctuate his words, the burning vampyr exploded with a loud pop moments later, the small explosion scattering bits of the creature all over the place, though the party was too far to be splattered as well. Even so Kino still erected a thin barrier of void in front of herself. The stench that permeated the area was even worse, like that of droppings on fire, and some of the girls looked positively nauseated at the stench.

	“I repeat, eww, gross!” Leila said while she pinched her nose with her fingers and backed away hastily.

	 


Chapter 153: Night Assault

	“Once a vampyr latches on to you, it will never let go until it either dies or you run out of blood for it to suck. Some people have even resorted to immolating parts of themselves just to get those buggers off them. Their ability to burrow under the ground and strike from ambush just makes things worse.

	Worst of all is their stench, however. Being stuck in the desert, drenched in vampyr blood and guts, reeking worse than outhouses and latrines for weeks on end was the most horrible thing in my life, and I have been through a lot in that life.”

	—Serida Dowfrey, Veteran Adventurer from the Elmaiya Empire

	It was at night, just as they were finishing up their dinner and snacking on some fruits, that the attack came. Kino was the first to notice; the half-therian bard’s large ears flicked as if she heard something, though she was unsure of the nature of the odd noise she heard.

	She was looking around while her hand absentmindedly peeled a banana when a particularly large vampyr—easily half again the size of the one they saw earlier in the day—burst out from the ground and leapt for her from behind.

	“Watch out!” Dan yelled in warning around the same time the vampyr burst out. He was seated across from the bard and saw it first.

	Everyone else jumped from where they sat with weapons in hand. Leila and Sidonie, who were closest to Kino, were just about to move to her aid, when the bard took care of the situation herself, in a way that made them look askance.

	With an annoyed sigh, Kino just channeled her magic, and the banana in her hand was suddenly covered by a jet-black layer of pure void that extended a bit off it like a black tentacle of some sort. One nonchalant swing of her hand had that extension lash like a whip at the vampyr jumping her, while she herself leapt off to the side.

	With good reason it turned out, as the vampyr fell exactly where she had seated herself just moments ago, in several pieces, as the tendril of void sliced through its body like a hot knife through butter.

	“There’s more of them around. All over the place,” she said as she dispelled the void magic and took a bite of the peeled banana, her other hand pinching her nose at the same time as the stench of the vampyr’s blood started to waft, at least until an orb of void consumed the whole thing along with a chunk of the sandy soil it was on.

	As if to punctuate her words, another half dozen or so of the critters emerged, while others behind them also forwent concealment, openly running towards the camp the group had set en masse. None of them got that good a count since the creatures were all around them, but Cal estimated there to be at least eighty, maybe a hundred or so of the critters. Most around the size of the one they saw in the morning, but at least five of them notably larger.

	Cal swatted away two of the critters with her halberd as she backed up. Their party had naturally formed a circle with Dan in the middle. Their half-goblin guide contributed with well-placed sling pellets, but clearly was not too keen on close combat with the critters.

	Elaina and Leila had taken one side, Leila throwing globs of lava that forced the critters to change their paths into a straight line which allowed Elaina to strike with a bolt of lightning that went through and fried several of the critters at once. Several of the critters were too slow to dodge Leila completely, and at least one was enveloped by a glob of molten rock and burned while it screamed shrilly.

	Sidonie worked together with Ying Xiao on the other side. The half-elven girl’s lightning bolts weren’t as powerful as her sister’s, and thus weren’t fatal for the critters, but each time they struck one, they branched to another in the original target’s vicinity, the electric shock momentarily paralyzing the critters.

	Ying Xiao then dispatched those paralyzed critters with her halberd. That naturally necessitated her to close in with the creatures, and more than once, one of them successfully latched onto her with its lamprey-like mouth, its sharp teeth penetrating her skin and flesh in an attempt to suck out her blood.

	Only to get nothing. The blood in Ying Xiao’s body refused and rejected the suction of the creature, and before it could even try to understand its mistake, the girl’s hand had grabbed its proboscis, roughly tore it away from her body, resulting in several loose teeth embedded in her flesh, then threw the vampyr bodily at another one, causing them both to fall into a heap, before her halberd descended and eviscerated both creatures.

	The other two sides were handled by Cal and Kino respectively. Due to how badly the creatures had stunk, Cal didn’t cleave or hammer through them. Instead, she batted them away with the flat side of her halberd or its shaft, sending them flying back where they came from, with multiple broken bones and ruptured organs.

	On Kino’s side, it was far eerier, as orbs of void kept soundlessly manifesting into reality and consuming everything they covered before disappearing. The instant one of the creatures got too close, multiple orbs of void would suddenly appear where its body was, and vanish along with whatever they covered, until there was no sign of the creature’s existence left behind at all.

	Many of the smaller creatures were drawing back and no longer charging eagerly by now, but the larger ones screeched and screamed at them, and eventually led the charge themselves.

	Cal directly beheaded the one that went her way, the keen mithril edge of her halberd slicing through the creature’s slim neck with ease. The sight of their leader’s—if that was what the larger vampyr was—head flying back their way made the smaller ones stop in their tracks, turn tail, and run away.

	The one that went for Kino just met the exact same fate as its smaller brethren, and its death also sent its pack running. On Elaina and Leila’s side, apparently a lightning bolt from the former wasn’t strong enough to kill the larger creature, but it still staggered and paralyzed it.

	A wave of molten rock conjured by Leila enveloped it while it was paralyzed, its body sizzling and burning under the magma even as its horrid screams of agony were muffled within. It was too much a sight for its pack to take, clearly, as they too routed and ran away.

	The only side Cal was slightly worried about was Sidonie and Ying Xiao’s side, as there were two of the larger creatures there. When she turned though, she saw Ying Xiao, quite thoroughly drenched in vampyr blood and guts, putting down the last of the creatures just as Sidonie stabbed it from behind, distracting it.

	Both girls were relatively uninjured—in Ying Xiao’s case, what injuries she had taken were inconsequential enough—though unlike the others, they were quite drenched in the stinky blood, and from Sidonie’s disgusted look, knew it all too well.

	 


Chapter 154: Sandstorm

	“When a sandstorm happens in the El-Maroof, there is usually only one thing for those in its path to do: hunker down, huddle together, wait it out, and pray they’re not blown away by the winds.”

	—Alexyev Hassan, Desert Guide from the Elmaiya Empire

	As per Dan’s suggestion, the party didn’t move their camp despite the stench, which their enchanted tents fortunately filtered out. The blood of those vampyrs would warn off others of their kind, he said, and thus if they camped in the middle of the carnage it would ensure an unbothered night.

	Everyone other than Kino still judiciously scrubbed their weapons and themselves clean before they rested for the night though, as the stench of vampyr blood supposedly only got worse with time. Sidonie and Ying Xiao took an especially long bath where they did whatever they could to get every last bit of the gunk out of their hair.

	What few wounds the girls had gotten, Dan had healed already. As he said, they had an unbothered night, although they rose early the next day, a good hour before the sun had risen, and hastily made their way out of the spot, with only a light breakfast while on the move.

	The reason for their hasty departure became evident when the sun rose over the horizon, and plumes of smoke rose from the area where they had camped the night. The sunlight had found the vampyr corpses, and they were now combusting, splattering themselves all over. Cal swore she caught a slight whiff of their horrid stench even from afar, and just signaled the party to continue their trip.

	Another four days passed before they left what was considered vampyr territory. During those four days they were attacked twice more during the night, which just resulted in lots of dead vampyrs and some furious scrubbing. The other nights when they were not attacked, they kept watch in shifts instead to be safe.

	It was a day after they left vampyr territory behind, while they were resting after they had lunch, that they noticed the wind picking up speed, to the point of being audible inside their tents. Curious, they looked outside, only to see Dan—who had been outside since a while ago—already squinting at the horizon with a serious look.

	“What’s wrong?” Cal asked. The wind was now blowing harder, to the point that she had to exert some effort to stand stably.

	“I’m afraid we might have a sandstorm in our way, madam,” said Dan with evident worry in his face. “It’d be best if we hunker down until it passes us by.”

	“A sandstorm, huh?” Cal said with a growing frown on her face as she saw the darkening skies. The sandstorm itself was still a distance away from them, but would soon reach where they were at. “How do we hunker down for one?”

	“Normally we’d evacuate to a cave if there were any nearby, which don’t exist in our case. Otherwise we’d lay low on the sand in a huddle, holding onto each other so we do not get blown away by the storm,” he replied to her question. “That said… I do believe you mentioned that your tent is enchanted? Mayhaps it could withstand the storm?”

	“I… don’t know, actually,” admitted Cal. “I guess we’ll find out together then.”

	The whole party gathered in Cal’s tent, which was large enough to accommodate them all, if slightly cramped. The tent was made for five to live in it with comfort, but there were seven of them. Kino and Dan had already packed away their tents and joined them, while Cal was checking on the tent’s enchantments in the meantime.

	Before long the wind became far more violent in its intensity, the sound the gale made as it whipped past their tent and the patter of sand as it impacted the fabric echoing aloud. Everyone inside had huddled into a tight cluster as Dan taught them in case the tent proved unable to handle the challenge.

	They waited inside in darkness, as the sandstorm had cut off the sunlight entirely, listening to the billowing wind and scraping sand with some trepidation. A few times they worried about the tent when it looked as if the fabric was about to tear, at other times the wind picked up speed and almost pulled the entire tent aloft from its foundations, with only the enchanted stakes keeping it grounded.

	Hours passed before the storm outside slowly subsided. The party looked at each other and nodded before Cal opened the flap that had been sealed all this while. Sand immediately rushed in and buried her beneath it before she could react, though she dug her way out moments later none the worse for wear.

	The sand that poured in, along with the sliver of sunlight they could see at the top of the opening, showed them that the sandstorm had covered the area they were camped in with fresh sand, nearly as deep as the tent they had taken shelter in.

	They dug themselves out, Kino giving them a head start when she just voided a good chunk of the sand right outside the entrance to give the others room to work with. It took them a good hour before they cleared enough to climb out of the sandy mess, though fortunately storing the tent back into Cal’s storage after they got out was not met with any issues.

	To the south, they could see the raging sandstorm, a pillar of brown against the horizon, where it kept moving, and would do so until its rage had been spent. At moments like this, Cal felt the considerable expense of buying her tent—Aideen had suggested it to her, claiming it’d be the best option to get for her goals—was completely worth it.

	“Madam Celeysria,” Dan said from the side after he surveyed their surroundings. “You have to tell me where to buy a tent like yours. I want one.”

	 


Chapter 155: Temporarily Parting Ways

	“Probably the best—and the worst—thing about life in the caliphate is how every separate city has their own rules and regulations, decided by that city’s ruler, and as long as they do not cross certain lines, the caliph won’t interfere.

	In this way, no matter what one prefers in life, there is usually at least one city that will accept you with open arms. Unfortunately, sometimes this also applies to preferences many would prefer to see abolished instead.”

	—Amal ad-Din, Trader based in the Hassid Caliphate

	“So tell me more about the caliphate, if you please?” Cal asked Dan as they walked through the desert. It had been nearly a week since the sandstorm, and by his reckoning they should be out of the desert and reach the caliphate’s borders within three days at most.

	“To be honest, it really depends on which part of the caliphate you’re in,” replied Dan with a smile as he elaborated. “You see, while we call the place as a whole the caliphate, and the caliph does in theory reign at the top, each major city and the region surrounding it is basically its own country, with their own laws and regulations.”

	“So like the city-states back at Alcidea then?” Cal said in turn as she queried their half-goblin guide. “Lots of independent small nations banding together in an alliance?”

	“Sort of. The Caliph of Al-Hassid is in many ways the first amongst equals, and his or her word is law, although most caliphs have tread lightly instead of using that position often,” answered Dan to Cal’s question. “In practice, it would be best to approach the caliphate as a group of smaller nations indeed. As long as they pay their tribute on time and don’t cross some lines, the caliphate itself doesn’t really care what everyone else does, or even what they call themselves.”

	“Case in point. There are five different provinces that border the desert. Three of them are too far from our current route unless you fancy another week or three of additional trekking—” Dan said which just elicited shakes of the head from everyone else in the group. “In which case there are only two provinces for us to enter from: the Oajib Sultanate to the west, and the Assadun Emirate to the east. Most travelers that take routes close to ours favor the emirate, and it’s one of the most prosperous of the provinces.”

	“Any particular reason for that?” Cal asked with an eyebrow raised in curiosity.

	“Well, one reason would be that the current Sultan of Oajib is a fervent supporter of the old ways,” said Dan with a mocking sneer, full of distaste, forming on his face as he elaborated. “Ways that’ve been outdated for centuries and abandoned for good reason, yet quite a few rich merchants apparently adore those old ways and have since financially supported the sultanate for the past few decades, in a way turning it into their own backyard.”

	“What kind of old ways are we talking about here?” Cal asked with some more seriousness, remembering all too well how as early as a century ago Al-Shan itself had some rather backward views on certain things that haven’t entirely disappeared to this day. In fact, she clearly remembered some old conservative traditionalist nobles who had remained neutral during the civil war who often protested against any reforms put forward.

	“Oh, all sorts of happy things. Slavery is one. Open persecution of certain races, like say… goblins is another. I’ve never been there myself, but my father has been there once. He said the most distasteful thing was how they treated women… as if they were cattle,” continued Dan, his distaste visible on his face and audible from his tone. “If you were by any chance going there, Madam Celeysria, make sure to have your guild tag in the open. That will at least keep most sane people from bothering you. To be honest I would suggest against it, since your party is mostly women, but if you do, make sure to always stay together. We have had rumors of female travelers vanishing there from time to time.”

	“That does remind me, Cal,” said Kino all of a sudden, patting her hands together as if she had just remembered something. “If you’re headed to the sultanate, I’ll be separating from you, though I’ll wait in the emirate until you get there.”

	“Oh? And why might that be?” Cal asked with genuine curiosity, having caught that there were some underlying meanings under the bard’s words. Together they walked to the side of the group, close enough to be in sight, but far enough away that they could converse in whispers without being overheard. “Got some… business to take care of I assume?”

	“You guessed it,” replied the half-therian bard silently while a grin formed on her face. “I can’t very well vanish from the inn every time the Bounty Hunter is seen, now can I? This way at least those girls will think I’m somewhere else instead.”

	“Makes sense,” admitted Cal. “I have been partial to taking the girls there anyway, to show them that the world isn’t always that nice, though half of them won’t need the lesson as much. How big a mess can I expect from you?”

	“Well… if I get everyone on my list, I’ll eat my lute if that city doesn’t devolve to revolt and open riots,” said Kino after she pondered the question for a moment. “You see, just last year, a younger teenage cousin of the Sultan of Caracan to the north vanished when she took a trip to Oajib. You know the type: young, foolish, stubborn, think-they-know-better brats. Her cousin, the sultan, only found her a couple months later… when she was being sold in an auction as a courtesan.”

	“Now, he naturally protested to the caliph and all about this, but pretty much nothing came out of it. The caliph wouldn’t raise a hand, but neither would he stop any vengeance from taking place. That lead to a bounty being placed by the Sultan of Caracan for every person responsible for the humiliation, addressed directly to me. It came to my attention last winter when we went back to Paradise, and now I’m here to collect,” elaborated the half-therian woman. “Why?”

	“Think you can spare a couple days for me to show the kids around first? After that, having them see the chaos wouldn’t be a bad lesson either,” replied Cal nonchalantly. “Though don’t trouble yourself on my behalf if you need to do it fast.”

	“Oh no, that’s fine with me,” said Kino in return with a growing predatory smile on her face, her sharp canines in full view. “Don’t you know? The Bounty Hunter always announces their arrival to their targets before the hunt.”

	 


Chapter 156: A Bastion of Outdated Traditions

	“Keep a hand on your wallet at all times, and keep your women close, lest you lose them all to grubby hands.”

	—Saying about the Oajib Sultanate from its neighbors

	Two days after they parted with Kino, Cal and the rest of the party reached the Oajib Sultanate near dusk. From afar, it appeared to be a beautiful city, where many tall minarets were visible, decked with marble and gold, their shine obvious even far away. A city that cried of opulence and wealth.

	That vision was somewhat marred by the scene they saw at the gate, that of flustered guards trying to somehow fix the city’s gate to no avail. No surprise, as the grand wooden gates of the city—a symbol of luxury this close to the desert—had been minced into a multitude of wooden cubes, each identical in size, the cuts so smooth as to beggar belief that it had been done by human hands.

	Cal snickered discreetly as she realized that Kino—as the Bounty Hunter—must have reached the city earlier than they did. She knew of no other void mage with that level of power and precision. Most everyone else in the group looked at the remains of the city gate with awe at the feat as well.

	By the time they reached the gate—there was no line, as this gate faced the desert, and travelers from there were rare in the summer—some of the guards finally noticed them. A few gave them leers that made Cal frown and honestly tempted her to teach them a painful lesson, but an older, seemingly higher ranked guard made the rest stand at attention and approached them, his look one of worry and trepidation.

	“Identification, ma’am?” said the old guardsman respectfully. Cal could see some sweat starting to run down the man’s brow, clearly nervous since it wasn’t even that hot at the moment. It made sense if he was a veteran, and understood well the implication of people coming from the direction of the desert in summertime.

	Cal nonchalantly pulled her tag out of her pendant—the black adventurer tag with platinum lining—and tossed it over to the old guard, who caught it deftly. The old man’s eyes bulged when he looked at the tag, and he gulped as he pulled out a piece of specially treated paper used for checking authenticity—the tags themselves were treated to leave a specific pattern on the paper—and pressed them together.

	He respectfully returned her tag to her after he inspected the result and took a deep breath, bowed, and welcomed them to the city. Cal noticed some of the younger guards were about to protest, but were shushed by the old man with a glare.

	When they were further into the city—and well out of human hearing range—Cal caught wind of an argument breaking out where the guards were. Mostly the old guardsman berating the rest to “fucking use your eyes” and to “look closer so you don’t fuck with the wrong people” or so.

	The city itself was cleaner than she expected, though the source of the cleanliness was obvious, since slaves, dirty, malnourished men and women chained at the legs, were cleaning the roads as they walked past.

	Many a reprimanding look was given their way by the men they passed by, which likely came from how they mostly dressed lightly for the desert. The women in the city covered themselves from head to toe in clothes, only their eyes visible under their hood and veils, and not a single one was seen walking around without a man to accompany them.

	Cal didn’t care about their looks. She just calmly made her way through the city. Considering the odd looks and whispers her group had been getting, she decided against looking for a local inn, and made her way towards the local Adventurers’ Guild instead.

	Each of those guilds always doubled as a tavern and inn as well, since quite often their clientele would be in need of refreshments and a place to spend the night. When they entered, they noticed right away the dearth of female adventurers present, other than a couple of rough looking parties that looked disgruntled.

	Cal quickly asked the receptionist—the woman dressed normally for Cal enough at least, wearing clothes not unlike what her nieces had on, unlike the ones outside—for several rooms, and received an affirmative response that they had enough room for them. That task done with, the group gathered around a table with some mugs of ale and cuts of smoked meat in hand, as they drank and snacked, all while chatting and listening to the gossip of the others in the guild.

	Not surprisingly, most of the gossip being talked about was related to the Bounty Hunter’s appearance just this morning, and how they had just cut the gate apart when denied entry by the guards, only to waltz in unimpeded. None of the guards were even harmed, other than a few of them needing fresh changes of pants.

	The Bounty Hunter had then walked into the Adventurers’ Guild, requested the delivery of a missive to the heads of around twenty large merchant firms based in the city, and then left. They seemed to vanish right after they left the building, with nobody the wiser on where they had gone.

	Everybody knew what the missives meant, however. The Bounty Hunter always sent them to their targets, publicly letting them know that they were about to be hunted, without a care for secrecy or surprise. After all, the Bounty Hunter never failed to nab their prey.

	Cal just smirked when she heard the gossip, and rounded up everyone to go to bed early that night, as it had already been late in the evening and they had just walked a long way.

	They slept well—Elaina and Sidonie shared a room with Leila, while Cal and Ying Xiao roomed with Dan—through an uneventful night, woke up refreshed, and had just gone down the stairs to have breakfast when they heard the latest news.

	Apparently just yesterday night one of the merchants the missive was delivered to had tried to escape the town, with his best, trusted bodyguards only, leaving his family behind. This morning they found said merchant’s wagon, empty and being pulled aimlessly by the horses tethered to it, and followed the trail to where they found the corpses of the bodyguards, each cleaved into two or more pieces.

	The merchant himself, they discovered as a headless corpse in their midst.

	 


Chapter 157: Escalating Unrest

	“Many have tried to halt or escape the Bounty Hunter throughout history. Kings and archmages amongst these numbers. Not a single attempt has succeeded. The only noted case of the Bounty Hunter failing to collect on a bounty was with Abinya Durg Zudrah, the overlord of drug trade in what is now the caliphate approximately two centuries ago. The man died from a fatal heart attack upon receiving the Bounty Hunter’s warning, and his bounty was therefore never claimed.”

	—Shaqwal ibn Ordun, Historian and researcher of historical figures

	It was an understatement to say that the mood in the guild was tense, especially amongst the older adventurers present. Some of the younger, cocky brats looked positively eager, however, and more than once Cal heard tall boasts about how they would surely be able to outfight this Bounty Hunter.

	Cal just quietly chuckled while she, Dan, and the girls had a simple breakfast of freshly baked flatbreads—quite good ones, with a flaky texture and buttery taste—and bowls of vegetable stew, washing it all down with chilled ales. With how hot the region was all year round, enchanted freezers for foods and beverages were amongst the most popular items.

	When she brought the girls out and looked around the town for souvenirs, as well as sampling the local street food, she noticed some people looking at the girls with greedy eyes from time to time, but then looked at their adventurer tags which they wore visibly for once, and immediately averted their eyes.

	Even without her presence, she doubted the girls would be in any trouble unless they split up. While Ying Xiao’s badge was a lowly copper—which was only logical, as she had no feats to report since her registration—Leila had a silver one, which was standard for any graduate of Levain’s battle magic course. She helped out during the outbreak of rabid animals back then too.

	Elaina and Sidonie, on the other hand, had gold ones. Not unexpected, as the Great Emerald Forest where they lived had an abundance of wildlife that was rare in other regions, and many requests for materials from there were posted every day. Both girls also hunted often, and considering their ages at seventy-one and forty-three, their gold tags were no surprise whatsoever.

	Even Dan had a gold tag, as his youthful looks were deceiving. The half-goblin was in his forties already, and his half-elven heritage was the main reason he barely looked like a teenage goblin. As an experienced desert guide, his gold tag was well earned as well, even if he wasn’t the best fighter around.

	That evening when they returned to the guildhouse, they heard the news that another of the merchants had been killed in broad daylight just hours ago. He had hunkered down in his home’s basement, and all that did was create a trail of dead guards leading to his headless corpse.

	At the same evening, over a dozen requests calling for bodyguards were posted on the guild’s board. They were from the other merchants. Promises of ample rewards prominent amongst all of them.

	The vast majority of the veteran adventurers and mercenaries balked at the offer, yet a few more cocky ones accepted them, along with some younger mercenaries. Most of them gravitated towards the offer from the Hashedah cousins, two of the richest merchants in the city who had chosen to pool their resources together.

	Cal just watched them go with a disapproving shake of her head. Over dinner she lectured the girls over the dangers of overconfidence, and how one should never bite off more than one can chew. Similar lectures played out on many of the other tables around them.

	They went to sleep in their rented rooms again that night, and woke up the next morning to hear the news that both Hashedah cousins were murdered just before dawn. None of their guards, including the mercenaries, survived, save for one youngster who had pissed his pants and fainted when he felt the Bounty Hunter’s aura.

	That kid woke up to find himself in the middle of a field of carnage, and saw the Bounty Hunter on their way out with the heads of the cousins in their hand, who glanced his way as they passed. That glance alone had made the poor kid soil his trousers. The Bounty Hunter had snorted, shaken their head, and just left without touching the kid.

	Others in the guild heard of his story when he returned, relayed his story to the few who asked, and immediately tendered his resignation. Nobody even laughed at him for not changing out of his soiled pants.

	There was a tense, nervous air that engulfed the city when Cal brought the girls out that day, although the smaller merchants didn’t seem to care much about the situation. In the eyes of some, she even noticed schadenfreude at the suffering of the targeted merchants.

	They split up, as she told the girls to stay together while they were looking for souvenirs to give to their families, and she asked Dan to stick with them. She herself went to a seedier part of the city, and entered a long-abandoned warehouse.

	Kino awaited her there, sitting on one of the intact beams that supported the roof structure, her legs swaying around in the air. She looked all too relaxed for someone who was throwing the whole city into the current situation, but then again, she was likely used to it.

	“How goes the hunting?” Cal asked as she sat down on an intact wooden crate after she brushed off the accumulated dust from its surface.

	“Eh, so-so,” Kino said from her perch. “Some overconfident mercs in over their heads, nothing unusual.”

	“Mm-hmm. You’ll be done in another week or so then at this pace?”

	“Probably less. I’m hoping that they’ll beseech their sponsor for his protection as well. I have my suspicions as to who it might be, but no confirmation,” replied Kino with a sigh. She made it a point of pride to ensure everybody she hunted down deserved their fate. “Also still no clue on where their base is. It should be somewhere in or near the city though.”

	“Anything we can do to help out?”

	“Actually… maybe…” said Kino as she pondered for a moment. “Would you be against using one of the girls as bait?”

	“If it’s Ying Xiao I wouldn’t mind,” replied Cal. “She can likely fight her way out of most situations, and I had wanted her to have some experience in dealing with people, but alas, Ptolodecca was very safe, and the desert had no banditry either.”

	“I was thinking of her as well. Helps that her tag is copper,” Kino said with a giggle.

	“So what do you want us to do?”

	“Simple, really… if things go right, they will end up taking us straight to their base…”

	 


Chapter 158: Hook, Line, and Sinker

	“Greed is the reason far too many people die needlessly before their time.”

	—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

	“Yes, Shīfù, I am willing to take on this challenge,” said Ying Xiao with burning determination in her eyes.

	That evening, after they had regathered at the guildhouse, and after they had their dinner, Cal had called the girls to meet up in their room. Once there, she had explained the plan to them, and then asked whether Ying Xiao was willing to do her role in it or not.

	Cal also explained that originally she had hoped to have Ying Xiao experience what fighting against other people for real was like, but the dearth of bandits or other outlaws in Ptolodecca and the desert had so far made that impossible, so she figured some slavers nobody would miss would do instead.

	The plan was simplicity itself. Tomorrow when they were out in town, the girls would simply split up, with Ying Xiao on her own. Her being a young, dainty, pretty girl and her copper tag should hopefully lure in the same sort of people responsible for missing travelers in the area, and if they didn’t bite, they’d think of other ways.

	If some slavers—hopefully connected to the merchants Kino was hunting, but Cal didn’t care either way—took the bait, their hope was that they’d lead them to wherever their base was. If it was someone else’s? Sucks to be them. She had little sympathy for those in the flesh trade anyway.

	As for how they would find her, that was where Kino’s little gift came in handy. It was in the form of a pair of enchanted rings—she had more but lent Cal two for this sting’s purpose—that were things she was not familiar with. They were apparently expensive little trinkets, enchanted with complex enchantments that had one specific purpose only.

	The rings were enchanted so that when mana was coursed through them, they would resonate, and anyone wearing one of the other rings would feel it, and know the general direction and distance of where the resonance was. Cal naturally wore one, Kino wore another.

	Ying Xiao was given the third, with the instruction to pulse her mana through it once every ten minutes if nothing happened, twice periodically should the plan succeed, and to do it rapidly should there be an emergency. To Cal’s surprise, Ying Xiao didn’t wear the ring she was given. Instead, she took a dagger and sliced open a small wound on her shoulder, stuffed the ring inside the wound, then wrapped it up with some bandages. She then told Cal respectfully that this way nobody would even know she had the ring with her.

	Ying Xiao felt fulfillment when, after a moment of surprise, Cal nodded and acknowledged her initiative. Ever since she had learned that she was to train under the Blood Demon herself, she had been nervous, worried that she would be found wanting, especially since she only saw Cal in the winters.

	Not to say that the others who had tutored her during the rest of the year were lacking, of course, but the girl had always yearned for more acknowledgement from her shīfù, even for minor matters like this. She listened as Cal told her not to worry about the consequences, and that when the signal came, she was free to go wild.

	“And remember, should they endanger you in any way, or cross any of your bottom lines, damn the plan, and just kill them. Is that understood?” Cal said to her in the end.

	“Yes, Shīfù!” Ying Xiao replied as she nodded firmly. The obvious hint of worry in Cal’s voice touched the girl quite deeply, and contrary to Cal’s intent, Ying Xiao resolved that she would do what she could to make sure everything went well.

	She had a fitful sleep that night, in anticipation for the next day, and when the dawn arose, she was the first to wake.

	The next day, they did as planned, and an hour or so after they went out, a fidgety Ying Xiao had separated from the group, acting like a child who wanted to look around on her own. Cal had also split off together with Leila, while Dan accompanied her nieces.

	What followed came quite naturally to Ying Xiao. She was fifteen this year, but with how her growth had been stunted from malnutrition in her younger days, she was decisively short for her age, and slender like a reed. She could easily pass for twelve to most onlookers.

	After all, all she had to do to look like a harmless girl was to simply look naive and excited. With her small build nobody would think of her as a threat at first glance, while blood mages were rare amongst humans, especially so in her homeland and Ur-Teros both, which meant that people would unlikely think of her as one.

	Hours had passed, and soon the sun started to go down. When it was approaching the evening, the time they agreed to reconvene at, Ying Xiao thought with disappointment that maybe they were all too optimistic with the plan after all.

	It was shortly after she turned and started to walk back towards the guildhouse, while she was walking through a more remote part of the town, that someone draped a sack cloth over her head.

	Ying Xiao pretended to resist, feebly like a young inexperienced girl would, before she felt something solid hit the back of her head. That sort of hit would normally render a person dizzy if not unconscious, though it barely affected her. She pretended to be unconscious nonetheless, while she pulsed her mana twice through the ring embedded in her shoulder with satisfaction

	She felt her assailants gag her mouth with some cloth, and they also tied her arms behind her back with some chains. The chains might be thin, but it was definitely more than what most untrained people could break. Much less a “little girl” like her.

	She could feel them stuff her into a large sack and one of the burly men carried her over his shoulder. She didn’t know where they were taking her, but she kept a steady signal pulsing through the ring embedded in her shoulder as instructed, trusting the item to do its work.

	Around an hour or so passed before she heard what sounded like a metal gate opening and closing. She also heard a difference in the footsteps soon after, the shoes stepping not over soil, but over tiled floor. She pretended to regain consciousness, mumble, and squirm on her assailant’s shoulder.

	“Quiet, or I’ll let you meet the cudgel again,” hissed the man with a rough voice. Ying Xiao pretended to be scared and trembled slightly, then kept quiet, which seemed to satisfy the man.

	She noticed how they seemed to walk down stairs, at least two stories of them, before the sack she was in was opened, and she was dumped out, feet first. She found herself in a dark dungeon, lighted up only by torches on the walls, not even enchanted lighting.

	The man who had dumped her—she noticed that there were two of them behind her, and another ten or so thuggish types playing cards around a wooden table to the side—pushed her, and she pretended to stumble as they went deeper into the dungeon.

	She looked to her sides as she walked haltingly while the man behind her pushed her. The cells to the sides were filled with men and women dressed in rags, their eyes looking down in despair, without any sparks to be seen.

	Her captors brought Ying Xiao further inside, before they finally arrived at a larger, well-lit cell.

	“Lord Kozeff, we brought a new one,” said the rough man behind her, smirking at how Ying Xiao turned stiff. The gate of the cell was opened wide, and he pushed Ying Xiao in. “I think she’s your type.”

	“Oh?” said the man inside as he turned his head and looked at Ying Xiao. His eyes widened, then he leered at her with lust before he gave the man behind her a dirty smile. “Well done! I’ll toss you a bonus for this one!”

	Ying Xiao was quiet. Unbeknownst to her captors, nor the man inside, she was not quiet because she was stunned by the sight before her, although it did surprise her at first. She was quiet because she struggled to contain her seething rage.

	Inside the large cell were many women, most of which looked like they were not from the region. Some were barely covered with rags and gagged, while others were completely uncovered yet their dead eyes showed that they no longer cared.

	When she was brought in, the corpulent, middle-aged man in the room was in the midst of forcing himself on a crying, gagged girl who didn’t seem older than twenty, and was so engrossed in the act that he had not noticed her being shoved in.

	Unknown to everyone else, in her agitation she had unconsciously pulsed her mana rapidly through her body, which included the embedded ring on her shoulder. When the corpulent man eyed her with lust, it was the last straw of her self-control, and she snapped.

	Blood affinity magic coursed through her, and before anyone could react, she stretched her arms and snapped the chains around her wrist. In the same motion, her legs launched her forward, and her halberd appeared in her hands—she had worn a smaller storage ring for show, while her real one was embedded in her other shoulder—and she thrust it forth with rage, skewering the surprised corpulent man through the gut and pinning him against the wall like an insect on display.

	One of the men behind shouted in alarm, but she did not care. Even as the thug that had brought her into the cell charged at her, she spun around, pulled her blade out of storage, grabbed it with both hands and cleaved the man into two pieces, from shoulder to waist, in the same motion.

	Then she walked towards the other man outside the cell, who was frantically backing away while calling for help, with only murder promised in her eyes.

	 


Chapter 159: Mayhem at the Mansion

	“Could tell things were gonna hit the latrines the moment the damned Bounty Hunter walked into town, so I got the hell out with my whole family right the next day!”

	—Padrasah Juissem, formerly a Guard Captain in the Oajib Sultanate, circa 677 FP

	Cal and the rest of the party were not that far from where Ying Xiao was, five city blocks away at most, as after they had spent the afternoon without results they had met back together and pretended to “search” for Ying Xiao.

	During the afternoon, she had split off and met with Kino once more, during a time when Ying Xiao was stationary, probably having her lunch, and from her had learned that the remaining merchants—all fifteen of them, as she had ended another one just the previous night—had sought for the sultan’s protection in his mansion. Unless their guess was wildly off, the sultan himself was likely connected with the whole operation.

	Normally, learning that fact alone, that the might of a city-state stood against them, would have deterred most anyone from acting further. Kino was the Bounty Hunter, however. She had not let an empire deter her in the past, much less a mere city-state.

	From her Cal had also learnt that there were surprisingly three archmagus in the sultan’s employ, which was a surprising number for a city-state, but Oajib was after all a filthy rich one. One was the sultan’s own younger brother, a known nature archmagus of great prowess, around whom many unsavory rumors abounded.

	The other two were mercenaries: a metal archmagus master swordsman known as the “Desert Gale,” and a female orc blood archmagus known to be an excellent grappler. Both had been in the sultan’s service for at least half a decade now, so chances were they would stick with him.

	Out of the three, Cal had some worry if Ying Xiao were to face the older, more experienced blood mage, but didn’t put the other two in her sight. Then again, it seemed like a demeaning job to have an archmagus guard over slaves, so the chances of her meeting them were low. She and Kino would likely arrive before long anyway.

	It was near evening before the periodical signal pulse suddenly changed, and Cal brought the rest of the group to an intersection near where people would pass if they were headed to the sultan’s palace from where she last felt the pulse.

	Subsequent pulses had come closer, and then went further again after a couple burly men with a sack on their shoulder passed by, ensuring that they had the right target. Motioning to the girls to keep quiet and stay behind her, Cal then followed them from a decent distance, far enough away a human wouldn’t notice, but close enough that she would not lose the trail.

	The direction they followed soon allowed them to see the sultan’s mansion—more a palace, really—in the distance, a domed monument of opulence decorated heavily with gold, precious gems, and rare woods. The signal pulses put the last doubts away, as they pointed straight into the mansion, and then went a bit lower into the ground. Probably an underground dungeon.

	Two city blocks away, her sharp ears caught the telltale signs of a commotion from the direction of the mansion’s front gate, where they were headed towards. They picked up their pace in response, and a minute later they saw the aftermath of said commotion.

	On the thick, metal gates of the mansion, a neat circular hole a good two meters in diameter had formed, and two very nervous-looking guards were dragging bisected corpses of their former comrades away. One of them looked up when he saw Cal approach the gate, but one sharp glare from her, followed by a look to the black-platinum tag around her neck, and he cowered back, letting the group enter without a peep.

	Inside the courtyard of the mansion, what greeted them was a complete and utter bloodbath. Over a hundred soldiers in the sultanate’s livery and ornate armor were arrayed in neat lines, with scimitar and shield in hand. Every single one of them lay dead on the ground, their heads separated from their bodies. The cuts were so clean they looked improbable, and the way they fell in formation suggested that they were all beheaded at the same time.

	When they walked into the mansion itself, they saw a similar hole in the door of the mansion, and a further path of carnage headed upstairs. Cal didn’t follow it. Instead, she followed the signal from the ring, which had pulsed rapidly shortly after she had reached the gate. It was not the emergency signal they had agreed on… but more like how her own magic would flow during a fight.

	A few minutes passed—the mansion was quite huge—before they found a stairway leading down into the basement from which a faint smell of blood could be detected. They found nothing on the first basement floor down, save some men and women in rags, shackled in the cells, and oddly enough not a single guard.

	It was a very loud hit—as if some giant had just hammered the walls of the mansion—coupled with a sudden flaring of signal from the ring that clued them in to Ying Xiao’s location. Another minute of searching unearthed the stairs leading down, and there they also found where the missing guards were.

	Corpses were strewn all over the floor of the underground dungeon. Every one of them killed by either a large blade wound, or from having their heads or organs pulverized by massive blunt force trauma. More cells containing shackled men and women lined the sides, these ones looking at the dead guards with surprise… and something resembling hope.

	It was in the last cell down the line where they found Ying Xiao. She was kneeling on the floor, breathing heavily and trying to catch her breath. On the wall of the cell before her, the body of a naked corpulent man was splayed like an insect on display, pinned to the wall by a halberd through the stomach, and with his head utterly pulverized. The blow that did it was so powerful that cracks radiated from the small bloody crater that formed behind where his head used to be.

	One glance around the cell, as well as the state of the young, naked woman shackled to a table in the middle of the cell, told Cal all she needed to know, as well as the all-too-likely reason Ying Xiao had gone on an unplanned rampage. The girl must have been reminded of her own sordid past by the sight, and now that Cal looked closer, she noticed that Ying Xiao was quietly sobbing into her hands.

	So she gave the girl the best thing she could in the situation at hand: an understanding hand on the shoulder, and an enveloping embrace.

	 


Chapter 160: Lives Paid For

	“The Bounty Hunter is considered a remorseless, cold-blooded killer for hire by most, but whoever they are, their activities have shown that they follow a certain moral code of their own. The most renowned case is probably the one that involved the last emperor of the Clangeddin Empire, which stood where the current Union of Free Nations is.

	Legend has it that a peasant waif had been crying out loud over the suffering the poor folk were subjected to under Maglos the Tyrant, and that the Bounty Hunter had appeared before the waif and asked what she would pay to remove the Tyrant. The waif had offered what scraps of hard bread she had left in her pocket, and a single copper coin.

	It is said that the Bounty Hunter just took the coin, and several months later stood right before the gates of the Imperial Palace, slaughtered their way in, and beheaded Maglos the Tyrant in broad daylight. The Clangeddin Empire fell into civil war from that mess, and splintered into many smaller nations that later became the union.

	Supposedly, the waif whose unsuspecting words had triggered this cataclysm later led a peasant rebellion and established what has become Levain.”

	—Shaqwal ibn Ordun, Historian and researcher of historical figures

	Where Cal had kept a distance to ensure she wasn’t spotted, Kino kept a far closer watch on Ying Xiao, skulking from the rooftops, draped in a cloak enchanted with mist magic to make her practically invisible to the naked eye.

	The enchantment was far from perfect, with noticeable ripples when viewed up close, that amplified when its wearer moved too fast, but combined with her own experience and skills and training picked up over the past seven centuries of her life? Very few would be able to notice her at all.

	Because of that she noticed right away when the plan finally worked and two thugs “kidnapped” Ying Xiao in an empty alleyway. She then followed them very closely, noticing that Cal also did so from a distance.

	When the thugs strolled towards the sultan’s mansion and the guards let them in without a fuss, she knew that her guess was confirmed. While slavery was indeed legal in many areas of the caliphate—Oajib was merely the biggest market—for there to be repeated cases of missing travelers who later ended up being sold as slaves meant only one of three things.

	Either the sultan and his guards were so incompetent they had failed to root out the criminals responsible, they were generously bribed to turn a blind eye to the activity, or—the most likely case now given how all the remaining merchants had received the sultan’s own protection and how the thugs had gone to his mansion—he was straight up complicit and collaborating with the operation as a whole.

	Having seen all she needed to know, she went down from the rooftop to a secluded alley where nobody was around and removed her enchanted cloak, trading it for her more renowned getup of a jet-black, hooded cloak. The rest of her outfit was already worn under the cloak, and she pulled the mask that obscured the lower half of her face up to her nose.

	Then she strode out and headed straight towards the sultan’s mansion. Passersby gave her a wide breadth, and even the four guards by the mansion’s gate were visibly nervous. Two were too scared to act, but the other two crossed their spears and barred her path, apparently believing that not even the Bounty Hunter would want to anger the sultan.

	It was a very mistaken assumption to make, and they paid for it with their lives as a sphere of void formed between them, then enlarged to engulf the gate behind them. The upper bodies of the two guards had not escaped the devastation, and only their lower bodies were left to slump and fall even as a neat, perfectly circular hole formed in the middle of the gate. The other two guards jumped back in fright, and she left them alone.

	As she stepped through the hole she made in the gates, she saw what awaited her inside. Arrayed in the courtyard itself were over a hundred soldiers, clad in ornate armor and the Oajib Sultanate’s color, likely the sultan’s personal guards. They wordlessly charged at her in a neat formation at the command of their officers.

	She was impressed by their ferocity, and by their doubtlessly hard training to be able to keep their formation so seamlessly as they charged. The armor was definitely far too ostentatious though, more for display than practicality. As for what she was about to inflict to them, she didn’t think about it. They had chosen to put themselves in her way, and as the Bounty Hunter, there was only one response to deliver.

	Kino focused her magic for a moment, well aware that what she was about to do was more to keep an unfathomable image about her other persona than for practicality, but some things one must do after all. A moment later, a paper-thin line of void formed, then lashed out so fast the eye could not follow.

	The soldiers took another two steps, before they collapsed in unison, their heads rolling away from their bodies as they fell, still in formation, with all too neat cuts where their necks ended in bloody stumps.

	Kino walked between the corpses, eyes trained at the officer who had stood behind his soldiers, and was now looking at her with dread and despair. The man dared not move even as she walked right next to him, and playfully, Kino poked his head with one finger as she passed by.

	That little poke was enough to cause the officer’s head to slide off his neck and roll down the ground, the man’s eyes staring in fear at his own headless body, which still stood where it was, while the Bounty Hunter went to the mansion itself, making another hole at the locked door to pass through.

	Inside the mansion, the guards were more sparse, and were more of the caliber of the merchant guards she had killed the past few days. She noticed the change in the magic pulsing through the ring she wore as she made her way upstairs, but let it be, knowing that Cal would be there for her student soon.

	The trail of dead men she left behind on her road upstairs soon led to a large, double-doored chamber. She opened it her usual way, and as she stepped in, over a dozen figures flinched backwards, while the two guards each of them had behind them drew their weapons and charged her.

	Kino ignored the sultan’s litany of outrage and threats, and nonchalantly carved her way through the thirty guards charging her, even as the closer merchants fidgeted and escaped from their seats, running towards the sultan.

	Not a single one of them made it, as the moment they stood up, a loop of void formed unnoticed around their necks, and as they tried to run, they carved their own flesh against the loop, leaving only a headless body and a decapitated head behind.

	It was only after she was done with the merchants, the sultan’s voice hoarse from his shouting, that one of the sultan’s guards stepped forward. She was a tall, bulky orc woman, clad in light leathers, but with spiked gauntlets that covered her whole forearms and hands, with similar greaves on her legs. The reported blood mage grappler, then.

	While the woman looked positively ecstatic at the prospect of fighting her, Kino wasn’t. She allowed the orc to strike a few times, nimbly avoiding the hits, before she struck back.

	Small orbs of void formed all around the orc, then devoured her with great alacrity. She still tried to fight on even with a good part of her body gone. She was a rather strong blood mage, not quite Cal’s caliber but not that far behind either, but Kino just had the orbs of void enlarge and overlap. A moment later, the only thing left of the orc was her cut-off ponytail that had fallen behind her. Every other trace of her existence was devoured by the ravenous void.

	This time, the sultan backed into his plush, opulent seat with a startled squeak, his face paling. He spewed a few more halfhearted threats as Kino approached, and only went silent when she neatly plucked off his head after a disc of void severed it off his neck.

	All this time, the sultan’s other bodyguard had not moved a step from his post, the dark-skinned, bearded man wearing chainmail and an elaborate turban just stood with his arms folded and watched the spectacle unfold before him. Kino eyed him questioningly, which finally got a reaction from the man.

	“The fatso here contracted me to guard him, not to die for him,” said the man with a shrug of his shoulders. “Never liked him much, nor what he did for that matter, but back then my kid caught the bone rot, and his was the best paying offer I got.”

	Kino nodded, calmly rolled out a parchment, then struck out names listed there, adding a new one, and striking it out right after, before she turned and left the room, the sultan’s other bodyguard the only living person left in it.

	“Guess I’m free to go then, huh?” the man said after she left as he shook his head at what just happened.

	 


Chapter 161: Resolution

	“To date, the Bounty Hunter has the record of having ended the reign of no less than one empire, two kingdoms, and at least ten smaller nations, all of which devolved into civil war or rebellions on the death of their leaders. It is by far an achievement unlikely to ever be matched, for a single individual to have toppled so many reigns by their own efforts.”

	—Shaqwal ibn Ordun, Historian and researcher of historical figures

	When Cal walked out from the basement dungeon of the palace, all the slaves locked up there streaming out behind her with disbelief and joy warring on their features, she learned that Kino had left ahead of them a while ago.

	What they did find waiting for them, was the “Desert Gale,” as the mercenary stood in the foyer, shaking his head at the carnage all around him. Many of the slaves tensed upon seeing him, and Cal had her halberd in her hands as well.

	“Peace, lady,” said the mercenary as he noticed their presence, his hands raised, open and empty, a universal gesture to show that he was not a threat. “I have no intention to fight.”

	“Aren’t you the sultan’s bodyguard?” Cal asked the man, her halberd lowered but still ready to use. She could hear some of the slaves and especially the other kidnapped people murmuring behind her. “Or are you saying you got nothing to do with the shit going on here?”

	“I was hired to safeguard the sultan’s life,” admitted the mercenary with a depressed sigh, “not his interests, and neither did he pay anywhere near enough to die for him. As for the slavery ring he runs here as a side business, I honestly find it as distasteful as you probably did, but needs must, and beggars can’t be choosers.”

	Cal looked at the gathered slaves and kidnapped people behind her, and quirked an eyebrow in question. To her surprise, two of the kidnapped women, both adventurers, vouched for the mercenary that he had never done anything bad to them, which the others agreed on. On the other hand, the orc woman had apparently helped kidnap some of them, while the sultan’s brother… was none other than the corpulent man Ying Xiao killed in the cell. She had caught him by surprise and never gave him a chance to defend himself.

	It was thus that they left the palace together in a group, escorting the freed slaves and captives behind them. What few guards were around didn’t dare to stop them or do anything, while those who did were already long dead.

	Similarly, none of the city guards dared to halt the procession, and they reached the guild hall unimpeded. There they left both the slaves and the captives for the guild to administer. Several parties had recognized some of the captives as their missing members, and soon regrouped with them, while others were distributing some warm food to the former slaves.

	Cal noticed how many of the adventurers had packed up and prepared themselves for departure shortly after hearing the news the “Desert Gale” brought over, as he too collected the last of his payout before he left. None of them seemed keen to be involved in the chaos that was sure to follow now that the sultan was dead and there was no clear successor.

	She herself thought it was a wise path of action to take, and brought her group to their rooms to pack up, before they too decided to make themselves scarce. She paid the fees for the rooms on her way out, and brought her group to leave the city altogether, headed east to Assadun.

	Already some scuffles and smaller riots had broken out, as the news of the sultan’s death had spread. More than once, Cal saw groups of women, their veils long discarded, lynching a man together, but she paid those no heed. Instead, at those times she took the chance to lecture Ying Xiao and the other girls about how oppressing people through “traditions” could only go so far, and that going too far with it would just result in a violent end.

	She thought it would be a very relevant topic for Ying Xiao after she returned to Al-Shan, since from what Layla had told her, these days the court faction that was most troublesome were old traditionalists, who would surely find Ying Xiao’s mere presence offensive to their decrepit and outdated sensibilities.

	The problem with those old traditionalists was that they had never accepted the usurper’s reign either, and had remained entirely neutral during the civil war, only returning to court after the rebels had won. Outwardly, that gave Xain no good reason to remove them from power, and they had formed the biggest opposition block since.

	While many of the smaller nobles merely followed the lead of their faction head, the true trouble was how the current patriarchs of the leading noble clans stubbornly adhered to their old, long outdated traditions, and how they vehemently opposed anything that would go against them.

	To date, Xain had forcefully pushed through his reforms by force, which earned him some measure of enmity with the traditionalist faction. Even so, things remained outwardly civil still, as the old coots were not incensed enough to go into hostilities with the emperor so far. Meanwhile, Xain deemed that the country still needed more time to rebuild first, as for the time being he did not have a “good” reason to remove them.

	If he were to give Ying Xiao a high status however, that was certain to rile the traditionalists up fiercely. She was a woman, a Huan, and her background and past just made her utterly unpalatable for them, so Cal wondered if that might be what Xain had in mind.

	Layla had hinted at some plans related to her, but had also assured Cal that they would never force Ying Xiao to do things against her will, or treat her wrong, and knowing them as well as she did, she trusted them and their plan.

	 


Chapter 162: The Assadun Emirate

	“Due to its position as one of the southern gates of the caliphate, and its abundance of fertile lands, the Assadun Emirate has long been the breadbasket of the southern region, and since it doubles as the trade hub of the region, the emirate has historically been one of the most prosperous countries out of those that make up the caliphate as a whole.”

	—Sakim Douan, Historian from the Hassid Caliphate

	Four days away from the Oajib Sultanate, Cal saw a border fort belonging to the emirate, that was screening passing travelers before allowing them in. At the edges of her vision range she could see other similar forts, so apparently the emirate kept a tight watch on their borders.

	The fort itself was small, merely a couple of wooden barracks built with a watchtower in the middle, and surrounded by a spiked fence, manned by no more than a dozen people or so. More a watch outpost, really, as she noticed two people at the top of the watchtower, scouring their surroundings with spyglasses.

	There wasn’t a long line being checked, just two wagons, so Cal’s group just lined up alongside the rest and waited their turn. The man on the wagon currently being checked looked somewhat familiar to her, until she finally remembered him to be the guard captain she saw when she first arrived at Oajib. He had apparently taken his leave promptly.

	“Adventurers, right? Got any news to share from Oajib?” asked the guard who inspected their tags when it was their turn. Unlike the guards in Oajib, the Assadun guards were more polite, and disciplined.

	“Not much to share, I think. I assume others already told you what the Bounty Hunter did there?” Cal replied as she collected the group’s tags and tossed the rest back to their respective owners. The guard nodded in affirmation at her question. “When we left there were riots starting here and there, and I’m pretty sure some of their guards were part of it.”

	“Heh. No real surprise there. That place has always been a mess all this while,” replied the guard with a chuckle. “Might be their end though, with the sultan having no heirs. It’ll all likely just get scooped up by someone else.”

	“Sounds like a recipe for a mess,” replied Cal. “That sort of shit happens a lot around here?”

	“Eh, from time to time. We’re pretty used to it,” answered the guard. He jotted down some lines Cal couldn’t see on a piece of paper affixed to a wooden board held in his hand, before he turned back to her. “All good, you may pass.”

	Behind the outpost, they entered into the emirate proper. Despite its proximity to the desert, the land was noticeably more fertile, with small copses of trees visibly growing here and there. They mostly followed the road eastwards towards the city itself.

	They saw villages on their way: those located in more arid areas mostly grew potatoes and other hardy crops, whereas more fertile areas grew wheat and a large variety of green vegetables, along with some spices.

	In one of the villages where they stayed the night, they also saw a ranch unlike what any of them—excepting Dan—had seen, as being ranched there were not cows or sheep or other commonly found ranch animals, but some sort of large, plump rodents, the larger specimens of which reached the length of one’s forearm.

	These rodents, called cùy, were apparently a local delicacy, and their host for that night, upon hearing that his guests had never even seen the animals, insisted that they join him for dinner and have a taste.

	When the critter was served, it was after it spent some time in an oven, baked until its skin was browned to a crisp, with potatoes as accompaniment and stuffed with some black, minty herbs. Other than the potatoes, some large peppers were also served, stuffed with a mixture of diced vegetables and cheese, and similarly baked in the oven until soft.

	Under the crisp skin that shattered to the bite was tender meat, leaner than most yet quite flavorful, a flavor further enhanced by the herbal stuffing that had lent its taste to the flesh. The potatoes were equally delightful and helped balance the meat, while the peppers were rich in flavor and delightfully spicy, making it a table favorite.

	Their host seemed quite pleased with how well received the meal was, wearing the prideful look of a rancher who received approval for his ranched animals, and brought out some local wine for toasts, which the group gleefully joined him for. The girls were all pretty inebriated by the time they went to bed that night, with only Cal, Ying Xiao, and Dan staying sober due to their affinities.

	As they went on with their trip the next day, Cal didn’t forget to tease her nieces for the hangover they were sporting, at least until Dan removed it with some healing, and they walked for another day or so until they reached Assadun.

	By afternoon the next day, they caught sight of the city. Like the Oajib Sultanate they had departed from, the architecture employed in the caliphate made Cal think of Aqwa architecture from back home, with many domed buildings and curved lines.

	They might well be one and the same, for stories had said that supposedly the first Aqwa people were refugees from these lands, whereas the Huan were natives of the archipelago itself.

	It was the western gate to the city that they entered from, and from there they immediately noticed the difference from Oajib. The buildings in Assadun were in general of a more practical bent, eschewing ostentatious displays of wealth for beauty in practicality.

	Even so, the city radiated a feeling of wealth and well-being from its clean streets and neatly arrayed buildings, built with the best materials available. Even the suburbs had houses that were well built, often two stories tall, and next to no sign of poverty was in sight.

	Into the city they went, for Kino had previously “arranged” to meet them there.

	 


Chapter 163: Trading Stories

	“More than a few people have attempted to maintain a secret identity through the ages. Most of them criminals, a few philanthropists, yet over time their identities always come to light one way or another. The Bounty Hunter is one of the few whose identity has remained a mystery to this very day.”

	—Sakim Douan, Historian from the Hassid Caliphate

	From the western gate of the large town, Cal led the party eastward, passing through the suburbs—they were nice for suburbs, she would give them that much—and headed for the more affluent mercantile district, where various businesses opened storefronts or kept offices.

	Further in from there would be the noble district, where the emir’s palace was, as well as the houses belonging to his lesser nobles—the Assadun Emirate remained one of the largest states in the caliphate, and divided itself into several districts, each ruled by a minor noble that reported to the emir—for when they were in town.

	Kino had agreed to meet them in the first inn they would run across in the mercantile district, counted from the west gate, and indeed, even as the party approached the doors of the first inn they encountered in the district, they heard Kino’s melodic voice accompanied by strums of her lute from within.

	For greed will devour, those who kept it fed~
Such is just, the way the cycle goes~
There is no good end~
For those in the throes~
Of greed and avarice~
Just a bloody end, for them~

	They sat down around a table—Kino was inside the inn as she promised, currently singing on the small stage they had in the corner of the room to an appreciating audience—and ordered the local specialties from the waitress that came to their table.

	By the time the waiter returned with their drinks and appetizer, Kino had finished with her song, accepted the applause, then stepped down to let another bard—this one a local man—step up and sing a folk song in the local language Cal didn’t understand, but she appreciated the flowing melody nonetheless. She then joined Cal and the rest at their table.

	The waitress placed three frosted pitchers of some sort of local fruit alcohol on the table, with multiple chunks of ice floating in the pitchers, and wooden glasses with ice cubes in each as well. Apparently cold drinks were much favored in the area due to the arid heat of the region, and most higher end inns would have their own enchanted iceboxes for a steady supply of them.

	As for the appetizers, they were served a mound of still-warm flatbreads served with a dip of sorts, some sort of whitish paste over which a greenish oil was drizzled. Apparently they were meant to tear off pieces off the flatbread and use them to scoop up the dip, as Kino demonstrated for them.

	Cal gave it a try as well, scooping up a good amount with a piece of flatbread before munching on the whole thing together. The flavor that hit her tongue was mostly rich and nutty, cut texturally by the chewy, savory flatbread with crisped surfaces, altogether quite a pleasant thing.

	They washed it down with the local drink, and she had to admit that the chilled, iced drink did feel extra refreshing in the arid heat of the region. It was a sweet, citrusy drink, tangy in flavor, with the alcoholic heat merely an undertone that many would not even notice, not unlike some of the sweeter brews back home, really.

	Shortly after, their main dishes arrived. First a salad of diced tomatoes, cucumbers, onions, and peppers, drizzled with a sauce that tasted strongly of sesame seeds. Fried balls of mashed chickpeas with a sauce of fermented, curdled milk and garlic were also served.

	The main dish itself was a long platter piled with several kinds of grilled meats, which she had noticed the chef roasting on skewers when she entered, both in larger chunks and minced, on a bed of leafy vegetables.

	They had the food by wrapping a chunk of the meat or a chickpea fritter with some of its sauces together with some salad in the leafy greens, then munching on the packet as a whole. The combination of flavors was a pleasant experience, and matched well with the sweet fruit alcohol served, and they happily ate their fill together.

	“News sure travels fast, huh?” Dan asked while the group was munching on dessert, some kind of thin pastry wrapped around a filling of cheese, drizzled with honey.

	“The guild got the news two days after the fact,” Kino stated confidently. Cal knew she must have checked on that since she couldn’t have reached Assadun that much faster than them. “And you know how we bards are. Always got to keep up with the latest news~”

	“Yeah, right,” Cal said half in jest, since at the table only she and Kino herself were aware that the half-therian woman was the very person responsible for the mess currently engulfing the Oajib Sultanate. “So, what’s new around here?”

	“Most of the latest gossip is about the mess in Oajib,” said Kino as she drank a whole mug of the fruit alcohol and poured herself a refill. “Other than that? Just some cùy ranchers complaining about wyverns eating a chunk of their flock at most. Nothing unusual, but then again this is mostly a pretty peaceful place.”

	“Oajib was a shithole, one on its way out,” replied Cal although she knew the other woman knew of it as well as she did, playing along with her cover story. “You didn’t miss much I guess.”

	“Mm-hmm, I last visited there like a century ago, it was a shithole then too,” replied Kino all too nonchalantly. If Cal recalled right, what Kino did back then was little different than what she did just last week, with the only major difference being that the sultan at the time had living heirs who survived the mess by not being in town when it happened. “Can’t imagine it had changed that much in the meantime.”

	“Some people just refuse to learn from history, sadly,” said Cal as she nodded and refilled her own glass. The iced drink quickly went down her throat, while she chewed on the last bits of the ice cube left behind. “They just keep making the same mistakes their ancestors were killed for.”

	“Such is human nature, sadly. I think they’re just a bit too short lived to learn from their own history well.”

	 


Chapter 164: A Drake’s Clutch

	“While wyverns are territorial animals, generally it is rare for them to intrude into inhabited lands. Most of the time, they attack travelers on the road at most, and even then such attacks are rare, and even more rarely fatal.

	On the other hand, a larger subspecies of wyvern colloquially called “drakes” tend to intrude into inhabited territory more, as these beasts have a far greater need of nourishment, and it is easier for them to eat their fill from a ranch than by hunting in the wild.

	While they are larger and more dangerous than wyverns, drakes also represent a wealth of useful materials should they be hunted down. Most prized of all is a drake’s egg, as these intelligent animals are quite trainable if raised from birth, and only their rarity makes them scarce.”

	—Inge Flussig, Retired Monster Tamer from the Kingdom Down Under

	After half a week of relaxation in Assadun itself—it was a peaceful city perfect for such purposes, and Cal actually grew slightly worried that her nieces might grow fat from the good food if they overstayed their welcome there—the party carried on with their travels, headed northeast this time.

	Before they left, they actually perused the local Adventurers’ Guild’s request board. Leila had expressed interest in such a career, along with Cal’s other students, so they decided to let her get some experience under her belt while they were at it.

	Elaina, Sidonie, and Ying Xiao tagged along with Leila, the former two as they too had done similar jobs back in the Great Emerald Forest, and the latter out of curiosity, as she had never done anything similar.

	Since they did not want to delay their travels overmuch on such a whim, they opted for a request that happened to be in the direction they were headed for. Coincidentally, it was one from a rich rancher who was having trouble with a drake preying on his ranch animals.

	It was the same tale Kino had related to them a few days ago, though back then the dearth of information had pegged the drake as a wyvern instead. Cal allowed the girls to take on the mission, though whether they would succeed or fail, she left in their hands. She would only intervene if they were truly in danger of dying.

	Leila and Ying Xiao were quite excited during the trip towards the ranch, which was located a day and a half’s worth of travel away from the city proper. Cal was happy to see Ying Xiao be more open to others, and further gladdened that touching on her old trauma back at Oajib hadn’t unnerved the girl too much.

	Then again, back in Al-Shan the girl was all but powerless, and only lived because her abuser hadn’t had enough “fun” with her yet. In Oajib, she had power in her hands, and used it to slaughter those that reminded her all too much of old memories she would rather forget.

	When they arrived at the ranch, they noticed two more groups of adventurers and mercenaries already there. All having taken the same quest, it seemed. One of the groups was composed of five youngsters, all of whom had either longbows slung behind their backs or held heavy crossbows in their hands.

	The other group’s members were older, rough-looking types, who were quite dismissive of both the other, younger group and of the girls. A quick discussion with the youngsters told them that the mercenaries had claimed the east side of the ranch as their area to guard, as it was the area the drake had attacked the last time, while they were willing to share the west side with the girls.

	Leila seemed like she had words she wanted to spit out at the arrogant mercenaries, but held her tongue and agreed, aware that such power plays were all too common amongst adventurers and mercenaries in the field.

	They spent the first night peacefully at the ranch, Cal, Kino, and Dan just relaxing while the girls kept watch. No sign of the drake was spotted that night, but they did gain some more information on the creature from the ranch owner the next morning.

	Apparently the drake he saw was a particularly large specimen, and when it attacked he hadn’t dared leave his house even while it preyed on his ranched cùy. What he had found odd was how the drake was far bulkier than the norm for flying creatures, and suspected that it might well be a beast with wind affinity.

	It was late in the second night, shortly after Elaina and Sidonie had just turned in for the night, with Leila and Ying Xiao taking over the watch, when they heard a ruckus and what sounded like a battle from the east.

	Leila did not need to wake everyone else, as when she was about to reach the tent, she found them already awake, and together the group moved east as fast as they could, weapons held in hand.

	Midway, just shortly after they passed the rancher’s residence, they met the group of youngsters, and decided to travel together with them. Another few minutes passed before they finally saw—at least for those who could somewhat see in the night—what had caused the ruckus.

	The drake had struck deep in the night, and whether it was out of negligence or surprise, the mercenaries were caught off guard. Leila saw four of the eight mercenaries already lying dead on the ground, some of them not even wearing their armor.

	Another two were clutching injuries as they slowly backed away from the beast before them. One was entirely missing, but judging from how the drake was happily chewing on another one of them, everyone had a good idea what had happened to the missing woman.

	As beasts went, the drake was decidedly an intimidating specimen: easily three meters tall at the shoulder when it rested on all fours, with a thick, sinewy neck and a head not too unlike an alligator’s. Its rear legs were thick and powerful, while its arms were far thicker than a wyvern’s, powerful limbs on their own regard, with a leathery membrane akin to a bat’s wings splayed under them. The middle joint of each arm ended in a wicked, three-fingered claw, while the beast’s long, whip-like, prehensile tail had a row of spikes at its end.

	The wound on one of the dead mercenaries suggested that it was precisely that tail that had ended his life, while the other dead ones seemed to be either torn apart by the claws, or simply bitten in half.

	Leila exchanged glances with the group of youngsters, seeing understanding in the other group’s eyes, then they nocked arrows and bolts, aimed, and loosed at the beast. Elaina and Sidonie followed up with a pair of lightning charged javelins, while Leila hurled a bolt of molten earth at the drake.

	 


Chapter 165: Man Against Beast

	“Most adventurer guidelines place drakes at the higher end of gold rank, threat-wise. While drake attacks are decidedly rare, the beasts are very mobile, and more often than not need to be tracked down to their nest before the threat is finished. The recommendation is for a full party of gold ranks for such a task, as sending less will often just result in dead people.”

	—Amber Ingwedotter, Retired Jötunbergian Adventurer, currently serving as branch head of the Flokisvet Guild House

	Cal noted how the drake seemed to have control over wind—clearly a wind affinity monster then—by the way the arrows loosed by three of the youngsters swayed and flew aside without coming close to the beast. Bolts from the heavy crossbows had more success in hitting their target, but did little damage. One pierced the membranous wing to little effect, while the other only cracked a scale before falling down impotently.

	The javelins Elaina and Sidonie hurled with their atlatls were heavier war javelins, and the wind failed to drive them off course. The drake swiped Elaina’s javelin with one of its arms, breaking the projectile and causing a burst of electricity to strike and scorch its hand.

	For what it was worth, the burst of lightning only scorched the surface of the beast’s hand, but the surprise still caused it to flinch, which allowed Sidonie’s javelin to pierce its torso and discharge its lightning within, which stunned the drake for a moment.

	It was a long enough delay for Leila’s strike to arrive, as the bolt of molten lava splashed on and burned the beast’s right wing, causing a sizable hole to form on the membrane there, and for the first time eliciting a roar of pain from the beast.

	The party of youngsters loosed another series of arrows and bolts at the drake, though it did little more than annoy the beast. As for the drake itself, it was charging at Leila, and not even another barrage of javelins and molten lava from the girls could stop it. Neither did a third salvo from the youngsters manage to do anything. The leader of that party saw that Leila was standing her ground and was about to yell in warning for her to retreat, when Ying Xiao jumped in.

	To most everyone’s surprise—except Cal and Kino—the drake stopped in its tracks when the diminutive girl forcefully slammed her halberd against its chest. The beast even reared back, and everyone could see a bleeding gash on its chest, ringed by broken scales.

	As for Ying Xiao herself, while her full-powered strike did manage to injure the beast, the force of the impact threw her a few meters back, as she was far too light to stand her ground in such a situation. She landed on her feet, however, and immediately charged the drake once more, even as Leila, Elaina, and Sidonie fired off another barrage.

	Her performance baffled the party of youngsters for a moment, though to their credit they quickly got their act together and continued supporting with their bows and crossbows. They switched aim to the drake’s head, which forced the beast to either block or evade their shots, lest one hit it in the eye, while another couple javelins hurled by the siblings pierced through its scales and discharged their lighting within the beast itself. Leila busied herself gathering her mana for a larger working in the meantime, while Ying Xiao kept the beast occupied up close.

	The nimble girl dodged the drake’s maw when it came to snap at her, while she harried it with occasional strikes from her halberd whenever she had a chance. A couple times the beast managed to swat her away with its arms, its claws leaving bloody gashes on her body, yet she stood right back up as if nothing happened and attacked the beast again.

	On a signal from Sidonie, Ying Xiao dived under a swing of the beast’s arm, and scored another bloody wound on its abdomen. This time however, she withdrew a moment too late, and the spiked tail of the beast caught her as she pulled back, two of the spikes penetrating her abdomen and out her back, nailing her violently to the ground.

	The drake had just raised its arm to deliver a finishing strike when another two javelins accurately pierced through its wounds, burying themselves deep inside its flesh and discharging bolts of lightning inside its body, which caused it to halt as it was paralyzed for a moment.

	That moment was what Leila was waiting for, as she used up a good chunk of her mana and hurled a glob of molten lava the size of a cow towards the paralyzed drake. The beast recovered from its temporary paralysis and tried to evade, but the lava still splashed over most of its torso and its left leg, burning as it clung to the drake’s form.

	Apparently that was too much for the drake, as the beast spread its wings wide and took to the skies, fleeing eastward, with its flight being visibly wobbly, likely from its injuries.

	The young dwarf who seemed to be in charge of the party of youngsters was just about to approach Leila and offer his condolences for Ying Xiao, when the latter got up from where the drake had nailed her to the ground. He looked at her in surprise, before he noticed how neither blood nor viscera came out of her wounds, and realized that she was likely a blood mage.

	“You want to join in chasing that thing?” Leila asked while she rested with her hands on her knees. Creating the larger spell had taken a bit out of her, and she felt the expenditure, though it was definitely worth it.

	“Nah, I think me and me boys just gonna stay here and keep a lookout instead,” answered the young dwarf, her voice identifying her as female. “We’re rather useless against that thing. Bloody request only said wyvern when we took it a week ago!”

	“Likely late information. Doubt the rancher could tell the difference anyway,” added Elaina to the mix. “We’ll be taking the bounty for ourselves then since you’re not joining along?”

	“Be my guest,” said the dwarf. She was the only gold rank in her party, with the other four—another young dwarf, two humans, and a half-orc—being silver ranked. “Ain’t no way I’d be taking this mission with just these kids had I known it be a drake waiting.”

	 


Chapter 166: Chasing Down Wounded Prey

	“Beware cornered prey, doubly so when they’re wounded. Such animals often do the unexpected.”

	—Old hunter saying

	After a quick moment in which the girls helped sort out the wreckage from the battle—including the two mercenary survivors—and dragged the dead bodies aside, Dan went and healed Ying Xiao’s wounds, closing the lacerations and the holes punctured by the spikes in a minute or so of work. Once he was done, the girls set out in pursuit of the drake, with Cal, Kino, and Dan following close behind.

	None of the girls had special training in tracking prey, though Elaina and Sidonie, by virtue of having lived in the Great Emerald Forest for most of their lives, knew quite a bit about the field. In the end, it proved irrelevant anyway, as the drake’s trail was beyond easy to follow.

	The last glob of lava Leila had tossed at the beast had clung to it, and dripped off the creature while it was in flight. The molten rock caused small fires where it dripped throughout the flight, which laid an easy trail for the group to follow, Leila snuffing out the fires as she passed to prevent them from going out of control.

	A good hour, maybe two, passed as she followed the trail, the drake having flown over forested areas, making the trail slightly harder to follow. Even so, before they exited the forest, they found a place where many trees were broken, with a couple uprooted by a brutal impact.

	Apparently the injuries had proven too much for the drake to fly with, and it had crashed there. Some of the broken trees had pierced its wounds, judging from the blood that coated them, and they switched to following the trail of blood instead, as by then the molten lava had either solidified or fallen off the beast.

	As they followed after game trails and cut their way through undergrowth when they had to, the girls eventually tracked the drake to its lair: a large cave at the side of a small hill, probably a good four hours away from the ranch.

	All four girls looked at one another, knowing that this was their test to take. Cal was there to intervene should it become too dangerous, but the girls wanted to finish the mission on their own if they could. After a short discussion, they went inside the cave in a wedge formation, Ying Xiao in front, Elaina and Sidonie at the sides, and Leila in the middle.

	The entrance to the cave was narrow enough that the drake must have crawled through to fit, yet it was still large enough for Ying Xiao to wield her halberd comfortably. They walked further inside, until the cave widened into a larger chamber, one where they found the drake curled up and resting as it nursed its wounds.

	As soon as they stepped into the larger cavern, the drake raised its head and roared, the bulky beast rising to its full height and charging at the intruders to its lair.

	Its charge was met by lightning-charged javelins and bolts of glowing, molten lava that burned it. The beast was slow to react, and one of the glowing bolts splashed right on its left eye, boiling the organ in its socket even as the beast wailed in pain.

	Ying Xiao naturally didn’t miss the blind spot, and circled to the drake’s left, striking the back of the drake’s leg with her halberd, attempting to sever the tendons and thus impair the creature’s mobility.

	The dance continued for what felt like hours to the girls, but in reality was mere minutes, as Ying Xiao baited and hobbled the drake with her strikes, while the rest of the girls barraged it from afar. Each strike whittled down on the beast’s stamina; each injury added on to what it had already suffered.

	When the beast finally fell, it was because the tendons of its legs had been sliced through by Ying Xiao, and its right arm was rendered useless, after a couple javelins struck right inside a wound on the right shoulder of the beast. Unable to support itself any longer, the beast crashed to the ground, as Ying Xiao darted in to finish it off.

	She had grown too confident, it turned out, as the beast unexpectedly lashed out with its left arm instead of trying to use it to support itself. It was the arm itself instead of the claws that struck her, and the force of the blow was enough to send her flying towards the wall of the cave, where a small crater formed on the impact.

	Leila and Elaina redoubled their efforts to finish off the beast as soon as possible, while Sidonie went to where Ying Xiao crumpled down. The girl was trying to get herself back on her feet, but failing, the strike clearly having damaged her greatly.

	Before Sidonie could get to Ying Xiao, Cal was there. She picked up the young girl and carried her over her shoulder as she walked back to Dan, gesturing to Sidonie to take care of the drake as she did so.

	“Let that be a lesson for you, now,” Cal said as she laid the girl down and allowed Dan to work on her. The strike from the drake combined with the impact against the stone wall had pulverized some of her organs, and broken her spine in several places, which was why the girl had trouble even standing. “A cornered beast will strike back when it can. Be it man or beast, that moment when you feel that you have them at your mercy is always the most dangerous one.”

	“Yes… Shīfù,” stammered Ying Xiao as Dan worked to heal her extensive injuries. Behind them, the other three girls kept their distance and just kept striking the drake from afar as they waited for it to expire. “That was hasty of me.”

	“You also have to work on your body control. I guess I neglected to have you train with damage to the spine before. We will fix that before you’re headed back to Al-Shan,” muttered Cal as she thought about her student’s performance. “So be ready for that.”

	“Understood, Shīfù,” replied Ying Xiao with a nod. Dan had worked on her spine first and already she could control her body better.

	By that time, the drake had expired, and the other girls had circled around it, giving the beast’s corpse a wide berth just in case, as they walked towards the nest it had lain on.

	It was then that an exclamation of joy from Leila cut through the silence of the cave.

	 


Chapter 167: A Lucky Find, and Monster Taming

	“The field of monster taming is a rare one, owing to the inherent difficulties of the pursuit. Most monsters, once grown up in the wild, are utterly untamable, and even when dealing with infant monsters, it takes an experienced tamer to handle the beasts properly.

	As a whole, the craft is rarely seen outside of therian, elf, and merfolk hands, who have a more natural predilection to the craft for various reasons. A properly tamed beast typically bonds for life with either their tamer or someone their tamer made them bond to, and such a bond is typically only separable by death.”

	—Dimitry Carr’uurg, Veteran Beast Tamer, circa 426 FP

	Cal turned to see just what made Leila so happy, and Ying Xiao trailed behind her as she walked. Dan followed along, still working on healing the girl’s pulverized internal organs, an injury that would have killed most anyone, which Ying Xiao had so nonchalantly ignored as she followed behind Cal.

	They soon saw the cause of Leila’s joyful exclamation: a grayish-green egg, oval in shape, the size of a human head, which stood upright in a depression in the middle of the drake’s nest. Clearly the drake’s spawn, and although Cal didn’t know why her grand-niece was so happy about it, she did know that such things fetched a very pretty sum on the market.

	“Why the jubilation?” Cal asked in the end, her curiosity getting the better of her. By then Leila has fashioned a sling out of a piece of cloth and carefully deposited the egg in the sling, where it rested against her chest.

	“Oh right, Aunt Celeysria doesn’t know,” Leila said as she slapped her forehead with one hand, as if she had forgotten to tell Cal of something she should know. “Mom used to be a monster tamer when she was an adventurer, Aunt.”

	“Used to be?” Cal queried, homing in on the wording Leila used just then.

	“She quit adventuring when her beast died protecting her, is what she told me,” explained Leila to Cal’s query. “That said, she still does jobs related to taming beasts from time to time. And I’ve always wanted one that could fly myself!” A grin spread on Leila’s face as she said the last sentence. “Ilena already has hers waiting for her, but I’ve had no such luck.”

	“Wait… you mean your cat is…?” Cal asked, an eyebrow quirked.

	“Oh right. Ida doesn’t look it yet, but she’s a reaper serval. I didn’t even know their babies barely looked any different from a kitten till Mom brought her home!” Leila said with some enthusiasm evident in her voice. The last time Cal saw the cat just the past winter she did feel like Ida had grown larger than she expected a cat to grow. “Dad had a stroke of luck, and found her being sold by an adventurer when she was still a newborn. That was when Ilena was like a month old or so, if I remember right.”

	“Anyway, Mom said that if trained from such a young age, reaper servals are very loyal companions. I had wanted a flying mount, so we had her bond to Ilena instead and let them grow together,” explained Leila further, clearly somewhat familiar with the field herself. “I think Aunt noticed how close those two are. I’m hoping this egg will get me something similar… but with wings!”

	Cal did recall how close the toddler was with the cat-like beast, with Ilena at times riding the now-larger beast around like a steed. She was familiar with the name of the beast Leila mentioned as well, as they were present in Al-Shan. Adult reaper servals were easily half again as large as a mature tiger, and while they were feared territorial predators, they almost never encroached into villages or cities, usually staying away from people.

	She also knew that those beasts had natural blood affinity on top of their already intimidating physical size, and thus, she definitely could see the potential of having one as a bonded partner. Especially one that grew up from infancy with their partner, as they were supposedly long-lived animals too at that.

	Since her little sister already had a pet waiting for her, Cal could definitely see why Leila wanted one for herself, though her desire for a flying beast that could carry her on its back made that wish a far harder one to realize. Until they stumbled upon this drake egg, at least.

	Cal noticed that Leila was keeping the egg warm with some very careful application of her magic, and nodded, satisfied that the girl clearly knew how to care for the egg. In the meantime, Elaina and Sidonie, being more experienced at adventuring, were lecturing Ying Xiao on how to dismantle the drake.

	The two half-elven girls were deft hands with their knives and showed Ying Xiao which parts of the beast were valuable and whatnot. When they ran into tough areas, they let Ying Xiao try her hand and leverage her strength to extract the valuable bits of the drake.

	Probably because of Cal’s influence, the girls also made sure to store all the less damaged choice bits of the drake’s meat. Most of the creature was harvested cleanly, organs which had value plundered. The scales that were undamaged were plucked clean, same with the underlying skin. As she had seen for herself how the drake could take punishment, Cal knew that they would be really good material to make light armor from.

	Depending on the request, the materials from the beast might be the property of the one who made the request. In this particular case, however, the rancher had only requested for the drake to be “killed or driven off,” which meant that any loot from the beast belonged to the adventurers who dealt with it.

	That bit of legality meant that as long as the other girls agreed to it, the drake egg belonged to Leila by right, and Cal already saw that her nieces had no interest in the egg. They seemed more interested in the drake’s meat instead, which drew a chuckle from Kino.

	Before long, all that was left of the drake were just damaged scales and worthless viscera, with every other bit neatly packed away in the girls’ storages. Cal approved of their diligence, and led them out back towards the ranch to report their success. The drake’s head should serve as plenty of proof for it.

	They had no plans to return to Assadun to report the request, as such requests were typically given to every guildhouse in the vicinity, so they could just as easily turn it in at their next destination instead.

	All the way back, Leila cradled the drake’s egg close to her bosom like it was a baby. To the girl’s mind, it might as well have been.

	 


Chapter 168: Caring for an Egg

	“How to care for an egg? It’s far easier than caring for a babe, or being pregnant, to say the least. Most you got to do is to keep it warm at the right temperature as often as you can, and naturally, not drop it. Otherwise caring for an egg is a pretty fuss-free experience, all considered. I feel sorry for those races who carry live infants in their wombs to be honest. That’s got to be hell to live through!”

	—Taisha Walks-In-The-Skies, Falcon Therian from the western isles

	A quick display of the drake’s severed head—taken whole to show as proof, to be harvested for materials later—satisfied the rancher, and he signed the girls’ request slips with his approval of their success. That way the girls could just turn it in at the next guildhouse they ran across for the report.

	As for the reward itself, the rancher paid them in full, on the spot. Since it was still very early in the morning, Cal decided to rest first, and they all slept until it was close to noon. When she woke up, Cal was amused to see Leila curled up protectively over the drake egg she found as she slept.

	After the girls had a bath together, the ranch owner insisted that they stay for lunch at least so he could show them his gratitude. They did so, and were treated to a feast of cùy, most similar to what they had before, but the ranch owner reserved a specialty of his ranch for them to taste.

	As the whole party feasted on the roasted meats, potatoes, and stuffed peppers set before them, they saw some ranch hands set up a large metal pot—easily as large as a human torso and nearly as tall—over a fire, from which they heard the noise of sizzling hot oil.

	The ranch owner himself came out with a particularly plump cùy in his hand, already butchered and cleaned. He dropped the whole carcass into the pot of oil before swiftly closing the top with a lid, while the loud sound of oil splattering as the cùy fried was heard from within the pot.

	Around ten minutes later, the ranch owner opened the pot and checked its contents, turned the carcass inside around with a long fork, then let it simmer in the hot oil for another five minutes before he lifted the perfectly golden-brown cùy and drained off the excess oil.

	The whole carcass was served on a large plate to the table, where the ranch owner himself deftly carved the meat into more reasonable pieces for his guests, and he bid them to partake of the meal.

	Cal was the first to reach out, and she took a slice of cùy that contained one of the ribs with all the meat on it, straight to the crisp golden-brown skin. When she bit into the flesh, the skin shattered like glass beneath her teeth and practically merged with the layer of subcutaneous fat to offer a savory, rich flavor, while the meat underneath was far juicier than the roasted version, as well as far richer. Those who preferred lighter foods might not have been able to handle much of such rich food, but for her part, Cal definitely approved of it.

	They departed with the ranch owner offering them his gratitude over and over again, and since Cal couldn’t find it in her heart to refuse the sincere offer, she accepted the prepared and butchered flesh of some ten cùy as an addition to their rations.

	Headed northwards, it was another three days of travel before they saw another border post, this one belonging to the Kesheri Sultanate, one of the smaller provinces in the caliphate that nonetheless was wealthy due to its gemstone mines.

	The guards working the post just looked bored out of their minds, and waved them through after a very cursory check. Apparently traffic into and out of the sultanate was low at the current time since the merchants had just departed earlier in the summer.

	It was another day past the border before they saw the town where the sultan lived. The landscape of the sultanate itself was more hilly, with open mine shafts visible in many locations throughout their walk, each guarded well by more serious looking guards of the sultanate.

	Every night when they slept in the wild, Cal found that Leila never parted from the drake egg, other than the times she bathed. Even during those times, she kept the egg warm on a pedestal of solidified lava, not that easy for her to do as she was fire major instead of earth, but her control was apparently good enough for just that. At night she would sleep curled around the egg, clutching it tight to her chest and warming it with her own body heat.

	When they arrived in town, the first thing they did was to head for the guildhouse, where Cal had the girls report on their successful request. Considering the grade of the request taken, and the subsequent information that the beast turned out to be a drake instead of a wyvern, Leila was promoted straight to gold rank, and Ying Xiao jumped all the way to silver from copper.

	Since the Kesheri Sultanate was more peaceful and prosperous, they decided not to stay in the guildhouse and sought out a better inn instead. Cal allowed the girls to splurge some on booking rooms in one of the more expensive inns in the city, which was renowned for its grand bathhouse.

	Said bathhouse was a large indoor structure that reminded Cal a lot of the baths back in Al-Shan: pools tiled with marble set in a large room meant for a crowd. There was only one noticeable difference, in that unlike baths in Al-Shan, the baths here were segregated by gender, so Dan was left to bathe alone in the men’s bath.

	As for everyone else, they happily soaked in the hot water of the baths. This time Leila brought the drake egg with her, apparently not trusting the security of their room at the inn that much, which to Cal seemed understandable given how much such an egg could fetch in the markets.

	She mostly kept the egg bobbing on the water with her hands as support, though the egg floated easily enough. Left on its own, the egg floated low in the water, and seemed to roll around by itself, so Leila opted to hold onto it to keep it stable. A few of the other female guests at the inn gave her odd looks, but she did not care one whit about them.

	 


Chapter 169: The Egg Hatches

	“While children of men rely extremely on their parents for years at the very least, children of wild animals tend to be more independent from birth. This is doubly so for newborn monsters, a few of which are even capable of posing a credible threat to an adult man right after they are born or hatched.”

	—Dimitry Carr’uurg, Veteran Beast Tamer, circa 426 FP

	It happened on the third night of their stay in Kesheri, where Cal mostly brought the girls around to relax and enjoy themselves, shopping for clothes and souvenirs and sampling the local delicacies. That night, Leila woke up in the middle of the night. She felt the drake egg in her clutch move, as if it was being struck… from the inside.

	Shortly after she woke up, Elaina and Sidonie—who had shared a room with her—woke up as well, their sharp ears noticing the noise even though Leila tried to be quiet to avoid disturbing them. Since everyone was up anyway, Elaina went to fetch Dan from the room next door in case his aid was needed, and returned with him, Cal, and Kino in tow.

	Everyone crowded into the room the three girls shared, though they kept their distance and allowed Leila to be the only one in close proximity with the egg since she was the one who wanted to bond with it. By now they caught the faint noises as well, that of something small striking a hard surface, from within the egg itself.

	Before long the noise intensified, and the first cracks formed on the thick eggshell. Considering the size of the egg and how sturdy the eggshell was—Cal estimated that a regular man would have needed a hammer to break it—the fact that the beast inside could crack it in its infancy spoke for a lot.

	Soon the crack spread further, and they saw a small leg tipped with claws punch through the shell, before it was retracted back inside and started striking against the sides of the hole, enlarging until the hatchling within could pass through the hole.

	When the hole was widened enough, the hatchling popped out of its egg headfirst, its large eyes looking at Leila who sat right next to it as it gave a sound not unlike a bird’s chirp while its gaze took her in. Leila carefully and slowly raised a hand and gently scratched the hatchling’s chin, which it seemed to enjoy.

	The hatchling drake itself looked similar, yet different, to its parent that the girls had taken care of. It still had the same general shape, but it was more slender, with a somewhat longer neck and a less snubby snout. Similarly, its limbs were longer and of more sinuous proportions, with what looked like a wider wingspan. The legs still retained some bulkiness to them however, and the tail was even longer and thinner, similar to a whip. The most obvious difference, however, was the hatchling’s scale coloration, which was whitish blue instead of its parent’s grayish green.

	The hatchling drake soon began to chomp on the broken pieces of its own egg shell, which was apparently common amongst such creatures. Leila looked after it with some care, before she looked at Cal and gestured that she needed a second opinion.

	“Take a look at its mana, Aunt Celeysria,” Leila said when Cal approached. The hatchling drake ignored them, too engrossed in consuming its eggshell at the moment. Leila had probed its mana gently while it did so, and it had not resisted. “I don’t think this one is wind affinity like its parent.”

	Cal nodded, and gently touched the little creature—the hatchling drake was already the size of an adult chicken even as a fresh hatchling, and significantly longer with its tail counted—which got the drake to look at her with some curiosity. A reassuring rub on its head from Leila apparently appeased the little critter and it went back to munching on its eggshell, allowing Cal to gently probe it as well. What she felt inside the hatchling confirmed Leila’s finding.

	“You’re right. It’s of ice affinity, and looks to be a mix. Might have a water drake from nearer the shore or an ice drake from Jötunberg as its other parent,” Cal said after a moment of contemplation. The carefree hatchling didn’t find any offense at her proximity to it since its “mother”—like most creatures that hatched from eggs it likely imprinted on the first thing it saw as its parent—was rubbing its head reassuringly. “Considering the wingspan and how large it will grow to, I think your desire for a flying partner you can ride shouldn’t be an issue though. Also, it’s a she.”

	“Oh, good to know.” Considering how tough an opponent an adult drake was to most people, having a tame one would indeed be an asset, and Leila was certain she could make it work with the help of her mother. “I am naming you Lumi, you hear?” she said as she gently scratched the head of the little drake, which was still happily munching on eggshell without a care in the world.

	[image: Image]

	The next morning, when they gathered at the inn’s ground floor for breakfast, the little drake hatchling was comfortably perched on Leila’s shoulder. Throughout their breakfast, Leila fed Lumi all sorts of things from their table, which the drake seemed to devour happily without issue.

	Apparently even though drakes like those favored meat, it was more for practicality, as an animal kill would bring them notably more sustenance than grazing on vegetation would. Drakes themselves were omnivores, which was probably why Lumi eagerly munched on dates and figs as Leila fed those to her.

	Having a tamed animal that happily eats most things certainly makes caring for it easier, Cal thought. Elaina and Sidonie were quite curious and liked to tease the little drake hatchling as well, while feeding it bits from their own plates as well. Be it pieces of flatbread, meats, fruits, or cheeses, Lumi just eagerly devoured them all with equal fervor.

	 


Chapter 170: A Lesson in Humility

	“For all its flaws, its frequent internal conflicts, and the often drastically different cultures from one province to another, the Hassid Caliphate has been one of the most stable nations in history. The caliph’s hands-off approach to the other nation-provinces—it has to be noted that the caliph is closer to an undisputed first amongst equals, and that none of the other provinces are predominantly dwarven like Al-Hassid itself—has meant that races tend to congregate with their own in other places, governed by their own leaders who in turn pay respect to the caliph. To many it appears like building a house out of cards, but it is a system that has retained balance and has allowed the caliphate to exist for so long now.”

	—Assem Al-Hassid, Caliphate Royal Historian

	By the evening after the egg hatched, Cal brought the party out of Kesheri, and headed north towards Caracan, since she knew Kino would need to visit there to collect on her bounty for the whole mess she pulled off back at Oajib.

	This was a far longer trek, as Caracan was far to the north of the caliphate, a good month’s journey by foot, which was what Cal opted for. After all, she had brought her nieces and student partly for training, and sitting in a carriage would be useless for that purpose.

	They had to cross through three other provinces to reach Caracan, first through Larseta north of Kesheri, one of the caliphate’s breadbasket regions, where they mostly grew wheat and barley. The region was also renowned for the alcohol they brewed there, courtesy of many dwarven master brewers who took up residence after finding out about the quality of the local wheat.

	Further north of Larseta was Golmos, one of the few forested regions in the caliphate as a whole, where the main exports were luxury woods. Cal was quite surprised to see their forestry program, which was run by some elvish and goblin immigrants. They kept the lumber sustainable by only harvesting a set amount each year, and planting new trees for every one felled, keeping the supply limited and the price high, while ensuring that the forests would remain profitable for a long time to come.

	Since the majority of her party were of elvish descent themselves, a few of the immigrant elves who worked for the forestry program were quite open towards Cal and the girls, and treated them to a meal, where they complained about poachers—that was, illegal loggers—that had no long-term vision and kept making their jobs harder.

	As a bit of practice for the girls and to help out the local elves, Cal allowed the girls to take up bounties from the local guild related to those illegal logging operations. She mostly observed from behind along with Kino and Dan as the girls tried to find any information they could find. A breakthrough came when a recent case of illegal logging activity was found, where Elaina and Sidonie managed to find a track that they followed to the logger’s hideout.

	Cal just watched as her nieces and Ying Xiao rampaged through the logger hideout while she held an apple for Lumi to munch on. Leila had asked her to look after the little drake, which had doubled in size over the past two weeks, which she did with pleasure. The little critter had quickly bonded with everyone, though it remained closest to Leila.

	As for the loggers themselves, Cal saw that they had no fighters worth mentioning, other than a few rougher mercenary types hired as muscle, and the girls just barreled through their encampment with minimal difficulties. They even had enough leeway to catch the loggers alive instead of going for the kill, though most of the loggers were sporting broken bones, burns, or signs of electrocution.

	When they questioned the loggers, some of them quickly talked about two other gangs they knew of, even warning the girls that one of them supposedly had a rogue archmage behind them. For that, Leila promised to ask for some leniency for them, since they had so kindly cooperated.

	The second gang they struck—they had made a quick trip to the guild to claim their bounty for the first batch of prisoners first—proved to be smaller and poorer defended, and it didn’t even take ten minutes to wrap them all up and bring them in for the bounty.

	It was when they hit the third gang that they encountered some trouble. The fight went well at first, even if the gang had more muscle hired than the previous ones, but what happened next nearly ended up fatal for the girls.

	To their fortune, Sidonie had noticed the buildup of mana from afar—she was the most sensitive to it amongst Cal’s nieces—and when the bolt of fire magic came sailing towards Leila out of the blue, she had reacted fast enough to tackle the girl down, allowing both to escape the strike with only minor burns on their sides.

	Ying Xiao was less lucky and was struck by another bolt, which engulfed half of her body furiously, though the girl was clearly still trying to move towards the fire mage despite being literally set on fire. Several hired mercenaries stood in her path however, and in her condition she couldn’t wipe them out quickly.

	Elaina dodged another bolt of fire headed her way, and Cal could see the fire mage condensing another aimed towards Leila and Sidonie, who were still getting up. She wordlessly handed Lumi over to Kino, and a moment later, practically vanished from where she stood as she pushed her magic to its full extent, crossing the distance in mere moments.

	The next thing the girls knew, the fire mage’s body literally fell apart into two pieces, bisected from head to crotch, with Cal’s halberd cutting into the ground beneath and forming a small crater from the impact. The magic he hadn’t had a chance to throw out fizzled with his demise, as did the flames on Ying Xiao’s body.

	What few thugs remained surrendered on the spot after they witnessed their main backer killed just like that, and Cal had Dan heal Ying Xiao while the other girls tied up the survivors, and collected the heads from the dead.

	The burns Ying Xiao suffered were pretty bad. Half her face was nearly reduced to charred skeleton, and the right half of her torso also had severe burns. If she wasn’t a blood mage of good prowess such injuries would have killed her for certain, but the girl didn’t even utter a single exclamation of pain throughout. It still took Dan a good twenty minutes to patch her up properly, including regenerating the eye that was boiled away by the flames.

	As for the other girls, their few injuries were light enough that Dan simply treated them during the walk back. Cal also chastised the girls a bit for underestimating their enemies, and pointed out to the girls that they would not necessarily have someone who could take such injuries without dying all the time.

	 


Chapter 171: Purposely Seeking Trouble

	“The best warriors are forged in the crucible of the battlefield, not on training fields.”

	—Old saying amongst soldiers

	“Let that be a lesson for you girls to keep in mind,” chastised Cal sternly when they had returned to the guild, finished their reports, and left to have some dinner. “Do not underestimate your enemies. You girls got too comfortable with the previous camps, and you let your guard down when that archmage appeared. Some of you might have died in other circumstances.”

	“Yes, Aunt,” replied her nieces with some embarrassment. They were well aware of the mistakes they had made, as well as how they simply got used to having Ying Xiao as a vanguard, which ingrained some bad habits in how they had fought.

	“I think all of you need some more tempering in what real battles are like,” mused Cal for a moment as she looked upon her chastised nieces. Ying Xiao she had spared the chastisement, as the girl had not made the same error as her nieces, for after all she needed to often dive in headlong to fight properly. “Fortunately, we have a convenient place to do so nearby.”

	“Emm ma’am, do you mean to go straight through Cerilan?” Dan asked with some trepidation. This time he had more reason behind his trepidation, for the neighboring province, the Cerilan Emirate, generally known as a trade hub, had been embroiled in a rebellion that had practically split the province in half over the past few years.

	The west of Cerilan was in rebel hands, while the newly instated young emir’s loyalists held the eastern half still. The young ruler was instated only last year when his father was killed by an assassin’s hand. The war situation itself was a stalemate, with both sides hiring mercenaries for manpower and setting bounties on the heads of important figures supporting the other side.

	“Eh, we already pissed one side off anyway,” said Cal nonchalantly with a shrug before she picked up some meat and flatbread from her plate and munched on them. “It’s not like they’d ignore us cutting off one of their money sources along with their head mage’s little brother.”

	“We did?” Elaina asked somewhat innocently. She hadn’t been involved in searching for the precious belongings in the camps, as her more detail-oriented sister was better for that task, and had mostly helped watch over the captives instead.

	“The first camp you girls hit reported directly to the last one,” explained Cal with some mischief in her voice. “That third one on the other hand, was one of the means the rebels in Cerilan used to secure funding, and that archmage there was present to oversee the situation. From his letters, he also seemed to be the younger half sibling to the rebel side’s head court mage.”

	“So you girls tell me: will those rebels remain quiet after what you did? Much less if they eventually win?” Cal asked her nieces and student in the end. “When dealing with people you already have enmity with, either reconcile properly, or better yet, cut the weeds from their very roots.”

	“Instead of waiting for them to find trouble with us, we are going to finish them off, Shīfù?” Ying Xiao asked from her seat, looking as nonchalant as Cal was at the prospect of making enemies with an entire rebel force strong enough to take over half a province.

	“Eh, none of you girls even live on this continent. We’ll just take care of that brother of the fire guy and whoever else comes our way, but I see no need to go out of our way and do the work of others for them when we’re just passing by,” replied Cal with a shrug. She had looked over what information she could find about the situation next door, and found herself in understanding of why the caliph had just ignored it. The rebel side had already declared that they remained loyal to the caliph and paid taxes and tribute, so the matter was considered an internal matter for the province to settle on their own.

	Similar cases had happened in the Coalition of City-States and the Union of Free Nations before, and such small, localized warfare was how mercenaries who specialized for that purpose—a field of occupation that has been slowly dwindling due to the relative peace in the past century—made their living.

	With the next step of their journey in mind, everyone had a good meal and a proper rest that night before they continued on their trip the next day. The bounty from the three camps of illegal loggers had been processed and awarded to the girls by the morning, with some bonus on top for finding the link between them and the neighboring province’s rebel faction.

	Cal brought the girls towards the north, headed slightly westwards, which would make them enter the neighboring Cerilan Emirate on the rebel occupied side. Naturally she had previously had the girls collect the information on the bounties the other side offered as well, since they’d already decided to go there anyway. While their purpose was more for their own needs, having someone pay them while they were at it was never a bad thing, as Kino aptly put it.

	Three days after departing from Golmos, they spotted the Cerilan border, where she saw minimal guard presence, since most were concentrated at the border shared by the rebels and the loyalists. The guards just allowed them entry without much questioning when they said that they were there for mercenary work, with such cases apparently commonplace.

	Even as Cal’s group was waved through, another group of mercenaries, a larger one of over fifty people, had arrived and shortly after was allowed in as well. Cal ignored the few lewd whistles her ears caught as those mercenaries passed by, and just took a less used road towards the north instead with the girls behind her, Kino following with obvious amusement on her face while Dan looked around with some trepidation.

	Those guards had no idea that they had just invited a wolf right into their own flock of sheep.

	 


Chapter 172: Encroaching Upon the Prey

	“I’d much rather fight ten battles or five sieges than have to clean up after one guerilla band.”

	—Anwar Abu Saeed, Famed General from the Hassid Caliphate, circa 306 FP

	The moment they went out of sight from the border post, Cal brought everyone into the sparse woods that lined the sides of the road. Probably due to the war, the road was in relatively poor maintenance, and even the shrubs by the roadside had grown wild and unkept, easily providing cover for them to duck into.

	Once they went a bit further into the wilderness, where the sparse shrubs and bushes grew tall enough to easily obscure them from sight, they found a small clearing and sat by the grassy soil as Cal opened up a recent map she purchased before leaving Golmos.

	Cal wanted to temper her nieces, not to send them on a suicide mission. Even if it was merely half the forces of a province, it would be well beyond what she could handle on her own, though if Kino pitched in, she figured she could handle them. That precluded securing the safety of her nieces and student, however.

	Because of the circumstances, she plotted out a far more surgical route instead, one that would see them take care of their target while also simultaneously inflicting damage to the rebel faction, without going into situations over their heads.

	Cal quickly pointed out their location on the map, then the lines that denoted the temporary border between the two factions. Her finger traced along the roads that went along the province before she made marks on several spots she suspected to be smaller bases where the rebel side stored their rations before routing to the front line as needed.

	She was not certain on the location of the base—the map quite naturally didn’t hold such significant strategic information—but mostly judged based on her own experience with war. Even guessing blindly based on the map, she felt reasonably confident in her judgment.

	The party headed northwards without entering the roads again, save for times when they had to cross them, staying out in the wild unclaimed areas instead. With how troublesome traveling through such regions was, Cal understood well why nobody thought of taking their troops through such areas. They would have progressed far too slowly and just ended up caught in the act, more likely than not. On the other hand, a small party like hers found the passage far more manageable, in part because their individual abilities were a good bit above an average militia soldier.

	On a few occasions in their trek, they saw patrols of soldiers passing by the roads. When the patrol was a large one, Cal just made the girls hide and let the patrol through. On the other hand, when the patrol consisted of twenty or fewer soldiers, she had the girls take them out.

	An all-out strike with the element of surprise from the girls easily took out ten or more soldiers, especially since Leila took Cal’s advice and started making traps instead of hurling bolts of molten lava at her enemies. She would transmute some of the earth below the road surface into molten lava, and weaken the earth above it when the time was right.

	Such a trap would usually result in three to five soldiers who would find themselves sinking into molten lava, while the rest would be the recipient of full-powered blasts of lightning from the sisters. Ying Xiao would charge ahead while the sisters joined her to handle the rest, whereas Leila finished off those who had fallen into her makeshift trap.

	That manner of combat naturally left traces that were not disguisable as something done by wild animals, but that was according to what Cal had planned anyway, and besides, by the time the traces were found they would be long gone.

	After three days of such activities and four smaller patrols taken care of, they started seeing mages going along with the patrols. Some nations had their mages dress no differently from a rank-and-file soldier when at war, but others allowed their mages to dress as they pleased as a status symbol.

	Even then, most preferred more practical outfits since they knew all too well that dressing gaudily would make them a bigger target. Despite that, Cal easily noticed their presence amongst the patrolling troops from the way said troops paid noticeably more attention to the mages, which to her was no different than those mages flying flags pronouncing their identity.

	Like before, they avoided groups that were too large, but two more groups of twenty-five or so—mages included—fell to their hands. Neither group gave any trouble, with Leila saving her trap until the mages were on top of it. The one time the patrol had a wind mage who had the reflexes to fly up instead of falling into the molten lava, Cal shot him down with a single bolt from her heavy crossbow.

	One week after they entered Cerilan, they found the supposed forward base at the fourth location Cal had marked out. As she expected, it was a reasonably sized fort mostly made of wood, where wagons carried rations from further west. The fort itself acted as a relay and directed them to the several bases at the front line further east as needed.

	They spent two more days carefully observing the fort. It was quite well guarded despite being far from the front line, a good two hundred or so soldiers within. That said, they weren’t the most alert, since they were quite far behind the front line.

	Complacence was one of the biggest faults of such garrisons, one Cal was all too familiar with, and extremely used to exploiting. The four decades of civil war in the empire was mostly fought as a desperate guerilla harassment campaign for survival early on, and she became well versed with such irregular warfare as a result.

	Another day of planning passed before the party struck. Well, most of them, at least. Dan stayed behind in safety while holding onto Lumi to keep the young drake hatchling from running after Leila.

	 


Chapter 173: Hitting where it Hurts

	“Whoever coined the old adage that an army marches on its stomach understated the importance of rations in a battlefield. An army without rations is nothing more than a free achievement for their opponent, unless they face a really stupid enemy.”

	—Reinhardt Edelstein, Captain of the Free Lances Mercenary Company, circa 17 FP

	The first sign the soldiers in the fort had that something was going dreadfully wrong was when the warehouses holding their rations suddenly went up in flames. If they had not panicked at the fire, they would have found it strange that no warning had come from the sentries on that side of the wall, but alas none of the soldiers thought that far.

	As everyone was distracted by the burning rations and frantically tried to douse them, four soldiers manning the opposite section of the wall were taken out by projectiles. Three by javelins or an arrow to the throat, and a fourth by a crossbow bolt to the head. In the commotion the fire caused, none of the other soldiers noticed their deaths.

	Even as the four soldiers fell down, another salvo struck the soldiers atop the watch towers set at the corners of the small fort, two in each. Cal nodded with satisfaction as the soldiers fell without managing to give any warning, before she stored her crossbow back into her storage.

	The javelins had of course been Elaina and Sidonie’s handiwork, who had found the upward angle of the shot they had to take as no issue whatsoever. The arrow, on the other hand, was Ying Xiao’s. Apparently she had trained in archery from Salicia during the times Cal was away, and was quite good at it to boot.

	Leila was the one who had set the warehouses on fire. She had done it in a more discreet way, by transmuting small pockets of earth underneath the ration sacks into lava from as far as she could and allowing nature to take its course.

	Cal was the one headed into the fort itself. With nobody alive atop the wall, she crouched, then leapt up, easily reaching the top of the three-meter-tall wall with an outstretched hand. With a firm grip at the top of the wall, she threw herself over, then snuck down from the walkways, headed towards what looked like the administrative building, which was fortunately placed on the opposite side from the warehouses, with the other two sides dominated by the gates and the barracks respectively.

	She quietly dispatched a few soldiers who had remained in the building instead of helping the ones frantically trying to douse the flames—all of them looked like pencil pushers rather than proper soldiers, probably children of minor nobles in a “cushy” position she thought—and swiftly rummaged through the building.

	Instead of looking for specific information, Cal simply went with a brute force method. Anything she found got tossed into her storage, and by the time she was done, the only things left in the building were the corpses and the furniture, as she had taken most everything else that seemed to be of value.

	As she went out, a small group of three soldiers happened to be approaching the building. They looked her way, and an alarmed surprise was visible on their features. Before they managed to shout or otherwise warn the others, three throwing daggers found their targets and silenced the two men and a woman who happened to be at the wrong place, at the wrong time.

	A few moments later, as Cal silently climbed back up over the wall, she felt the daggers return to their sheaths as their enchantments activated. She finally heard shouts of warning, as other soldiers noticed the dead bodies that betrayed her presence, but by then she had leapt back out of the fort and into the wilderness again.

	The party regrouped where they left Dan and Lumi, as none of them faced any trouble on their way back. Even with the dead bodies discovered, the raging fires Leila caused still occupied the attention of most of the soldiers in the fort.

	As the party ran through the wilderness, they headed further northwest, as if they were aiming for the rebel’s main encampment. Along the way they slaughtered two smaller patrols on purpose, to further the impression that they were headed that way.

	Instead, after they had a safe distance from any possible pursuit, Cal sorted out and perused the notes she acquired from the fort. Most of them were useless to her, but some noted the direction of where the supplies were to be sent. It was amongst those notes that she found one noting a crate of luxury foodstuffs to be delivered to the archmage they were aiming for. They changed direction and headed straight east instead, this time straight towards the front line between the warring factions.

	They arrived near the front line three days later, where both armies were at a standoff. They had entered a stalemate for a while now, and both sides were heavily reinforced with mercenaries from many different groups—probably why the border guards were so lax to mercenaries seeking entry—that created a chaotic mishmash of weapons and armor.

	Where during her civil war days Cal would have just jumped in, slaughtered her way to her target, killed them, and walked back out, she had her nieces to consider this time around. She needed a situation that would allow her to go for their target while letting them temper themselves as well.

	So Cal bided her time instead, and waited for an opportunity. Fortunately, with how they had burned the rations in the forward base along the way, the rebel army soon found themselves short on rations, and their commanders decided to force a decisive battle two days later.

	As the thousands of soldiers on the front line clashed, Cal waited until the rebels had committed their reserves into the battle as well. She had long ago identified the archmage she came for. The man was within the command tent with the rebel faction’s general, and at the moment they only had around a hundred soldiers and a similar number of mercenaries guarding them.

	Because the two sides had fought each other for a long while now, both sides had long run out of their best assassins, and even then, with the archmage by the general’s side, the chances of an assassination attempt succeeding were low at best. For most people, that was.

	Celeysria Ambervale, the Blood Demon of Al-Shan, was not most people.

	 


Chapter 174: Cutting the Head off a Snake

	“In a battle, often the most efficient means to tilt the table to your favor is to simply kill the enemy general. Such a feat will simultaneously throw the enemy’s strategic decisions into disarray, as well as severely impact their soldier’s morale, doubly so when done publicly. This little tactic was how we had won so many battles during the civil war, since we were so well positioned to abuse it.”

	—Mustafa Bey Leung, Chief of Staff of the Army for the Al-Shan Empire, circa 675 FP

	Normally, Cal could have just rushed through the two hundred soldiers—they did not even look that well trained—on her own, or given their quality even just strolled her way through them. However, she wanted to give her nieces and student some tempering, so instead she allowed them to make the first strike.

	Instead of their usual charged javelins, Elaina and Sidonie took the time to merge their magics together while remaining as far away from the encampment as they could. The command tent itself was well beyond their range, but the nearest picket line of twenty-five soldiers was within that range.

	When they charged their magic together—something the sisters had practiced before—Elaina provided the power to the workings, while Sidonie controlled the result. The end result was far beyond what the sisters had managed individually so far, and on Cal’s mark, they launched the combined magic in the form of an orb of lightning towards the line of soldiers.

	The orb covered the distance between the sisters and the soldiers in the blink of an eye, and accurately struck the man that dressed like their officer. The resulting explosion sent blood and pieces of charred meat flying everywhere, but more worrisome were the ten bolts of lightning that struck out from the explosion and homed in on the nearest soldiers.

	Those struck by the lightning bolts convulsed and collapsed to the ground. Two more robust men tried to stand back up with great difficulty, but the other eight remained still where they fell. As for the officer himself, all that was left of him was a pair of smoking leather boots where he had once stood.

	Half of what remained of the soldiers panicked, though the other half noticed how the commotion—the first explosion had not been a quiet one—had caught the attention of the nearest units who headed their way to reinforce them. These men had just started to rush towards the direction where the orb had come from when three of them suddenly fell dead on the spot, javelins and an arrow nearly as large accurately striking unprotected throats and faces.

	Naturally, after their spell was done, Elaina and Sidonie had brought their atlatls out and used them on the first soldiers to respond, scaring the others behind them. Ying Xiao had joined them in the effort; her own bow was a truly massive specimen made out of tempered yew wood that dwarfed the girl herself. The arrows she used were only a little bit smaller than the javelins the sisters used, as she clearly took after some of her archery teacher’s preferences. The bow itself was far too large for the girl to fully draw it with just her hands, and instead she propped the bow itself with one fully extended leg, while she leaned back and pulled on the string with one hand, her other hand keeping the arrow steadily aimed.

	By now over half of the soldiers and mercenaries left behind to guard the command tent were forming a shield wall and cautiously advancing towards where the girls had hidden themselves. Cal herself had taken a detour to the side, with Kino and Dan staying by the girls to ensure they were safe and to watch after Leila’s pet, respectively.

	Cal waited until the right time before she struck out herself. Not too long after, she heard the commotion that was her signal as dozens of soldiers screamed in terror when the ground beneath them crumbled and their legs plunged into a pool of molten lava. Leila’s handiwork, as she had been hard at work setting the trap since the moment the battle had started.

	It was at that moment, when the other soldiers and mercenaries on guard were distracted by the shouts and screams, that Cal struck. She covered the distance to the line of guards in moments, blood magic reinforcing her body and allowing her to move at speeds few could rival.

	Most of the mercenaries in her way didn’t even have time to notice her before they were just swept aside by a swing of her halberd. Those struck by the blade were bisected in half, while the luckier ones struck by the shaft “only” sported broken bones, except for the poor fool who got struck first and had many of his internal organs straight up ruptured.

	A second swing, then a third, and Cal had already gone through the surprised line of mercenaries, heading straight towards the command tent. Both the general and the archmage had come out when they noticed the commotion, though the archmage later ushered the general back into the tent when he noticed Cal headed their way.

	The archmage had a slight look of arrogance on his face as he noticed Cal approaching. He soon brought his magic to work with well-practiced motions, as dozens of lances made from smoldering ashes came into existence around him. Those lances then struck towards Cal in sequence, several at a time.

	Cal wasn’t flustered by the barrage. Amongst fire mages and their derivatives, ash mages were only beaten by light mages when it came to their inability to handle blood mages. They relied on their ash to incapacitate their enemy through debilitating pain, something generally less effective on a blood mage used to pain.

	Some of the ash lances, Cal simply dodged. Others she allowed to hit her without much care. The lances of compacted, smoldering ash unable to penetrate deep into her reinforced flesh and muscles, the searing, burning pain they emitted merely an annoyance at most to her.

	When she was closer, she noticed the ash archmage worry as he launched another set of lances at her, even while he drew a long, curved sword. This time, Cal swatted at two closely positioned lances with the side of her halberd, hitting them with the anti-magic enchanted adamant covering, which resulted in the lances of packed ash losing all integrity and bursting into a cloud that covered her from sight.

	Cal emerged from the cloud of ash with her weapon held behind her back, in preparation for a huge overhead swing. As he noticed her appearance at the last moment, the archmage hastily leapt back to secure himself some distance.

	It did him little good, as when her halberd reached the apex of its arc, Cal let go with her left hand, and with one smooth motion, slid her right hand down the shaft until she was holding it by the end of the shaft. In the same motion, she twisted her body around, her right side going from the back to the front, even as the full length of her halberd struck down at the surprised archmage.

	The man was wearing what looked like well-made enchanted plate mail, so Cal took no chances and her strike was with the halberd’s beaked hammerhead instead of its blade. She caught the surprised man by his left shoulder, the man managing to shift aside and avoiding a strike to the head at the last moment.

	It did him little good. His plate mail crumpled like paper beneath the forceful strike of Cal’s halberd, the blow pulverizing first the mage’s plate armor, then the chain mail he wore beneath it, then his flesh and bone, which gave way with next to no resistance.

	By the time the blow finally stopped, Cal had pulverized the left half of the opposing archmage’s torso all the way to the waist, and the man toppled over, as dead as he could be. Cal didn’t bother to remove his head and instead just stored his entire corpse in her storage.

	For good measure, she went into the tent next. There she found the surprised, cowering general of the rebel faction, killed him and took his corpse with her as well, along with anything that remotely looked like it had military value in the tent. They were not things the bounties requested, but she figured, why not?

	Cal never liked leaving a job only done halfway after all.

	 


Chapter 175: Collecting Blood Money

	“While there have been cases of people setting a bounty and then refusing to pay for it in the past, these cases have become a rarity. The risk of being blacklisted by the guilds is a penalty most won’t want to face, and in many cases, those who are denied their bounties will come to collect it the hard way.”

	—Agatha Kristoffur, Historian for the royal court of the Kingdom Down Under, circa 650 FP

	After she was done, for Cal to fight her way out was simplicity itself, and she retreated together with the girls as the remaining soldiers attempted to give chase. They sent arrows and javelins towards the chasers to discourage them, and that, combined with a second pit trap Leila made, gave them enough of a lead to escape pursuit without too much trouble.

	Despite some of the soldiers and mercenaries they faced taking up their bows and shooting back, the girls came out of the confrontation without any major injuries, as they had cover to hide behind and Kino had plucked off any shots that might have been dangerous.

	All of them had some cuts and scratches from close calls though, as Kino did allow those to go through to let the girls deal with them themselves. Even so, the worst of their injuries was just one arrow Elaina took in her left arm, which apparently hadn’t bothered the girl that much as she was right-handed. When Cal had joined them on the retreat, she even saw the girl flick a javelin into the air, catch it in a throwing position with her atlatl, and hurl it all in one motion, with just one hand.

	Dan helped Elaina extract the arrowhead from her arm and healed the wound for her once they were no longer being chased. Cal took them to the side of the battlefield, where they easily remained hidden as they relaxedly waited for the battle to wind down.

	Much as Cal expected, the rebel army fell into disarray not long after they started watching, and soon started to retreat from the battle. The retreat turned into a rout soon after, and the loyalist army didn’t miss that chance and gave chase with all they had.

	They noticed right away that some of the hired mercenaries—mostly smaller bands—had not joined the pursuit, as they were scouring the battlefield and stripping the dead rebels of their valuables instead. It was a relatively common practice, and not even the girls seemed surprised by it.

	By the evening, some of those mercenaries were returning towards the loyalist base camp. Cal brought the girls out from where they hid and openly followed those mercenaries. A few gave questioning looks her way but none of them actually went up and questioned or stopped them.

	Guards at the loyalist base did stop them for questioning as they had never seen Cal and her party before, though she got them to let them pass by showing a bounty note and the head of a young officer they had happened to encounter with one of the patrols and kill along the way.

	They did not know that Cal considered their security sloppy and poorly organized. Were she an assassin from the other side it would have been far too easy to openly gain entry that way.

	Either way, Cal brought the girls with her as they followed two mercenaries who looked like their group’s leaders to redeem some bounties. They were directed to the camp’s quartermaster, who bid them to come in one group at a time. After a while, the two mercenaries left happily, and it was Cal’s turn.

	It was easy enough for the quartermaster to process the few heads of junior officers or young, talented mages they happened to run into along the way, but when Cal brought out the general’s head, the quartermaster looked at her in open shock, then bid her to wait a moment as he sent a runner to fetch their general, as apparently dealing with bounties at that level needed his approval.

	To Cal’s surprise, they had not waited long—ten minutes at most—before the general arrived on a horse, apparently having hurried over from his command tent on the other side of the camp. Once inside, he quickly went to the head Cal brought out, and inspected it with a critical eye.

	“I’ll be damned,” said the general, a slightly chubby man in his later years. His physique had become weaker with age, but for a man of his advanced age he still moved quickly, his movements sprightly, which showed the pains he took to keep in shape. “This is Farooq’s head all right. Fetch the lady her coin, Barsen. She earned every bit of it.”

	“There’s this one as well,” Cal said as she nonchalantly dropped the corpse of the archmage she killed on the ground, while at the same time Sidonie behind her leafed through the sheets of bounties until she found the archmage’s and handed it to Cal for her to show to the general.

	“I take it you’re the one responsible for the commotion by their base camp then?” asked the general, now with obvious interest. He had already sent the quartermaster off to fetch extra money for the bounty from the treasury. “Noticed it even all the way from my camp, though I couldn’t catch a glimpse of what was going on. Since you took these two out… do you happen to have anything from their tent? Might be worth some extra change.”

	“Was wondering when you’d ask,” replied Cal with a slight smile, quite pleased at the old general’s straightforward way of handling things. She deposited everything she found in the rebels’ command tent, along with documents from the small fort, on the quartermaster’s table. When the man returned, he quickly browsed over those documents together with the general.

	In the end, on top of the two hundred or so gold coins for the bounties on the general, archmage, and the few others they ran into, they walked out of the quartermaster’s tent with another purse of fifty gold for all the assorted documents they handed over. While many of those documents lost their value with the battle being over and done with, many still had value in the future to come, and it was those that fetched a decent price.

	Satisfied, Cal brought the girls along with her and exited the loyalist base, as they continued their travels heading north.

	 


Chapter 176: Enjoying the Sights

	“Trade and agriculture generally remain the main ways cities and nations manage to support themselves, with those lacking in one generally focusing on the other. It is usually larger, more prosperous nations that have both running equally well instead of relying more on one or the other.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Professor of Socioeconomics at the Levain Institute for Higher Learning

	The four-day long trip the party took to finally leave Cerilan was uneventful. The general was kind enough to give them a letter of marque that allowed them to pass through checkpoints undisturbed and unquestioned. By the time they entered Caracan territory, everyone noticed the difference immediately.

	Caracan remained one of the smallest nation-provinces that made up the caliphate; its territory basically only spanned a single city, from which it derived its name, and its vicinity, and no more. Not even small villages existed around it.

	As for the city itself, it was built around the Bay of Caracan, the largest bay in northern Ur-Teros, with the city proper enveloping the bay on three sides, and with massive piers and harbors lining the length of the bay itself.

	Its strategic position and its excellent harbor meant that Caracan more often than not served as the main stop for trade ships that came from Alcidea, and that alone was plenty to keep the city prosperous and wealthy beyond its neighbors.

	Caracan’s status as the premier port in the north of the continent showed. Even the guards that were stationed at the city gates wore finely crafted plate mail over their gambesons. An expenditure that would have made most rulers straight up balk at the idea.

	Similarly, even the guards patrolling the streets were well-equipped, expensive plate armor on their bodies and finely crafted weapons in their hands. The city itself showed its wealth and opulence openly, albeit in a nonchalant way.

	Cal brought the girls and Dan over to look for an inn, while Kino separated from them, citing that she had some personal business to take care of, though they agreed to meet again at dinnertime at an eatery she named by the piers.

	The inn they found was a luxurious one—despite the fact that it was only considered a middle-grade inn in Caracan itself—with lavish but tasteful decorations of wood and ivory. The price they paid for their stay was notably more than what inns in other provinces would cost, but also understandable considering the difference in quality, Cal thought.

	Cal paid for their stay in full ahead of time, with two of them in each room—Dan would be on his own this time—and then she brought the girls out to see the sights the city had to offer.

	She found quite some interest in the arrays of woven beads commonly seen for sale in the city. The beads, usually of made of cheaper wood or stones polished until they shined, were linked together by threads and used to form patterns in clothes or accessories, or even things like mats.

	Some more expensive variants used pearls or expensive woods for the beads instead, and the artworks containing those beads cost prices that would make even nobles think first before purchasing one.

	After the markets, Cal led the girls towards the bay itself. First they went to a higher area of the city, which had a viewing area that oversaw the entirety of the bay itself. To witness the sight of so many ships packed together in the harbor and piers was a somewhat humbling sight to most, and it was so for the girls, who rarely saw ships.

	For Cal it was more a nostalgic sight. By its nature as an archipelago, the Al-Shan Empire was naturally a naval power as well. They usually had more harbors on each island instead of concentrating the shipborne traffic into a grand harbor like here in Caracan, but in quantity, Cal had seen as many ships as the ones gathered here before.

	Now she understood why the Sultan of Caracan was willing to put out an exorbitant bounty especially for the Bounty Hunter’s perusal for the sake of a distant cousin’s honor. The man clearly had the money to spare for such endeavors to begin with, and likely hadn’t batted an eye over such a sum.

	It was evening by the time Cal brought the girls down to the piers and harbor. They found the eatery Kino had named easily enough after some asking, the place a bustling and crowded one, one of the largest in the area. They had just secured a large table for themselves when Kino arrived and greeted them.

	She ordered the house specialty for them all, and soon large, wooden mugs of strong ale were placed on their table by the smiling waiter. Cal discreetly asked Kino on how her “personal business” went and she smiled in return and said that her client paid as promised.

	Apparently Kino had visited the sultan rather stealthily in her Bounty Hunter guise, as there were no rumors whatsoever of the Bounty Hunter’s appearance in town going around. Cal forgot just how stealthy Kino could be when she felt like it, given that she usually hunted very openly.

	The same smiling waiter from before soon returned to their table, and placed napkins before each person, then a dug out concave trencher of bread atop each napkin. After that, he carefully ladled a thick, boiling hot soup with plenty of fish and vegetables into each trencher, carefully filling each exactly to the brim, before he bowed and left their table.

	Like everyone else, Cal scooped up some of the thick soup with a wooden spoon—she noticed now that the dug-out parts of the trencher of bread were mixed into the soup to thicken it—and gave it a try. The soup itself had a rich, savory flavor, paired with tender flakes of fish meat and vegetables stewed until tender and completely saturated with the stock.

	After they ate the soup, Cal also bit on the trencher of bread since she noticed most people in the eatery doing so. The hard, chewy exterior of the trencher gave texture to the now-soft insides, which had soaked up the soup as they ate, which gave another dimension to enjoy the meal by.

	 


Chapter 177: Volcanic Springs

	“The Al-Hassid Citadel has long been considered one of the wonders of the world. Built by dwarves in search of a new home, many would have thought the choice of a patch of sandy desert in the middle of more abundant soil strange.

	The choices made by the dwarves were far more pragmatic in nature, reserving the abundant soil for agricultural purposes, while making the most use of the sandy, barren desert by building their citadel there instead.”

	—Gudrid Ingwesdotter, Historian from the Hassid Caliphate, formerly from Jötunberg, circa 523 FP

	Cal did not stay in Caracan for long, only for a few days, before they moved on in a route towards the southwest. This time they headed straight for the great Citadel of Al-Hassid itself, where the caliph reigned and also where the gate to Paradise in the region was situated.

	Their route was very direct, a very linear route with no detours, crossing several areas most travelers would normally have avoided. For Cal those areas just served as opportunities to temper her nieces, or to have some stress relief instead.

	The first such area they crossed was the northwestern corner of Cerilan, which was still in the hands of the dwindling rebel faction, which had decidedly chosen not to welcome her or her party for rather obvious reasons.

	Cal just shrugged and forced her way through instead, the small border post they entered from nowhere near equipped enough to take her on, though she mostly allowed her nieces and Ying Xiao to take the opportunity to practice while she just kept a lookout for them.

	The path they carved through Cerilan as they made their way was marked with blood and corpses, as the local forces that still supported the rebel cause tried to stop them to no avail. Given how haphazard and disordered their responses were though, Cal thought that the rebel side must have been on the verge of defeat already.

	Sure enough, when they reached the western border of Cerilan they found that the border post there had recently changed hands. Apparently most of the remaining rebels had been pushed away towards the western corners of the province, with many more having either died or fled elsewhere instead.

	The loyalist forces that occupied the post did not make things hard for her party, as one of them had remembered her from when she went to claim bounties, Cal being a tall half-elf with albinism making her figure an easy one to recall for most.

	From Cerilan they crossed through Usgreb, another breadbasket province that relied on the fertility of its volcanic soil. The presence of two active and multiple dormant volcanoes turned the otherwise hilly province into a producer of food for the surrounding area.

	The route Cal chose for the party took them towards one of the two active volcanoes, one that the locals called Lahar-I-Sabah, and they actually climbed atop the mountain after Cal had Leila check to make sure that it was safe for them to do so. Her being of magma affinity allowed her to get a feel of the flow of magma within and under the volcano to an extent, and she could tell that the volcano was stable for the time being.

	Midway up the mountain, Cal had Leila check again, this time with more specific instructions on what to look for, and they headed sideways according to the direction she pointed out. They soon found their destination, a secluded natural spring, one where the water bubbled with steam rising from below, naturally created by the volcanic environment itself.

	“Why look for a natural spring, Aunt Celeysria?” Elaina asked as she saw Cal test the water with her hand and give it a little sip to taste. “Isn’t the portable bath you have plenty for us all to use?”

	“It’s not the same, girls. Then again, I think none of you have ever been to a natural volcanic spring before, have you?” Cal asked back as she stood up and smiled. She started to shed her clothes right there, keeping them in her storage, before she lowered herself to the volcanic spring with a pleased sigh. “Natural springs like these used to be common where I was raised, though in recent years the volcano has gone dormant and the springs stopped being hot springs.”

	“I’m not sure if it was true or not, but most everyone on the island believed that bathing in them benefitted your health,” explained Cal from the spring.

	Kino and Ying Xiao had already joined her by then, and so did Dan who politely went a bit further from where she was. Their half-goblin guide had gotten used to how nonchalant his clients this time around were about being naked in the presence of another.

	“I can’t explain it either, but bathing in them does tend to invigorate people somewhat. Why don’t you girls join us and try it out for yourselves?” Cal added after a moment.

	Although her nieces threw questioning looks at one another, they eventually shrugged their shoulders and joined Cal in the spring, laying back on the warm stones and allowing their bodies to relax as the heat from the water seeped in. There was a slight sulfuric stench in the area due to the volcanic activity, but it did not bother them or diminish their experience much.

	A few hours later, as they left the spring and continued on their journey, Cal’s nieces were convinced of what she had said, as they walked while sporting satisfied looks on their faces. Their skin had gone a bit reddish and wrinkly from having soaked in the water for a bit too long, which elicited some teasing laughs from Cal.

	The rest of their trip through the province was rather uneventful, and by the middle of autumn, they had reached the border to Al-Hassid itself.

	Due to the geography of the region, the wind usually blew from the sea to the north towards the south for most of the year. This meant the northern regions of Al-Hassid would frequently receive a dusting of volcanic dust, carried by the wind when a volcanic eruption happened further north.

	Because of that, the northern regions were mostly focused on hardy crops and horned lizard ranches, hardy beasts that would not even care about ashes on their food and just devour it anyway.

	 


Chapter 178: Horned Lizards

	“While southern and eastern Ur-Teros generally relies on mammalian pack animals for both labor and meat, the wildlife in the west and north of the continent is dominated by reptilians of all kinds instead, and it was these beasts that the inhabitants learned to tame and ranch.”

	—Jionnis Esteban, Elmaiyan Expert on Animal Husbandry, circa 429 FP

	A day after they crossed the border, the party caught sight of the first ranch. It was difficult to miss, the air faintly smelling of manure as it was, while the great beasts being ranched within were equally impossible to miss even from a distance.

	Horned lizards roamed the plains under the careful watch of the ranchers. Each of the great beasts was easily three meters tall at the shoulder, and often triple that length from snout to tail.

	Their rather long snouts ended in large, beak-like structures, and the way they grazed on vegetation made it obvious that these beasts weren’t carnivorous. At the end of their snouts, just above their nostrils, each of the beasts had a great horn, easily a meter long or so and pointed skyward. Above their eyes the beasts also grew horns, which seemed to vary between them. Cal saw ones with no other horns other than the ones on their snouts, others with two or three horns pointed forward, while others had five or more horns facing backwards, spread like the ribs of a folding fan.

	Connected to these horned heads were thick, barrel-shaped bodies on four legs that reminded one of tree trunks. Their skin had interlinked bony plates covering most of their bodies, and what she could see of the seams looked very rough. Their tails were quite long and swayed from side to side, but did not seem prehensile or agile.

	In between and around these massive lizards were ranchers who rode on their mounts—there Cal saw every kind of mount from large feathered lizards to boars as tall as people at the shoulders—and kept watch over their herd. Most of the ranchers were dwarven, and even those who seemed to be of mixed ancestry tended to have some obvious dwarven ancestry in them.

	Despite their massive size and wicked-looking horns, the horned lizards turned out to be docile creatures that the ranchers easily herded with shouts and flags. From what Cal saw, the only real danger those beasts posed to their ranchers was if they were to accidentally fall or lay down on them.

	One of the ranchers seemed to have noticed Cal and her group looking at the lizards—the ranch had no fence, and to be honest Cal doubted any fence would be able to hold those great beasts anyway—and approached them. The rancher was a rather young dwarf riding a large draft horse, and he waved as he approached them.

	“Howdy, stranger,” greeted the young dwarf, now identified from his voice as a male. He stroked his still short beard with one hand as he slowed his horse and approached Cal and her group. “They be magnificent beasties, are they not?” he said when he noticed where the girls were looking at.

	“Quite so,” replied Cal diplomatically to the young dwarf. To tell the truth, she had seen larger beasts, but not ones raised and kept in a ranch like these. From the way the young dwarf wore some accessories made from ivory, they raised these beasts to eventually harvest them too, it seemed. “Just never seen anyone run a ranch with beasts this big before.”

	“O, they be pretty docile sweeties, they be,” said the young dwarf in reply with a cheerful laugh. “And since they just graze, ain’t like feeding them’s hard. Not many things can eat them this far north either~”

	“They’re not native to this area then?” asked Cal on a point the young dwarf’s words seemed to imply.

	“Oh no. Me great-grandpappy had imported some from further east long before I was born. They turned out to adapt well to life here, and nowadays these beauties are like one of the more common beasties to ranch,” explained the dwarf animatedly, even gesticulating excitedly with his arms. “Anyway, ain’t seen ye ‘round here before. Ye be traveling?”

	“That we are,” Cal said in reply as she nodded. “Think your ranch can house us for the night? We’ll pay of course.”

	“Oh, bollocks, leave that be. It be common courtesy to host strangers on the road here,” said the young dwarf with a happy laugh. He then turned his draft horse around and waved at them to follow him as he headed towards the house Cal could see in the distance. “Come along! Ma will be happy to have guests to feed, I bet!”

	Cal and her nieces exchanged a look before they followed behind the young dwarf towards the house. Though it looked small from afar, once they approached Cal realized that the house was easily the size of a small mansion, and from what the young dwarf said, apparently they also had rooms in the house for their ranch hands to stay in.

	At the front of the house, Cal saw an elderly dwarf seated in a rocking chair who eyed them with interest as they approached. Much like most of the others she saw, the old dwarf also wore a simple turban around his head, and kept his beard neatly braided while he smoked a pipe.

	The young dwarf introduced the elderly one as his grandfather, and the latter nodded as Cal and her group politely greeted him. Cal guessed that the old dwarf was probably Aelfried’s age, well into his late five hundreds, while the youngster was likely not even a century old yet.

	Once they were inside the rather spacious house, Cal found herself welcomed by the young dwarf’s parents, both middle-aged dwarves in their three hundreds or so. The mother was especially enthusiastic at the prospect of having guests.

	Perhaps it was universal to farmers and ranchers everywhere, but their hosts seemed quite eager to treat Cal’s party to a dinner that proudly featured the ranch’s own produce. In this case that meant eggs and meat from the horned lizards.

	The house’s chef had proudly shown the egg of the horned lizard before he brought it to the kitchen to cook. The egg was strangely elongated in shape, and more importantly, was huge. It was easily the size of one of Cal’s thighs or thereabouts.

	When the egg arrived at the dinner table, first it arrived in the form of a thick, savory soup that tasted of meat stock and had wisps of eggs floating in it. Following that was a savory custard made with the egg and some minced meat, along with some chopped mushrooms.

	A large and thick omelet came next, with the eggs perfectly cooked despite the thickness of the dish, with chunks of potatoes, onions, mushrooms, and meat suspended in the egg mixture. It was a hearty meal that had everyone’s approval.

	By now Cal noticed that the meats used in the meal so far tasted the same. They tasted similar to fowl like chicken or duck, but were noticeably gamier in flavor. They were not something she was familiar with, and she guessed them all to be horned lizard meat.

	Her guess was verified when the chef displayed a truly massive cut of raw meat streaked with fat to the diners before he brought it to the kitchen to be cooked. Such a cut could only be from one of the great beasts ranched outside, considering its size. The meat was paler in color compared to most, but lacked any strong smell.

	What was brought before her from the kitchen was a thick slab of steak cooked from the cut, the outside slightly charred, with the inside still somewhat pink in color, served under a creamy sauce that had mushrooms and peppercorns in it.

	Cal naturally gave the meal a try, and found the flesh extremely tender, with a far milder taste than she had expected, yet also possessed of a rich taste that blended seamlessly with the sauce poured on it, which gave it complexity and some spiciness that kept the flavor fresh.

	Much like her nieces, she did not stand on ceremony and happily devoured the meal, accepting seconds when it was offered, with high praise for the chef, which seemed to please the lady host to no end.

	 


Chapter 179: Citadel of Glass

	“There’s no such thing as obstacles to one creative enough. When life gives you nothing but sand to build with, just glass it!”

	—Hassid Elohire, Dwarven Leader-in-Exile, later known as the first Caliph of the Hassid Caliphate

	After they spent a night in the ranch—a restful sleep, other than the occasional loud animal noises one learned to tune out when they lived in a ranch—Cal brought her group to continue their journey the next day, after thanking their gracious hosts at breakfast.

	From the ranch, they traveled for another six days. The Hassid Caliphate’s own central province was by far the largest out of all the provinces, and the most prosperous as well, one main reason it had remained in power despite the ages that had passed.

	Despite its large area, there was only one major city in the region, Al-Hassid itself, situated in the desert in the center of the province. All around it, a multitude of agricultural villages were interspersed all over the land, with some focused on mining instead.

	Since the population in the province itself was predominantly dwarven, most villages were built underground, with the vast majority of the surface left open for farming purposes. One would only notice the existence of a village from the small cluster of houses built topside, which served more as guard posts and homes for those uncomfortable with living underground.

	Barley, wheat, and potatoes seemed to be the main food crops of the region, though Cal noticed rice paddies in some of the wetter areas as well. Most of the villages she saw as she walked seemed to focus on certain crops, and covered the rest of their needs by trade.

	Speaking of trade, merchant caravans were a constant accompaniment during their travels, as they went to and fro all the time. The way the region had plenty of well-paved roads—bricks of stone carved to fit perfectly with one another laid like a tapestry—made travel easier for said merchants, and good public order meant a nearly no existence of bandits as well.

	When they finally caught sight of the Citadel of Al-Hassid, it was near evening, and the shimmering greenish glow of the citadel as the evening sun lighted it up was visible from far away. Even from afar, the nature of the Citadel of Glass made itself known.

	Legend had it that the first caliph had chosen to build his capital in the patch of desert to make the most out of the land they had at the time. As he was a glass mage himself, it was not that surprising that the lack of stones and other building materials had not stymied him, for he instead chose to erect a citadel made entirely of glass.

	The current Citadel of Glass stood along with the Palace of Bones in Ptolodecca as one of the most wondrous buildings in existence, as subsequent generations kept adding to the structure over the millennia that had passed.

	Even from afar, Cal could tell that the citadel itself was easily the size of a city on its own, while the buildings around it made the entire city one of the largest in the world. From her guess it was probably as large as Al-Shan’s capital city.

	When they entered the city, Cal realized in surprise that even the walls of the city were also made of glass. At least five meters of thick, opaque glass that she expected was likely as durable as most stone walls, with how the walls were as thick as they were tall.

	Inside, the houses in the city turned out to be made of the same material, their walls a thick layer of darkly opaque glass, with more transparent roofs on top. One thing she noticed was how there were no buildings that were multiple stories tall, other than the citadel itself in the city center.

	When she checked into an inn, she realized one major reason why that was so. As most of the city’s inhabitants were dwarves, they were accustomed to building downwards, not upwards. Their rooms at the inn were two levels below the surface, each level separated by a two-meter-thick layer of glass that acted as foundation, the rooms below lit by magically enchanted lighting.

	Impressively, the inn was kept in an extremely clean state. Kino said that it was likely due to the nature of the glass walls and floors, which would have made any filth prominently visible, thus forcing the inhabitants to keep clean properly.

	Despite the room being underground, it was well ventilated and pleasant to stay in, the glass floor and walls cool to the touch, with the walls polished to a shine while the floor was made with a rougher surface so people did not slip as they walked.

	As for their room, they had booked a large room enough for ten or so people to stay together in. Like most of the region, the tables in the room were short, meant to be used while people sat on the floor next to them on top of plush cushions.

	Similarly, there were no beds, just rolls of soft, pliant mattresses to lay on instead. It was quite similar to how some of the more traditional Aqwa cities in Al-Shan were like, and Cal thought there was likely some credibility to the rumors that they might have originally been from here.

	As she laid down on one of the unrolled mattresses, she sighed at the familiar, yet foreign feel of it. She had slept on similar mattresses when she was young and still lived with her parents, but those weren’t made of silk and stuffed full of fluffy cotton like these ones.

	With a sigh, she got up from the mattress, and brought everyone up to street level to look for some food. It was already sunset by then, and they had not eaten yet that night after all. Visiting the citadel itself would be for tomorrow.

	 


Chapter 180: A Filling Meal

	“For an easy way to get some hints about the people living in a region, simply look for eateries serving up some local specialties. Nuances from these can often clue you in on the sort of people that populate the region, as they tend to channel a good bit of their personalities into their foods.”

	—Julius Venfried, Bard and Traveler, known for having traveled the whole of Alcidea in his lifetime

	It turned out that they had not needed to go far to find their meal. Not long after they exited the inn, all of them turned their heads towards one direction, as their noses caught a rich, meaty, milky fragrance with a hint of sourness to it. A quick look and an exchange of nods from everyone had Cal lead them to the source of the scent.

	The source of the fragrance was not a hard one to find. It came from an eatery four houses to the left and across the street from the inn they stayed at, one which was more a rudimentary setup instead of a fully enclosed building like the inn. It only had a transparent roof supported by four thick pillars at the corner and a larger pillar at the center.

	Why the place was arranged so became obvious to her as she saw the large open kitchen set near the enclosed center of the eatery, with a truly massive pan there, set above a low fire. The pan was at least two and a half meters in diameter, probably more, and a burly dwarf was mixing its contents with a long-handled shovel from the side.

	As for said contents, Cal saw a massive amount of cooked rice, tinted a pale yellowish color by spices being stirred up. On top of the bed of rice were many chunks of meat still on the bones, cooked until the meat just literally fell off the bones when they got moved.

	Cal also saw what looked like a thick, milky gravy at the bottom of the pan as the dwarf stirred the mixture. She noted how he skillfully picked up the now meatless bones, then whacked them on one end over the rice, causing whitish marrow to ooze out from them.

	A long line had already formed, from both open sides of the eatery, since the opposite Cal came from opened to another street. She brought the girls to join the queue on their side, and found that the line moved fast, with customers happily moving to tables in groups with massive platters of the rice dish.

	As the line got moving, Cal kept an ear open at how the other customers ordered. Apparently the eatery didn’t sell their food by portions like most, but by weight, with Cal noticing most customers ordering roughly a third to half a kilo of food per person they had with them.

	When it came to their turn to order, Cal just went ahead and ordered three kilos for the seven of them, along with some drinks. The dwarf by the pan literally shoveled the food, weighed it for a moment in his hands, then piled it on the large plate, repeating until he felt the weight was right.

	In the end Cal had to use both hands to carry the massive plate with their food, while Dan helped her carry the pitchers of drink and everyone else got some mugs for their use. After Cal placed the plate on the center of a table large enough to seat them all comfortably with room to spare, they began to eat.

	Since they had seen how the other customers ate, they knew that the lack of any utensils provided was not a mistake, but intentional, as everyone in the eatery was eating with their hands instead.

	With the other customers as an example, Cal picked up a chunk of tender meat and grabbed it along with a chunk of the rice using one hand. The rice was firm, but moist from both the gravy and the milky sauce poured over it before the platter was handed to her. Carefully she molded the food into a somewhat firm ball, and tossed the result into her mouth.

	The flavors that greeted her as she chewed were milky, meaty, and rich. A hint of sourness cut through the richness, which she realized came from both the gravy the rice was cooked in and the sauce. Some sort of fermented milk, perhaps?

	As for the rice itself, it was long-grained, easily twice as long as the rice usually grown in Al-Shan, and quite firm without any noticeable stickiness, whereas back where she came from rice was sticky enough it was often used as glue at times. The rice itself was lightly spiced, allowing the rich flavor from the gravy, meat, and bone marrow to carry well with it as a canvas.

	Cal thought the tender meat, cooked so long that it just disintegrated on chewing, was more an accent to the overall flavor instead of being the main focus, which in this case was clearly the gravy and the sauce. After she chewed and swallowed, she reached her hand out to the platter and grabbed another chunk of rice and meat, noticing that everyone else did so as well or had already done so sooner.

	In the end, it turned out that three kilos of food for the seven of them was just enough to sate their appetites properly, without going overboard. They washed down the hearty, filling meal with either some cold blend of lemon juice and mint, heavily sweetened, or a hot tea with a strong minty flavor to it. Both served as a good foil to the rich meal, with the mintiness helping to wash down the flavors.

	With their bellies satisfied, she went to the counter to pay for their meal, then brought everyone back to their room at the inn, where they happily laid down on their mattresses and chatted for a bit, until they felt sleepy and turned in for the night.

	 


Side Story 13: Divisions of Interest

	“While some people do live for loyalty, and others for things like patriotism and principles, for most people it is usually much baser desires that govern their decisions. Most people make their choices based on interest and benefits, opting for situations that benefit them the most. True zealots who disregard benefits in their decision making are rather the minority.”

	—Garth Wainwrought, Dean of the Levain Institute for Higher Learning, circa 675 FP.

	Imperial Palace, Capital City, Al-Shan Archipelago

	6th day of the 2nd week of the 8th month, Year 677 FP

	As he returned to his private chambers from the palace’s audience hall, Xain Haroone sighed deeply, half in disappointment, half in frustration. Without a care for the image he would have projected—not that there was anyone to see him anyway—the young emperor, barely twenty one years of age, threw himself onto the large bed that dominated his bedroom in the palace.

	He looked around the room as he laid on his back. His formal turban was somewhat disheveled from his rough treatment, but he did not care about it. The large bedroom was quite heavily decorated with expensive items from all over the world; a plush orcish carpet—handmade and woven, the best quality—laid on the floor, while on the racks and dressers were items from other regions of the world on display.

	On a display rack, fine examples of wooden carvings made by elven hands stood beside equally well-done statuettes of metal, forged by dwarven hands. An idol of good luck from the Goblin Lands was set atop an ivory table handcrafted from the bones of a wendigo from the far southeast.

	Most of the display pieces he enjoyed looking at to calm his mind were souvenirs and presents from Celeysria Ambervale, the retired warrior who had been crucial to the loyalist cause during the civil war and who he considered to be as close as a mother to him. Even the bed he laid on was one such present, a very comfortable water bed imported from Paradise long before it hit the open market.

	Thinking of Cal just made Xain miss her more, even though she had visited—with her newfound family even—just the last winter. He wished he could be as carefree as she was, gleefully running around the world just because she felt like it, but alas, the responsibilities of an emperor made that rather an impossibility for him.

	It was those responsibilities that troubled him these days, as the empire fully shifted back to peaceful times after decades of civil war. Xain had a lofty vision for the empire he had inherited, a direction he wanted to head towards, yet of late he kept finding himself stymied at court.

	The reason for that was precisely because the nation was once again at peace. When they were at war, even when they were busy purging the last of their enemies after the war, people had yielded to his wishes far more easily, the battles and massacres of the purges still clear in their minds.

	Now that the nation was at peace for years, many had forgotten those harsher days, and in his court, factions had already started forming again, tied together by their own interests instead of the nation’s interests.

	While the loyalists had indeed won the war, most of them were soldiers and generals, with few capable of the sort of work a minister of the empire needed. As such, the loyalist faction at court had always felt a bit anemic, even if it was led by Halmout as the current prime minister.

	Many of the other ministers were from houses that had remained neutral during the civil war, and it was these ones that gave Xain a headache to deal with. At times he almost wished he could just order the military to purge them all, but he never gave in to the temptation, as that would probably just plunge the nation into another civil war.

	No, what he needed more was for someone of those factions to make an inexcusable blunder that would give him justification to punish them severely without others being able to protest. Probably even stripping their powers entirely where possible, to be an example to scare the rest, but such a thing was not so conveniently found.

	The sound of a door opening woke Xain up from his thoughts and plans, and he turned to see Layla as she entered the room. Of course, the only person allowed to enter the emperor’s bedroom without even knocking like that would be the empress, and nobody else.

	“More headaches from the ministers?” Layla asked teasingly as she approached and sat beside him on the bed, the slight bump on her belly starting to show. She was two and a half months along in her pregnancy now, and ever since the confirmation, ministers and officials had been shamelessly promoting their family members as concubines to the emperor.

	“You guessed it. That old shithead Dong-Lu tried to present his grandchild as if she’s the reincarnation of a saint or something,” replied Xain with obvious annoyance at the prospect. The way Layla chuckled at his words improved his mood some, though some annoyance still remained. “I often wish I could just ask Cal to help purge their whole houses at times, really.”

	“If only things were that simple, huh?” Layla replied with another chuckle. Technically, if Xain wanted to enact a purge he had the tools to do it, as the military was mostly of the loyalist faction and thus loyal to him. That said, the nobles who stayed neutral had their own personal house guards, effectively militaries of their own, which was what allowed them to remain neutral in the first place. “No, we need some of them to slip up first. A proper justification to get rid of those fat ticks sucking the blood from the empire.”

	“You know… maybe you can get one. Dong-Lu is a staunch traditionalist, isn’t he? Despite him being a Huan?” asked Layla with a conspirative tone after she pondered for a moment. “I recall him strongly advocating for nobles and many of the older traditions.”

	“He is probably the staunchest of them, yeah. Most of those traditionalists only follow his lead because of benefits I’d say,” answered Xain to her question, not sure what his wife had in mind. He had to admit that she was often more cunning than him, as her grandfather, the current prime minister, had taught her personally since she was young. “Why do you ask?”

	“Do you think he would be provoked enough to do something stupid if you were to do something that goes entirely against his traditional values?” queried Layla further. “Like, say… inducting a Huan woman of the lowest birth into the harem. One with a checkered past at that.”

	“What?” asked Xain with surprise and bafflement at the implications of Leila’s suggestion. He only knew of one person who fit the description she gave, namely Ying Xiao, the young girl they saved and put under Cal’s tutelage two years ago. “Are you seriously suggesting we take advantage of her of all people and use her like a pawn?!” he asked, a hint of anger audible in his voice.

	“Okay, it’s good that being emperor hasn’t changed you. You can still get genuinely angry on that girl’s behalf,” said Layla as she playfully prodded Xain’s nose with one finger, which stopped his angry tirade on the spot. “But seriously, how could you be this dense a boy sometimes?”

	“What do you mean?” he asked in return, unsure by what his wife meant.

	“Xain. If you were to tell Ying Xiao that you needed her head that girl would happily offer it to you without blinking an eye,” said Layla with some exasperation in her voice. “She practically worships you and would do anything for your sake. How different is this than her being our blade in the dark like we had thought to employ her as before?”

	“You have a point…” conceded Xain after a moment of thought. They had indeed planned to employ Ying Xiao to do things they could not do openly—a secret agent for the empire. This was because the current circumstances made it hard for people like her to fight their way up the ladder openly, one of the changes he wanted to make but kept getting stymied on. “Even so, we need to discuss this with Cal first. She is her student by now. She deserves to know.”

	“I couldn’t agree more. We’ll go together this winter then?” asked Layla.

	“Together? But I thought pregnant women aren’t supposed to be exposed to too much magic of a different affinity—oh. Right.”

	“You dummy, the gates are space affinity too~” said Layla teasingly as she prodded Xain’s nose again.

	 


Chapter 181: Through the Wall of Glass

	“Generally, you would think that making buildings, much less a city, out of glass would be ridiculously stupid, especially making city walls and fortifications out of it. Even so, one visit to Al-Hassid and you’d likely rethink that consideration.

	Sure, one pane of glass like what you see in windows is very easy to break. It is fragile, and will not stop most things. On the other hand, enchanted glass that is several meters thick at the very least actually holds as well as a wall made out of stone, if not better.

	I happened to witness a wild, rabid horned lizard ram the city walls at full speed once during my stay there. The horned lizard smashed its head on the wall, brains all over the place, dead as dead could be. The walls only needed some cleaning and minor repairs where the horns struck.”

	—Dales Wordsworth, Itinerant Adventurer

	The following morning, Cal brought the girls to the massive citadel in the center of the city of Al-Hassid. As it was the largest structure and the only building in the city built with multiple floors above ground—though with it being made by dwarves Cal suspected it had at least twice as many floors below ground as well—it was impossible to miss.

	To the surprise of the girls, they were not the only people who were there to sightsee. Despite the citadel being the seat of power of the caliph, it was also a famous tourist attraction from long ago, and all caliphs so far had only encouraged it. Sections of the citadel served as a museum depicting the history of the land, and were open to the public most of the time.

	Even before they entered the citadel, the girls were already looking in awe, and even Cal had to give an impressed whistle. The outer walls of the citadel made it into a fort inside the walled city, twice as tall as the walls outside, and twice as thick as well.

	Despite their obvious function—Cal could feel the massive amount of enchantments placed on the walls—the outsides of the walls were very heavily decorated. What looked like carvings on the glass portrayed scenes from the local mythology and the city’s history, and actually covered the whole wall even to the top.

	The only entrance to the citadel was a gate which had multiple portcullises lined up along the length of the passage behind it. The gate up front itself was wooden, and richly decorated, more for appearances than anything. It was the multiple thick steel portcullises behind it that served as the real “gate.”

	As they passed under the portcullises, Cal noted how they were cleverly spaced apart, giving enough room between each to place troops to harry the enemy further away. Should there ever be an actual siege, Cal suspected that even if the outer walls of the city fell, the citadel itself would be ten times as hard to take.

	Because the citadel walls were so thick, they just looked dark in color, but once inside, the thinner panes used in places showed that the glass used to build the citadel actually had a bluish-green tint to it, which was pleasant to look at.

	Throughout their tour of the public areas, Leila held a firm grip on her hatchling drake to prevent her from flying off in curiosity. Like most baby animals, she grew ridiculously fast early on, and nowadays she really felt Lumi’s weight when she perched on her shoulder, which looked a bit comical since now the little drake was not so little anymore.

	From her head to the base of her tail, the drake hatchling was now around a meter and a half long, with more than double the wingspan, though her slenderness did mean she did not weigh as much as most creatures that size. Cal estimated that the little critter still weighed at least twenty kilos or more by now though. Fortunately she had bonded well with Leila, and was as tame as a beast could be.

	As for the tour itself, Cal did observe the historical pieces with some interest, but naturally dismissed some of the more exaggerated parts as typical aggrandizing. Most nations did that when it came to their history, she learned, so she only lent half an ear to those at best.

	The Hassid Caliphate did live up to its name of being one of the nations with the longest history in the world however—Cal noticed that Ptolodecca was never included in such listings, probably because having an immortal who existed since prehistory at the helm was considered cheating—as its history was long and storied.

	After a tour that lasted a couple of hours, Cal had the girls leave first while she went to a section of the citadel that was less open to the public. The gate in Al-Hassid was in the citadel, and was generally only used by archmages and their entourages. Cal went there to ensure that their passage would not be troublesome for any party.

	It turned out that she hadn’t needed to worry about it, as the guards by the gate chamber recognized the token Aideen gave her at a glance and assured Cal that she could use the gate freely. Apparently visitors from Paradise were not an uncommon thing to the city either.

	Considering how the caliphate was well known for having the finest glass artisans in the world, Cal could see why. Many of the expensive eateries and inns she had visited in her travels tended to have some ornately decorated glassware in the characteristic bluish-green tint of glass made in the caliphate, so it was definitely something favored in most places.

	On her way back to the inn, Cal made a stop at a local glass artisan’s shop, where all sorts of intricately decorated glassware was displayed proudly. Her eyes were drawn to a pair of flower vases of the Alcidean style, which had wider bodies and a narrow opening at the top.

	The vases were not just decorated with flowery shapes on every surface, as when the light struck them, the shadows given out made it look as if flowers of light were dancing around where the shadows were cast. Without much thought, Cal purchased them and stored the vases in her pendant, as they would make good souvenirs for Xain back in Al-Shan.

	 


Chapter 182: Familial Warmth

	“Be glad, those who still have a family to go home to. Be sure to cherish those you have, while you still can.”

	—Old saying

	After another week of relaxation and exploration in Al-Hassid, Cal brought everyone—Dan included, since he said he would like to visit Paradise as well if she didn’t mind—to the gate chamber in the citadel. Together, the seven of them, eight if Lumi was counted, stepped through the gate that led to Paradise.

	As they went through, the warm, dry winds of the caliphate gave way to the cooler late autumn winds of Paradise’s temperate climate. The gate hub building itself was empty that day, other than the usual guards, which Cal thought wasn’t unusual.

	Kino split from the party and brought Dan with her as she took the young half-goblin to sightsee in the city. On her end, Cal brought her nieces and Ying Xiao towards the inn where their families had stayed before—the one run by Aideen’s family, as she had learned later on.

	When they arrived at the inn, it was the older lady, Aoife, Aideen’s mother, who happened to greet them. She informed them that Cal’s family had bought an empty house in the third circle of the city in their absence, and resided there nowadays. Thanking the woman for the information and directions, Cal headed towards the house as she was told.

	As she followed the directions, Cal finally arrived at the house in question. It was a rather large two-story house, large enough to be considered a mansion in less affluent areas. It was also one of the older houses since it was located in the third circle.

	Apparently the owners were descendants of the original owners, but their family had dwindled and thus the house was a bit too large for them. Because of that, they sold off the house to find a smaller one that fit them more instead, and apparently Krystal caught wind of it during one of her visits to the city.

	The scene Cal saw at the small yard before the house made her certain she was at the right place. Ilena, Leila’s little sister who turned four this year, happily played on the yard, as she chased Ida around the place, with two dogs running alongside them.

	Naturally, the dogs were the same puppies Elaina and Sidonie had adopted last year. They had not brought them along as the trip this year had gone through some rather dangerous areas like the desert, and the dogs were too young besides.

	On the other hand, Ida had started to show her growth as a reaper serval. While the catlike beast was notably slimmer and more slender than the two bulky dogs, she was nearly as long as them, and ran around with far greater alacrity and agility.

	It was the dogs who first noticed their arrival, as they sniffed the air, turned, and ran straight towards their respective owners. Elaina’s smaller dog literally jumped onto her while Sidonie’s larger one rubbed its head against her leg like a spoiled child.

	Ilena naturally noticed how the dogs suddenly turned away, and as she turned to look herself, she saw Leila, so she ran her way and called out to her sister happily. Ida followed closely beside her. The serval eyed the drake on Leila’s shoulder closely, as if trying to certify whether it was a threat or not.

	The way Lumi curiously sniffed at Ilena, then sniffed at Leila, then back to Ilena before she fondly rubbed her scaly head against the little girl’s cheek made Cal sure that she could leave the girls there, so she bid Ying Xiao to wait for her as she went to the house, allowing the girls their little reunion.

	As she opened the door to the house, she saw Unitia, who sat on a rocking chair while reading a book in the living room. What surprised her however, was that Khal-Est was still there as well, as he chatted with Idania. She had thought that he had returned to the Orclands by now.

	Cal smiled as her family noticed her enter the house and greeted her happily, and soon they all sat down and traded stories of what happened in the past year with each other. It turned out that Khal-Est and Lorna had decided to move to Paradise as well after much deliberation, and over the autumn they had settled their remaining business and brought back what items they wished go keep from Gal-Morogh.

	The large house they currently inhabited was more than large enough for the whole family, even including the younger generation, to live together, which was what they had decided on when they purchased it. Naturally, they left a vacant room for Cal as well, for her to use as she wished.

	Cal felt nothing but warmth in her heart from the offer, and accepted, even if she might not be around to use the room much during her travels. The rest of that night was spent with her family, as Idania fetched the girls from the yard and later Krystal returned with Lorna from the market.

	It was a rather festive night at the house as everyone reunited. Leila was particularly happy and proud as she introduced the young drake to her mother, who was quite surprised by her good fortune on the trip. The rest of the family chatted together happily as they ate dinner together, basking in the shared warmth of being amongst family.

	When she laid down on the bed of her room in the house that night, Cal thought that the warm feeling shared together with the family, the way they just basked happily in each other’s presence, was a feeling she definitely could get used to.

	It was a peaceful, dreamless slumber that she had that night, a peaceful feeling that she had only found again after a long time. A feeling that she had last felt long ago, before the civil war in the empire started, when her parents were still alive…

	The story will continue in Blood Demon’s Retirement Volume Three: A Peace Found Within
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