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Retirement


Prologue

Prologue: When Something Ends…

“Why she’s called the ‘Blood Demon,’ you ask? Well, she’s like a demon in battle, and the rivers run red with blood when we do her laundry after the battle.” 

—Desi, camp follower of the loyalist army during the Al-Shan Civil War

“And we presume there is nothing we can say to change your decision at this point.”

Xain Haroone, Emperor, Protector, and sole ruler of the entire Al-Shan Archipelago, said as such. It was not a question, more a resigned statement of fact delivered in the tone of voice of a child who sulked, which was near to the truth.

As rare a sight as it was, the emperor looked and acted his age for once, all of sixteen tender years. He was barely more than a human child who just entered the beginning throes of adulthood by most beings’ recognition. One forced, matured, and learned beyond his years by the civil war that had raged for longer than he had lived, sure, but in the end, still a child who barely outgrew his childhood days.

He was a child that felt utterly unenthusiastic about the prospect of separation from the figure that had simultaneously served as his guardian, his general, his advisor, his mentor, and his savior. Above all else, she was as close to a mother as the child had ever known in his short life.

Said figure stood tall in the audience chamber, barely ten steps away from the emperor’s throne: far too close compared to what most imperial protocol would demand, yet nobody in the room seemed to pay much heed to that fact.

Everyone in the room knew of her.

More than half of the generals and other military officers in the room owed their life to her. Some even owed her their life on multiple occasions.

Most current civil officers knew her personally, mainly from when they all served as tutors to the young then-heir to the throne as the civil war raged around them.

She was a figure better known by the moniker all called her due to how she fought on the field of battle.

Celeysria Ambervale, the Blood Demon.

Among the primarily human populace of the Al-Shan, she stood tall, easily half a head or taller than the average man, courtesy of her half-Elven heritage. Her heritage mainly manifested in her height, slender frame, and regular-sized yet pointed ears.

As was the norm among any with Elven heritage, her features would be considered aesthetically pleasing to most. Such features were marred by the many crisscrossed scars on her face and arms, with many more hidden beneath her simple tunic and pants.

And that assumed one had not found her unnaturally pale complexion, snow-white hair, and the way her red eyes seemed to shine a downside.

“You know this day has been long in the making, Xain,” she said as she addressed the emperor directly by his name. It was a grievous breach of protocol. It would be considered lese-majeste in most other places, but was ignored by even the most traditional, stuck-up official.

“The oath is fulfilled, and I’ve been here for more than a human lifetime already. About time to close the book on this chapter of history, so to speak.”

So said, Celeysria stepped forward, wrapped up the young emperor in a warm, loving hug, and patted his head with one hand, much like how a mother would console their sulking child.

It was a sight that warmed the heart, though the many military officials present felt weirded out by the action. They mainly had known her as the “Blood Demon,” the “Scourge of the Battlefield,” the berserker who would charge straight through the enemy lines and not return until she was literally bathed in blood, both her own and her enemies’, after all.

She was the same person who’d come out of many a battle with injuries that would have killed any average person and looked none the worse for wear. Their minds knew it was primarily because of her magical prowess. Yet, with how rare blood-attuned mages were in the archipelago, the sights they had seen still implanted a healthy dose of fear in their minds—alongside their copious amounts of respect to a comrade with whom they have shared life and death frequently.

The oath mentioned was something only the archivist had known of, as Celeysria’s father had made it to an ancestor many generations removed from Xain more than a century ago. It was an oath to repay the kindness shown, back when the traveling elf washed ashore on the archipelago with little more than the clothes on his back because of bad luck. Back when he had been on a ship that caught a terrible storm at sea and sunk. An oath to render what aid they could, should one day the Haroone lineage ever fall into danger regardless of the source.

An oath that Celeysria felt was due for repayment when the previous emperor—Xain’s Grandfather—was assassinated by his cousin, who then assumed the throne and tried to eliminate the main branch of the family to which Xain belonged. Such an act plunged the archipelago into a Civil War that lasted four decades.

When she reached the survivors, only one royal descendant was left alive—all because they had not been present in the capital when the coup happened—and she was the youngest princess, a sickly girl nobody had much hope of taking over.

She was left to live contentedly at one of the royal family’s vacation houses on a different island, free to do what she liked until she became the last of her line and thus the one everyone loyal to the family wanted to put on the throne.

For what it was worth, Princess Dinah acquitted herself in the role she never hoped for or even wanted. She became the loyalist’s shining beacon of hope, with Celeysria—a long-time friend of the princess to begin with, and a humble herbalist before the civil war—her trusted advisor and general.

Yet, for all that, Dinah was always a frail, sickly girl. Fell in love late in life with a brave man who passed away on the battlefield, unaware of the life sired between him and his beloved princess.

To give birth was always a risky proposition, much less at a relatively advanced age, and while Dinah survived the birth of her son Xain, complications from the birth claimed her not even a year after.

Celeysria was one of several people who took on the job of raising the orphaned child while she fought the civil war at the same time.

“The war is over. The usurpers all lay dead, that much I have seen to personally, and I trust your ministers enough to know they will not treat you wrong in my absence,” she muttered as she still absentmindedly rubbed the child-emperor’s head—who quietly cried into her bosom—with one hand.

“I have never seen the lands beyond the archipelago, the lands my father has told me of, from the waterfalls of Madginfjord to the dunes of the Navata, and now that you are in safe hands, and the archipelago knows peace, you can do without me, kid.

“So I’ll be retiring from your service before old Halmout there busts a capillary from my breaches of protocol,” she added with a smirk, if a somewhat melancholic one, on her face.

Halmout Mansoor was the current prime minister of the Al-Shan Empire, an older man with a sparse beard and mustache, all gray with age, and he just shook his head and sighed loudly.

Celeysria had known the old man for decades, and while their personalities often clashed, they respected one another’s competence in their respective fields.

“At least please accept a parting gift from us,” Xain said, his eyes still red from how he quietly cried into Celeysria’s chest. On his gesture, a young page strode forward and passed a small, ornate box to the child-emperor, which he then gave to Celeysria. “We implore you to keep this in a safe place and open it not until seven days have passed. Please know that no matter what, you shall always have a place to call home.”

Celeysria cocked an eyebrow at the strange request but paid little heed and wrapped the child-emperor in another hug as they said farewells.
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Chapter 1: Another Begins

“Why does everything I care for have to be so flammable!?” 

—Last words of King Down Under Ulfred Stonehammer, last of his name, after a (failed) ritual attempting to capture and enslave Igunacio, the Deity of Fire

One week later, Celeysria was on a trading ship halfway between the Al-Shan Archipelago and the Alcidean Continent.

It had taken her a couple of days to settle what leftover business she had in the capital and buy the supplies needed for the journey, and another day of travel by boat to reach Shan-Hu. The port island served as the gateway for traders between Al-Shan and Alcidea.

Once there, finding a ship heading for the Alcidean Continent was easy. She had merely needed to wait one more day before the boat she booked a passage on hoisted its anchor and departed towards the mainlands.

[image: ]

The first three days of the journey were uneventful. She mostly spent the time either walking around the deck or chatting up the ship’s captain, and it was not until the third day that she remembered Xain’s parting gift.

“Oh, that naughty little brat!” Celeysria cursed after she opened the box that contained the parting gift Xain gave her after their tearful farewell.

She humored him when he asked her not to open it until a week later and had thought it was probably just something that needed time to ripen or similar.

She expected nothing wrong from the parting gift from the emperor, who was probably as close to her as a child could be.

Not that the “gift” was anything wrong. Her issue was that it was far too generous!

At first glance, it was just a simple pendant in the shape of a shark’s tooth made of platinum and engraved with the imperial crest. It was fancy for her liking, maybe, and quite costly because of its material alone, but neither of those were the issue.

The issue at hand was the storage space the size of a mansion and its contents that she found inside the unassuming pendant after she channeled a bit of her mana into it on such a suspicion.

Magic storage artifacts weren’t rare. They were widespread items such that most adults typically had one of their own.

However, one with internal storage the size of a mansion was not a common sight. Most countries would have considered such items at the national treasure level.

The “common” ones that most people used barely had storage the size of an adult’s fist; good for some money and keys and other small items but little else.

Wealthier soldiers and most adventurers? Theirs might have storage the size of a backpack, enough for a limited amount of supplies.

Even the old artifact she inherited from her father didn’t have space the size of a large room.

Also stored within were supplies of all sorts, as the brat was not happy when she left the empire with practically just her weapon and a few changes of clothes. Among which were at least three folded tents, twice as many comfortable bedrolls—expensive ones judging from their silken material—and at least a dozen sets of what looked like high-quality leather armor and shoes, with half again that number in tunics and pants. All adequately made in her size, of course. There was even a chest full of dried hartbloom petals. It was a local Al-Shanian plant typically used to create a tea that most people considered an “acquired taste,” yet was one of her favorites.

At least the brat had the decency to not stuff gold in there.

Other than the items, she also found a letter inside, which she quickly opened and read.

Dear Cal,

We wish you good winds and tides for your journey. Know that we can never repay all that we owe you, for all we have now has been earned by your help. Al-Shan shall always be a place to call home whenever you wish, at least while we still hail among the living.

Please revisit us when you can. We miss you already.

—Xain Haroone

P.S. Gifts are not returnable.

With an exasperated sigh, Celeysria, or as those few closest to her called her, Cal, folded the letter and put it back into the storage pendant.

The boy truly meant well, and all the supplies packed with the pendant would save her a bit of hassle and money, even if she wasn’t short of the latter anyway. She wished he hadn’t overdone things like this and used a more reasonable storage artifact.

As she decided to just go with the flow, she spent the next fifteen minutes busily emptying her old storage—the one she inherited from her late father—and moving its contents to the pendant. After deliberation, she did the same to her trusted weapon.

It was a halberd taller than her, its silvery head sprouting a crescent-shaped ax blade and a beak-shaped warhammer from the sides of the spearhead, all made from a mithril alloy. It was bound to a shaft of Elven ebony heartwood: as dark as night itself, as tough as the best steel, yet a bit more malleable and durable.

It was the last memento she had of her father, who insisted on using his heartwood staff and mithril mesh inner armor to have a previous gift crafted for her when he felt his time approaching.

Elves lived long lives, but her father was already in his nine hundreds when he washed ashore, which was an advanced age even for his race. When he passed on at the old age of one thousand and forty-three half a century ago, he had already outlived his wife, Cal’s human mother.

She still had a long life ahead of her, barely one hundred and twenty-two years of age. Her lineage ensured that she had at least another two to four centuries of life, barring a premature end by illness or violence.

With everything packed up, she stood up and checked out of habit to ensure that the four machetes that hung from her belt were secure in their sheaths before she headed out towards the deck to get some fresh air.

The trip had been uneventful so far, but as she had learned from her father’s story, she preferred to be prepared just in case.
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Chapter 2: Fishy Shenanigans

“For the adventurous, there is no better place to delve into unknown cuisine than a merfolk city. However, remember that this only applies to those with a strong stomach and mind.” 

—Eàgun Godfridsdotter, (self-proclaimed) World-Famous Half-Orc Bard and lover of fine foods

As she came up to the upper deck of the Kraken’s Bounty, Cal once again marveled at the splendor of the massive ship. A good one-hundred forty meters long and fifty-five across, the four-tiered rectangular junk ship with its seven masts simply looked majestic—at least compared to the much smaller vessels that served the waterways between the islands of the archipelago.

Then again, this ship was meant for the week-long trail between the Al-Shan Archipelago and the Alcidean Continent, through much deeper waters full of creatures the likes of which she had only heard of in stories or read in books.

“Lady Ambervale! The Ocean’s blessing that you joined us on this fine day!”

When she glanced towards the sound, Cal spotted the ship’s captain—not that anyone could identify the man from how he dressed. With how he sported ragged shorts and only wore an open vest over his chest, Bresilas Gtou’rergh would have easily passed himself off as some random sailor. An impression that was further strengthened by his atypically bulky, muscular build and his powerful muscles rippled under his smooth, deep blue skin.

He was also someone Cal made fast friends with over the past three days, partly because they were the only two people on the ship that spoke Elvish, as well as their shared half-Elven heritage.

Silas—as he insisted everyone called him—had the other half of his parentage from the merfolk instead, whose features he strongly inherited. He stood even taller than her one meter ninety, his bald head easily topped two meters, and that was without counting the tall, ridged fin-like crest that ran along his spine and ended near his forehead, which gave the man what looked like a giant mohawk. The gills on the sides of his neck and abdomen, as well as his webbed fingers and toes further made him look much more merfolk than anything Elven-blooded, other than his small, pointy ears—full-blooded merfolk had no outer ear structure at all.

His bulky build on the other hand was atypical for both of his parents’ races, both of which leaned towards slenderness or even lankiness in the body. He had busied himself near a bench with a raised metal container filled with hot coals as his deft fingers wielded a long kitchen knife that looked far too slim and delicate to be used by someone of his size and build.

With the knife in hand, he expertly stabbed and sliced through the carapace of what looked like a black, human head-sized ball of spikes and enjoyed the look of abject horror from a human couple nearby—both of whom looked like merchants on their way back to the continent. The man had already turned a shade of green by then.

While Cal wasn’t familiar with the creature, it was called an urchin or something? she had no idea why someone would call such a creature with a name that evoked homeless children. She knew it was considered something of a delicacy among the merfolk and many of the anglers she had talked with, and chuckled as the man turned greener when he saw how Silas pulled out the creature’s guts with a deft hand.

“Captain Silas,” she replied.

Now that she was close enough, she could see that he had a couple of breadfruits toasted on the other end of the coal brazier. They were rather unusual fruits with flesh that tasted of freshly baked bread when toasted and easily kept for a few months when stored in a dry place—definitely preferable food to hardtack to say the least.

“Care to partake of a little afternoon snack, milady?” Silas asked.

Cal didn’t even bother to tell him not to call her with any title. She knew a lost cause when she saw one, and asking most anyone who lived in the archipelago not to call her by any sort of weird title was now a cause as lost as it could be.

“Definitely won’t mind some. I got some good wine to share,” she said as she casually pulled out a sealed clay urn from her pendant. It was small enough that it would have fit in her old storage artifact anyway, so nobody would have any idea she had a new, bigger one.

Silas gave a harsh gurgle of a sound that was the merfolk equivalent of booming laughter. “Well, well, ain’t never saying no to good wine to go with some snack. Guess I better make this neat in a jiffy~”

The mer-elf deftly plucked five orange, tongue-like organs out of the creature as it twitched and gently laid them side by side on a fine wire mesh. He then placed the mesh on top of the coal brazier and watched the organs as they seared for a little on one side while he lightly sprinkled the other side with a pinch of salt and what looked like red flakes Cal was unfamiliar with.

Less than a minute later, he pulled the mesh out of the brazier, then picked up the breadfruits and sliced them open with a cleaver to expose their white, fragrant, steaming, fluffy interior.

After he removed the seed at its core, a couple of quick moves sliced the fruit into five crescent-shaped pieces. Skin peeled, the fleshy fruit looked like white bread fresh from a steamer. Silas then laid one of the seared and spiced orange organs on each slice before he offered one to Cal.

On her side, Cal pulled a pair of wooden mugs out of her pendant and unsealed the urn as she allowed the strong, fragrant alcoholic aroma to spread out before she filled both cups by four-fifths each.

It was a dose of alcohol that would likely send most anything not a dwarf straight to the sick house with alcohol poisoning, but then again, both Cal and Silas were water-major blood-affinity mages.

Their livers could take the abuse, even if it took a complete organ regeneration to do the trick.

“You spoil me, milady! Aged spiced blackrice wine from In-Sel if my nose failed me not?”

“One delicacy begets another, as they say,” Cal said as she accepted the proffered food and raised it as if to toast him before she bit down a good half of it in one bite.

She had to close her eyes and resist the urge to moan as the creamy sweetness, with a distinct salty flavor of seafood from whatever Silas cooked, flooded her taste buds. The fluffy, soft, pillowy breadfruit was slightly sweet and fragrant, and it mellowed the strong flavor of the sea. Then she took a tentative sip of the wine, and it felt like her mouth exploded from the kaleidoscope of flavors that emerged from the combination.

It was nearly a minute before she opened her eyes and let out a satisfied sigh while looking at Silas, who had a wide grin plastered on his face, and a still-squeamish human spectator behind him.

“Gods above, that was one of the fucking best things I have ever eaten. What is that thing?” she asked, now full of eager curiosity. “I see why your folk called it a delicacy.”

“Balls,” Silas answered in a deadpan tone before giggling like a prepubescent girl, a completely paradoxical image of a man of that size and shape.

“Balls?”

“I mean that literally,” he finally said after he stopped his mirth. “Those are to these things as balls are to human males.”

He still had a shit-eating grin plastered on his face as he said that.

“Eh,” Cal shrugged before she popped the other half of the food into her mouth. “Then balls taste great, I guess. Lemme have another,” she said as she reached for another of the delicacies.

Behind Silas, the human passenger turned completely green and ran towards the railings, then hurled the contents of his stomach over the side.
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Chapter 3: Bountiful Kraken

“Take a squid, or an octopus works too. Now think of one so large it could gobble you, your fat aunt, and the house you live in as a snack. You have a kraken, ladies and gentlemen, both and neither.” 

—Yog Aldermann, Creature Sciences Professor at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

The little “snack” and the now-empty urn of wine left Cal with a pleasant buzz—even as she subconsciously worked her magic to help her liver survive the ordeal—that was completely worth it.

Even the human spectator from earlier seemed to have recovered as he no longer emptied his stomach over the rails while his companion—probably his wife—cared for him.

Cal was about to get up and walk around, to let the meal settle down, when she heard a splashing noise off the ship’s side.

As she stood up, she looked at the starboard side where she heard the noise and saw what looked like a giant fish with particularly long fins as it jumped out of the sea and fell back in.

Whatever it was, it was headed toward the Kraken’s Bounty.

“Anything to worry about?” she asked Silas, who stood up and looked in the same direction.

“Depends,” he replied. “All passengers! Please vacate the deck unless you wish to partake in some afternoon exercises!

“We take no responsibility if you get eaten by a sea monster while exercising!” he added with another laugh-gurgle.

“So, not the kind of sea monster we need to worry about then,” Cal responded, her two-meter halberd firmly held in her grip.

“Not unless you’re dead drunk with hands and legs tied up,” Silas chimed in. “Some deepmaws if I see it right. It makes for a good dinner. Good jerky, too, with some molasses.”

“Huh. Don’t those things live like deep down under the waves? Why would they be at the surface like this?”

“Oh, you’ll see~” By now, Silas had his shit-eating grin plastered back on, much like someone in the know of a joke she missed out on.

Cal forgot any further questions she had at the moment because the first of the deepmaws jumped out of the sea and landed with a wet thud on the starboard deck. It let out a deep-throated roar that had scared the last few non-combatant passengers as they scurried like rats down into the hold.

Then another four jumped onto the ship. The junk was even slightly listed to the right for a moment because of the added weight of the creatures as the last one jumped aboard.

“By the Ocean!” Silas said, now with a large harpoon half again as long as he was tall held in his hands. “We’re going to have a big feast tonight!”

Cal calmly surveyed the creatures. They looked intimidating. Each measured at least ten meters from the snout to the base of the tail, with sleek gray leathery skin and six long fins which dragged their barrel-shaped torsos forward, which were each capped by a horizontal fish-like tail. Their heads measured at least a quarter of their body length, with a giant maw filled with dagger-like teeth.

There was only one problem.

These creatures were lethal to civilians and dangerous animals in the waters they belonged to.

They neither faced civilians nor were they in water.

And they had only marginally better mobility outside water than a beached leviathan.

Naturally, that none of the sailors were stupid enough to walk into the reach of their maws needed not to be said.

Most of them just casually walked around the stranded sea monsters and jabbed them in the side using long spears. At the same time, a couple of younger sailors even made a game where they got close to the creature and jumped back with a laugh when it inevitably tried to lunge at them, failing miserably.

Cal herself simply walked up to the fin of the nearest creature and stepped forth, climbing up the side of the creature, as its slippery skin gave her not even the slightest pause in the ascent. She stood firmly on the base of its neck, then she slammed the beak-shaped hammerhead backside of her halberd down on the creature’s skull hard.

There was barely a splatter as the creature gave a dying squeal when the hammer broke through its skull and into its tiny brain—one had to wonder how an animal that large could have a brain that small. It twitched twice and laid still. The only sign there had been any “fight” was the bits of blood and brain Cal cleaned off her weapon.
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It was utterly anticlimactic as fights went, but she definitely would have fancied her chances differently if she was about to face one of these things in the water.

As she looked around, she saw that the sailors had already mopped up the other four monsters and were already busy dragging the corpses nearer to the center of the ship, so that their weight would cease to tilt the boat to its starboard side. Nobody was even injured except a deckhand who sprained his ankle when he jumped away from one creature.

Everyone laughed at the poor lad.

Peculiarly, however, she spotted how Silas stood with one foot on the starboard railing, and several deckhands were busy as they transported some barrels from the ship’s hold and stacked them behind him. He peered to the sea as if waiting for something to come.

“Something the matter?” she asked, partly out of courtesy and partly curiosity.

“Just waiting for the old coot to pop by, milady. I fear I will have to ask you to not knot yer panties soon,” he replied, still with that shit-eating grin plastered on his face.

Cal was about to ask what he meant when she spotted it. A dark, humongous shadow rose from beneath the sea, not ten meters off their starboard railing. It did not take long before it breached the surface, and its size was monstrous. Its two pupil-less yellow eyes were easily as large around as massive tree trunks.

The gigantic monstrosity was… waving at them?

Cal had to admit to her shame it had taken some effort not to proverbially get her panties in a knot at the sight of the colossal kraken. For that was definitely what the creature was: an ancient one, one more than large enough to have devoured an entire fleet of ships the size of the one she was on with utter ease.

And next to her, she saw how Silas waved back at it with that shit-eating grin still plastered on his face. She heard him as he shouted several sentences in the gargle-like tongue of the merfolk, and she could have sworn she saw the kraken gesture in answer with its tentacle.

Then he said a few more sentences, and Cal nearly rolled her eyes when she saw how the kraken coiled its tentacle into four stacked circles, with its tip showing up behind.

A gods-damned ancient kraken chatted with Silas like it was his buddy and gave him a thumbs-up!

“So, Silas,” she finally interceded, “am I going batshit insane here, or are you gods-damned Vitalis-fucking buddies with a fucking kraken!?”

Silas just gave another of his gargle-laughs in reply, as he found the situation funny.

“Ah, beg your pardon. Old Ragiula has been an esteemed trading partner of the Kraken’s Bounty since my great-great-grandma’s time as captain. Don’t tell me the ship’s name wasn’t a giveaway?”

“I thought krakens were mindless monstrosities that obliterate every ship they run into? That explains those deepmaws, I guess.”

“No, they are quite intelligent, as Old Ragiula and her brood have shown my lineage many times. It’s just that most of them found nothing of worth from us small folk until Ma’ offered a tribute to her when they ran across each other back then,” Silas explained, and his shit-eating grin went right back on. “Who knew that this one has a taste for fine Dwarven ale? And smart enough to realize that it could get a steady supply of it by trading too!”

“So you trade Dwarven ale to the kraken for safe passage and some dinner then?”

“Hah! No, no, no, safe passage is something she guarantees, and the dinner was just a gift. Watch and behold!”

So she did.

And what Cal saw were several other smaller krakens as they surfaced, items in their tentacles tenderly brought to be deposited on the ship’s deck. Then they gently coiled around a barrel each on their way back. She saw vibrant, colorful deep-sea corals of many kinds, all of which she knew to be highly prized material for decorations and furniture. It was even a trend among nobles with more money than they knew what to do with.

And that was barely the surface of the bounties of the deep sea they offered. She also spotted many herbs that grew deep under the ocean that her herbalist mother only learned from books written based on examples that got uprooted and washed ashore by chance, and in quantities that would have driven any herbalist crazy. Those alone definitely more than made up for the costs of the at least one hundred barrels of fine Dwarven ale they traded them for.

But then Silas spoke at length again with the kraken, or Old Ragiula if one wanted to be correct, and elicited a clear reaction from the creature. Cal saw some parts of it turn into a vibrant green hue. She didn’t know why, but the vibrant color seemed to tell her that the creature was… excited?

She had not noticed that one of the smaller krakens dove back into the sea. Still, she saw some deckhands as they carefully handled five particularly ornate barrels made of ashwood with a lining done in platinum. She would have to be an idiot not to have noticed something about those barrels, so she glanced at Silas with an unmistakable questioning look.

“Oh, just some priceless stuff it said it wanted to taste like a century ago,” he shrugged nonchalantly. Sometimes it could be easy to forget how long-lived some folks could be. Silas was already well over twice her age, at three-hundred-ten. “Just a few barrels of hand-crafted dark spiced mead, courtesy of Braumeister Orloff Himmelsbrau.”

That got Cal to raise an eyebrow. Even someone who had never left the archipelago all her life like her had heard of that name. The greatest rot-affinity mage in the world, the dwarf who turned his talent for a magical affinity typically associated with diseases and sickness into methods of how to make the most delicate gods-damned liquor the world had ever seen.

The dwarf was formerly known as Orloff Steinlager, and his brew was so good the Dwarven king granted him a new name and ennobled him, a feat of highest honor among the dwarves that had never been done for that sort of achievement before.

She knew each of those barrels was easily worth its weight in gold.

Thus, it did not surprise her when she saw one of the smaller krakens come back with what she assumed was the payment for the mead. It gingerly deposited what looked like a giant oyster on the deck, one easily as large as one of those deepmaws that now lay dead in the middle of the deck.

She was not even surprised when the younger kraken expertly pried open the oyster’s shell with two of its tentacles.

On the other hand, when she saw the luminescent, pale pink pearl the size of her head, she only barely refrained a gasp in amazement.

“The kraken does not know what the market price is like, does it?” she asked Silas bluntly.

“More like it doesn’t care,” he replied. “The things it gave us are plentiful where it lives and worthless to it—other than maybe that oyster for eating—while finding a willing supplier of rare booze is more than worth its time.”

When Cal considered how the ancient kraken tenderly picked up the barrels of mead with ultimate care, as if it cradled a priceless treasure, and how the color of excitement spread over its humongous figure, Cal sighed in defeat.

“Oh, please keep our esteemed trading partner here a secret? Most assume we traded with one of my folk’s deeper colonies for these,” Silas said, still with his grin, obviously confident she would keep the secret even before he asked.

“Like who in the eighteen hells would even believe the truth were I to speak of it!?”
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Chapter 4: Land Ho!

“When I was a wee lad, folks always said rot was only good for dirty things. Oh, how those tongues that waggled ended up putting their foot into their flapping jowls.” 

—Braumeister Orloff Himmelsbrau, in his acceptance speech after being granted nobility for the crowning achievement of brewing the best damned ale any dwarf had ever tasted using rot affinity

Cal finally decided to just shelve the absurdity she had witnessed in a deep corner of her mind in the end.

Not like any regulations forbade trade with gigantic monstrosities anyway, and not like it hurt anyone—except maybe Silas’s competitors, but it’s not like that’d be something she cared about.

And nobody would have believed the tale, anyway. Hell, she would not have believed it herself had she not been there and witnessed the whole thing.

At least Silas hadn’t exaggerated when he said they would have a good dinner. The grilled deepmaw fin they served that night won accolades from every passenger on board. One enterprising merchant had even negotiated the purchase of one creature’s worth of jerky for resale further inland after he had a bite of an old jerky from their previous batch.

However, some passengers were more opposed to the stew full of various organs harvested off the creature, leaving more for everyone else—Cal included—to polish off.

With an overly full stomach, she laid in the hammock that served as her bed that night. 
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The remaining three days of the trip proved uneventful; the weather was blissful for a sea voyage, with plenty of good winds that helped and hastened their pace towards Port Serda, their destination on the Alcidean Continent.

Not part of any “country,” so to speak, Port Serda was part of a local polity comprising an alliance of approximately forty to fifty city-states—the number fluctuated often.

As a port town, it naturally thrived on maritime trade. Its proximity to the archipelago made it the first stop for any ship traveling from Al-Shan to Alcidea.

That Port Serda was on the tip of a peninsula that jutted out of the continent proper, easily half a day’s worth of travel by sail away from the closest ports next to it, also played a factor, of course.

Cal bid Silas goodbye as their ship docked, as she intended to head further inland. She would miss the brawny sod somewhat, but chances were they would meet again in the future, as long as neither met an unexpected premature end.

She walked down the wooden plank that served as the walkway between the ship and the pier with her usual clothes, though this time, she also wore one of the leather armor sets. She kept her halberd in the pendant but openly displayed the four sheathed machetes on her belt and weighed down the end of her long, tightly braided hair—which fell nearly to her waist—with a modified spearhead crafted for that exact purpose.

No reason to go into a city she had never been to while she looked like an easy target after all, and it was not like she wouldn’t attract attention either way with her white hair and red eyes.

People of Elven descent were not rare, much less in a port city where folks from all walks of life and races mingled, but albinism like hers was naturally rare.

“Name and purpose of visit?” the tired-looking, middle-aged woman who stood by the end of the pier asked as she approached. She looked and felt like a bored official just amidst another day’s menial job, which she likely was.

“Celeysria Ambervale, just passing through en route to the next city. Maybe staying a day or two at most.”

“Any dangerous item to report? Are you carrying any explosives that can level the city? Ritual tools for a mass blood sacrifice? Never mind that question. Nobody is ever daft enough to say, ‘why yes, madam, how do you know?’ to that; still got to ask for formality’s sake,” she grumbled.

“I’m tempted to say yes to that after hearing that, but sadly, no, no world-ending artifact of some lost eldritch deity to report here,” Cal answered with a slight chuckle.

“Bureaucracy! I never understood why they bother making us ask questions nobody in their right minds would answer, anyway,” the woman replied. “But I digress. Any forms of identification to offer, or would you like the aid of the registrar?”

Identification was something typically registered in guilds related to whatever a person’s profession was. Silas, for example, as a maritime trader, had his with the merchants’ and sailors’ guilds, and the identification issued there would be considered valid elsewhere. However, it might be difficult when he needed its authenticity found out should a town somehow have no merchants’ guild. That said, nobody bothered to double-check with the guilds unless the individual in question was embroiled in some trouble.

Cal was registered as a healer—something her affinity allowed her to do, as limited as it was—and as an herbalist, a craft which she learned from her late mother. She was also registered in the Adventurers’ Guild, where every soldier was registered by default. They considered it the most likely career they might partake in once their soldiering days ended. Being registered in multiple guilds like her was the norm in the world.

“Healer, Herbalist, Adventurer, good enough?” she asked as she handed over three metallic tags from her storage. Each tag had a hidden pattern meticulously crafted that allowed their respective guilds to have their authenticity found out quickly.

“Plenty,” the woman replied before her eyebrows rose at the color of her adventurer tag and what it implied. In the end, she shrugged and handed the tags back. “Should anyone try to cause trouble with you in town, I would like to ask you to not damage them too badly. Regardless, most troublemakers should just hide with their tails between their legs should you flash that shiny tag of yours.”

“Can’t promise that. It depends on whether someone pisses me off or not,” Cal replied nonchalantly while she placed the tags back into her storage.

“Oh, dear, I hope a certain someone does,” the woman said with a savage grin on her face. “While I would not want you to trouble yourself over our local brats, If you run into him? Let’s just say some people are far overdue for a good spanking.”

Cal laughed in response. It wasn’t her problem, but should said problem choose to make itself her problem? In that case she definitely wouldn’t mind doing a little good deed that needed to be done. “We shall see, I guess, any inn you can recommend? Preferably one with good food as well.”

“If you want to try local cooking, I’d recommend The Hungry Wench. They have good portions for the price, and nobody ever complained of rats or bugs. Take the main road heading for the city center till you hit the fountain, then a left. Can’t miss it.”

“Sounds perfect, thanks,” Cal said as she lightly tossed a silver piece as a tip for the woman, who deftly caught it and made it disappear into her robes with a smile. 
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As inns went, The Hungry Wench was a good and reputable one. The fare they served—a local specialty of various kinds of seafood stewed together in a rich stew—was tasty and plentiful. The straw in the bed was clean and dry, and her room was free from rats and bugs as advertised.

Cal had a good night’s sleep, woke up refreshed the following day, and left after she partook in some breakfast—a local seafood porridge with some chewy bits she thought looked a bit like snails. Good food either way.

Not until she reached the gatehouse did she see any sign of discord.

Everything in the gatehouse looked fine at a glance. The guards processed the travelers as they went in and out of the city. That was, everything except the richly dressed man to the side who repeatedly proposed his intent to a pair of young women—lower rank adventurers by their looks—who clearly wanted nothing to do with him.

Some travelers gave the situation a questioning look, while most of the ones who were about to leave the city behind just looked exasperated and disgusted, a look shared by the guards at the station. Even the two rough-looking types who stood behind the richly dressed fop—she assumed them to be his hired bodyguards by their stature and manner of dress—looked on with distaste clear in their features.

From the looks of many of the people who watched, this sort of situation was likely not uncommon. She watched it unfold as she progressed through the line of outgoers, with an ear kept to the problem as it escalated.

The older of the two female adventurers had bodily shielded the younger one as the fop became increasingly aggressive in his approach. At a glance, she suspected the two were related because of the similarities in their facial features. Sisters, perhaps?

Cal just watched, at least until the younger adventurer accidentally ran into her in her retreat.

“Ah! My apologies!” The girl sounded surprised and distressed. Probably astonished because when she ran into her, it must have felt much like she ran into a wall, or it could be the still-present scars on her face and arms—those wouldn’t properly fade for another month or thereabouts.

“Three is better. You! I grant you the privilege of serving my noble self! Be grateful that your hideous visage shall be graced by nobility! Now carry these two wenches and follow me to my manse!” the fop interjected before Cal could speak.

She stared him straight in the face for a moment, baffled by the absurdity of the situation and because someone just said those lines which she had only ever heard of in stories and plays in real life. Even his bodyguards cringed as he spoke.

“You were talking to me?” she asked, her finger pointed to herself, still half in bafflement. Around her, the other travelers and guards looked for equal pity and exasperation.

“Of course you! Are you daft, woman!?” the fop said.

“What do you even want with me? And them?”

“Wench! It is a privilege for peasants like you to serve as bed-warmers for a noble scion of the house—”

His words abruptly cut off into a high-pitched pained squeal, a sound not unlike a pig being butchered. Everyone in earshot thought they heard a noise akin to an egg being violently cracked open just before that.

Everyone also saw that Cal’s right shin was pressed against the fop’s crotch, where wetness spread visibly. Said fop was also no longer in contact with the ground. His feet, even on tiptoes, just barely hovered above the ground.

The moment Cal retracted her leg in disgust, the fop crumbled onto the ground, curled up in a fetal position with his hands clutched around his nether regions, squealing like a pig the whole the time.

In broad daylight, most spectators looked at the unexpected violence wide-eyed. Many among them sported satisfied smiles as if someone scratched an itch that had long annoyed them.

“Ma’am, I apologize, but we are obligated to—” one bodyguard started before Cal cut him off mid-sentence, her adventurer tag tossed at him.

To his credit, the man didn’t fumble and caught it cleanly before he gave it a quick inspection.

His eyes widened as if they tried to escape his face in the next instant. His fellow bodyguard, the bulky Orcish woman, caught the expression and glanced at the tag before her own expression changed and immediately aped that of her fellow.

“Our deepest apologies! Our contract requires us to respectfully ask that you spare this worthless piece of trash’s life, ma’am!” the bodyguard said rapidly as he now respectfully bowed and offered her tag back with both hands.

“Quick on the uptake, aren’t you kids,” she teased back. “He should live, though I doubt you would get certain… things ever functioning again unless you have a really good healer nearby. What brings you to work with this sort of trash, though? You kids seem decent enough?” she added after a quick thought.

“City lord hired our whole band to safeguard his extended family from assassination while on the city premises. We drew the short straw on who gets assigned to who this week. To be honest, were it not for our contract forbidding us from harming or interfering with our clients, I think some of us might have beaten you to the punch. Much appreciated regardless,” answered the other bodyguard: a tall, shaggy-haired, broad, muscular woman of clear Orcish heritage, evidenced by the tusks that jutted out from her lower lip. She was more talkative than her looks suggested. Neither took offense at her calling them “kids.”

Cal glanced at the fop on the ground, who still squirmed and squealed, with a questioning look on her face.

“Son of a cousin who loves to parrot on his ‘relations’ and drop their names where he can, utterly useless as a male,” the Orcish woman answered her unspoken question. “Doubt anyone’s going to feel suicidal for his sake.”

“And them?” Cal queried, her hand pointed at the still-baffled pair of female adventurers that somehow caused this situation.

“Only thing stopping them from leaving is currently curled up and cradling his family jewels, ma’am, which, by your account, seem damaged beyond repair. Truly, a loss for this world,” replied the first bodyguard: a tall, fit human with a bald head and a thick mustache. His voice almost dripped with sarcasm and schadenfreude. “I bet he doesn’t even know their names, anyway. They should be fine.”

“Oh, look, he fainted,” the Orcish woman said in a deadpan tone as she prodded the fop rudely with the tip of her boot.

“Well, I guess you kids have it in good hands, then. Since it’s my turn, it wouldn’t do to hold the line any longer,” Cal said, her eyebrow curled in amusement.

After she had left their sight, one of the nearby guards approached the two hired bodyguards, who had debated on how to carry the fop back. Neither of them wanted to carry him on their shoulders, not with how he had both wetted and soiled his pants.

“Who was that woman?” the guard asked, his voice kept low.

“Don’t know,” answered the Orcish woman. “Saw her tag. Waaaaaay above my paycheck right there.”

“What do you mean?”

“You didn’t see it, but she had a black tag with platinum borders. That’s as high a rank as it gets anywhere. The only other time I ever saw one, it was a royal mage,” the bald one explained. “I would much rather piss off the city lord himself than anyone of that caliber. They ain’t paying me enough to die.”

“Someone, that up high? Here?”

“Heard the civil war by the archipelago recently ended. That woman might be from there,” the Orcish woman said.

“Might be, can’t be that many of that caliber out there. For all we know, that was the Blood Demon out on vacation or something.”

“Hah! Good joke.”


5

Chapter 5: Country Road

“One needs to understand that it is not a fine line that separates genius and madness, but how others perceive the results instead.” 

—Kærl Vonnegut, Professor of Mental Health at the Paradise Institute of Mental Discourse

Most people would have rented a carriage or a horse when traveling from one town to another. Even mages—with their various means to accommodate long-distance travel—typically had done so to save themselves the unneeded effort.

Celeysria Ambervale wasn’t among most people.

After she left the gatehouse behind, she simply allowed her magic free rein as it flowed and coursed through her body. Blood magic was often also called “internal” magic due to how it caused nothing visible to happen outside the mages’ own bodies. Still, her well-attuned senses easily felt the mana as it saturated her blood and muscles, how it charged her body with energies she wielded like another of her limbs.

When she took a step, she seemed to blur, easily ten paces away when her feet landed. Cal just kept that pace as she went down the well-used road and quickly overtook several wagons ahead of her, which elicited surprised looks from those left behind in her wake.

And she did that while she simply walked at what was to her a leisurely pace.

Where experienced wind mages might have used low-altitude flight, and earth mages literally had the earth under their feet move for them, blood mages like her traveled long distances in a simple manner, as they infused their bodies with magic that reinforced and enhanced their muscles. That allowed them to take a step that covered the space of ten unpowered steps.

She could have pushed it harder and run, but that would be rather tiresome and definitely unneeded anyway in her situation. On the other hand, she could easily maintain her current pace all day long with no difficulty.

She figured she would arrive by sundown at the next city down the road, a large trading hub named Horststadt. A journey that would usually have taken a day and a night by carriage was made in one-third of the time.

Along the well-trodden road, she passed by many carriages. Some were passenger carriages, others carried goods for trade: larger merchant companies which typically traveled with a convoy of carriages, usually with a smattering of mercenary guards that rode to their sides.

Most paid her no attention other than a glance and maybe a wave, for it wasn’t like mages who traveled down the road on their own were anything particularly unusual.

The journey proved peaceful, where she took in the sights as she walked. While banditry existed, as a whole, they were smart enough to avoid the main roads, and those that weren’t smart enough rarely had a lengthy life expectancy.

It was not until she was maybe an hour and a half from her destination that she saw something she had not seen before, which naturally piqued her curiosity.

It looked like an extensive fleet of merchant caravans—easily thirty wagons or thereabouts—but with nary a mercenary guard in sight. The people who rode in the back of one of the rearmost wagons spotted her and apparently alerted the rest to her approach, for, shortly after, a small wagon split from the group and positioned itself to trail them.

“Hail and well met, traveler,” greeted an old Orcish woman who sat beside the wagon’s driver as she caught up with it. “What brings you here?”

“‘Tis the road to Horststadt, is it not? We head for the same destination, matron.”

“That we do, lass,” the old orc chuckled. “Hah! I called ye lass, and for all I know, yer likely older than me!” she added with a guffaw.

“Wise men say one should never ask a woman their age,” Cal replied, which elicited more laughter from the old matron.

“A wise man indeed,” the matron said. “Helga of Clan Bronzemane. Pleasure meeting you, traveler.”

“Celeysria Ambervale, of the archipelago.”

Now that she had time to look at the caravan, she realized why they had no mercenaries with them. Well over half the members of the caravans were orcs, with a smaller portion of other races and some mixed-race people for the rest. The caravan must be one of the traveling merchant orc tribes she had heard about.

Why would they need to hire mercenaries when likely half, if not more, of the “merchants” themselves were perfectly able and definitely would have jumped at a chance to have their own mettle proven in a fight?

“Never seen a merchant orc tribe before, to be honest,” Cal admitted to the matron. “I don’t think we have any back home.”

“Aye, few of the kids like the sea, ‘tis true. We mostly stay on land, though… if yer from the archipelago, did you perchance run into some young bloke on the way? Name’s Duron, kinda skinny, half a mer. He was scheduled to meet us in Horststadt in a week; maybe ye ran into him.”

“Wait. Does he wear lots of earrings on his crest? Gaudy golden ones?”

“Aye! That’s my grand-kid, all right. Guess you ran into him then.”

“Was on the same ship coming here. We landed yesterday, so I assume he had business to handle still in Serda. Didn’t see him when I left town this morning.”

“Oh, he’s early. That is good to hear.”

“Seems a smart enough bloke, to be honest. I bet he’s delayed because he’s waiting for the jerky to finish.”

“Jerky?”

“This kind. Have a try,” Cal said as she tossed a small pouch at the old orc matron. Cal would not let good food pass her by. She had bought out what remained of Silas’s previous batch after she gave it a taste and had a few crates of the stuff in her pendant.

The old orc matriarch plucked out one piece of smoked meat and gave it a tentative sniff, which had her eyebrows quirked in curiosity before she popped the whole piece into her mouth. Her eyes seemed to glow as she chewed.

“Good business sense, that brat. This stuff will sell like hotcakes compared to the barely edible crap most have for sale. You said he’s waiting for his order to finish?”

“A deepmaw’s worth, yes.”

“I don’t even know what that is, but something about its name tells me it’s not something the anglers fish for.”

“Think of a fish-lizard, ten meters long, with teeth the size of daggers. Ugly as sin, but tasted damned good roasted.”

Cal could see the gears clicking in the old matron’s head as she calculated profits from potential sales when she heard the words “ten meters.” The news seemed to have made the old woman look younger.

“Good tidings you bring, and for bearers of good tidings, we offer the finest of Orcish hospitality for the night, should you accept.”

“I gladly accept. In no hurry anyway.”

“Good to hear. Just a shame we’re out of bear meat. Otherwise, I would cook my special stew in your honor tonight.”

“Bear? Any specific kind?”

“Not really. All bears taste mostly the same. Why?”

“Be right back in a moment.”

Helga watched dumbfounded as Cal seemed to have disappeared from where she walked along the carriage—now back in its position amidst the caravan. Not three minutes later, the Elvish woman reappeared just as suddenly as if she had never left her spot.

Carried over her left shoulder was a four-meter black bear, its neck twisted.

“This one good?” Cal asked, and it looked like she had not exerted herself at all.

The forest she went to had been at least a hundred meters away from the road they traveled. The feat she performed was an eye-opener, doubly so when one considered what it would have taken most people to take on a bear that size, much less to have brought it back like a sack of potatoes draped over one shoulder.

Helga gaped for a while before she came back to her senses. “You hunted down a bear? In so short a time?”

“Hey, I was curious about your special stew.”

Helga rolled her eyes at Cal’s reply.

The stew was hopefully every bit as good as she advertised.
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Chapter 6: Orcish Hospitality

“Had the first people who met orcs in the past been merchants bearing gifts instead of some tired, pioneering explorers with more brawn than brains, the northern continent would have had another enlightened race added to the roster centuries sooner.” 

—Quoted from Radoth of Clan Bloodfang, in a lecture on Orcish history

The Bronzemanes proved to be good hosts to Cal.

Once the sun set beyond the horizon, the caravan stopped and formed a circle with their wagons on an open field a short distance from the road. The pack animals were untethered from their wagons and left on their own as they roamed and grazed contentedly. The orcs immediately started a large bonfire in the middle of the circle and cooked massive amounts of food for the whole caravan.

Cal spent her time relaxedly throughout the meal as she sat next to the Bronzemane matriarch, who insisted that she be seated there. Copious amounts of food were served, Helga’s special stew included, which saw the old matriarch hunched over the cauldron as she worked on it personally.

It went above her expectations and then some. Cal never even knew bear meat could melt in your mouth, as it was usually associated with slightly tough meat of gamey nature instead. Whatever Helga did left the meat ridiculously tender and spiced with Orcish spices that left a pleasant spiciness that tingled her taste buds. And that was before Helga plopped the bear’s paw into her bowl. A “special treat for the guest,” in her words.

If the meat was excellent, the paw was divine.

After she washed it all down with a couple mugs of light ale made from some fruit she was unfamiliar with, Cal patted her stomach with a contented sigh.

As the night wore on, she walked around the camp and observed the orcs as some danced a tribal dance while they chanted what probably passed as their version of a folk song around the bonfire, while the others watched and clapped in rhythm to the beat of the drum another older orc played.

A group of younger orcs—young adults, some likely fresh out of puberty from their looks—tentatively approached her and asked if it was confirmed that she hailed from the archipelago and if the war was over.

When she replied in the affirmative, they asked her for stories, so she grinned and regaled them with stories of the war, to which the young orcs listened, enthralled. She pointed to a scar here and there—even though all her scars were more recent and would have faded entirely within a few weeks anyway—for some added spice to the tales she told. She claimed they came from battles long past, which, to be fair, might have left scars in that general area back then, but she couldn’t remember all that well.

Everyone was in good humor, and it was not until she finished her current tale that the tallest of the youngsters got up, fetched two wooden mugs full of what smelled like a strong alcoholic drink, and placed one in front of her.

He was a peculiar figure among the bunch, partly because of his apparent therian ancestry. While the orcs of the clan sported hair the color of bronze more often than not, he had a literal mane of that shade, and his facial features strongly resembled that of a green-skinned, furless lion, though with pronounced Orcish tusks that sprouted from his lips.

“Guest strong warrior. Gort will be a strong warrior. Gort salutes you,” the young therian-orc said to her in badly accented Common. “Arrack, drink of warriors,” he added as he raised his mug in a toast.

Cal smiled, raised her own mug in reply, and drained it in one go to the cheer and approval of the youngsters that watched. The dark liquor was intense and burned its way to her stomach, but it was decidedly a pretty pleasant drink to have. It tasted a bit like extra-rich milk?

“Apology,” Gort said as he coughed several times after he tried to replicate her feat to the laughter of his peers, “Gort not speak Common well. Language is boring to learn.”

“Action speaks louder than words,” she replied with a smile, then accepted another mug from one of the other youngsters, while she could see another couple of them working as they brought the whole barrel of liquor over. “To Clan Bronzemane, may it prosper forevermore,” she said as she raised her new mug in a toast.

By the time Cal went to bed for the night, she had left that group of youngsters scattered all over the place. Some of them were so dead drunk they had just flopped and fell asleep on the spot, while the older adults that watched just gave them a resigned smile.
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The rest of the journey to Horststadt was uneventful as Cal slowed her pace to match the caravan. They reached the town’s walls a couple hours after they departed at dawn, where she bid a fond farewell to the caravan and headed to the gatehouse. There she passed her identification tags to the therian guard that looked sleepy, one that appeared like a long-haired dog breed.

“Miss Ambervale, from the archipelago?” the guard asked, now identified by her voice as a female, before she even introduced herself.

“That would be me, yes. What might be the matter?”

“Please kindly wait here for a moment, miss. Someone from the governor’s office had informed us to be on the lookout for your likeness. I shall fetch him on the double.”

“Very well,” Cal said with a quirked eyebrow.

When the guard returned not five minutes later, she was followed by an old human gentleman, dressed in tastefully tailored expensive silks, with a bald head that gleamed and a long, well-groomed white beard. A look that would not look out of place on a kindly grandfather adorned his face.

“Milady Celeysria Ambervale, I presume?” the old gentleman asked.

“That would be me, yes.”

“Horatius Goldenbough, steward to my ladyship, the governor, at your service,” introduced the old man as he gave her a formal bow. “My ladyship bid me pass these to your esteemed self,” he added while proffering three closed envelopes.

He bowed again and bid her a polite farewell after she accepted the envelopes, and the guard processed her entry into the city briskly.

Cal opened one envelope, and within she found a letter of marque from the local governor. It literally stated that whoever held the letter was given the right to invoke judgment “as they deemed fitting” through the duration of their visit and were thus not to be troubled by the guard should they do so.

The second letter was short and seemed penned by the local governor. It was mostly polite words that wished for continued good relations between the city-states and the archipelago, as well as invited her to dinner in the governor’s manse tomorrow evening. It finished with a politely worded request wherein the lady governor asked her to please at least leave any idiot stupid enough to have pissed her off in one piece.

The third one explained why this governor seemed forewarned that she would have arrived here today.

To the esteemed Dame Celeysria Ambervale, Honorary Grand Marshall of the Al-Shan Empire,

With the sincerest of regrets, I pen this letter, having learned of the enormous folly committed by a member of my extended family.

Please be assured that the miscreant responsible and those related to him have been punished accordingly and will never trouble your esteemed self again.

As a token of my apology for the unpleasantness incurred, I have also booked the best inn in Horststadt for your free perusal. It shall be open to you for as long as you wish.

Sincerely,

Stanslov D’ssard, Lord Governor and Protector of Serda.

Apparently, the little brat Xain—emperor or not, he was always a little brat to her—tacked on another fancy title to her name without her knowledge and made sure anyone in political relation to the empire knew it. Probably had Silas carry a letter for him for all she knew, and as the closest port that relied on trade with the archipelago for its prosperity, the governor of Port Serda would be one of the first to be informed.

Serda and Horststadt had close relations because one served as the hub to the sea, while the other served as the hub to the land: Serda at the end of the peninsula and Horststadt at its base. The poor governor likely feared a diplomatic incident would result from his over-indulged relative’s actions. He had most likely sent the letter by messenger bird the same day she left town and warned his counterpart in Horststadt of her arrival.

She wasn’t a fan of the fancy title tacked onto her name without her knowledge, but at least the governor had his apology appropriately done.

After she had lived in the woods (or on deserted islands where she waged what was essentially a guerrilla campaign) for decades, the last thing Cal would reject was an offer of a soft bed and free food to go with it.
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Chapter 7: Formality has its Uses

“One of the world’s greatest mysteries is the subject of human cultures, or how many there are. In retrospect, every other enlightened race showed a greater cultural unity.” 

—Angmar Eisenbard, Scholar and Historian, on a lecture on cultures around the world

Cal thought that The Prancing Bard deserved its reputation as the best inn in town. Since she took the offered free stay, she also indirectly implied that the apology was accepted, which likely had already reached the governor’s ear in Port Serda by now, which should have helped the man breathe easier.

The food served in-house was of excellent quality. Though it failed to elicit an epiphany like Helga’s special stew, the soft, downy mattress also pleased her. Last night she fell asleep within moments when she laid down on the bed, so comfortable it was.

She had spent the past day and a half all over Horststadt, busy with supplies she figured would come in handy shortly, as well as with how she sampled the wares of the many street-side food stalls enthusiastically. Initially, she had planned to leave town after a day, but the invitation from the governor changed her plans, and right now she was in her room as she checked the contents of her pendant for some more “proper” clothing to wear.

A closer look at all the things Xain packed inside the pendant led her to a richly decorated wooden container that she had not checked before, a rather thin and rectangular box like what some used to store garments in. She brought it out of the storage, opened it, and found three sets of formal court clothing dyed in the deep blue color only worn by the royal family or those they owed a life debt to.

Of course, that brat packed some clothes that befitted her “station.”

Cal sighed, took one of the neatly folded sets of clothing in hand, and changed into it. The whole ensemble was made of sea arachnid silk, a fabric created from secretions of a spider-like sea monster ranched on some islands for their silk, and one of the archipelago’s best exports. The silk glided smoothly on her skin, yet she knew the fabric was so tough it would easily have turned away most blades. It was a practical reason why so many imperial court ministers were fond of it since it had foiled assassination attempts quite a few times in history.

The trousers were extremely loose, with the lower end nearly twice as wide as the upper end. Five deep pleats were at the front, and two pleats were at the back of each leg, while strips of fabric around the waist were tied to provide a comfortable fit.

On top of it went the tunic. The one Cal received ended above her knees, with slits on either side that started from the waist and no sleeves—a variant of the formal wear worn by military officials in the empire. Civil officials had ankle-length ones with long sleeves that ended halfway down their forearms.

A vest of black ocean wyrm leather with golden embroidery was then worn on top of the tunic. The embroidery on the left breast was the Al-Shan equivalent of medals she had heard other kingdoms used to award arms feats, while her name and rank were rendered in flowing imperial script and embroidered on the right breast.

Then she clasped a belt made from the same leather tightly around her waist, the oversized belt buckle made of platinum and engraved with the imperial crest: two sharks that chased each other’s tails inside a ring made of a leviathan which ate its own tail.

The head covering truly made her glad that Xain gave her a military version of the court dress instead of a civilian one. The formal head covering for civilian ministers was a long, thin piece of silk that would be wound around their hair into a tight, compact turban. Military officials got away with a much simpler one: a simple, triangular piece of embroidered patterned silk worn much like how a sailor would wear a bandanna.

The brat even had the foresight to include an ornately engraved spearhead meant to be attached to the end of her braid and a pair of machetes with heavily decorated handles and sheaths. On closer inspection, they were perfectly functional weapons—something most ceremonial weapons failed horribly at.

Not that she ever went anywhere unarmed anyway, not with the existence of storage artifacts, but the thought counted.

The governor was prudent enough and sent a carriage to pick her up, so she took up on that offer and leisurely watched the streets as it brought her to the governor’s mansion.

The “dinner” was more like a garden banquet, set in the estate’s large, thriving garden, with magical illumination that chased away the dusk and a buffet table in the middle of the park. Servants catered to the guests’ whims while the guests mingled in groups or had more private conversations.

When she got out of the carriage, the same steward she met in the gatehouse the day before welcomed her as he bowed with a flourish. By the entrance to the garden, another servant dressed in the estate’s livery audibly tapped a staff to the tiles and loudly announced her arrival.

“Presenting! The Dame Grand Marshall, Archmagus Celeysria Ambervale, of the Al-Shan Empire!”

The announcement caused quite a few eyes to turn her way. Some widened as they laid eyes on the scars on her arms and face. Most at least seemed content to keep to themselves, as only two individuals made to approach her.

One of the two was a middle-aged human female, if a relatively short one who barely reached Cal’s chest in height, dressed in fine livery and with her salt-and-pepper hair tied into a severe bun. She offered her hand for a shake.

“Eugenia Horst, Lady Governor of Horststadt. Enchanted to meet your honored presence, Archmagus Ambervale,” the woman said. “This is Archmagus Jörgund Horst, my great-great-granduncle and protector of Horststadt.”

The granduncle she introduced turned out to be a dwarf—which definitely explained why the governor was so short for a human—of advanced age, his hair and beard wholly turned gray, yet with a cheerful, friendly mien to his face. “Archmagus,” he said as he offered his hand for a shake.

Both of them used their mana and probed one another during the handshake. Neither resisted the probe, both as a sign of goodwill between archmages as they allowed a greater insight into one another’s capabilities.

That quick probe told her that Archmagus Horst was a primary-earth mage of great power, though his mana reserves seemed barely one-third of hers, probably because of his advanced age. She knew he detected her water-blood affinity and her rampantly abundant mana reserves from his slightly widened eyes

“Age’s been taking a toll on me of late, lass,” he said with a sigh, which confirmed her suspicion. “Though I daresay even at my peak, my mana barely reached half of yers, to begin with,” he admitted humbly in addition.

“I have done little to boast of with it,” she shrugged. “As you know, my affinity lends itself poorly to constructive pursuits.”

“Hah! Nonsense! If the tales I heard of ye are even half-true, even those you sport are nowhere near enough badges of honor to cover half of it!” Dwarves considered scars received in honorable combat to be badges of honor if she remembered her lessons correctly.

“Well, not like I can keep them, anyway. The scars fade in about a month,” she replied.

The old dwarf seemed disappointed when he heard that, while the governor looked at her enviously now that she looked closer. Cal saw some faint traces of an old scar on the dark skin of the woman’s cheek, covered by expertly applied make-up.

They engaged in small talk while they nibbled on the many kinds of finger foods spread on the buffet, accepting a flute of wine from time-to-time courtesy of passing servants. For what it was worth, the governor was smart enough to have noticed that Cal had little taste for politicking and only perfunctorily introduced a few people. She kept their conversation on other subjects.

“Is there anything we can do for you, Archmagus?” the governor asked as the moon rose higher in the sky and the banquet wound down. Some attendants had already taken their leave.

“An up-to-date map would be appreciated if you could spare to part with one. I am uncertain how good mine is since it is dated from five years ago,” Cal replied honestly.

“Why, certainly.” The governor clapped her hands twice, and the old steward was soon by her side. “Horatius, kindly fetch a copy of a map of the coalition for the archmagus, the most recent one.”

The steward soon departed into the mansion and returned with a rolled parchment, which he offered with both hands.

“Much appreciated,” Cal said as she accepted the map and made it vanish into her pendant. “The ones I could find in the local cartographer’s guild were too small-scale or too old.”

“Merely a trifle. Where might you be headed if I may inquire?”

“For the time being, Paradise. I’ll think of another destination from there later.”

“A wonderful city, that,” chimed in Archmagus Horst, “even if some of the inhabitants are oddballs.”

“Take care of your travels, Lady Archmagus. I would not stray from the road if possible. We had an attack by a group of wandering sickle-fiends but a month ago, and some survivors from that group might still plague the woods nearby,” cautioned the governor.

“Oh. I will keep that in mind.”

The governor had not noticed that the corners of Cal’s lips curled up as she said so.


8

Chapter 8: Beauty is in the Eye of the Beholder

“Sickle-fiends? It would be Pesca’s blessing if another century passed before we saw another one of those terrible creatures.” 

—Norbert Winlass, Alcidean Human Landowner, who was attacked shortly after by a group of wandering sickle-fiends

“Gamashatians? We only wish they could come for a visit more often. Little can compare to them in taste.” 

—Aer’rtrugh Wroa’rrhg, Al-Shanian Merfolk Merchant, shortly before an attack by a group of wandering sickle-fiends

Soon after the gatehouse opened the following day, Cal was out of the city and back on her journey. A quick perusal of the new map she received courtesy of the lady governor showed that it was indeed more detailed than her old map and far more up-to-date, with visible changes in many places.

Her current end destination would be the City-State of Paradise, loosely considered part of the Coalition of City-States, but an entirely independent land, despite its position in the intersection of four neighboring powers.

Then again, nobody would have been suicidal enough to attempt to have their will enforced in a city with the highest concentration of unliving in the lands and an archmagus population that numbered well into the three digits. That was more high-end power than all four of their neighboring powers had on hand put together.

As Cal plotted the route she would need to take to reach Paradise, she noticed that the proper roads would have required her to take a detour, which easily more than doubled the travel time.

Whereas if she took a straight route through the Salir Woods between Horststadt and Jonkver, the next city in line? It would be a much shorter trek, though it passed through less civilized lands, with only a tiny village three-fourths of the way into the—for her—three-day trip.

And she would not be truthful if she were to say that news of a potential group of sickle-fiends did not play a factor in her decision where she chose the straight route.

Sickle-fiends, or “gamashatians” as they were called back where she came from, were amphibious, aggressively territorial creatures that resembled insects and crustaceans. Groups of the creatures could be found in shallow ravines on the ocean floor and deep in the woods on land.

The creatures rarely ventured outside their domains unless the group had grown too large. At that point, they speculated the group would have divided themselves under the current alpha female—the matriarch of the brood—and a challenger. Those would then have fought each other with the loser and its group driven out of the territory.

These losers would then inevitably run across settlements and attack them as per their nature. Were the settlement a mere village with nary a militia to repel the creatures, more often than not, the sickle-fiends would have kill or drive away the settlers and claim it as their domain. At least until the nearest army or militia was sent to eradicate them.

They rarely had much luck were they to run into larger, more proper settlements. From what gossip Cal caught wind of, the attack on Horststadt had not even caused any casualty to the city, and barely a handful of the creatures escaped with their lives.

A handful of creatures she had a mind to hunt down.

To the surprised looks of other travelers, she diverged from the road the first time it turned and continued her path straight into the Salir Woods, which loomed in the distance. To all onlookers, it looked like she merely strolled through the woods renowned for dangerous wildlife, where travelers who delved too deep rarely came back out.

Most so-called “wildlife” had not even dared to trouble her. Both predators and prey stayed well out of her way as she traipsed through the thick undergrowth of the forest. The only one that accosted her was an emaciated wolf, with red eyes and froth that bubbled on its maw, clearly a rabid creature.

She relieved it from suffering as she punted it so hard that its front half was cleanly severed from its rear half, sent flying to who-knows-where.

It was not until half a day into the woods that she spotted signs of the passage of the sickle-fiends. As best as she could tell, there were three or four creatures, at least one of which was a juvenile. Cal infused her magic into her body and picked up her pace as she closely followed the trail of cut marks on trees and butchered animals that the creatures left in their wake.

She saw no sign of the creatures themselves on the first night, but finally found her quarry early the next day, barely an hour after dawn.

From her vantage point up high on the branch of a distant tree, she could see four of the beasts as they feasted on a dead, wild horse. Three were adults, with one smaller juvenile creature.

They looked oddly similar to certain insects, their oblong lower bodies perched atop six crab-like legs, with a thinner upper body that sprouted from one end, which ended in a bulbous head atop the stem-like upper body.

Two triple-jointed forearms sprouted from either side of their upper bodies, each one ending in three sickle-shaped serrated blades of carapace from which the creatures derived their name.

Their entire forms were coated in much of the same carapace in a manner not dissimilar to a crab’s shell. Their dull bluish hue looked odd in the primary browns and greens of the forest.

The creatures were born hunters, predators high on the food chain. Cal knew from experience that these creatures located their prey through reflected sound—an ability that gave them a great awareness but only applied in one general direction.

She also knew that their sight was poor at longer ranges, but they perceived not light but the heat of their surroundings. Where she was, on her perch atop a tree a good twenty meters away from the creatures, with none of them facing her direction, she was as good as invisible to them.

That changed after she gathered her magic, channeled it into her legs, and covered the twenty-meter distance in a single leap that left her former perch broken and shattered.

The creatures reacted when they heard the thick branch snap under the violent force of her leap, but by the time they raised their heads, she was already on top of them and swinging her halberd—hammerhead-end first—towards the nearest of the creatures, one of the adults.

The sickle-fiend did not have time to react before the hammer pulverized its bulbous head and sent its decapitated body down twitching on the ground. Its head brutally exploded under the forceful impact and splattered bits of orange brain matter and grayish fluid everywhere.

The other three would not go down as easily, however. sickle-fiends were fast creatures, and their namesake sickles easily shredded through most forms of armor short of chainmail. It was one reason Cal did not even bother to wear any of her leather armor, for it would not have made any noticeable difference.

The main reason the creatures were not seen as a significant threat was their helplessness when faced with a defended city wall or an organized group of soldiers. To have fought three of them—even if one was a juvenile—alone, in melee combat, would be considered nothing less than attempted suicide.

The juvenile one reacted slowly, and Cal kicked its abdomen hard, which sent the creature flying until it crashed against a tree, where it fell and twitched feebly. A crack was visible on its carapace where her kick landed. Down for the moment, but not out of the fight yet.

The two adults that remained split to the sides with incredible agility—speed she would have needed an infusion of magic to match—as both threateningly raised their sickle-like claws and eyed her with their seven unblinking eyes.

The one to her left hissed at her. Its four mandibles opened and revealed its horrific lamprey-like mouth, where blood and bits of the dead horse dripped from.

She stood on top of the horse’s carcass the creatures had been feeding on mere moments ago—not the most ideal footing—and held her halberd horizontally in a defensive position. The creatures seemed wary—not unusual for survivors from a botched attack like these—and unwilling to be the first to test the waters.

So she purposely left her side wide open, and the one creature on the right could not resist the temptation and struck at the intruder. Its sickle claws slashed down, only to meet thin air as Cal leaped towards the left one, the other creature was left with its claws stuck in the horse’s carcass it had slashed deep into in its eagerness.

Cal wanted to end the fight fast, so she struck the sickle-fiend’s left claw hard with her weapon, which sent it away, and purposely left her left side wide open.

An intelligent, thinking creature would have been wary of a feint, a trap, but sickle-fiends merely ran on predatory instinct, so it took the perceived opening and swung its other claw hard towards Cal’s torso. It was betrayed when its claws failed to find soft flesh, the expectation where it ripped its prey into shreds of blood and gore on its way out denied.

The creature felt the skin barely yield to the claws that never failed it before, as they narrowly sliced into the flesh before muscles hard as rock contracted on its blades and kept them in place.

It never saw her halberd sweep across what passed for its neck and cleanly sever its head from its body.

Unfortunately, the other adult sickle-fiend—probably the deposed alpha female or its challenger, for it was the largest of the adults at nearly two and a half meters tall—extracted itself from the horse carcass faster than she expected. Its right claw landed on her left shoulder as she turned—it would have hit her on the head had she not turned—and similarly failed to dig deep into her flesh, but kept her in place.

The Sickle-Fiend hissed triumphantly as its other claw punched through Cal’s abdomen and her back.

At least, it did until she smirked and grasped the claw on her shoulder with her left hand—the one embedded deep in her torso wouldn’t have gone anywhere anytime soon.

The creature looked at her, dumbfounded that the prey had not died under its claws, and kept that dumbfounded look as Cal brought her halberd back with a back-handed swing that brought the hammer end smashing into the creature’s bulbous head from the side.

It stilled for a moment before its legs gave out, and the creature unceremoniously crumpled into a heap.

Cal let go of the claw on her shoulder and gripped the one embedded in her stomach firmly as she twisted off what served as the creature’s hand from the claws. Its serrated form would have resulted in more damage if she tried to pull it out, so it was better to push it out instead, which was precisely what she did.

The three detached, spotless claws fell to the ground as she pushed them out, and an odd sight was visible in the wounds they caused. If one were to peer closely, they would have seen many streams of blood, some thick, others as thin as a hair, as they bridged the gap between the two sides of the injury. It was an injury that would typically have crippled if it had not proved fatal to most, and yet the blood continued its flow, unperturbed by the wound on its way.

The flesh slowly, yet visibly, closed the wound, as nary a drop of blood left the body despite the injuries sustained.

A water-blood mage’s body was their playground, and it took a lot of damage to kill a competent one, with nothing short of complete and utter annihilation sufficient for ones of Cal’s caliber.

Pain, on the other hand, was an old friend by now, one whose mere presence helped let her know that she still lived. It was when she no longer felt any pain that she truly needed to worry.

She leisurely walked to the now groggily-standing juvenile, then Cal dispatched it swiftly as she removed its head with one swing of the halberd before her mouth formed into a predatory grin.

She deftly stored the four carcasses inside her storage pendant and left the area—she had not wanted any disturbance from other wildlife for what came next. It took her roughly an hour of further travel before she found a large clearing suitable for her purposes.

After she made a small bonfire out of firewood she collected along the way, she went to a nearby stream, cleansed herself from the blood and filth, and washed the dead sickle-fiends clean. She set up a large pot to hang over the fire, filled it with clean water from the stream, and, with a machete, deftly dismembered the one sickle-fiend she brought out (which was the largest adult). Cal cleanly separated its arms, claws, and legs and tossed them into the water that had since boiled.

She stored the rest of its carcass back in her storage and brought out the decapitated head of the adult instead. A few quick motions and she had pried its skull open, the yellowish-orange glob of the creature’s brain exposed.

She brought out a small bowl and deposited the brain she extracted into it with a handful of herbs from her storage, a dash of oil, a pinch of salt and pepper, and the juice of a citrus fruit. Cal then mixed everything vigorously with a wooden spoon until the ingredients turned into an orange-ish slurry with specks of dark green.

With a smile on her face, she plucked one of the boiled limbs of the creature out of the water with her bare hand—boiling water was far from enough to even scald her. The creature’s leg had turned from its original dull bluish hue to a vibrant red one after it was boiled, and she deftly cracked the shell with her hand and peeled the hard carapace away to reveal the steaming, pinkish-white flesh within. She reverently applied some brain mixture on the meat and bit down.

The nostalgic flavor made her moan in satisfaction; it was a flavor she last tasted a century ago.
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Chapter 9: Village Feast

“Wars were usually not of concern for most village folks unless there was a draft enacted, their village was right in the middle of an army’s route, or the other side happened to have a rare degenerate ruler letting his troops loot and pillage. In most cases, however, wars just meant the tax collector changed to a new guy, and even then, not always.” 

—From a lecture on wars and their impact on the circulation of goods

Cal had left Salir woods behind her by sunrise the next day and felt better than she had been for a long time. The feast yesterday brought back many pleasant nostalgic memories for her, memories from a time long gone, when Xain’s great-great-grandfather still ruled over the empire.

A time when she was young and still lived under the care of her late parents.

In the distance, she could see smoke as it rose from chimneys, and farmers who worked their fields around a small-but-cozy village of maybe forty households. Konstaz village, if the map was correct. The farmers who worked the fields looked somewhat wary, though, as they occasionally looked over their shoulders as they worked. She could see members of what she assumed to be the village militia spread around the perimeter.

She could also see a pair of mages as they worked with the villagers in the distance: one created large blocks of ice that they then dropped into the small lake that served as the village’s water reservoir—one that was only three-quarters full—while the other built a new house with earth magic. In contrast, several burly villagers helped with the work.

Even then, the mages had clearly taken some time off their work to have created a structure that looked like a castle out of a fairy tale, with the earth as its base and slides made of ice that led out from its many windows where the village children played with joyful laughter.

Cal had not masked her approach and made a beeline for the closest militiamen from her location. The boy—and he was a boy, a human kid likely not even out of his puberty years yet—had unkempt brown hair and freckles on his face. He held a spear, which he did not seem very sure what to do with.

“Oh! Welcome! Are you from Jonkver, ma’am?” the boy questioned when he noticed her approach.

“Uhh… no? I was last in Horststadt. Jonkver is in the other direction,” she replied as she pointed out the mistake to the boy.

“Oh, beg your pardon, ma’am. We sent a courier a report asking for aid that way and thought you might be someone coming to check.”

“Did something recently happen? Everyone seemed on edge.”

“Horrible creatures, ma’am, like ones outta nightmares. They raided us three days ago and made off with a couple of oxen.”

“They look anything like this one?” she asked as she brought out the severed head of the juvenile sickle-fiend from her storage.

“Oh. Oh! Yes! That be one of them; I must call the magus. They need to hear of this!”

“Which one?”

“Beg your pardon?”

“Ice or earth? I can get there faster than you running there and back here.”

“Oh, my bad! Try the ice lady. She’s less busy right now.”

“Got it. Keep up the good work, kid.”

Cal already made her way to the ice mage with enormous strides before the boy could retort.

The ice mage turned out to be a Dwarven woman of middle age who turned to face Cal as she noticed her approach, but kept one hand busy as she made more ice to fill the reservoir. Her face was rather severe, but not unkind, with a thick, full beard fashioned into five braids that ran halfway down her chest.

“Can I help you?” the ice mage asked.

“Heard there was a sickle-fiend attack three days ago,” Cal answered as she showed her the severed head. “I just want to make sure they’re all accounted for. How many came here?”

“I see. You ran afoul of the bugs, too, then. We got one when they came here, so there ought to be four more on the loose.”

“More like they ran afoul of me. That’s all the sickle-fiends, then. You can tell the villagers they don’t need to keep watching over their shoulders,” Cal said while she dumped the four carcasses she carried for a for a brief moment to show them before she stored them back.

“That is a relief. I thank you for the good news, stranger. Now we can focus on the job properly instead of keeping half an eye on guard at all times,” the dwarf woman said with a sigh. “I notice you carried their whole carcasses with you. Do they have any use or value? We kept the one we got on the ice, for we don’t know what use it might have. Never seen these beasts before.”

“They are pretty rare, yes. But the insects don’t have any use if you’re thinking of alchemy or the like. You keep the shells for proof of subjugation and cook the rest.”

“Cook? As in eating them? You shitting me, girl?” the dwarf asked with disbelief in her eyes.

“I guess the people here have never tried them, huh? They’re a delicacy back where I’m from.” Cal pulled out the one carcass that was missing its arms and legs. “This one’s missing its limbs ‘cause I had them for dinner last night.”

“Now that’s intriguing. The village elders were troubled because they had planned to celebrate the solstice tonight with a feast but couldn’t because they can’t afford to slaughter more cows after losing some oxen to these beasts.”

“I can whip up something, sure. Mind if we use the one you caught and one of mine? Should be enough for the village.”

“I’ll have to ask Dairrp first. He has half the share of the one we got,” the dwarf woman explained. “Oh, where are my manners? Fredegund Steinmauer, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Celeysria Ambervale, likewise.”

Dairrp Kegbottom was the earth mage who worked on the house; a relatively young goblin—probably not even twenty yet—but clearly talented with magic for his age. He, too, was intrigued at the idea of exotic delicacies—as goblins have a reputation of being willing to eat almost anything—and agreed to let Cal cook the beast they caught for the village.

“If you don’t mind me asking, what brings you here? Him, I understand; it’s common for young mages to take jobs like these, but a veteran like you?” Cal asked as Fredegund led her to where they kept the frozen beast.

“Ah, I grew up here, lass. I made it a point to come over once a year to help as long as I’m in the neighborhood. ‘Tis the least I can do.”

“Admirable,” Cal praised, “and good thinking to keep the one you caught frozen. They spoil quickly unless frozen or kept in stasis-capable storage.”

“I’ll take that compliment.”

The sickle-fiend carcass was kept frozen and had a hole that gaped through its upper torso, clearly the cause of its demise, but otherwise seemed undamaged. After Fredegund removed the ice that encased the carcass, Cal inspected it and ensured that the flesh hadn’t spoiled. She was satisfied to see that it was well preserved.

“It’s in good shape. I can use it. How many people are there in the village?”

“Counting us, it should be one hundred twenty or so.”

Cal silently calculated for a moment as she thought about how to prepare the feast for that many people before deciding.

“I assume this village does not grow rice,” she asked, answered by a shake of Fredegund’s head. “Any wheat, oats, or barley instead?”

“They grow wheat here, mostly. There should be plenty of those still.”

“That’s good. Can you get them to set up three or four of the largest soup pots they have over a fire? Have some water set to boil in them while you do that. I’ll also need a couple sacks of dried wheat. And any dried herb they have around; I’ll see what I can use.”

“I’ll get them to set it up in the village square, then.”

“Got it. I’ll clean this up first and meet you there.”

By the time Cal made her way to the village square, she had found that a crowd already waited—mostly the housewives of the village and the one tavern keeper. The farmers were still out as they worked in the fields, though now aided by the militiamen.

“These are big enough?” Fredegund asked, her finger pointed at three large soup pots as tall as a man’s waist with water heated inside them.

“About right.” Cal deftly brought out the two cleaned sickle-fiends and chopped their upper torsos up into large pieces along the joints of the carapace, their limbs already separated first. Then she carefully slit open the lower torso of the one Fredegund caught, shook her head, and chopped it into large chunks after she removed its guts.

She had more luck with the one she brought out for the feast. Her hands carefully extracted lumps of orange globules from the creature’s torso, which she carefully deposited into a bowl and set aside, before she turned the torso into chunks and evenly divided the pieces between the three pots.

The only parts she had not used were the guts—which she tossed into a waste bucket—and the head of the creature Fredegund froze. The head she kept for a different purpose. Cal expertly extracted the brain from the creature and placed it into a large bowl.

This time around, she added a couple dozen peeled cloves of wild onions, a generous amount of salt and pepper, a few bundles of dried aromatic herbs (some from the village’s stock, some of her own), half a bottle of oil, and some grated horseradish and ginger. Cal then mashed everything into a thick, dark paste with a pestle. She then carefully folded the roe into the mixture with a large spoon as she waited for the rest to cook.

After an hour, she fished out the pieces of sickle-fiend from the pots—all a bright, vibrant red now—and poured a measured amount of dried wheat into each while she asked for volunteers to help her keep the pots stirred while it cooked.

Cal herself expertly separated the creature’s flesh from its shells and set the steaming meat aside in a large bowl. The fragrant aroma of the flesh visibly attracted some villagers who had first looked askance.

As the porridge thickened, she poured the thick paste she made evenly into the pots, and shortly after, a subtle but fragrant aroma emanated from the pots. She cooked them for a while, constantly stirring while turning the meat into fine slivers, which she then mixed into the porridge.

By then, the sun had passed its apex and was halfway to setting, and a good chunk of the farmers had already finished their work. The fragrance attracted most of them to the porridge they could smell from afar.

“Give it a taste and tell me what you think,” Cal asked as she filled two bowls with the thick, fragrant porridge and passed it to the other two mages.

Fredegund’s brows quivered in appreciation as she tasted the porridge, while Dairrp was far less polite and ate as if he was starved for a week, his head only lifting from the bowl after he polished it down to the last drop, not a minute later.

“How are these things not extinct yet? You’d have thought they’d be hunted to death with how good they taste,” he asked with a blissful look on his face.

“Oh, they live deep in forests or under the ocean floor. Not worth enough to hunt that far just for food,” Cal answered, eating from her own bowl of porridge. By now, the rest of the villagers had already formed lines and served themselves bowls of the feast. All initial distaste and reluctance were long forgotten. “Even the merfolk don’t bother, so we usually just caught any that got driven out from their homes.”

“I’d never have expected something so revolting to look at to taste anywhere near this good,” admitted Fredegund, “guess I need to broaden me horizons some.”

“You’d be surprised what many merfolk delicacies look like. And I can say from experience that most taste way better than they look.”

“Now you made me hungry again. Let me have seconds.”

By the following day, when a group of adventurers from Jonkver sent to handle the creatures came, all they saw of the “creatures” was a pile of empty shells on the ground.
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Chapter 10: Cultural Dissonance

“When you’re on a journey, don’t set sight for your destination and think how much further you need to go. Enjoy each step as you take it instead, and before you know it, you will arrive at your destination.” 

—Yulissia Adrariel, Elven Bard and Traveler, known for having roamed every nation in the world

Cal was up early the following day—her constitution meant that she required less sleep than most—and kept herself busied as she maintained her weapons ever since the sun rose over the horizon. Her halberd was lovingly cleaned and polished and looked like she had never used it before, instead of like a weapon that had bathed in blood for decades. She also checked the machetes she had used during the journey, cleaned the blades from any filth that lingered, and resharpened the one with a small section dulled from use.

On principle, she also spread out the pack of throwing darts she always carried around in case they came in handy. They were useless against giant monsters in most instances, but far more helpful when used against human opponents. The blacksmiths who made them had crafted the set of fifty darts from good steel imported from the continent. Each was shaped like a barbed spearhead with a ring on the back end. A silken strip of fabric was attached to the end, which allowed for ease of retrieval after she used the dart.

She was still busy inspecting them when a knock sounded on the door of her room in the village’s sole tavern.

“Come on in. It’s not locked,” she said.

The door opened, and a suddenly embarrassed squeal from the doorway drew Cal’s attention. She turned to look towards the door and saw Fredegund looking at her somewhat askance while Dairrp was half hidden behind her bulk. His hands covered his eyes as a rosy blush spread along his yellow-tinted cheeks.

“Is something the matter?” Cal asked, their reaction odd to her.

“Ye might want to put something on first, girl,” Fredegund commented in a deadpan manner. “Might be a wee bit too much stimulation for young males like Dairrp here.”

“Oh. Right. One moment.” Cal had been topless the entire time she maintained her weapons, since otherwise, the oils might have dirtied the clothing, and she had not felt the desire to do extra laundry work. She calmly wiped her hands clean on a cloth before she pulled out a tunic from her pendant and put it on. “I keep forgetting that you mainlanders are much more… shy about your bodies than back home.”

Fredegund arched an eyebrow at that comment. The eyeful she got showed a slender body that was extremely fit. Cal’s toned muscles clearly showed beneath her alabaster skin, while the reds and blues of blood vessels were visible in some areas. A web of soft scar tissue crisscrossed her upper body, though Fredegund felt pity for the half-Elven woman for her near complete lack of… blessings in a specific area. More worrisome to her, however, was the multitude of open wounds she saw the other woman sporting, left open, unbandaged, and seemingly untreated. “What do you mean? And… are those wounds fine left alone like that? I have some good poultice for wounds if you need it.”

“It’s the norm to bathe together where I’m from. Men, women, young and old, rich and poor. Communal baths are the norm back home. Even among the royalty, it’s common for the emperor to bathe together with his ministers and his harem at the same time in the same bath. Nobody cares much for one another’s bodies when you’ve seen them naked that often, you know?” Cal replied. “And I’m a blood mage. These will heal in a few days and go without a trace in another month or so.

“Oh, right, you can look now,” she added to the young goblin, who still covered his eyes, with a throaty chuckle. “Not that I would have minded before anyway.”

Dairrp blushed until he turned red like a tomato with her last comment.

“So, what’s up?” Cal asked.

“Several parties from Jonkver arrived this morn, so we have to trouble you to show them the other carcasses as proof,” the dwarf woman replied. “You could also hitch a ride back there with them if you want.”

“Sounds good to me. I assume you still have work to do here then.”

“Yeah, it’s gonna take another day at least to fill up the reservoir, and he still has four more houses and barns to build.”

“This would be farewell then. A pleasure meeting you, Fredegund and Dairrp.”

“Pleasure is ours, girl. Been a wacky day, but one I ain’t gonna complain about,” Fredegund said.

“I might have to visit your homeland one day if they have more good food like you treated us to,” added the young goblin after he repeatedly nodded in affirmation.

“And visit the local bathhouses too, I assume, hmm?” Cal teased, laughing along with Fredegund as the young goblin blushed red like a tomato.

[image: ]

Cal nodded in approval when she spotted the party of mercenaries that came to handle the creature’s situation. Twenty-five of them, at least ten of which were mages by her best estimate, were plenty to address the reported five sickle-fiends. The leader of the party, a young human woman with likely some goblin ancestry based on her unusually yellowish-green skin tone and sharper-than-expected teeth, separated from the group when she noticed Cal approach.

“Hail, traveler. I heard you’re the one that handled our renegade monster issue,” the unknown woman said.

“These should account for three,” Cal replied as she dropped the three carcasses she had stored for the other woman to inspect. “You’ll find the remains of the other two piled by the village square. We kinda made use of them for the celebration yesterday.”

“Already saw that. Didn’t even know these things were edible, to be honest. I assume you’ll be keeping these three?”

“Ideally, yes. I did hunt the insects myself.”

“That’s fine. I will just need your signature on my report then. If you head to Jonkver next, showing the carcasses at the local guild would be appreciated too.”

“I am heading that way, so sure, I can do that.”

“Thanks, that’s much appreciated. I’m Jocelyn Redfeather. Just call me Joyce.”

“Redfeather? Any relation to a goblin named Rowena Redfeather?”

“That’s my great-grandaunt. Why?”

“Just thinking it’s a small world. My father once told me he partied with your great-grandaunt while living in this area,” Cal explained. “Celeysria Ambervale, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Oh! So you’re Great-Uncle Cal’s daughter? Your name sounded almost the same as his. Never met him, but Grandma used to tell stories of him and great-grandaunt when I was young.”

“Calais Edrunviel was my father, yes. I’m surprised to meet the descendant of an acquaintance so soon—or maybe not. He said he had lived basically all over Western Alcidea.”

“That’s how it is with you long-lived races, I guess. For me, that name was part of old tales my grandma told us about her aunt when I was a toddler.”

“When are you departing?”

“In an hour at most. Are you coming along?”

“Might as well. It would be less boring on the way with someone to talk to.”

Cal mostly chatted with Joyce during the trip to Jonkver to pass the time in the end.
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Chapter 11: Clothing, Shopping, Clothing Shopping

“Never, ever ask a woman when they will be ready when they’re powdering their nose, and never volunteer to keep them company when they go shopping. That’s how you keep a happy marriage while staying sane.” 

—Wise words of Broudsh Bonespear, Patriarch of the Goblin Tribe of Bonespear, to his male descendants

Nothing of note happened during the trip to Jonkver, and Cal reached the city with Joyce’s group a mere hour or two past noon. She showed the carcasses as proof of subjugation to the local guild, which also went without issue, other than a minor ruckus when the clerk asked for her identification tag for the record.

They rarely got black-tagged adventurers in a small, relatively unimportant town like Jonkver, apparently. In the past, the town was an important border town that guarded the eastern border of the now-defunct kingdom that predated the Coalition of City-States, but nowadays, it was just another city-state in the coalition.

Before she bid her farewells, Cal asked the clerk about some local stores he would recommend for the quality of their products because, at that point, she realized an annoying, if minor, issue.

The Al-Shan Archipelago had a much cooler climate than Alcidea, something she had not noticed much back in Serda or Horststadt, where they were still close enough to the sea that the sea breeze helped cool things down. As she went further inland, however, Cal found that the summer heat somewhat stifled her, even with her relatively light clothing. Thus, she deemed it necessary to buy some clothing better suited for the Alcidean summer climate.

Fortunately, the third clothing store she tried (out of the ones the guild clerk recommended) had what she wanted in a suitable size, as the first had none in stock, while the second had none in her size. Cal bought five whole sets of clothing made of a smooth, finespun weave, light and cool. Fitting material for summer wear.

When she returned to the rather expensive inn where she booked a room for the night, she felt that she could use a proper bath after three days in the wilderness. Cal returned to her room after requesting the bath to be prepared as soon as possible.

Not ten minutes passed before someone knocked on her door. She opened it to find a trio of the inn’s staff. One carried a large wooden tub, while the other had buckets of steaming water. They set down the tub and promptly filled it with still-scalding water and bowed to give their thanks when she tossed them a silver coin each as a tip.

Once they left, she stripped off her clothes and unbraided her long hair. As she inspected her most recent injuries, she noticed that the scabs had dried on the wounds on her shoulder and side. Likely they would have peeled off in a day or two, while, compared to this morning, the injury on her stomach no longer looked like an open wound, and had scabbed over as well. She carefully cleaned the area around the injuries with a cloth dipped in the scalding water, as she took care not to disturb the scabs too much before she roughly washed the rest of her body with the cloth.

Reasonably cleaned, she stepped into the tub and lowered herself into the scalding water. Cal had to flex herself somewhat for someone of her height to fit into the tub, but she managed a tight fit, even if it was not a comfortable one. She released a relaxed sigh as she allowed the heat of the water to seep into her body and let it work its magic for a while.

Fifteen minutes later, the water had turned lukewarm, and she raised herself up as she kneeled in the tub. Cal deftly and gently washed her lengthy hair and carefully massaged a powdery cleansing soap into it before she washed it in the water again.

She toweled herself dry with a thick woolen cloth before she stepped out of the tub and decided that her injuries looked healed enough that they should not result in many questions when exposed.

The shorts she bought barely covered half her thighs and were a little too large at the waist, an issue easily remedied with the belt from the formal wear she got saddled with. She was pretty fond of the belt. It was highly durable—sea wyrm leather was more typically used for high-quality leather armor—and simple enough for her tastes. The shorts came in a few colors, but she chose the light gray ones to wear for now.

Cal wrapped her chest with a long strip of white silk to conform with the local modesty standards—back home, she wouldn’t have bothered—then put on a sleeveless, many-pocketed cloth vest of the same color, with the vest left open at the front. Thus dressed, she gathered her long hair and meticulously arranged it back into a tight braid, anchored by a spearhead at the end, which was less a fashion statement and more a little “surprise” she had claimed quite a few lives with.

Her hair correctly braided, she left her room and notified the innkeeper that he could fetch the tub, and that she would not be back until nightfall, before she left the inn. The inn’s first floor served as a tavern and was relatively crowded even in the young hours of the evening. A few patrons turned to look as she walked past, attracted by her revealing outfit, and one even gave an appreciative whistle.

Not a single one allowed their hands to wander. However, the multitude of scars—some clearly very fresh—and the toned muscles of the slender body were more than enough to warn them that getting handsy might have had consequences they would not like at all.

Even if it attracted more attention, the new outfit fit better for the summer heat.

Cal first looked for farmers who were still in the market selling their produce, as she hoped to restock her supply of dried herbs and spices. Quite a few still hawked their wares, and she left satisfied with what she could find, gnawing on a ripe apple one vendor gave her as a bonus after she bought out his stock of dried basil leaves.

The crisp, sweet fruit was much to her liking—a new experience since it was not a fruit that grew in the archipelago, and to have it imported would be far too costly merely for fruit. The week-long journey meant it needed to be brought in stasis-capable storage to survive the trip in any reasonable shape. Merchants always had better uses for space in those.

Cal munched on a small basket of tangy raspberries when she met Joyce; she had agreed to trade more stories with the younger woman for a good dinner spot.

The eatery Joyce chose proved that a meal did not need to be complicated to be satisfying. The large platters of bread, various cuts of preserved and cooked meats, and pickled vegetables served for each of them were simply accompanied by a pot of molten cheese for them to be dipped in, kept hot by a brazier set into the center of the table.

The two women traded stories about their elders and enjoyed their meal until the night fell around them.
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Chapter 12: Paradise Found

“One would normally think an independent city, at the crossroads of four nations, located literally on top of a precious mana vein and so close to another three they might as well be next door to them, would not be left to stand independent for long. Yet it has been centuries since Paradise was founded, and the City of Wonders still stands tall, unyielding. Those foolish enough to lay their hands on it lay broken beneath the surrounding soil.” 

—Edmund Cirdegand, Royal Historian, on the history of Paradise

From Jonkver to Paradise, there was a straight road, for any city within three days’ travel to the City of Wonders had a road that led to it. Paradise could arguably be called the most fantastic city in Western Alcidea, for despite its status as an independent, unaffiliated city, its size beggared belief. The city was so large and grand that it shamed many a royal capital if all Cal had heard were truths.

As it was a city with nearly a thousand archmage residents, a good percentage of those ancient unliving archmages, it also lured other archmages who regularly visited the city to exchange views on their personal projects, as magical and academic research was a pursuit that was encouraged. That led to how Paradise became the ground zero for new discoveries and inventions, cementing its place in the world as a city where wonders abounded and were created regularly.

Many of the conveniences people nowadays took for granted were often invented there many centuries ago, proliferated by trade, and soon became part of everyday life to the point where many people wondered how they ever lived without such conveniences. Besides the Great Emerald Forest, Paradise was the only other place in the world with a teleportation gate network that still functioned, albeit on a smaller scale.

It was mainly suited for individuals and used by far-away archmages so they could pay a visit to the city. The city itself was connected to three locations in the Alcidean Continent (one in the center, the other two located northeast and southeast respectively) and four areas in the Ur-Teros Continent (one in each cardinal direction), all within either trade hubs or capital cities.

Cal saw her first sight of Paradise on the morning of the second day after she departed from Jonkver.

As she crested a hill, she saw the massive city, its buildings in the open—the city was without walls—as it sprawled over the horizon. Hundreds of mage towers irregularly dotted the landscape, with farms and ranches gigantic in scale that were placed in a haphazard manner around and in the city itself. Altogether they gave an impression of a city where no two minds agreed during its creation. From the stories, the city simply expanded to its current size over the six centuries of its history. Any new addition was entirely built right on the city’s perimeter, the oldest buildings and farms closer to the center.

History had it written that the City of Paradise was first founded as an asylum for the unliving many centuries ago, back when they were barely accepted as an enlightened race and often discriminated against. A force of their greatest mages and archmages of the time was said to have single-handedly cleansed the area where Paradise now stood with no support. It was an area with one of the coveted mana vein clusters that the surrounding nations left unattended because mana veins tended to attract monsters and animals both. They had deemed the cost in lives needed to cleanse the land would be not worth the profits from when they occupied it.

A cost in lives the practically immortal unliving paid no heed to, for death held no terror for those already dead. After they cleansed the land, their sovereignty was quickly challenged, as two neighboring nations sent their armies and demanded their submission on pain of death. The general in charge of the force sent by one country recognized the campaign as the suicidal task it was. Not even an army tens of thousands strong would be much of a match against no less than a hundred archmages and over two thousand mages working together. Not when their own mage contingent was practically non-existent in comparison. That general revolted against his own kingdom. That led to a civil war that ended as the kingdom splintered into what was now known as the Coalition of City-States that covered the westernmost region of Alcidea.

All mentions of the other, more stubborn nation ceased to appear in the history books approximately that same decade.

With the land in their hands, the unliving migrated the rest of their people who wished to join them. The rich lands of the mana vein cluster proved an excellent boon for agriculture and ranches both, while the frequent incursions of beasts and monsters were barely an inconvenience for a city filled to the brim with mages from every walk of life. Even today, Paradise still built houses at least three or four stories tall with reinforced structures and barred windows, always with the lowest floor reserved as a residence for a combat-capable city resident.

Over the centuries, the rich pastures, combined with the robust presence of mages unrivaled by any other place, attracted many to the city, be it those who dreamed of a better life or mages who wished to further their craft with the advice of their peers. Many people made the city their home, and their descendants further populated it.

What was once an asylum for the unliving from a world where they were unwelcome became renowned as the City of Wonders. It was where wonders were born and made, the center for magical and academic research, and inhabited by all races from all walks of life. A thriving metropolis where men had built a paradise with their own hands.

And a city well known for sights that would simply not be believed were a bard to tell the tale anywhere else.

Cal was still by the city’s outskirts when she spotted an oddity. Her ears caught the faint sounds of a battle from further in the city, yet the people she saw in the outskirts seemed to just go about their business as if nothing was happening. None of the people there seemed to have paid attention to the strangest farm she had ever seen. It was one where undead abominations were tethered to plows as they shed their rotted flesh all over the land. Behind them, skeletons planted various kinds of summer crops with tender care.

A hooded figure clad in black robes came to greet her as she approached the farm out of curiosity. She saw green soul flames glowing in the eye sockets of the figure, a figure that proved to be a humanoid skeleton with ram’s horns that grew from the sides of its skull. Its teeth were like an array of small knives, punctuated by the large tusks that adorned its under-bite.

“Behold, mortal!” it boomed in a distinctly masculine voice as it spread its arms wide. “Behold, my genius! Behold the future! They all said harnessing undead for cheap labor is pointless! Impractical, they said! Unhygienic, they said! But my genius prevails! Oh, how I will cherish the look on their faces when they see my horde! Mwahahahahahahaha!”

Its sinister laughter was cut short with a bonk as a wooden ladle—the sort one used to stir a pot of soup—whacked the figure upside the head. The figure that held the ladle appeared out of thin air behind the skeletal figure: a middle-aged matronly Elven woman of unusually chubby proportions and pale skin.

“Ver-non!” she said with a shrill voice. “What did I say about not weirding out people coming into the city!? Tend to your horde and vegetables instead! The club meeting is in three days!”

“Yes, dear,” said the hooded skeleton submissively. “Sorry, dear,” he added in a small, meek voice Cal only caught with her Elven hearing as he scooted off like a chastened child.

“Sorry for the spectacle just now, dearie. I swear that man grows senile when he gets his head too deep into one of his projects like this. Sometimes I wondered what I saw in him back then to marry him. It’s like having a grown child to chaperone, I swear,” the Elvish woman said, a fond look in her eyes for the departed hooded skeleton.

“But anyway, we bid you welcome to Paradise. May your stay be less of an oddity than today, though I highly doubt that will be the case,” she added with a smirk.
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Chapter 13: Where Living Legends Roam the Streets…

“Many an unliving mage has shown extreme tendencies to immerse themselves into research, often ignoring everything happening around them. Whether this behavior is an aftereffect of their transition into unlife, or if mad wizards just lend themselves better for becoming unliving, is still hotly debated to this day.” 

—A lecture on the history of the unliving

“So what’s the ruckus downtown all about?” Cal asked the matronly elf as the sound of fighting seemed to get louder, yet none of the passers-by seemed even the slightest bit worried.

“Oh, just some horned sentinels on migration. Every year the mana vein attracts some youngsters in the brood that don’t know better over. Nothing a little cleaning up can’t handle,” said the matronly woman with a shrug. “Wanna see, dearie?”

When Cal nodded, the older elf held her arm, and the next thing she knew, her vision distorted, and she found herself a reasonable distance away, on a rooftop perfectly positioned to view the fight. The matronly elf brought out two folding chairs and set them up before she conjured a plate of cookies and offered some to her.

“Want some? Freshly baked.”

“Sure, they smell amazing,” Cal replied with a shrug as she went with the flow and watched the fight as it unfolded below. The horned sentinels were gigantic centipede-like creatures, so named for the three prominent horns on their heads, framed by their fearsome, serrated mandibles. Each animal was easily five meters long and thick as a grown man’s waist. Clearly burrowers, half of each creature was still partly underground. Their upper bodies skittered and attempted to enter the buildings near them, to no avail.

Cal counted at least thirty of the creatures. And at least twice that number already dead and littered all over the open area that likely served as a sort of town square.

And around those thirty creatures were eight individuals who easily kept them in place and whittled down their numbers without even the slightest difficulty.

Nearest to Cal’s perch was a pair that worked in tandem: a human-sized woman in white and a tall, bulky figure wielded a wooden log for a weapon. Any creature that charged at them would be expertly deflected to the ground by the woman with her quarterstaff, only for the wooden log to descend and splatter its head moments later like clockwork.

On the far side of the square stood a goblin dressed in reds and blacks. One that threw vials as he gleefully cackled at the nearest creatures. Vials that either contained horrifyingly powerful acids or exploded violently on impact. When one creature got close to him, he just conjured a massive fireball twice his size with the flick of a finger and simply burned the creature to a crisp.

An old dwarf in blue kept the road next to the goblin sealed with a liquid barrier of water that fully barred the passage, and any creatures that came that way found themselves picked up by tendrils of water and thrown back to the center of the square. The next road over had a tall, unusually slender orc who directed a flowing stream of metal like a conductor, from which blades formed and made mincemeat out of any creature that approached.

The last group was a trio that worked together. An old, wrinkled tortoise-therian calmly held the creatures in the vicinity with expert usage of earth magic. He gave the other two younger therians, one a mouse-therian and the other a bird-therian, what seemed to be a lecture. The younger therians made short work of the immobilized creatures with lightning and void magic, respectively.

Cal just watched the spectacle while she munched on the genuinely excellent cookies—she really had to ask for the recipe later—since the situation was obviously well under control.

One creature actually charged their way, but before Cal could even take out her halberd, the elf matron who sat next to her made a shooing gesture at the incoming creature, and the next instant it was gone.

She found out where it went when the creature landed from high above in a gory splatter on the same spot it disappeared from a minute later.

“Oh, c’mon, Martha! That’s gonna be a pain to clean!” complained the bulky figure as he polished off the last of the creatures with one brutal thwack of his log. Some of the splattered creature’s guts landed on him by accident.

“Oh, sod off, Hans,” Martha, the Elven matron, replied. “We know Fib will have this place sparkling clean within the hour. Just stick around while she washes it off!” she added as she ribbed at the bulky man in jest.

“Brought a guest, Martha?” asked the woman in white. Now that she turned this way, Cal could confirm she was a human, probably pureblooded, tall and lean, with silvery-gray hair tied into a severe ponytail. Rather attractive by most measures to look at, though she looked far younger than her companions, probably in the early twenties, judging from her appearance—although Cal knew looks could be deceiving.

“Aye, the dearie here just arrived in town. I thought she’d appreciate a little entertainment.”

“And cookies. Speaking of which, these are excellent. I must ask for the recipe,” Cal cut in while her hand nabbed another cookie from the plate.

“Someone with good taste!” the bulky man said as he laughed uproariously. Now that she looked closer, Cal realized he was a rare dwarf-elf mixed breed. The combination was rare mostly because individuals of those two races had very different aesthetics and thus rarely found members of the other race attractive. The man seemed to embody the best of the races, easily two meters tall but with an overall solid body filled with powerful muscles. Pointed ears and handsome, gentlemanly facial features were discernible under his thick, groomed beard, which forked into three branches and was weighed down by golden rings. A monocle perched on his right eye and somehow stayed in place despite all the combat he went through.

“Ye came here on a rowdy day. Let us make it up to ye by treating ye to lunch!” Hans added with a wide grin.

“It would be impolite to reject an invitation from a gentleman such as you, I’m certain, so I accept,” Cal said in reply, similarly with a grin on her face.

“You three go ahead to the repose, would you? I’ll get Fib to give me a wash quickly and catch up,” Hans said.

This time Martha did not teleport her. Instead, the three women walked to the Giant Bear’s Repose eatery on foot and sat at an outdoor table for four. They had just settled on their seats when Hans caught up, swooping in with the form of a swallow before transforming mid-swoop and depositing his large frame straight into the one open chair by the table. His hair still slightly glistened with moisture, but his clothes were perfectly dry.

“I am called Celeysria Ambervale, of the archipelago. This is an… interesting city,” Cal introduced herself after they put down their orders to the server. By this point, it was already apparent to her that the three individuals that treated her to lunch were no ordinary people. The prowess they showed against those horned sentinels more than spoke for itself.

“Aideen deVreys,” the silver-haired human woman introduced herself, “but you can just call me Aideen.”

“Huh. Same name as the Silver Maiden?”

“Am her.”

“For real? Not pulling my leg?”

“Yep.” By now, everyone else on the table grinned widely. “And this oaf here is Hans-Grell Zwergenbaum, acting mayor of the town till we tire of him.”

“Enchanted to make your acquaintance, Miss Ambervale,” said Hans with a polite nod.

So, it turned out Cal was treated to lunch only by the two most influential individuals in Western Alcidea.
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Chapter 14: Where Wonders are Born…

“Eccentricities are just part of the norm when you live a long life. Life gets boring and unbearable without any once you’re past your sixth century.” 

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

“So… you’re the real Silver Maiden.”

“Yup.”

“The First Unliving.”

“Uh-huh.”

“One of the founders of Paradise.”

“The very same.”

“So you’ve lived… eleven centuries?” Cal probed, her doubt long put to rest since she had wondered why the young woman had mana that felt ancient to her senses.

“That’s what most guess, but no. Twelve-and-a-half centuries now,” Aideen explained with a smile. “I attribute my continued sanity to delightful company and good food.”

“Don’t forget the tons of booze, lass!” chimed in Martha with a laugh.

“Hey now, one’s got to have some vice to blow off in life. We have too long a time to live to be stuck-up twits with poles up their asses,” added Hans as he joined in the laughter.

“Huh,” Cal just said.

“All good, dearie?”

“It’s fine. Just taking a moment to process that I’m sitting for lunch with a couple of living legends in the flesh,” Cal replied. “Got to admit that neither of you looked or sounded much like the bards tell it.”

“Hah! It’d be rare to find even one song out of a hundred sung by bards that’s not horribly exaggerated or complete fiction,” Aideen answered. “You do not seem that surprised, though?”

“I’m just processing that my dad’s tales might be truer than I thought. You’re not far off from how he described the Silver Maiden. I always thought those were just tall tales pulled out on a fancy.”

“Your dad? Let me guess… hmm…” Aideen said, her brows furrowed in thought. “Gimme a hand here, Hans. My memory’s not the best after all the centuries.”

“She looks a bit like Calais, especially the eyes,” Hans trailed off. “And her name is the same, just the female spelling instead.”

“How did I not see it earlier!?” Aideen said as she exaggeratedly slapped a fist into her palm. “Calais Edrunviel’s your father?”

“He is, yes. I think his stories about having fought alongside you are real then.”

“Oh, you don’t know the half of it, Lass,” Aideen smirked. Her grin widened as she continued on, “Did he not mention that we used to be on more intimate terms with one another?”

“Huh.”

“You know, In the sheets, danced the ‘horizontal lambada,’ the works. I’m pretty sure he lost his virginity to me, even.” By now, Aideen’s grin threatened to reach her ears. “He was such a shy, young boy back then…”

“Hah! Speak for your cradle-robbing self, you old hag!” Teased Hans from the side.

“Oh, C’mon, he was over a hundred, and I was barely a couple of centuries older than him!” Aideen retorted. “All fine, lass? Might be a bit much to spring on someone, I guess.”

“Oh, nothing. Just surprised Dad didn’t boast of it to anyone. I would have in his stead,” Cal said. “Sure brings into perspective how much he’d been around in his life, though.”

“You know, that’s something we could fix later tonight,” the Silver Maiden said as she gave Cal a suggestive wink. Her tone of voice was not to be taken seriously, however. “Just kidding. Old Cal would yell my ears off wherever he is if he found out I banged his daughter, of all things.”

“Wouldn’t matter much. I’m not sexually inclined, anyway,” Cal said with a straight face.

“Oh, no drive or desire for it, huh? More common than you think, though somewhat rare in one your age.”

“Never had any, to begin with, I think. I tried some things out when I was younger and sometimes find women attractive, but the act just… didn’t click, I guess? Rather have a good meal or a good fight instead.”

“That’s fine. Your life’s yours to live the way you want, lass,” Aideen said, serious this time. “And don’t let any ass out there tell you otherwise.”

“Thanks. So… what is it like? To live for so long and to know death isn’t coming to fetch soon?” Cal asked and changed the topic.

“If you have something to put your mind to? Pleasant and productive. Those who can’t often choose to end themselves when they tire of living, though. The highest cause of death among my kind, I tell you,” Aideen said, somewhat somber this time. “That’s also why we have so many new things coming out of Paradise. Everyone is just putting their mind to work and creating things that did not exist or were never thought possible,” she added in a brighter mood.

“Or for some, they hone their craft to perfection and take it beyond,” said Aideen as the door to the eatery opened. “You will see soon.”

What came out of the eatery were two young therian-hybrid women. Their lineages were pretty far mixed that it was hard to tell their exact ancestry, other than the apparent traces of a bear therian they had in common. One cradled a large bowl of salad comprising various greens, cubes of what looked like bread fried in butter, cuts of cold meats, and bits of cheese curd with a transparent dressing that gave off a vinegary smell on it, while the other pushed a covered cart. Behind the two young therians followed a relatively short—though he still easily topped over two meters tall—bear-therian with a grand, luxurious beard that reached his chest, dressed in all white, wearing an apron and a tall chef’s hat.

“Let me introduce you. This is Magnus Bronzmeier. Fire-affinity archmagus and the best-damned chef in Western Alcidea,” Aideen said, her hand pointed at the dwarf-therian hybrid. “Also one of us long-lifers, of course.”

“Charmed,” Magnus greeted her as he gave a curt bow. With one sizeable paw-like hand, he gestured, and the server with the salad bowl served the prepared dish into four equal portions while the other lifted the cover of the cart, which revealed a large chunk of fatty meat that looked oddly rather dark in shade. “For today’s special, I have prepared this sixty-day aged venison loin, marinated in sour cream and spices, for your pleasure.”

With one deft flick of the arm, the chunk of venison was sent aloft, immediately enveloped in flames. The flames changed colors constantly: sometimes red, sometimes orange, sometimes blue, as they rotated around the stationary airborne piece of meat. The noise made as the fat sizzled whetted the appetites of the onlookers. Less than five minutes later, Magnus pulled a wooden cutting board out of the cart and allowed the now well-seared hunk of meat to land on it. He pulled a kitchen knife the size of a short sword out of his waist and smoothly turned the venison into sixteen evenly sized slices in a quick motion. Finally, he deftly divided the pieces into prepared, warmed stone plates before lightly sprinkling some powder from a pouch over them.

“Please enjoy,” he said as he distributed the plates of meat with a flourish.

Cal’s mouth watered as the fragrant aroma of roasted meat assaulted her nose. The meat on the plate showed a perfectly charred exterior, while the insides remained a beautiful pink shade. The knife glided through the meat like it was a hot knife through butter, with no resistance whatsoever. When she picked up a piece with her fork, it burst with juices, which dripped even as she raised the morsel to her mouth.

Cal forgot everything and just moaned in satisfaction the instant the meat entered her mouth, melted on her tongue, and flooded it with a strong, gamey flavor kept perfectly in balance by the slight sourness of the marinade and the pungent spices in it.
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Chapter 15: And Where Common Sense Laid Down to Die

“You will be surprised how much of our modern convenience was rooted in Paradise. The heat plate you probably cooked your breakfast on? Paradise. The perpetually self-filling water tanks that basically every large community has? Paradise. Even I, your teacher, am technically a Paradise product, too.” 

—Sven Bronzmeier, Enchantment Lecturer at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

When she woke up the next day, Cal decided she loved Paradise.

Oh, she still intended to see the rest of the world, but she would stay there for a month first, or a year, and make frequent visits in the future, too—something made simpler by the teleportation network connected to the city.

Cal stretched her muscles as she yawned, before she rose on the too-comfortable bed and blearily rubbed her eyes as she drove away the last remnants of drowsiness. She had stayed the night at a guest chamber in Aideen’s personal tower, located right in the cluster of buildings in the very center of the city.

The morning sun had just risen, and she woke to its first rays as she was used to. She sluggishly got out from under the silken blanket and walked to the nearby small table, where she poured herself a glass of ice-cold water. The pitcher she poured from was enchanted so that fluids inside were kept at whatever temperature it was poured at. Satisfied, Cal used the cold water to help wake herself up.

Only then had she extracted a light green set of clothing from her pendant—she had a preference to sleep naked when in a private room—and put it on. Her shoes, she left in the pendant, for it was just rude to wear them in the spotlessly clean tower.

After she got out of her room, she found Aideen in the dining room. The woman stood by the window while she munched on a sandwich filled with vegetables, meats, and cheese. The unliving woman noticed her and waved in welcome before she gestured for Cal to help herself out of the platter set on the table.

“You rise early,” Aideen said after she swallowed her current mouthful of food. “I hope the accommodations are to your liking?”

“Oh, that was the Vitalis-damned most comfortable bed I have ever laid on,” Cal answered. She assembled herself a sandwich out of a baton-shaped loaf of bread, some fresh lettuce, tomatoes, and onions, a generous helping of cold cuts of meat, and a fat slice of soft cheese. “Where can I buy one?” she asked before taking a bite from her creation and chewing contentedly.

“It’s a pretty new creation, unveiled at this spring’s festival,” answered Aideen. “Not too many have ordered one yet, so if you put in an order at the store today, they can likely get one ready for you within a week. Want me to show you the store later?”

“If it’s not troubling, I would appreciate it,” Cal said. “I had thought someone of your caliber would be more… occupied. Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

Aideen laughed melodiously at that. “Hah, no! Not a chance. I delegated basically every important decision to those who specialized in their fields. There are benefits to being at the top, you see?” Then she added on after she finished the last mouthful of her food, “Technically, I still hold the tiebreaker vote on any proposal the council is tied on and veto rights to any proposal period, but I think the last time I used either was… two centuries ago? Thereabouts?”

“Considering the city’s thriving, I’m guessing that worked out just fine for everyone.”

“I know my limits, and I know I’m just about useless at managing a city. Or an economy. Or an academy. So I left each of them in far more capable hands, who enjoyed the work at that! Hans has the political savvy, so he’s our mayor, while Creusens used to be a merchant, so he got to regulate the trade, and Martha just enjoyed teaching, so she gets to be dean. And I get to live in peace doing what I feel like doing; everyone’s happy that way!”

“Makes sense. I wouldn’t know much about how to do any of those either. All my life, the most I’ve been good for was the battlefield,” Cal replied as she also finished her food.

“Everyone just has their calling in life. Now that you’ve eaten want to warm up a bit with a spar? I’m a fleshweaver, so go all out.”

“Sure, why not?”
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“So you left behind the easy life, straight road up the nobility ladder and all, to see the world?” Aideen asked. The black adamant staff in her hand met Cal’s halberd just below the crescent axe blade and deflected it to the side.

“Yeah, it just wasn’t me, you know?” Cal said. Her left hand grabbed four throwing darts between her fingers and hurled them at the other woman’s face. “Besides, if they made me a noble, it would just be a matter of time before some ass of a visiting noble pissed me off and made me cause a diplomatic incident.”

“So might as well leave before it turns into a mess, huh?” Aideen chuckled while she nonchalantly deflected all four darts with a simple spin of her staff. The Silver Maiden’s fighting style heavily focused on defense and deflection. And despite her physical superiority in every regard, Cal could not land a single hit against the far more experienced woman even with her magic reinforcing her body at full power.

“That’s not the worst of it,” Cal said as she brought her halberd and swept back at Aideen’s waist from the side with full force. “The worst part is that I know everyone would stand behind my back and be on my side.”

“How is that a bad thing?” Aideen asked as she simply jumped over the blow and landed with both feet on the halberd’s head, where she easily kept her balance. “It seems to me you’re loved there.”

“Old Halmout—he’s a stickler for protocol that served as the prime minister since Xain’s grandfather’s days—would have a declaration of war drafted within the hour should a foreign noble cause enough offense to me to make me beat them up,” Cal explained. She bodily flung Aideen towards the wall when the other woman landed on her halberd’s head. “And Xain would have it signed and sealed the same night. I do not want that kind of mess on my conscience.”

“Understandable.” Aideen flipped in the air and landed on the wall feet first, then flexed her legs to launch herself off the wall and back to the floor with an acrobatic roll. “Sometimes too much love can be a burden.”

“That it is indeed.” Cal gave a few quick jabs with the spearhead at the other woman. “I miss them sometimes. They’re the closest people I have had since Dad passed away.”

“Oh.” Aideen sounded somewhat saddened, though her hands moved deftly as always and easily deflected the jabs aimed at her. “I had expected it given his age and how much time has passed, but it saddens me to hear the affirmation that Calais is no longer among us.”

“For what it’s worth, Dad passed peacefully in his sleep,” consoled Cal while she made an upward cleave with her weapon. “It’s been over half a century since he died, but I still miss him and Mom too. Sadly, neither rose after their deaths, but they were content with their lives.”

“That is often the case, yes,” Aideen said as she evaded the attack with a quick step to the side. “People who are simply content to have lived their life have not been known to rise as an unliving. We all had some passion, attachment, or unfinished work keeping us tied to this mortal coil, even after death claimed us.”

“Your defenses are insanely solid,” Cal said as she moved on from the slightly uncomfortable topic and brought her weapon back toward the other woman. “I assume you have means to attack that you don’t feel like using in a spar?”

“Why, of course. It would be silly for me to use a volcano cocktail or some dragonfire brew while sparring inside my own tower, would it not?” Aideen said as she pushed the halberd off-course with a staff swing. Cal had heard of volcano cocktails, the name of a specific brand of an alchemical bomb said to cause a conflagration no weaker than a fireball thrown by an archmage. Dragonfire brew on the other hand was an infamous alchemical concoction that had unbelievable destructive power, only matched by its extreme instability. “For one, it would be a pain to clean the aftermath.”

“That certainly explains the defensive focus,” Cal said while she tried to use the lower blade of the axe-head on her halberd to hook Aideen’s leg.

“Oh, I do have less… destructive options,” Aideen answered while she casually stepped over the attempt and took a short leap back. “Rarely use it these days since it’s usually not very effective against monsters, and I haven’t fought other people much this past century. Wanna see?”

“Sure. Go ahead,” Cal replied as she took a step back, holding her halberd in a diagonal defensive position.

“Hope I haven’t gotten rusty,” said Aideen, as she held her staff around thirds of the way with each hand and gave it a twist. The staff was separated into three equal sections, linked to one another by short chains of the same metal it was made from. “Ready? I’m coming.”

“Do your worst.”
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When they were done with the spar half an hour later, every surface on Cal’s body sported a bruise.

The Silver Maiden on defense could be equated to a willow tree, one that flowed with the wind, always bent but never broken. When she went on the attack, the woman was a whirlwind. Her attacks came from every angle, and the absurd flexibility afforded by her three-sectioned staff was put on full display.

Cal was understandably humbled, especially when Aideen offered to do away with the bruises after the spar, an offer she accepted to show no hard feelings were had. To her surprise, after she felt a pulse of magic flow through her body, not only were all the bruises gone, but so were all the scars that had not faded yet (even the most recent ones), which left only skin as smooth as a baby where they used to be.

“You have such nice skin,” Aideen teased as she playfully pinched Cal’s cheeks. “It’d be a shame to leave it marred, even if temporary.”

“Well… thanks. Got so used to just letting them fade away on their own that it never crossed my mind to remove them sooner,” Cal said, accepted the other woman’s offered hand, and got up from where she was sprawled on the floor. “And thanks for the lesson.”

“The feeling is mutual, no worry. Your father taught you how to use a staff, did he not? I can see a shadow of him in how you fight.”

“He did indeed. I’m surprised you noticed.”

“Oh, lass. I was the one who taught him how to fight with staff in the first place!” Aideen said with another melodious laugh.
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After both women refreshed themselves—every room in Aideen’s tower had a private bath, something Cal was quick to take advantage of—they left the building, and Aideen gave Cal a short tour of the notable places they passed on their way to the bed store.

The bed store was owned by another unliving archmage, the old dwarf Cal saw in the square yesterday, who Aideen introduced as Fibuela. It turned out the store was just one of several businesses under her name, and she only came to the store that day because of the new product she had invented last spring. She was there when she supervised her workers during its creation. The old dwarf matriarch also welcomed them to have a little sightseeing tour of the production process.

The true form of the bed turned out to be a very large rectangular leather water bag, with enchantments to further waterproof the leather and heat or cool the liquid contained. On one corner of the bed was a valve enchanted with the controls over the rest of the enchantments, as well as further enchantments that allowed the bed to be drained or filled rapidly.

Despite the rather high price—necessitated mainly by the enchantments—Cal happily paid the deposit for two of the “water beds,” and was informed that her order would be ready within approximately one week after the festival.

“Festival?” Cal asked when she had left the store along with Aideen.

“The common folks around here called it the Festival of Wonders. Simply put, us archmages gather every season, and those willing to do so put up a recent invention of theirs for show. Some have refined and perfected the same invention over decades, others often come up with new, useful, or convenient things by accident or as a byproduct. Back then, it was just a meeting for a club of us research maniacs, but it grew way out of proportion with time,” Aideen explained. “I heard that the water bed was a byproduct from Fibuela researching a new spell and suddenly getting the idea when she felt her bed was uncomfortable.”

“That… sounds fascinating.”

“If you’re interested, come watch the summer festival in two days. Entry is open to everyone, for it’s the exchange of new ideas we were interested in when we first did it.”

“I think I will attend, thanks.”
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Chapter 16: Festival of Wonders 

(Part 1)

“No, Douglas. We therians feel no kinship with whatever animals we might resemble, and as far as my knowledge goes, this is what most of us feel. So, to answer your question, my eating a pork chop would not be considered cannibalism.” 

—Zugfredo Runster, Pig-Therian Adventurer

Cal spent the next two days mostly having fun in Paradise. She went around and sampled the many eateries that the city offered whenever she felt hungry—a task that would have easily consumed years of her time to finish even if she was to dedicate herself to it for every meal. The half-elf also purchased various exotic sundries that just made life on the road so much more convenient—among which was a portable folding bath, enchanted to fill itself with hot water whenever unfolded.

It was the sort of luxury she never thought possible to have during travels. After that, Cal enlisted the services of a master enchanter to further work on her collection of machetes and darts. They were masterwork items of craftsmanship, sure, but still, master enchanters were a non-existent breed in the archipelago.

It was after breakfast that day when Aideen brought her to the venue of the festival. The Grand Stadium was on the third-innermost ring of buildings in Paradise, an old but later addition to the city. The stadium resembled a gladiatorial coliseum in design. It was a grand amphitheater with tiered audience seating that circled an open, circular area in the middle. It was of such a grand scale Cal expected it could easily fit a hundred thousand people with room to spare.

Since Aideen led the way, Cal had not needed to join the orderly line of people lined up to enter the stadium. That was a privilege she learned was granted to all archmages since a portion of them were the star of the show after all. The unliving woman led her through the pathways and straight to the front-most row of seats, right at the periphery of the open area.

The seats themselves were all identical as far as her eyes could see, all simple L-shaped seats carved out of marble—a testament to the city’s prosperity—with the backrest slightly leaned backward at an angle for comfortable rest. Each of the over one hundred thousand seats were easily large enough to have accommodated even the most gigantic breeds of therians, easily more than enough to fit two adult humans sitting side by side with room to spare.

Cal herself shared a seat with Aideen comfortably and had a plush, soft pillow that covered the seat itself, providing a modicum of comfort. Cal revised her estimate of the stadium’s capacity to double her initial assessment. However, she wondered how those who sat in the back rows could see whatever went on in the middle.

That question answered itself shortly after most of the seats were filled. Cal noted that the front-most five rows were populated entirely by fellow mages and that most of the commoners often seated themselves together as a family or group of friends, sharing a seat or two adjacent seats as needed. Four mist mages—one seated in each cardinal direction—used their magic to cast gigantic reenactments of the events in the middle of the stadium, right in the sky for all to see. This easily allowed all seated further away to watch the proceedings more clearly.

In the center stage of the open field was Hans-Grell Zwergenbaum, the dwarf-elf hybrid that had served as the acting mayor of Paradise since its founding, now clad in the full regalia of his office. Even if she usually felt women more attractive than men in an aesthetic sense, Cal had to admit that Hans cut a dashing figure. He was clad in a well-fitted black silken tailcoat embroidered with a platinum thread, secured with golden buttons. His luxurious beard was meticulously groomed into a multitude of minuscule braids, each anchored with a ringlet of gold and looking like the result of hours of work at the least (would a “beardo” be an appropriate word to call a hairdo for beards, Cal wondered?), and his ever-present monocle was switched for one framed in mithril and adamant.

Hans tapped the office staff—the staff looked more like a mere walking stick in his hands—on the ground, and the sound it created echoed clearly through all the stadium, yet was never unpleasantly loud. The sound was carried by the workings of wind mages present in the audience, and the audience fell into silence as the mayor cleared his throat.

“Ladies, Gentlebeings, Both, and Neither, the Independent City of Paradise now welcomes you to the seasonal Festival of Wonders of this summer of the 672nd year after the founding of our city!” Hans boomed over the audience as he gave his best high-official voice for the occasion. “To open the festivities, please give a warm applause to High Lady Nydia of the Great Emerald Forest, who chose this fine day to regale our senses with the finest of Elven musical feats!”

The crowd applauded politely as Hans stepped aside from the dais in the center of the stage and made way for the oncoming performer. In the stands, Cal asked Aideen about a matter related to the mayor she always felt curious about.

“So… pardon me if this touches on some personal things… but how did Hans’s parents get together? Dwarves and elves consider each other ugly, as best as I could tell.”

“Oh, it’s a simple matter of coincidences, lass,” Aideen said. “Hans’s mother was one of those rare dwarves talented in druidism and spent a major portion of her life living in the elf lands to learn more of the craft. His father was born with mana-sight. That condition renders a person effectively blind yet allows them to perceive mana visually instead, often helping them to rise to become great mages. He was one of the few elf males that could grow a beard and kept a well-groomed one. The rest you can imagine yourself.”

“I guess the world is vast enough for such unlikely coincidences to happen…” Cal said. “Speaking of elves, am I seeing things, or is the lady about to open the festivities one of their high elders?”

The Elven lady in question exhibited advanced age, by Cal’s guess, well past eight centuries, probably past the ninth. She was dressed in a delicate, billowing dress that seemed to always have a breeze that blew on and played with it. The old Elven lady was seated next to a harp as tall as she was while musical instruments of all kinds—all wind instruments, Cal noted—floated around her.

“Nydia? Yeah, I think her title is Grand Elder or something. She’s always has been a good friend to us, unlike her stuck-up xenophobic rat of a predecessor,” Aideen nonchalantly said, as if there was nothing special about it. “Keep your ears open. Her performances aren’t ones to be missed at any cost.”

Aideen’s words were the truth as Cal spent the next fifteen minutes wholly enthralled by the otherworldly musical performance.

The Elven grand elder used many wind instruments to serve as an accompaniment. Her now-obvious wind-affinity magic played the various instruments with expertise no less than that of a master musician who dedicated their life to the craft. Slender, wrinkled hands plucked the harp strings with rhythmic movements, which imposed a sharp chord into the ensemble that guided and harmonized the serenade into a musical performance words failed to describe. 

Cal closed her eyes and immersed herself in the melody. She felt like she was atop the highest tree and surveying the forest landscape. Other times, she felt like a boat adrift in the stormy seas. In yet different times, the melody made her feel like a bird that soared through the endless skies.

She was left speechless and craved for more as the melody ended, like someone who went gently to sleep at night.

The audience was left stunned for a good minute after the melody ended before the first spectator stood up and clapped their hands vigorously. The applause swelled like a tide as most everyone in the audience gave a standing ovation to the performance, Cal and Aideen included. The applause had not stopped until the Elven grand elder packed her instruments and left the stage.

“If that was the opening performance,” Cal said while she took a deep breath as she finally seated herself again, “what will the festival be like?”

“Why, equal parts genius and insanity, of course!” Aideen chirped. “We would settle for nothing less.”
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Chapter 17: Festival of Wonders 

(Part 2)

“What do you mean my fire-breathing potion is defective? You drink it. You breathe fire! Exactly as advertised!” 

—Cormin Hornswaggle, Goblin Alchemist

“Please give a gentle applause for our first participant of the day, Hydromancer Archmagus Fibuela Svensdöttír!” Hans announced in a grandiose manner after he returned to the dais following the Elven Grand Elder’s performance.

Fibuela was the old Dwarven water-mage Cal saw in the square three days ago. The same archmage who had invented the water bed she bought. The unliving dwarf looked positively ancient, although as far as Cal knew, unliving just didn’t age and typically kept the looks they had when they rose as one. Of course, those who chose to go around as skeletons were omitted from that standard.

The unliving dwarf carried her age well. The lines and wrinkles brought by age lent the woman a look not unlike that of a kindly grandmother and a wise elder at the same time. She kept her gray hair long, in three braids that fell to her waist. Her beard was combed to a luxurious sheen, left loose and unadorned, as it looked like a silvery waterfall with the way it too fell all the way to her waist.

“I would require the aid of our dear friend Archmagus Gapp to provide a suitable target, please,” said Fibuela, her voice clear and full of confidence. Her tone showed satisfaction with herself.

“Certainly, my friend,” came the answer from the front row of the audience. Archmagus Gapp was the old tortoise-therian earth mage from the square. An individual respected by all in the city, for at his advanced age of one thousand six hundred and twenty-three, he was the oldest individual known who still walked among the living. He was not an unliving, as longevity came naturally for those of his kind, but one whose age was of such magnitude was unheard of elsewhere.

With a single hand motion from the therian, the earth heaved, and boulders of solid rock, each of which formed a rough cube easily thirty meters to a side, rose in the field. The old tortoise then cast another few spells, which further hardened the rock. He then used another and compressed the cube into a rectangle, now far more dense, solid and durable—its height and width halved. “Good enough?” he asked when he finished.

“Should be safe to use,” Fibuela nodded. “What I will show today is the magnum opus of my research: a method to make water magic a truly viable means of direct offense!”

Words said, Fibuela raised one hand and pointed a finger towards the nearest boulder—aimed at its narrow end. A stream of water jetted out from her finger and slammed into the boulder with such force that the water sprayed a fine mist everywhere on contact. Fibuela kept her finger trained at the upper-left corner of the block for a moment before she slowly moved it towards the lower-right corner. To all onlookers, she seemed to do nothing but cause water to spray everywhere.

She ceased her spell less than thirty seconds later and stomped the ground with one foot, to the audience’s confusion.

Their eyes widened when, with a loud snap, the rectangular block slid apart into two pieces. A very smooth, wet diagonal cut was visible on the now exposed surfaces. Fibuela had fine-tuned her control so much that she left a paper-thin layer of stone untouched at the sides and the end, that only shattered with the slight impact her stomp caused.

“I call this the ’pressure cutter,’” Fibuela said to the dumbfounded audience, who only now applauded loudly. “It works on the principle of compressing water under extreme pressure and giving it a small outlet to escape. My next demonstration will show it more clearly. Gapp, my dear, would you be so kind as to stack two of the blocks together, standing?”

Gapp smiled and did so with a wave of his hand. The earth underneath the blocks undulated to his will, moved and securely held two of the rectangular blocks upright, next to each other.

“Thank you,” Fibuela said. “Now, observe closely.”

This time, the dwarf conjured a large cube of water floating in the air, easily ten meters across each facing, and then formed two equally gigantic hands of water next to it to help visualize the process.

“First, we apply pressure,” she said as she manipulated the hands and made them look like they tried to press the cube of water flat with great exertion.

“Then we provide an exit.” Fibuela made a section of water glow, which showed where she made the positively minuscule exit and its size, a literal pinprick compared to the ten-meter cube. A stream of water immediately forced itself out of the exit. The stream struck the boulder’s left side in a misty spray.

“The difficult part is mostly controlling the direction while maintaining pressure, and the stream loses integrity rapidly, so this only applies in closer ranges for now. It is something I will endeavor to improve upon in the future,” explained Fibuela as she manipulated the stream, moved it towards the right side of the boulder steadily, and simultaneously shrank the cube as the hands pressed down on it.

The top half of the boulder in front slid off with a crash, the cut surface as smooth as the previous cut, while the boulder behind it was left untouched, which showcased the hydromancer’s complete control over the spell. “But for the time being, I find the results satisfactory.”

Fibuela then bowed to the thunderous applause the crowd offered.
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“No wonder she was in such a good mood lately,” commented Aideen as she applauded from her seat beside Cal.

“I never even imagined water could do that,” Cal said, still amazed by the demonstration. “How hard were those boulders?”

“Let me see… that size… compression by a factor of four… knowing old Gapp, those boulders are at least as durable as adamant steel,” Aideen calculated for Cal since the younger woman was less familiar with the capabilities of the old tortoise. Adamant steel was an alloy of iron mixed with small amounts of adamant and some other metals, the composition for which varied from smith to smith, renowned for its extreme durability and prohibitively expensive because of the need for adamant in its production. “Considering Fib took less than thirty seconds to bisect one of those lengthwise, I imagine that that spell would cut through a human like a hot knife through butter.”

“I will never look at hydromancers the same way again,” Cal said as she pictured how a hydromancer could turn monsters into chunks of meat.

“To be fair, Fib spent like one and a half centuries getting that spell right, so I highly doubt anyone could replicate it soon,” Aideen said. “And it’s not like there are that many hydromancers out there of her caliber.”

“True, I guess,” Cal admitted. “I assume everyone taking part will be an archmagus then?”

“Not necessarily. Many a magus also present their inventions here,” Aideen said. “We don’t discriminate, though. To be fair, I’ve never even seen an archmage impress Hans enough to be allowed to perform here.”

The distinction between the very similar terms, mage and magus, archmage, and archmagus, rested entirely on the judgment of their peers. One only qualified as a magus or archmagus after they have proven their mettle with magic in practical ways, and not before, regardless of how brilliant the individual might be academically or how high their mana reserves measured. Many mages gained their title of magus later in life, especially those who learned and trained in less prosperous nations. Still, many never did, as they often eschewed improving themselves and instead just sat comfortably and enjoyed the perks their title brought them.
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“Let us warmly welcome our next participant of the day! Hemomancer Magus Shi-Huang will present his newest findings on his research of three centuries!” announced Hans after the field was restored to its former shape and Fibuela had taken her leave. She now sat on a seat saved for her in the front-most row.

Magus Shi-Huang was a human unliving, old and wrinkled, with a shiny bald head and long, straight beard of the style often worn by Al-Shan emperors. The man was also dressed in traditional Al-Shan garments, so his origins were clear to all.

“To show my most recent findings, I would like to ask for a volunteer from the audience,” the magus said once he assumed his place at the dais, a simple bed beside him—a straw mattress over a wooden frame. “I would require someone who has felt discomfort or ails that not even repeated uses of healing magic could fix, and at least of half-human heritage.”

Cal stood up and raised her hand, which garnered the attention of the magus and a good portion of the audience. She made her way to the dais after the magus pointed at her and nodded.

“A fellow hemomancer, water major. I could not have asked for a better volunteer,” the old magus said with a smile as his mana washed over Cal in a cursory inspection. “Am I correct in assuming that some parts of your body always feel slightly off? Likely parts that had been severed and reattached in the past.”

“Okay, I’m impressed already. Nobody ever suspected that, and I’ve worked with many healers,” Cal replied, honestly impressed.

“Don’t tell me which areas trouble you. Just tell me your impression after the treatment,” Shi-Huang said with a grandfatherly smile. “For reference, when was the last time you had healing magic applied to your body?”

“That’d be two days ago! By me!” chimed Aideen in from her seat. Her voice carried over the distance with practiced ease. “If you can fix what even I didn’t notice, I’d say you just secured yourself an archmagushood right there!”

“I shall truly endeavor to do my best then,” Shi-Huang said with a broader smile. “Please lay down on the bed and relax,” he added to Cal, who did as he asked.

“I have focused my research on the pathways of the body,” the old magus explained while he opened and fiddled with a cloth in which many needles of all shapes and sizes were stored. “And the main reason I needed a volunteer with human heritage is that the body I experimented the most with is my own, which is a human body. Should I succeed in my endeavors, I plan to expand my research to encompass all other races.”

“As a fellow hemomancer, I am certain you are well aware of the pathways through which our blood flows through our body,” he stated to Cal, who nodded. The old man now held her wrists and used his mana for a more thorough inspection. She felt his affinity was similar, yet different to her own, clearly a life-major. “Yet how familiar are you with all the other pathways, my young friend?”

“Not very,” Cal admitted.

“That is normal. Now, please don’t move. This might sting a bit,” the old magus said as he placed one needle after another into Cal’s body and gave a quick but measured pulse with his mana each time. The pain didn’t bother her, though she guessed the warning was justified for people unaccustomed to pain.

The treatment continued for fifteen minutes in silence while Cal tried her best to sense what the old magus did, to little avail. She could sense him do something but could not clearly tell what he did. Only after he carefully removed every single needle he put in, did Shi-Huang give Cal a nod.

“Try moving whichever part of your body troubled you before,” he said.

Cal immediately moved her left arm through the motions as she sat up. Her eyebrows creased as she felt the sensations, then she grew perplexed as she went through more complicated movements.

“It’s almost back to how it was at first…” she mumbled, still somewhat in disbelief. “My arm always felt a little off since the first time it got severed and reattached… I don’t think it’s felt this good in decades!”

“Your arm has shown much wear and tear, my young friend,” Shi-Huang said happily. “It will probably take three to five more sessions to get it fixed to how it was before any violence happened to it.”

“Can I schedule further treatments after this festival?” Cal asked immediately. “Vitalis be damned. If you’re willing to teach, I would love to learn this craft myself, whatever the cost!”

“You’re a water major, so if you were to learn this, you’ll likely only be able to apply it to yourself,” the old magus said after a moment of contemplation. “But I assume that is exactly why you want to learn it, am I right?”

“Indeed,” Cal admitted, “I’ve never taken it easy and get torn up pretty often.”

“I would not mind sharing the knowledge. I intend to begin with spreading the knowledge once it encompasses more races and is simple enough. Less talented hemomancers could use it without difficulty,” the old man said, his hand stroking his beard as he spoke. “We can discuss remittance on a later date.”

“Congratulations, Cal,” Aideen said as she had moved to the dais herself during the conversation. “And congratulations, Archmagus Shi-Huang. Your centuries of labor have brought us to a new frontier heretofore uncharted. We are proud to count your presence amongst us,” Aideen added while shaking Shi-Huang’s hand, and, for the first time since Cal knew, her adopting a formal tone of speech.

She realized immediately that Aideen was there in her capacity as a founder of Paradise and a living legend, in order to congratulate another archmagus on the success of his life’s work.

It was a great contrast to the carefree, openly blunt woman Cal had grown familiar with these past few days.
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Chapter 18: Festival of Wonders 

(Part 3)

“Now what? You complain that the plants I sold you ate your puppies? They’re called ‘man-eater plants,’ genius! Why would you plant them anywhere near puppies for Igunacio’s sake!?” 

—Cormin Hornswaggle, Goblin Alchemist, dealing with another complaining customer

The rest of the first day’s festivities were filled with other visiting magus and archmagus, who displayed their results in spell research. Cal watched all the new methods the mages came up with. A light-affinity magus who hailed from the Hassid Caliphate north of Ur-Teros displayed how he could recreate vivid, moving images with only light magic and an appropriate surface, something that used to be the domain of mist mages.

An Elven ash-affinity archmagus from the Great Emerald Forest mastered the aging aspect of her affinity so finely that she hatched a freshly laid a chicken egg in minutes in front of the audience, though most impressive was that she produced a healthy chick. A Dwarven metal magus from the Kingdom Down Under in southeastern Alcidea displayed his new spell, which separated the elements of an alloyed metal from a cold, solid state, something unheard of prior to that day.

Throughout the festivities, many hawkers traveled the stands, bringing various foods and drinks they sold to the spectators. Truly, it was much like a festival in any other town, as long as one ignored that the participants in the festival were all old mages who had worked on their craft for decades, if not centuries. The audience contained what would likely be the greatest concentration of magus and archmagus in the world since so many came to visit for the festival. Cal counted at least a thousand archmagus present, and gods only knew how many more magus was on top.

The second day of the festivities started in the same morning hours. This time the mages who lined up displayed practical inventions meant for everyday use. New enchanted objects were not included; a topic saved up for the third day. First up was a Dwarven alchemist from Ur-Teros who displayed his invention of dehydrated foods that returned to a nearly fresh state with water and a reagent. An impressive innovation saddled by the still-prohibitive costs required for the process.

One of the later participants drew Cal’s attention, partly because of her utterly flamboyant appearance and partly because of her curious heritage. Botanist Magus Bonaduce of the Hornswaggle Tribe was tall for someone of goblin descent, as she easily crested a meter eighty, and that was with her long, pointed ears that resembled a rabbit’s not counted. Bonaduce wore frilly clothes in a riot of colors, decorated with feathers of various fowl that, when mixed with her yellowish-green skin and pink-dyed poofy hair, made her look like a walking rainbow. Her nose—and the whiskers next to it—further resembled a rabbit, complete with the large upper incisors shown when she smiled at the audience, contrasted by the Orcish tusks that sprouted from her lower jaw.

“Respected audience!” she started. “To bring proper understanding to my invention, I must first share with you my story,” the botanist said in her shrill voice.

“My parents were but lowly farmers, and just a decade past, a horde of pestilence descended upon their fields near harvest time,” she told the audience. “Despite all their efforts, those pests ruined fifty out of a hundred of every crop they planted! Fifty! That’s five tens! And that’s terrible!” The botanist’s shrill voice rose as she told her tale, which lent a somewhat comical air with how her voice mismatched the story.

“It was from that experience that I dedicated my research into plants that such pests would not affect, and this year, I have brought results!” Bonaduce clapped her hands twice, and aides brought out a large rectangular glass container filled with soil. From what the audience could see, turnips were planted in the soil, ones which had unusual bulbs that grew from the center of their leaves, all visible from the glass sides. To Cal’s observation, it seemed like the aides carried the container while they stayed as far away from it as they could.

“First, I will show what happens should a swarm of locusts besets my pest-proof plants,” the botanist said as another aide brought out a large wire mesh cage filled with hundreds of locusts. The aide gingerly placed the cage on the rim of the glass container before a wind mage erected a barrier around the whole thing to keep the locusts from escaping. The aide then opened the cage, and the swarm of locusts flew out, straight towards the planted turnips.

And promptly got eaten alive by the turnips.

The bulbous growths split open and revealed a three-sided maw that resembled that of carnivorous plants, and any locust that got too close to the plants was promptly gobbled up whole. Bonaduce then repeated the performance with a cage full of large rats, each larger than the bulbous growth on the plants. They fared no better. The maws just bit them in half before they threw the half that would not fit towards another plant that still had room to spare.

“As you can see, most pests are no match for these babies of mine. And any pest so consumed contributes to the plants as fertilizer!” boasted the botanist as she patted the glass container with one hand. To everyone’s amusement, though, the nearest plant to her turned and chomped at Bonaduce’s head. Its maw distended wide but failed to fit her head inside; its jaws strained but barely broke her skin and only caused thin rivulets of blood to flow down her face. “Though countermeasures that allow them to differentiate the farmers from the pests still need more work,” she added nonchalantly while she shooed off the plant like she was chiding a child before she bowed to the audience’s laughter-mixed applause.
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Next on the dais was actually an acquaintance of Cal’s. Martha’s husband Vernon took to the stage, still with most of his black outfit as befitted a necromancer, but for the festivities he had his flesh grown back, and Cal saw the man in his actual non-skeletal appearance for the first time. The man clearly had some mixed heritage. His face much resembled a goat’s, albeit with pointy teeth typical of goblins as well as tusks typical of orcs, while he had gray wool that grew over the visible portions of his arms and neck.

“Gentlebeings, before I start my presentation, I will first showcase the results of my endeavors.” With a clap of his hands, a group of skeletons—each dressed in fine clothes that resembled a butler’s—made their rounds around the audience and distributed various fruits and vegetables. Some of the audience gave Vernon a skeptical look, which prompted him to say his next piece. “I had Wilma check these for hygiene and cleanliness already this time. A repeat of what happened three years ago will not happen again.” Three years ago, Vernon’s produce had apparently sent a portion of the audience that sampled them straight into the toilets with the runs, an incident everyone teased him about over the next couple of years.

“This is… normal?” Cal said after she took a tentative bite out of the cucumber given to her. Aideen munched on a ripe tomato next to her.

“I think that’s the intention,” Aideen said between bites. “His research isn’t on the vegetables but how he grew them.”

“You mean…” Cal stammered as she recalled the sight of the undead abomination. Chunks of its flesh sloughed off at intervals as it worked the plow.

“Undead labor, yes. Vernon is convinced that heavy use of them would push many fields into a new age.”

“As you have tasted, this produce is nothing out of the ordinary,” Vernon continued while many of the spectating mages nodded in reply. “Now, allow me to introduce the farmers that grew them.”

With a snap of his fingers, a horde of skeletons in farming overalls and straw hats marched out. They carried hoes and rakes in their arms. The skeletons lined up into a neat formation before Vernon, before they held their tools as if they were weapons, then straightened up and simultaneously gave him a military salute.

“I have solved how to keep undead laborers from going out of control by treating these children much like how I would raise a horde for war,” Vernon explained, his hands encompassing the neatly arrayed skeletons before him with a gesture. “They are highly disciplined, relentless, and tireless in their unending drive to produce the finest vegetables man can have!”

“They do not need to rest, sleep, eat food, or even care about reimbursement!” he continued extolling the virtues of his undead laborers. “They are the best, most efficient, cheapest labor any employer can dream of! They will revolutionize the labor market!”

“And that is not all. The undead is also highly customizable and suitable for specific usage that one might need. Allow me to present an example.” Vernon snapped his fingers and walked out an undead abomination, a towering creature sewn together with many corpses that shambled and shed some flesh every few steps. “This abomination I have created to plow the fields, removing the need to have a beast of burden for the task.”

“But that is not all. Observe how the abomination sheds a measured portion of its flesh at fixed intervals,” he added. “Its flesh I have composed out of the finest compost and rich mud conjured by certified mud-mages, mixed with fresh ground meat and bone powder for an anchor. Each dollop of this shed flesh is nothing less than high-grade fertilizer, perfect for plowing the fields while simultaneously fertilizing them!”

The crowd gave somewhat restrained applause at his words, many clearly still more than a little disturbed by the idea of undead monstrosities that grew their food, much less ones fertilizing it with rotting chunks of themselves in the process. In contrast, some others had already considered this new approach’s possibilities.

“That is… unexpected,” Cal commented to Aideen. “Never crossed my mind that one would turn necromancy to labor pursuits.”

“The hardest part for Vernon is getting over the old prejudices,” Aideen replied. “Necromancy has such a bad name that most people can’t see past what had happened before to embrace new paradigms. Something he has been trying to alter for centuries now.”

“It doesn’t help his case that he is personally responsible for one of the biggest recent necromantic disasters in the history books, though,” added the Silver Maiden with a knowing smirk.

Cal just rolled her eyes at that absurdity thrown at her.
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Chapter 19: Festival of Wonders 

(Part 4)

“It is sometimes curious to consider how Paradise distributed seats during their seasonal festival. Sultans and kings would often be seated next to peasant farmers, whereas even the lowest-born magus would get a better seat than them. Many simply rationalized this as acceptance that the festival is held by magus for magus. Nobody has been foolish enough to take offense over such a trifle when the other party counts nearly one-tenth of all archmagus in the world as their residents.” 

—Zaeed Joussef, retired Chancellor from the Hassid Caliphate

On the third day of the festival, Cal quietly spent a couple hundred gold coins—a small fortune even for most merchants—as she laid down orders on new, highly convenient enchanted items showcased. Still, the third day’s highlight was not until the last participant of the season’s festival.

Markus Dessler was a short, bearded man, a mix of human and Dwarven ancestry, who dressed like a minor noble. A glass mage, his affinity gave him many advantages in enchantments, although enchanted glass always had fragility.

“The invention I wish to present to the audience today will likely be seen as little more than a useless object by some,” the man stated. “Yet I believe some will be convinced of its true worth.”

“My creation is a simple thing,” he continued as he pulled out a thick glass mug from his storage. With her sharp eyes, Cal could see what looked like minute carvings used for enchantments on the inside surface of the mug. A lot of them. “What this humble mug does is to analyze the structure of any liquid poured within and heat or cool it to the perfect temperature for consumption.”

“I can see much skepticism about its usefulness, so I now ask for any volunteer from the audience who brought a consumable liquid with them to try it out.”

Three members of the audience—two commoners and a magus—took him up on the offer. The first commoner was a dwarf who poured liquor from a small barrel, tasted it, and looked impressed. The second, a human, similarly looked impressed after he tried the mug with some fruit juice.

The last audience member, an orc magus, looked skeptically at the mug he held. He had poured meat broth into the cup, which, to his knowledge, was best consumed hot, yet he could tell that the fluid in the mug was tepid, if not cold. His eyebrows quirked in an unvoiced query as he stared at Markus.

“Try it, then comment,” the man said with a confident look on his face.

The orc tentatively gave the tepid broth a sip before his eyes widened, and took a more enormous gulp, then quickly drained the mug. He left while he muttered something about how his mother’s recipe needed a change when he returned.

“Anybody else?” Markus asked from the dais. The man looked satisfied.

“I would like to try it, young friend,” came an answering voice.

That voice attracted everyone’s attention because the mist mages that broadcasted the festivities via illusions focused on the speaker, who sat in the archmagus section of the stands. As he walked toward the dais, many eyes widened when the image focused closer on the figure.

It was an old dwarf, one with hair as white as snow, wrinkles, and age lines that showed his advanced age and clothed in finery fit for a noble. Yet the heraldry symbol on his tabard drew everyone’s eyes.

The symbol was of a wooden mug with froth on its top, six wings spread behind it, set in gold over brown. The heraldry of the Dwarven noble house Himmelsbrau and the small pin as the Dwarven numeral of zero on the dwarf’s collar signified its wearer’s status as the progenitor of the house.

The legendary Braumeister Orloff Himmelsbrau himself, in the flesh.

Even Markus was left visibly flabbergasted by the development as he mechanically offered the mug to the Dwarven braumeister. The old dwarf brought out an ornate cask of ashwood lined with platinum. A cask that signified it contained no less than one of his hand-crafted brews.

He poured a measure of ale into the mug, stopped pouring at three-fourths full, and watched the foam as it perfectly crested the cup’s brim before he gave it a tentative sip. The sip turned into a gulp in the next moment.

“Stupendous!” Orloff praised as he let out a joyful noise. “Truly the perfect temperature for this brew. Well done, young man!”

“I—uh—thank you for your praise, sire!” Markus nervously stammered in return.

“Oh, don’t be shy, young man. You speak the truth that many would miss the value of your creation, but us dwarves? No, we will not,” Orloff chastised. “I will invest a hundred platinum into the mass production of this wonder. Will you accept?”

Markus just looked at him in disbelief for a good while. The situation had escalated well beyond even his most optimistic projections. He had expected to be disregarded, ridiculed even, for his invention that only a drinker would appreciate. He had not expected approval and an immediate investment proposal from one of the most influential dwarf nobles.

“Uh—ah—it would be my honor, sire!” he finally managed after he snapped out of his shock. The crowd gave applause as he did.

Cal quietly ordered a set of twelve mugs, ten of which were to be sent to the empire as a souvenir.
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“I didn’t expect Orloff Himmelsbrau himself to show up for the festival,” Cal said as she and Aideen walked back towards the latter’s tower after the festivities.

“Oh, Orloff is a good buddy with Hans. Wouldn’t be surprised if they’re drinking together by now,” Aideen said. “He rarely misses a festival, just usually keeps himself more incognito. Unless something piqued his interest like today, that is.”

“It has definitely been a few days full of wonders,” Cal admitted. “I know I’m going to miss this place.”

“Leaving so soon?” Aideen asked.

“Not for another month or two, no. I still have scheduled sessions with Shi-Huang. Also, still waiting for all those orders to get here, too.”

“Where are you going afterward?”

“The goal would be to travel the world,” Cal said. “But for the next destination, I’m heading for the Xewaur Plains.”

“Keep this with you,” Aideen said as she tossed an object to Cal. She caught it quickly and saw that it was a mithril token, with what served as the emblem of Paradise carved on one side. “Show that, and any portals should be free to use. Can always take a quick break here from your travels from time to time.”

“Thanks,” Cal said as she stored the token in her pendant. She was about to say something else when a different sight attracted her attention. “Hey, wait. Over there by the balcony, isn’t that Hans and Orloff?”

“Good catch!” Aideen said with joy. “C’mon then, what are you waiting for? Let’s crash the party and mooch some good booze off them!”

Cal shook her head as she followed the unliving woman to crash the party.


Side Story 1

Side Story 1: The Blood Demon’s Genesis

“Civil war is the worst form of war known to mankind, where brother turns against brother, father against son, and neighbors against each other. No other form of war brings such misery and suffering.” 

—Attributed to an unnamed historian

The quote came unbidden to Halmout Mansoor’s mind as he measured the situation he found himself in. Behind him stood princess Dinah Haroone, the last survivor of the main line of the Al-Shan Empire’s royal family. The sickly woman looked even paler than usual. With Halmout stood roughly a thousand men, warriors whose loyalty to their liege outweighed greed and temptation. They were all the loyalists he could assemble, with others present but spread elsewhere in the archipelago.

Arrayed against them was an army over double their size, led by Salim bey Mansoor, Halmout’s own nephew, who took the side of the usurper. The coup d'état took everyone by surprise, made worse because a good portion of the military officials chose the usurper’s side, whereas most loyal officials were put to the sword. The ones that survived were the ones who weren’t in the capital when the coup happened. Halmout was on vacation with his family and thanked his fortunes that he had kept the promise he made to his daughter.

His daughter now stood beside the princess behind him and tried her best to encourage her despite their situation.

“Surrender, Uncle! You know resistance is futile! Hand over the princess, and I shall plead for the emperor’s mercy for you!” Salim shouted from across the field.

“May a pox claim you and your whoreson of a usurper, bastard Nephew!” Halmout shouted angrily in response. “We shall never yield the princess! Over our dead bodies!”

“You had your chance,” Salim said. “Commence the attack.”

At that moment, Halmout felt the weight of his forty-five years of age. His hands gripped the curved saber so tightly that his knuckles turned white. He was no warrior, and he had no illusions about it. He knew that should an enemy soldier reach him, all he could do was sell his life as dearly as he could to buy some time for his princess and family behind him.

They might have had a chance if an incompetent buffoon of a commander led the enemy. Still, while Salim had been dishonorably expelled from the army before, it was caused by his undesirable, violent behavior, not because of incompetence. As much as Halmout would hate to admit it, his traitorous nephew was a competent commander at the very least. He was a capable commander with more than twice the men Halmout had.

“Dear, please take Samira and the princess to safety,” he said to his wife, though his tone of voice was more of a command. The front-most lines had already clashed, blades and spears ending lives with abandon, no heed paid to who or what the man slain had been in life. The front held for now, but even Halmout could see that it would not last for long.

“What about you, Father?” Samira, his daughter of merely fifteen tender years of age, asked. If he had a choice, he wished she would never have had to witness sights like war, but fate conspired otherwise.

“I will do what I can to buy time. Now go!”

“No, Father! Either you come with us, or we won’t go anywhere!”

“Samira, now is not the time to argue—” Halmout cut off his words as he saw his daughter’s eyes widen at something behind him, so he turned in panic, for he feared the enemy had already advanced far.

The sight that greeted him was something else entirely.

To the right flank of Salim’s army, Halmout could barely spot that a lone slender figure in white had charged through the ranks. Many a soldier recoiled as the figure sent heads and body parts flying everywhere in their wake.

Salim’s army was professionally trained. They quickly had a portion perform an about-face towards the new intruder, soldiers positioned to circle the intruder and attack them from all sides. While Halmout appreciated whoever came to their aid, he also had no illusions about what would happen should a lone soldier get encircled within the enemy formation and gave a silent prayer in his heart for his unknown ally. He only hoped they could buy them at least a little more time before their demise.

Instead, what happened next widened Halmout’s eyes in disbelief as the distant figure in white flew into a rage and used a long polearm as they literally demolished the soldiers that had encircled them. Blood splattered everywhere, and it was a lucky soldier that died with an intact body among those facing the figure. By now, the clash at the front line had even stilled as the disturbance caused by the intruder grew in magnitude. From his higher vantage point, Halmout could see the figure—their attire now more red than white—as they cleaved a straight line through the enemy ranks and headed straight for Salim.

Salim’s personal corps of guardsmen intercepted the figure before they could reach him. From a distance, Halmout could only tell that it was a struggle and that many an injury had landed on the figure of his as-yet-unnamed ally, yet the figure fought on, the injuries unheeded. Thrice, Halmout saw how one of Salim’s guards grappled the figure and had his allies stab through their body to kill the figure. Thrice he saw the figure shrug off an attempt to kill them, all with obvious contempt, and by now, many of the regular soldiers on Salim’s side visibly inched away from the figure as they struck down his personal guards to the last.

Halmout saw how Salim turned his horse and whipped the animal into a run as the figure chased with inhuman speed behind him. He lost sight of the figure in the throng of enemy soldiers but thought he saw a glimpse of a bloody hand that caught the edge of Salim’s cape and pulled him off his horse. There was a short ruckus, followed shortly after by a triumphant roar that echoed through the now-stunned battlefield.

“Your conniving whoreson motherfucker of a leader is dead!” the figure yelled, Salim’s decapitated head affixed to the end of her polearm—for her voice identified the figure as a woman at last—raised high for all to witness. The enemy soldiers nearest her nervously backed away from the woman that had just single-handedly slaughtered no less than two hundred of their compatriots. “Come at me if you want to keep him company in hell!” she added loudly.

The few higher-ranked soldiers that remained—Salim’s close confidants and high officers had fought in his defense and lay dead in pieces—looked at one another. Then they looked at the woman with their leader’s head raised on her polearm and to the loyalists, who had gotten a second wind after Salim’s demise. They came wordlessly to an agreement and signaled a retreat, giving the blood-drenched woman in their midst an extensive berth as they did so.

A completely unexpected victory was handed to him by a stranger, so Halmout took it as his responsibility to at least thank the stranger, his approach covered by two loyalist soldiers who came to guard him in case they were needed.

Halmout did not get to talk before he gasped in shock as he took sight of the stranger.

The woman was tall and slender, her Elven ancestry clear with her pointed ears. Salim’s head was still firmly entrenched on the end of her polearm. She used the polearm like a walking stick with her one good arm as she limped towards Halmout.

It was her condition that made him gasp in shock. At least a dozen swords and spears were stuck in her flesh, while cuts all over her body and face exposed her flesh to the air and bled freely. Practically every surface of her figure was scoured without exception. A deep cut went halfway into her left leg, which caused her to limp, while her left arm was nearly severed, hanging merely by a sliver of skin and flesh that remained. He could even see her intestines threating to spill out from the cuts in her abdomen yet somehow staying inside.

Halmout honestly wondered how in the hells the woman had even survived all that. A question that answered itself a moment later as he caught sight of what seemed like a tendril of blood as it coiled around the nearly severed arm and helped keep it in place. A blood mage. He had heard stories, but that affinity was rare in Al-Shan, and he had never seen one before. Until now, that is.

“Is Dinah safe?” the woman demanded as she spat out some clotted blood to the side.

A part of Halmout, the former minister who served two generations of emperors, wanted to have chided the woman for such an informal address to royalty. His rational side reminded him that this woman had just most likely saved his life, along with every other loyalist, at significant personal cost, and thus demanded respect. He never got to reply to her either way, as another figure cut in before he could.

“Cal!” the princess yelled as she hugged the bloody woman. “What—how—why are you here? Like this?”

Halmout glared sternly at the two men who had escorted the princess there, but he at least felt relieved that the woman seemed to have known princess Dinah personally and was thus unlikely to harm her.

“I got the news late,” the woman replied. “Made the best speed to where rumors placed you. Glad I’m not too late.”

“But—your wounds! Why would you go this far!?” Dinah stammered in between sobs, her white clothes now stained with blood all over, yet the princess did not care.

“That’s what friends are for, Dinah,” said the woman as she brought princess Dinah into an embrace with one arm. “Besides, it’ll heal after a while.”

As Halmout digested the scene before him, he could not help but juxtapose the image with that of an old painting he had seen before, that of a princess in white in a gentle embrace with a demonic figure covered in blood.
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Chapter 20: Departure From Paradise

“Historians often offer skepticism when reviewing past wars involving Orcish and goblin tribes. They often say there should be no way for nomadic, tribal people to match a proper army. Historians often cannot consider that while most armies relied on a levy of peasants for most of their manpower, almost every single adult amongst the tribes doubled as a member of their standing army by default.”

—Seamus Cartwright, in a lecture on the folly of narrow-mindedness amongst scholars

In the end, Cal stayed in Paradise for three more months before she departed from the city. It had taken longer than she expected, but she learned the technique to repair damaged pathways from Shi-Huang until the older man had nodded with satisfaction with her progress. As he mentioned, unlike him, she could not use the technique to help others because her mana basically refused to do much of anything outside the confines of her own body. Still, Cal found she could apply the technique to herself without using external tools like his needles, purely by applying her own mana.

She also received a letter from Xain in response to the letter she sent along with the many souvenirs she purchased for the people back in the empire. Other than small talk and some personal grumbles about how old Halmout always had a stick up his arse (as usual), Xain also mentioned that in a year or two, after the empire had stabilized and rebuilt somewhat from the civil war, he would consider offering the placement of a teleportation gate between Paradise and Al-Shan.

The offer made sense. From the political side, it would significantly improve the empire’s image to be one of the places connected to Paradise, something the merfolk who lived in the vicinity would especially approve of. From the practical side, Paradise had seven gates leading to different corners of the world. While the city was in Western Alcidea, a gate at the Al-Shan Empire would easily shave off at least two weeks of travel for any wishing to travel from one to the other. It helped that, notwithstanding deeper merfolk settlements, the Al-Shan Empire was basically the northwesternmost civilized country in the present world.

That such a gate would make a visit back home far easier naturally appealed to Cal as well, of course, and when she mentioned the matter to Aideen, the unliving woman responded positively and explained that Paradise never rejected that sort of offer. The hard part was usually the gate maintenance on the other end because of the somewhat prohibitive costs of the materials needed and the need for trained space-affinity mages. However, when she considered that the most common derivative affinity in Al-Shan was space affinity, she foresaw minimal difficulties in their case.

Aideen even brought the matter to the council, which unanimously approved the idea, as she told Cal to expect. Hans penned a formal letter to Xain that a plan to establish a teleportation gate between Paradise and Al-Shan would be welcomed with open arms whenever they felt ready.

That little fiasco naturally caused another response from Al-Shan, a letter penned by a bewildered Xain utterly curious just how the proposal he mentioned offhandedly in a personal letter received such a favorable, official response so quickly. Cal wrote back a letter that described some friends she made in Paradise, naturally with the Silver Maiden mentioned. That letter prompted another series of letters full of disbelief from Xain and many of the ministers that knew Cal personally, which amused Aideen to no end.
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On a breezy day in early autumn, Cal departed from Paradise. She still wore the same sort of outfit she’d bought for summer, though by now, she had over a dozen sets in the same style in her storage. Cal figured out that she would find the climate too warm for her tastes until winter approached, at the very least.

Aideen, Hans, Shi-Huang, and several other magus and archmagus she had befriended over the past months bid her farewell as she departed Paradise on the road towards the northeast. To the northeast was the Xewaur Plains, home to the greatest congregations of nomadic Orcish and goblin tribes, often unofficially called the “Orclands” by others.

Cal watched the slightly yellowed leaves on the trees as she walked. The season was still young, and the heat of the summer breeze had just cooled down to a windy autumn gale. As she saw the trees and plains ahead and the mountain peaks barely visible in the distance towards the east, she felt joy bud in her heart. These were the lands her late father had told of in his stories when she was young. The very same lands she now walked on with her own two feet, to explore with her own eyes the wonders abounding.

The Xewaur Plains would be roughly a week’s journey away even for her, which had not included the time she would likely have needed to locate one of the nomadic tribes once she arrived. It would be shorter to cut a direct route through the Ezram Kingdom that directly bordered Paradise instead of the path she decided on, which only skirted the outskirts of the kingdom. However, from what Aideen had told her, the kingdom had experienced much civil disturbance over the past year. Supposedly, an old cult of human supremacists—remnants of a long-dead kingdom that used to stand in part of the lands now claimed by Ezram—experienced a resurgence and caused much public unrest.

Cal wisely decided it would be better to add three days to the duration of her journey than bother with the possibility of fanatical lunatics, which would sour her mood more likely than not. She also didn’t feel like dealing with such people, mainly because it would make the Empire have to clean up the mess she would leave in her path, which she would like to avoid if she could.

The path she chose would mostly keep her in the Coalition of City-States’ territory, and it only briefly went across a corner of Ezram before reaching her destination, so she hoped that could avoid most trouble.

Although should trouble choose to chase after her, she would not hesitate to teach it a lesson or three.
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Chapter 21: Xewaur Plains

“Give a weakling food, and they will just leech on you to live on. Beat the weakling up and teach them to fight, and a man might still be made of them instead.” 

—Orcish saying

The week-long trip toward the Xewaur Plains was mainly uneventful. Cal felt positively spoiled by how pleasant the trip went with the aid of the various enchanted tools she bought in Paradise. Never in her life had she expected to take a week-long voyage where a hot bath awaited her every evening.

It was a luxury she wholeheartedly embraced, even if the purchase cost was steep, with the modified cubic meter of inbuilt water storage accounting for most of the price. The true luxury was a far-too-comfortable bed in a magically warded tent that served as her nightly abode. And all that despite the way her route avoided nearby cities and mostly traveled through wilderness and no man’s lands.

The few stupid or desperate wildlife to have accosted her simply turned into her dinner or were left merely as corpses should they be of the inedible variety. Most wisely stayed out of her way, and she returned the courtesy as she left them unbothered and unharmed, as she had no need for extra rations, anyway.

The only thing that somewhat marred the peaceful trip for Cal was a human supremacist cultist she ran into as she crossed the Ezram Kingdom on the final leg to the Orclands. She had basically stumbled onto the man as he tried to preach his “doctrine” to villagers, most of whom completely scoffed and ignored the man or even ridiculed him as they passed. The man had paused as he caught sight of her as she passed by, then ranted and raved like a madman—which she ignored—before he pulled a dagger and attempted to assault her.

She ignored his laughable attempt at an attack before simply laying him out cold with a single uppercut to the jaw. The impact shattered the man’s lower jaw, separated many of his teeth from his mouth, and knocked him unconscious on the spot.

The village militiaman who came to check the ruckus gave her no trouble for her violent actions, merely noting her name for his report. In his words, apparently, that was not the first time something similar happened, and it was but three weeks before her arrival that another of the human supremacists raved at an Orcish tribe that came to the village to trade.

That got him gutted like a fish for his stupidity.

Orcs reacted much more violently than most when their parents were insulted. It was no real surprise the villagers favored the orcs—trade partners they had done business with for generations by now—over some local lunatics, either.

Cal had not precisely planned to avoid the kingdom, just that her itinerary would be smoother if her path had not included backtracks. Ezram laid between two other regions she wanted to visit anyway. She asked whether incidents like these were familiar to the militiaman. He despondently replied that they were sadly more frequent of late, especially in the southern and eastern parts of the kingdom. Those lands had belonged to the Holy Kingdom of Theodinaz seven centuries ago.

Which was a theocratic kingdom that hailed their ruler as a god-king and was a fanatical believer in human supremacy over all other races.

The same kingdom had hung themselves on a noose of their own making when Paradise was founded, as they sent the elites of their military out without proper consideration of what over a hundred pissed-off archmagus could do to them, and were soon left without any. Their neighbors had naturally devoured the territory of the mostly defenseless kingdom. However, even after seven centuries, occasional surges of human supremacist cults still happened regularly in the claimed regions.
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As she left the Ezram Kingdom behind her, Cal finally arrived in the Xewaur Plains. The vast prairie extended to the horizon as far as she could see, though she knew from the maps that the northern side of the plains connected straight to the ocean. A few groves of trees dotted the plains here and there. Enough grew close together in some places that they formed small forests.

In the distance, she could see the wildlife that had roamed the grasslands since ages untold. A small team of wild horses ran freely in the fields, a small dust cloud formed behind them by their hooves. In contrast, a drove of hairy four-horned aurochs—large, muscular cattle resembling the buffaloes and cows usually ranched these days—lazily grazed on the plentiful grass. She could see a herd of bison gathered around a small stream to slake their thirst while a pride of large, predatory felines stalked them as they awaited their chance to pounce upon an old or infirm member of the herd.

Cal also saw no signs of the Orcish tribes that inhabit the land, but that much was within her expectations. She unfolded a map of the plains—bought from Paradise before her departure—and glanced at the sun to determine her location. From her point of entry into the plains, it would be close to two weeks’ travel to Gal-Morogh, one of the few cities established by the primarily nomadic orcs after they came into more friendly relations with their neighbors.

The city itself—and most of the other Orcish towns in the plains—was built on top of and around the grounds that used to be where the various Orcish tribes ritually gathered for ceremonies, festivities, and events. Aideen had informed Cal that the orcs should be holding their once-every-five-year gathering in less than two months from now, so she figured most of the local Orcish tribes should be headed for Gal-Morogh, and thus plotted a course for the city.

Either she would reach the city early and have more time to sightsee or she would run into a tribe along the way and hitch a ride with them there. She wouldn’t miss out on the festivities either way.
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Chapter 22: An Orcish Wedding

“The filthy greenskins are but a horde of craven cur, I say! Watch with your own eyes, for I shall display the dominance of a chivalrous knight blessed by the God-King and see them driven before me!” 

—Last words of Damien Scrimshaw, Knight-Commander of the First Orc Subjugation Expedition

Cal spotted the first signs of an Orcish caravan on her sixth day of travel in the prairie, as she discovered remnants of firepits and buried latrines not two days old, with enough tracks for her to easily follow the caravan. She skipped rest that night and caught sight of the caravan in the evening of the next day as she caught up to them just as they stopped to rest for the night.

The caravan was a larger one than the thirty-wagon group the Bronzemane Clan she met possessed. By her count, at least fifty, if not sixty, wagons formed the large circle where they corralled their herd of livestock—of which she saw aurochs, water buffaloes, bison, and some goats and lambs probably imported from beyond the plains. She had recalled no goats or lambs amongst the wildlife she had seen on her journey on the plains.

Cal waved her hand when she was sure she was close enough that the orcs on guard duty would have spotted her, even in the distance. She watched as one guard reported to another, who apparently relayed the message. Shortly afterward, she noticed a small contingent of five mounted orcs as they separated from the circle and approached her.

She looked at the five orcs, all impressive specimens of their species: large, tall, and with muscles as hard as a rock. Their chests, arms, and faces were liberally slathered with blue and yellow paint that formed patterns, which she assumed had traditional meanings for them. Four orcs rode bull aurochs, but they all paled before the splendor of the orc in the small formation’s lead position.

The orc in question was easily a head taller than his brethren and looked simultaneously savage and valiant astride his fearsome mount, an adult male saber-toothed lion as tall as Cal herself. As if his mount was not impressive enough of a sight, the orc wore a helmet fashioned from the head of an even larger specimen of the same species. His face showed from the wide-open maw while the rest of the lion’s hide formed a cape that draped his broad back, its front paws tied under his neck to secure it.

“Hail, stranger!” the orc greeted with a loud, bassy voice, in flawless Common. “What brings you to the encampment of Clan Beastfang on this fine night?”

“Just a traveler headed for Gal-Morogh, good orc,” Cal replied as she gave a slight bow with her arms crossed and fists at her shoulders. A specific gesture in Orcish etiquette signified that one wished for peace. It was rarely taught to outsiders, and she noticed the orc’s brow quirk in curiosity as he saw it. “Might I avail of the hospitality of your hearth for this eve?”

“Haha! A friend of orcs arrived on my daughter’s blessed day! This is an excellent omen from our ancestors,” the lead orc said with a bark of harsh laughter that conveyed his clearly great mood. “Come with, stranger, let it not be said Clan Beastfang be slacking hosts!”

“My thanks for your kind hospitality, good orc. May your ancestors smile upon your endeavors,” Cal said. The words she gave were the ritual words of acceptance of hospitality amongst orcs, which she had learned from Helga Bronzemane—who she met again and caught up with during her stay in Paradise—whose tribe originated from these very lands. The lion-riding orc gave another of his laughs at her word, clearly very satisfied with her politeness.
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“So what should I call you, stranger? I am called Bogdan, chieftain of the Beastfang,” the large orc said as he introduced himself, now that they were seated by the circle. It had not surprised her to learn of his position, for she noticed how all the other orcs gave him bows of respect and deference as they passed. “I am curious where a stranger learned in our culture hails from.”

“Well met, Chief Bogdan of the Beastfangs. I am called Celeysria Ambervale, hailing from the Al-Shan Empire,” Cal introduced herself with another slight bow. “Matriarch Helga of the Bronzemanes had told me many tales about these lands.”

“Ah! So you know of old Helga? I pray she is well in her old age,” Bogdan replied, some surprise clear in his features. “She used to be famous here in her younger days, but we rarely hear of her since she retired and joined the mercantile caravan of her clan.”

“Matriarch Helga is hale and hearty for someone her age last I met her in Paradise. Last I heard, she should be departing for Knallzog around this date.”

“That is good to hear. Thank you for bringing good news and omen on my daughter’s blessed day, Celeysria of Al-Shan. Now I bid you, drink with me!” said the Orcish chief as he proffered a wooden bowl to Cal.

Cal sniffed the contents of the bowl once and took a sip, after which a smile formed on her face and she took a larger sip of the hot beverage. The beverage turned out to be a strong, fragrant, bitter tea and was not too different from the hartbloom petal tea she liked. It was lightly salted with copious amounts of pure butter mixed within, giving it a relatively thick texture with a rich flavor that left her mouth fragrant for a while.

“Tonight is your daughter’s blessed day, chief?” she asked for clarification.

“Indeed, my friend, tonight I shall welcome a son-in-law to my family. Please join us, for having a friend of orcs as a witness will bless them!”

“It would be my honor.”
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So it was that Cal found herself in the seat next to the orc chief as they bore witness to the Orcish wedding ceremony for the chief’s daughter. His daughter was half a human, not a surprise, for Cal was already introduced to the chief’s wife. She was a middle-aged human woman who worked as a trade official and a go-between to the orcs for merchants in Ezram before her marriage.

The wedding ceremony was, for the lack of a better word, unique. The groom was a young warrior Cal had already met, as he was part of the chief’s retinue that rode out to greet her earlier. It was a position she learned was reserved for the best warriors of the tribe, which the chief’s daughter would be a part of had she not been occupied with preparation for her wedding. That was something the groom had less responsibility for.

The groom and bride first bowed to the sky and the earth—Orcs primarily worshipped Aistrofuri and Pesca as “Father Sky” and “Mother Earth”—then to their respective parents and one another. Then a young auroch was brought out, and the couple hefted the beast together on their shoulders, gave one another a look, then slammed it headfirst onto the ground. The auroch died instantly as its neck snapped. The chief explained to Cal that tradition says that if the couple to be wedded failed to kill their animal, that meant the ancestors frowned upon the union. When Cal queried about the chief’s own wedding, his wife laughed and told of how the then-young leader threw the beast on his own for her sake.

The young couple then took a knife, slit the auroch’s throat, and set a bowl beneath it until filled to the brim with the beast’s blood, before cutting a slit on their wrists and dripping their blood into the bowl. Then each drank half of the mixed bowl of blood as two other orcs dragged the dead beast away to butcher it for the feast.

Bogdan explained to Cal that the next and final part of the wedding was for the newlyweds to duke it out to prove their dominance, with the winner as the head of the house. And that was precisely what the young orcs did. They stepped into a prepared ring of stones, traded blows, and wrestled one another. Despite his superior physique, the groom proved less skillful, and the bride heaved him over her shoulder in a mighty throw that drove the breath out of him. She raised both hands and roared in victory.

“So this means your daughter is the head of her household, then?” Cal asked, fascinated by the unusual culture of the orcs.

“No, no,” Bogdan replied with a wide grin. “This is but the first part of their fight. If young Davor can beat my Mira in the second part, they shall treat one another as true equals and peers, neither above the other, like my dearest wife and me.”

“And what would that second part comprise, if I may ask?”

“Why, another battle, of course, merely one held on their bed!” Bogdan said with uproarious laughter while his wife blushed and elbowed him in the ribs, to no effect. On the field, Cal could see Mira drag her newlywed husband—as tradition dictated she should, as the winner of the fight—to the wagon set aside for their privacy while the rest of the gathered orcs cheered them on loudly.

The rest of the orcs got themselves busy working to set up the wedding feast while the newlyweds busied themselves with the second round of their contest.
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Chapter 23: Wedding Feast

“Contrary to popular belief, orcs are strictly monogamous once they are married, despite the observed open and freely shared promiscuity unmarried orcs display. Married orcs are best compared to wolves: once they chose a mate, they mate for life, and only death will part them. For this reason, orcs probably have no word for the concept of ‘divorce.’”

—Adalbert Cunningham, author of A Treatise On Nomadic Orcish Culture

Cal watched with curiosity as the orcs busied themselves with preparations for the feast. The sacrificial auroch was expertly butchered, yet in a curious manner that left the fatty layer under its skin and the general shape of its torso untouched. Its entrails were carefully washed and processed into several large pots of stew with various herbs, along with the cracked-open bones of the cattle.

Meanwhile, Cal noticed that the orcs rubbed spices and herbs on the inside of the auroch carcass before a layer of its meat was stuffed back inside, followed by a layer of hot stones, heated in the bonfires, then another layer of spices and herbs, this time with cuts of fat, more meat, and more hot rocks. Instead of meat, the last layer stuffed into the carcass was the auroch’s de-horned and skinned head, already rubbed with a mixture of spices and herbs in the rendered fat. They then sewed the open belly of the carcass shut, and the whole carcass was wrapped completely in clean leaves before it was lowered into a prepared pit lined at the bottom with hot stones. More heated rocks were lined up so they surrounded the carcass, while the soil was packed in to keep everything in place until the wrapped auroch carcass was covered by a layer of hot stones and then buried with soil.

Cal recognized what they did, for the hot stones and the pit together would create what roughly amounted to an oven, where the meat would be left to bake until ready. As a form of an appetizer while they waited for the meat to cook properly—at least an hour or two by Cal’s estimate—platters full of fruits and cheeses were served to the tables while those busy with the meal preparation simply snacked on the same as they worked.

The fruits mainly were a mixture of various berries—likely foraged for—and a small selection of likely imported preserved fruits, of which Cal was fond of the sliced peaches preserved in honey. The cheeses came in several types—she assumed they milked all their herd and likely just made cheese out of each kind of milk or even mixed some—many of which were utterly foreign to her. 

Cal immensely enjoyed most of them, but to her surprise, the one that tickled her taste buds was a block of soft cheese with white rind and many bluish-green veins visible on its cut surface. She wasn’t typically fond of blue cheeses, but the pungent, yet rich and nutty flavor of this cheese and its melt-in-your-mouth texture really struck her fancy, and she quickly polished off a small wheel of said cheese while she had a chat with chief Bogdan and his wife.

Some of the recent news they shared with her matched and confirmed her own suspicions. Incidents caused by a cult of human supremacists were on the rise in Ezram, and many Orcish tribes had steered their caravans away after one last trade to prepare for the winter months. Their intent was to stay out of their neighbor’s internal issues. They planned to reassess the situation come next year. Cal decided that was a wise course of action, and her own planned route would have her pass the winter in the Orclands, anyway.

They were distracted from the conversation when the newlywed couple emerged from the wagon they had retreated to earlier to consummate their marriage.

“Looks like Davor won the second round,” Cal commented. The groom looked full of self-satisfaction and walked with his head held high, chest proudly displayed, while the bride behind him sulked and grumbled somewhat, while a faint blush was still visible on her cheeks.

“It’s why I had Mira double her combat practice, so she could at least be equals with him!” Bogdan said with a laugh from the belly. “Most any youngster in the tribe knows already of Davor’s prowess between the sheets. I swear the boy was almost as popular as I was when I was his age!”

That comment earned the orc chief another elbow in his ribcage, courtesy of his wife.
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The ceremony that followed was simple, where an old Orcish shaman used ink on her nails to scribe matching tattoos on the newlywed’s backs, after which both youngsters had their hair arranged into somewhat elaborate hairstyles. They were led to a table right next to where Cal and Bogdan were seated, which was saved for their use.

Then the cooks served the newlyweds several dishes, as per Orcish tradition. A plate of grilled auroch tongue, purposely charred slightly, with a sprinkle of sour citrus juice and chilies, so that the couple would always speak only truth to one another, regardless of how bitter the truth may be. Next were the auroch’s reproductive organs, braised in a sauce of wild berries and liquor, a prayer for the ancestors that they bless the couple with plenty of offspring. Last was the auroch’s heart, simply roasted whole with a dry rub of spices, which symbolized that the married couple would now be of one heart until death do them part.

Several Orcish cooks had dug out the auroch carcass from the pit while the newlyweds had their ritual meal and busily set to work as they divided the meat onto many large plates. The head cook delivered a large platter full of the choicest cuts of meats, crowned with the well-baked head of the auroch in the middle, to the table where Cal sat with Bogdan. Also brought was a bowl full of brownish powder, accompanied by several small bowls.

Bogdan showed Cal how to serve herself some of the powder, a staple food for the orcs, composed of various kinds of dried nuts ground to a fine powder and mixed with barley flour. He simply scooped a handful of the powder with his hand and put it into a smaller bowl, then poured a measure of the hot, salted, buttered tea into the bowl and worked the mixture with his hand until it formed a very thick paste, the consistency of uncooked bread dough. Cal followed his example. A bowl of the thick, warm dough was prepared when Bogdan reached for the auroch’s head, plucked its eyeballs with a small knife, and offered one to her.

“For the guest of honor,” he said as he nonchalantly tossed the other eyeball into his mouth and chewed with relish. “I usually would offer my dearest wife, but she had never accepted.”

“Well, I definitely don’t mind trying it,” Cal said as she accepted the offered eyeball and similarly tossed it into her mouth. The eyeball was still warm, and as she crunched it with her teeth, she could feel the hot savory fluids within bursting out, while the solid flesh gave out a pleasant crunch because of the cartilage it contained. Altogether an unusual but quite pleasant culinary experience. “Pretty good,” she replied to Bogdan.

Bogdan laughed out loud at her response and busied himself with the auroch’s head, filling Cal’s bowl with meat from the auroch’s cheeks before he filled his own bowl. “A woman of good tastes!” he praised. “Were I unclaimed, I might consider proposing on the spot!” he added in jest, which his wife elbowed him in the ribs for.

“Now, now, chief, you’ll make the chieftess jealous if you jest like that,” Cal replied with a smirk as her hand worked a piece of meat into a small portion of the dough and brought the mixture to her mouth. The soft dough’s slightly bitter and buttery flavor cut the meat’s rich, spice-laden flavor. The sensation was pleasant to the tongue, and Cal quickly devoured the contents of her bowl, only to have Bogdan refill it again and again.

By now, the orcs mostly only used the salted, buttered tea to make a dough out of the floury powder, as barrels of milky arrack were brought out, and mugs were filled with the liquor. Each tribe likely brewed their own booze, as the arrack was quite different to the one she had with Helga’s tribe: less rich and milky, and instead flavored with what tasted like tangy berries and some herbal spices too.

All around the bonfires, the orcs celebrated. By now, even the cooks had sat down and joined the feast. Many youngsters danced a wild, tribal dance with powerful movements around the fire to the accompaniment of two drum players. Others wrestled one another to the cheers of those around them. Several young orcs had discreetly slunk away from the festivities in the company of another and snuck into the wagons—to the rolled eyes of the adults that spotted them.

It was a rowdy, happy night full of joys and sights utterly foreign to Cal, which she had not even imagined before her journey. Sights that mesmerized her soul with their savage harmony.

She felt her decision to walk the lands reaffirmed, not only in search of the sights spoken of in her father’s stories but also for unseen sights that lay beyond.
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Chapter 24: Big Game Hunter

“Some beasts that inhabit the Xewaur Plains often ridicule you merely for trying to describe them. It took an orc caravan bringing a skull trophy before I stopped getting ridiculed for telling people my story, for example.” 

—Clarence Whitemore, Human Adventurer

Orcs were an efficient and resilient people, Cal found. Even though they partied to no end just the night before, to the point that many of them woke up in the morning from wherever they fell asleep last night, they showed no signs of suffering for it. They got up and prepared for departure with nary a hangover—if they had any; they didn’t show it—in sight.

It was not two hours past dawn before the whole caravan was packed and departed their camp. Their herd of animals kept pace alongside the wagons under the guard of the Orcish warriors, amongst which Cal spied Davor and Mira. Apparently, orcs were foreign to the idea of a vacation for newlyweds. Bogdan himself led the caravan astride his saber-toothed lion.

The caravan made a good pace for the day, a pace which Cal predicted would have made it to Gal-Morogh with a week or more to spare before the gathering began. It somewhat surprised her when the caravan stopped and made a circle as if they were about to settle down for the night, not two hours past noontime.

“What’s up?” she asked Bogdan, who was discussing with a couple of young orcs that served as scouts for the tribe. “We’re stopping early today?”

“The scout found traces of thunder lizards,” Bogdan explained. “We stop so we have time to hunt.”

“I imagine they must be of some importance, seeing that you stopped the convoy just to hunt them,” Cal queried, not aware of what a thunder lizard might be.

“Oh, yes. If we take one, we will not lack meat for the month, and it would be a great trophy to showcase the honor of the tribe, too.”

“A month? Just what are these thunder lizards?”

“Why don’t you come with us? Join us for the hunt and witness for yourself.”

“I think I will take you up on that offer,” Cal said. “Could use some workout myself.”
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It quite surprised Cal to see that half of the most capable warriors amongst the orcs joined the hunting party as they tasked the rest with defending the caravan. They went on foot with the scouts in the lead, and the rest of the party walked in silence as they followed their lead.

She spotted a track she presumed belonged to one of these thunder lizards about half an hour after they started the hunt. A massive footprint which was imprinted in a softer patch of soil, easily as large as the trunk of a century-old tree. Not too far from that footprint, the scouts discovered a colossal pile of dung, still relatively fresh, signifying their quarry nearby.

The first time Cal saw a thunder lizard, she mistook it for a tree like the one it grazed on until it moved. The creatures were gigantic: easily eight or more meters in height at the shoulder, and likely close to three times as long from head to tail. They had a barrel-shaped torso perched upon six tree-like legs, with a long neck and slender tail, each as long as their torso. Their heads looked comically small compared to their massive bodies, and the visible dentition she saw reminded her of cattle, likely a creature that subsisted on plants. It was also a creature that could have probably turned her into a red smear if it accidentally stepped on her, though, and its long, slender, whip-like tail wasn’t something she looked forward to facing either.

“Davor, you’re with me. Mira, you, Sena, and Zard keep it distracted. Omar, have everyone else prepare to strike when an opportunity presents,” Bogdan commanded the other orcs. “Friend Celeysria, pardon the query, but if you are a mage, I would ask for your affinity.”

“Blood, water-major,” Cal said, her halberd firmly in her grip by now. The surrounding orcs also had their respective weapons in hand by now. Bogdan himself had a three-meter spear with a broad head in his hands. “You have a plan, I assume?”

“We aim for the old one there.” Bogdan pointed at a colossal thunder lizard that moved with some apparent lethargy as it grazed. “They will be less likely to fight to defend an old one than to defend their young.”

“You are more familiar with these beasts than I am,” Cal replied. “Where do you want me?”

“You’re a blood mage. Come with Davor and me. We will try to climb and strike its head. It is more vulnerable there.”

“Works for me.”

The rest of the orcs positioned themselves around their chosen prey, cautious as they gave a respectful distance to the lizard’s long, whip-like tail. At a nod from Bogdan, Mira and the other two mages with her cast their best attempts to distract the colossal beast. Mira, evidently a light-affinity mage, shone a ray of light from her hands straight at the creature’s eyes, which blinded it for the moment. Sena, the older female orc mage, turned the soil beneath the creature’s front-left feet into mud, into which the feet immediately sunk deeply, while Zard, an older male orc, encased another of the creature’s legs in stone.

Cal went along with Bogdan and Davor as the other orcs made loud noises and pelted the creature with some arrows—utterly ineffective against a beast of such colossal size. Still, at least they grabbed its attention and made the other lizards in the herd wary. Bogdan and Davor both turned out to be fellow blood mages, and they climbed up the immobilized creature with relative ease and reached its broad back in moments.

“Davor, stay here and see if you can keep it distracted,” Bogdan commanded. Davor wielded a pair of axes, which would not be effective when the creature’s size was to be considered. Even Bogdan was unsure whether his spear was anywhere near long enough to reach anything vital from the creature’s back. “Do we try for the head?” he asked Cal.

“Sure!”

The two climbed their way up the creature’s long neck as they used the creases on its skin to aid their ascent. Halfway on their climb, they found the wrinkles had become too few to climb with, so with a look of mutual understanding, Cal and Bogdan each pulled out a pair of short blades and stabbed it into the creature’s flesh as they braced themselves.

Both held on for dear life as the creature gyrated its long neck. Fortunately, the rest of the hunting party still occupied most of its attention, and the beast was not smart enough to attempt to bash them against a tree or the ground. Once it calmed down, Cal pulled herself up, balanced herself with her feet on the blades embedded in the creature’s flesh, and grabbed another pair of blades out of her storage to serve as the next set of footholds. Bogdan repeated the maneuver after the animal gyrated and calmed again. They patiently repeated the process until they found themselves close enough to leap on the creature’s head. Fortunately for them, it was an old, tired creature and was less vigorous than a younger specimen.

Cal and Bogdan communicated to one another for a moment with hand gestures before Cal carefully climbed up to stand on its head, her halberd held high above and ready to strike. A moment later, Bogdan leaped from his perch and stabbed at the creature’s right eye with his spear, while simultaneously Cal brought down her halberd with all the force she could muster. Both hits struck true. The hammerhead of Cal’s halberd pierced through the tough skin and smashed against the hard skull, while more than half of Bogdan’s spear was embedded in the creature’s eye. It gave a roar in pain for the first time and shook its neck from side to side to throw them off, but they held on for dear life.

By now, Sena and Zard had immobilized the creature, its legs trapped either in deep mud pools or in cases of stone. It tilted towards its left—the side Sena focused on—but did not fall. Its tilt made Bogdan’s position more stable, even as it made Cal’s more precarious. They repeated their attacks whenever they had the chance. Blow after blow landed on the hapless creature, and even then, the creature’s vitality proved to be a hard challenge to overcome.

It took them nearly half an hour of hard work to kill the beast as Cal finally broke through its hard skull with much effort, and Bogdan thrust his spear at the small gap she created, straight into the creature’s brain. It gave a loud, sorrowful bellow before its long neck drooped down and took its last breath.

The orcs cheered at their successful hunt, and readied themselves for a long night where most of them would stay with the carcass to watch it. One of them would have been sent to fetch the rest of the caravan to head over normally, but Cal offered an alternative solution.

The orcs did their best to “fold” the thunder lizard’s neck and tail on top of its body as she requested, then Cal simply put the carcass into her storage, where it fit just fine. In fact, she could have easily stored another ten of the beasts as long as they were compacted like this one.

They made it back to the caravan before sundown to loud cheers, which increased by whole orders of magnitude once she extracted the carcass from her storage.


Side Story 2

Side Story 2: Sins of the Blood Demon

“The Al-Shan Empire is by far one of the most civilized countries in the world… in peacetime. The people of Al-Shan hold a strong belief in exacting revenge with extreme prejudice, ideally with one’s own hands, which manifests as various horrible things done in wartime.” 

—Yulissia Adrariel, Elven Bard and Traveler, known for having roamed every nation in the world

Al-Shan Archipelago, Summer of Year 657 FP

“So that whoreson of a pox-ridden bastard is in there?” Cal asked the assembled people before her. Halmout, his daughter Samira, and many other of the oldest loyalists had gathered before the entrance of a large tent.

“Yes, indeed. It took much effort to capture him, mostly because he fled at first sight of trouble most of the time. This time, he ran too slow,” answered Halmout. The now-elderly man well into his seventies had a proud look on his face, as he had been the one who served as bait to net their target. “The third son of the usurper, Ishak Haroone, awaits your hands.”

It was a custom in the Al-Shan Archipelago—and the empire later established—for one to exact vengeance with their own hands. All the people assembled before the tent were loyalists close to the late princess Dinah. Yet, they all deferred the right to Cal, who they agreed was the late princess’s one true friend, whereas they saw themselves more as subordinates than friends to their liege.

Ishak Haroone, the man who was tied to the main support post of the tent with a gag on his mouth which made it so that he could not have committed suicide by biting and swallowing his own tongue, was a man in his thirties with handsome features and a thick mustache. He was also the man the loyalists wanted to capture for the past two years at all costs because he was the man responsible for the death of Xane Barajas.

Xane was a young man who joined the loyalists before he came of age and rose through the ranks as he displayed his courage and loyalty. He was also the man the late princess Dinah fell in love with and reciprocated the older princess’s feelings. Dinah had been heartbroken when she learned of his death, which was only made worse by complications during the delivery of her only child. The difficulties eventually claimed her life before her infant son, Xain—named after his father—even reached his first year.

And now, the man responsible for part of that grief was in the loyalist’s hands.

Cal eagerly flexed her fingers as her face sported a savage grin when she looked at the usurper’s third son, who squirmed and tried to yell something when he caught sight of her. She went to the table nearby and checked the prepared tools before she nodded in satisfaction. At her gesture, two assembled people removed Ishak from the post and strapped him in a chair with metal shackles to hold his wrists and ankles.

“This, Ishak, will hurt you much more than me,” Cal said as she extracted a set of twenty large needles from the table. “You know what? I think I shall even enjoy myself while I do this,” she added with a cold, merciless voice.

Ishak Haroone gave a muffled scream through his gag when Cal stuck the needles one at a time under each of his nails, with a twist to each, just so that the pain he felt would be amplified.

He screamed some more when she pulled out his fingernails and toenails one at a time with the help of a pair of pliers, made worse by how she took her time with the task and did it slowly to allow him to savor even more pain.

He lost control over his bladder and bowels after she made many lines of shallow cuts all over his skin. The cuts themselves were nothing compared to the pain he already felt, but then she rubbed a mixture of vinegar and salt over his open wounds and left him to marinate under those for an hour.

When she followed that up and broke every small bone in his hands and feet, followed by his arms and legs, he couldn’t even scream anymore. Cal had reduced his existence to a whirlwind of agony and torment, from which death would be a release.

Ishak did not even have a mind to bite and swallow his tongue when they removed his gag, and soon that was not even an option, for she pulled his teeth, one at a time, in as painful a manner as possible with a plier. Before she poked at the exposed nerves under his teeth with a red-hot poker.

Not even the sweet release of death was allowed to him. When she had pushed his body and mind to the brink, and he was about to expire, Cal signaled to Samira, and the now middle-aged daughter of Halmout stepped forward with a look of grim satisfaction and called upon her magic. Her life affinity, which preserved life, now denied Ishak a release from his torment.

It took four days and nights of constant inhuman agony before Ishak finally expired.
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Al-Shan Archipelago, Autumn of Year 671 FP

The civil war that had consumed the empire for the past four decades ended.

Just that very morning, loyalist forces to support the previous king and his descendants stormed the royal palace, where the last defenders of the usurper—and the usurper himself as well as his remaining family—were cornered.

Cal had led the loyalist troops who spearheaded the charge into the palace. By the time she broke into the throne room, she was in tatters and faced the usurper’s last remaining royal guards. Most of the soldiers who charged with her were either injured badly enough to prevent them from continuing or had already laid down their lives.

Even in bad shape—with many injuries that would kill nearly any non-blood-affinity mage many times over—she still put down the last of the usurper’s royal guards. The usurper himself, she left seated on his throne, impaled on a spear from arse to mouth for the other loyalists to find. She had naturally ensured that the impalement would not kill him soon, of course.

Cal went straight to the royal harem next, and the sight that greeted her only fueled her anger.

To one side of the harem were women who, despite pretty faces, showed signs of those who had lived a more humble life, while some still had calluses on their hands. What truly stoked her anger was how those women all saw her like they saw a savior. They were likely women forced into the harem against their will. The previous emperor decried such acts as lowly and unbefitting of nobility. It was one of the many ways he clashed with the many nobles who later backed the usurper. The old emperor, Dinah’s father, was a man too kind for this world, but that made him beloved amongst his people.

To the opposite side of the harem were other women, more richly dressed and many with arrogant looks still on their faces. Some she recognized as daughters or sisters of nobles that had backed the usurper, and from their attitude, they willingly joined his harem for either their own ambitions or greed. One of the younger women was the usurper’s fourth child, his only daughter, with arrogant looks that mirrored many of the surrounding women.

Cal gave neither mercy nor listened to the fearful entreaties the second group of women offered as she slaughtered every one of them without even a blink. The first group she left alone. Once the rest of the loyalists took over, she suspected that many would be repatriated to their homes, if that was possible at all. Once the health and mental states of the rest were ascertained, the crown would likely employ the rest in some manner. However, she left them behind and headed for a room to the back, as the women had informed her that the usurper had one more child inside.

Cal kicked the door open and cut down the woman inside who hysterically screamed and jumped at her with a dagger in her hands, but she paused, and her mind blanked at the sight of what awaited next.

The usurper’s youngest child was an infant, probably not even six months old, and he smiled as he looked at her with bright, innocent eyes from the bundle of clothes he was swaddled in.

Cal was truly at a loss for what to do for a moment. She knew in her heart that there was no way the loyalists would leave the child alive. If not her, someone more emotional would do the deed. He might survive if she hid the child, but what then? What would happen when he grew up and some surviving supporters of his father caught wind of his existence? They would either rally to him or use him as a figurehead puppet. Either option would shatter the fragile peace she and all the loyalists spent the past four decades fighting for.

Some time later, while she stood there, indecisive, with her right hand near the baby’s neck, several other senior members of the rebellion also reached the room, old Halmout—now an old man in his eighties—amongst them. They peeked inside the room as they tried to see what caused her to be so indecisive and soon realized that the infant cooed and grabbed Cal’s hand with his pudgy fingers, then put one of her fingers into his mouth and suckled on it.

Cal felt her heart break inside, and tears streamed down her blood-crusted cheeks as she made a decision she knew she would regret all her life. Yet she would choose the same were she given the choice again. Better her already filthy hands than let one of the others bear the sin.

One gentle twist of her hand, and the tiny life went still.

Everyone in the room turned their faces away as the feared Blood Demon of Al-Shan collapsed to her knees, sobbed loudly with her hands covering her face, and broke down crying.
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Two weeks later

Cal laid restlessly on her bed in the room of the royal palace given to her for her stay. She had another sleepless night. What she did haunted her still to this day. Her heart felt heavy with guilt, which some part of her thought was irrational, for why would the death of one child who would not be left alive either way affect her so? She already had the blood of countless others on her hands, and took pleasure in the demise of some, even.

Then a realization dawned on her and filled her with mounting horror and grief. She had already planned to leave the empire after the war. She could likely have convinced the other loyalists to leave the infant in her care, where she would make sure his existence never endangered the fragile peace they fought so long for. None of those thoughts had crossed her mind on that fateful day two weeks ago.

That night, Celeysria Ambervale, the Blood Demon of Al-Shan, hugged her knees and cried her heart out until the morning came.
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Chapter 25: Crouching Meats, Hidden Embroidery

“Why, yes, Mister Thompson, most societies still rely on more primitive means to preserve foods for long periods. It might be a good idea to take some time to travel the lands and see how life is for most, instead of just living in luxury few in the world could even relate to.” 

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

A massive adult thunder lizard like the specimen they just hunted down easily weighed in the neighborhood of tens of tons, with a good portion of it being edible flesh. An Orcish tribe that hunted one would halt their travels for days to a week to preserve the copious amounts of meat as best they could before rot set in and made it inedible. However, as Cal offered to transport the flesh that had not been worked on yet in her storage for the tribe, they kept to their prior travel schedule. They simply worked the animal’s bounty in portions during the evenings they settled for the night.

As it was, she partook in the work as every orc that was not assigned to that night’s guard or cooking duty busied themself butchering the colossal beast. The orcs first separated and processed the creature’s entrails, which were the fastest to spoil. A literal horde of them busied themselves as they washed the various entrails clean with water stored in the many self-refilling tanks the caravan carried. Cal noticed that the intestines and stomachs—for the creature had a multitude of stomachs like an auroch, six in its case—were kept aside and laid on the smoke racks while they processed the rest of the entrails immediately into dinner for the night.

The triumphant hunters were served a feast from the great thunder lizard they hunted: a thick, spiced stew of root vegetables and beans, as well as pieces of the beast’s gizzards and kidneys; grilled skewers of lungs and liver, interspersed with chunks of onions and peppers; and thick slabs of choice parts of the beast’s fatty meat roasted on fire and simply seasoned with salt and pepper. The tables where the mages—and Cal—seated themselves, however, had plates of different delicacies reserved for them. A dish of very rich porridge made from the nutty flour and salted, buttery tea was cooked with the creature’s brain and topped with pieces of its heart, grilled until the outside turned to a crisp. The main delicacy was the creature’s spongy inner footpads, cooked for hours in a thick, rich bone broth and served in slices so thin Cal could see through it when she picked a piece up. As she popped a portion into her mouth, she was greeted with a truly wonderful texture, chewy yet crunchy, while it took on the rich flavors of the bone broth and the pepper-vinegar sauce it was dressed in.

Most of the meat, Bogdan explained, would be turned into preserved sausages or meat cakes, which were easily kept for up to three months in summer conditions and would easily last the tribe throughout the winter. Cal watched—and helped—while the orcs laboriously cut the beast’s meat into thin strips and heavily smoked them until the meat turned to a consistency not unlike dried meat. The smoke-dried meat strips were then crumbled by hand, pounded with a mortar and pestle until they formed a powder, and mixed with copious amounts of rendered fat and flavored with dried wild berries, herbs, and spices. They then stuffed the thick paste into prepared containers made from the beast’s intestines or stomach, formed into either long sausages or spherical cakes, and then smoked again for a night.

Cal naturally tasted some of the finished product, which the orcs called “pymk,” and found the taste… not unpleasant, but not a delicacy either. That was until the orcs showed her how they usually served it. She had to admit that when fried in fats over a hot stone, the preserved meat cake took on a much more pleasant taste. The molten fats gave it a juiciness that made it very rich, if greasy, and when chopped up and cooked into a stew instead, the meat paste within crumbled apart and enriched the stew's flavor. Its sturdier outer layer became pleasantly chewy bits in the stew.

They did not put the rest of the beast to waste, either. The supple inner layer of the beast’s skin was not ideal for making armor. It produced somewhat brittle leather, if one that excelled when faced with prolonged exposure to the elements. The caravan still had several wagons draped in thunder lizard leather from Bogdan’s grandfather’s time. They were sectioned and cured to form large sections that would later be made into tarps to drape more wagons. They left the hardened outer layer to soak in oils for over a week while pressed under weights and later fashioned it into various tools. The hardened skin had assumed a consistency not unlike that of ivory after the treatment, even if its dull gray color was unchanged.

What fascinated her was what they planned for the creature’s bones. Most of the bones were simply worked into tools and weapons. A worthy purpose, for the bones of the aged animal proved very durable indeed, something Cal learned the hard way since it took her half an hour of hard work to even punch a small hole through its thick skull. The great skull of the mighty beast was kept as a trophy and, after it was properly cleaned, was set atop Bogdan’s wagon, with a rough throne made from bones crafted atop it for him. It would certainly allow for a grand entrance for the tribe when they arrived at Gal-Morogh.

The artisans in the caravan appropriated the creature’s rib bones as they planned to craft a grand tent for the chieftain with the rib bones as the support struts, one that would project the might of the tribe to visitors at first sight. A project was already in the works even as they traveled. Cal learned that while the orcs usually just slept in their wagons or under the open skies when they traveled, they would have tents set up when they settled in an area for a prolonged period, with the tents folded up and carried in the wagons when they left again.

That Orcs practiced embroidery and were highly skilled at it fascinated and surprised her. Before her eyes, she watched as many of the orc matrons and anyone else who was deft with their fingers, some of the younger warriors included, Davor and Mira amongst them worked on large sheets of canvas. Their nimble fingers embroidered scenes depicting the hunt, war, revelry, and triumph into the blank sheets using only needles and threads. In contrast, others created mesmerizing tribal patterns in colorful threads as an outline. The tent, she imagined, would be an actual work of art when it was finished.

What baffled Cal even more, was how the embroidery looked from the other side of the canvas. It was made with such expertise that where the embroidery outside might depict a triumph in battle, the inside would show a scene of peaceful pastures and grasslands instead. The orcs had worked on embroidering both sides of the canvas simultaneously, with different images on each side; the inside full of depictions of nature and clouds and wild animals as they frolicked.

Contrary to the detailed embroidery style prevalent in the Al-Shan Empire, the orcs focused less on details. Their art was filled with broad strokes and vibrant colors that conveyed emotions and brought various scenes to the spectator’s mind. Cal watched in complete fascination as Mira worked a pattern that depicted her father and a white figure Cal realized was herself locked in combat with a stylized thunder lizard. In contrast, the small loops she made at the back of the canvas arranged themselves into patterns that brought animals at rest by a lakeside to mind. Davor proved no less deft with his fingers, and even Bogdan joined the work, where he embroidered the stylized emblem of the clan on the pieces that would serve as the entrance flaps of the tent.

It took the orcs nearly two weeks before the rest of the beast was processed properly into preserved meats and other sundries. They held a timeline that would typically force them to discard a portion of the meat because of spoilage but rendered irrelevant because of the way time went to stasis within her storage artifact. As it was, they made a somewhat slower pace than expected to Gal-Morogh. Between the hunt and the period where they were busy with the thunder lizard’s flesh, they had slowed down some. By her calculations, however, they would still make it to the gathering with three or four days to spare.

She couldn’t wait to lay her eyes on the largest Orcish city on the plains and the festivities.
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Chapter 26: Gal-Morogh, Jewel of the Plains

“Be aware of the seeds oneself sowed, lest one be caught unprepared by an unexpected harvest.” 

—Elvish saying

Even from nearly a day’s travel away, Gal-Morogh proved itself a very noticeable city. The many hectares of golden fields surrounding the town where wheat and barley were grown made the place a stark contrast to the rolling greens of the surrounding plains. The large forest—for the plains—which defined the city’s northwestern borders served as a punctuation mark.

The caravan itself did not head for the city proper, as they instead opted to stop at a caravanserai located past the fields. That was where most of the caravan would stay for the period, while a chosen group would travel with Bogdan to the gathering itself. They gave Cal a woven bracelet as an identifier that she would attend the conference as a guest to Clan Beastfang.

Along the path to the city proper, Cal observed that there seemed to be more non-Orcish races amongst the populace than she was used to. Helga’s Bronzemanes and Bogdan’s Beastfangs counted a full-blooded orc for at least two of three members. What she saw so far was closer to one orc in every two citizens. Of particular notice to her was the substantial Elven population, many amongst the farmers that tended to their fields, and the vast amount of orc-elf mixed breeds present, a rare breed to find elsewhere.

Cal waved politely at an Elven farmer who worked alongside an orc that she assumed was her spouse since she had a toddler strapped to her back that showed clearly mixed ancestry, and looked at the city proper. Much like Paradise—and unlike most other cities—Gal-Morogh was a city built without walls. The town was mostly a collection of low single-story buildings made of hardened soil and stones. A very noticeable circular clearing in the middle of the city measured at least a few hectares.

Now that she was closer, Cal could also spot treehouses built into many of the larger trees in the forest and even some bridges built between the trees in the Elven style. Bogdan had explained to her that the city was nominally in the territory of Clan Greentusk, noted for the multitude of elves they counted among their members and their predisposition to druidism.

Cal understood why the elves and the orcs of the clans got along so well since elves were predisposed to druidism. The common interest helped bridge the gap between the races, leading to the harmonic society in which they coexist.
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Once they were within the city proper, Bogdan had the group disperse into their own smaller groups since they still had four days before the gathering began. Cal got a good look around the city on her own after she confirmed with Bogdan that she could either head back to the caravanserai to rest for the night or rent a room at a local establishment, whichever she preferred. The chieftain did not look like he had any plans to return for the night, not when one considered the wink and gestures traded between him and his wife.

Neither did Davor and Mira plan to return for the night, for a rented room at an inn would at least offer the newlywed couple more privacy than the wagons.

Cal went straight for the marketplace, where she both sampled the various foods peddled by the streetside and went on a hunt for souvenirs to send back to the empire. Among her purchases was a set of woven bracelets, which she bought from an elderly Elven woman near the end of her life who made them by hand. She had told Cal that her late husband was an orc, and over the time they lived together, she had fallen in love with the city, where she now had great-grandchildren still around.

Cal also bought a long shawl knitted by the old elf—the size and length of which would make it about right for a head covering for Xain once he grew up a bit—and traded some stories with the elderly woman before she bid her farewell.

Cal nibbled on a local snack, which comprised several fat white grubs that were skewered and grilled. The grubs tasted not unlike juicy shrimps, and their sweet flavor was matched well by the sharp horseradish and garlic sauce the vendor had spread on them as they roasted. Suddenly, she noticed a middle-aged mixed-breed woman—one with more Elven blood in her than Orcish blood—walking by. The woman then stopped and stared at her as her eyes widened.

“Can I do something for you?” Cal asked, somewhat perplexed since she was pretty sure she had never seen that woman before, who mostly looked like an elf with a slight green hue to her skin and small tusks that barely escaped her lips.

“Ah—pardon my rudeness. May I ask if…” The woman clearly had some trouble before she decided what she wanted to say. “May I ask if the name Calais Edrunviel meant anything to you?”

“He was my father,” Cal admitted to the woman. “Let me guess, he lived here before?”

“Respected Father-In-Law was an honorary member of Clan Greentusk, yes,” the woman explained. “I simply must offer you the hospitality of my home for this night. It would thrill my husband to meet you!”

“Wait, wait, hold on a moment here. Father-in-law?” Cal asked.

“Why, yes? I believe my husband would be your half-brother by the same father.”
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The residence of the woman—who introduced herself as Lorna of Clan Greentusk—turned out to be a treehouse with what could be considered a fusion of Elvish and Orcish aesthetics. Cal also discovered that Lorna was the grandchild of the elderly elf woman she bought her souvenirs from.

When Lorna introduced Cal to her husband—Cal’s half-brother—Cal instantly saw the family resemblance. The middle-aged man, a half-elf, half-orc hybrid, had also inherited albinism from their mutual father. In his case, his skin looked as if it was made of jade gemstones, a light green hue that looked almost as if it would shine. He kept his similarly snow-white hair in a severe ponytail, with Orcish tusks prominent against his otherwise primarily Elvish facial features.

He also affected a thin, pointed mustache and a smooth, long beard that grew to his chest, a style Cal was quite familiar with as their father also wore his mustache and beard the same way.

“Khal-est of Clan Greentusk,” he introduced himself. From his name, it was more clear that their father had stuck to the old Elven tradition where they passed their names to their mixed-breed children to aid such children if they wanted to search for their brethren.

“Celeysria Ambervale, of Al-Shan.” Cal’s name was given the same way, the female variant of her father’s name. “So when did Dad live here?”

“Father started living here around three centuries ago and left after mother passed away two centuries ago.”

“So he was here until two centuries ago and spent a decade or two in the city-states before the shipwreck brought him to Al-Shan,” Cal said as she nodded. “I guess you would be the closest sibling I have then, unless you have a little brother around, Big Brother.”

“Sadly, I’m an only child. And please, just call me Khal,” he said with a shake of his head. “Does Father still hail amongst the living?”

“He passed away half a century ago. He died peacefully, of natural causes, if it helps.”

“It is fine… we have… long expected news considering his advanced age,” Khal said with a sad sigh. “How old are you, Sister?”

“This is my one hundred and twenty-second year. You?”

“I will be two hundred sixty-four this winter. I wish my descendants could meet you as well, but they had moved out and pursued a life of their own in Levain last I heard of them.”

“Well, I plan to travel the world, so when I go there, I can always pass a message for you if you’d like.”

“That would be much appreciated. My son’s last letter two years ago mentioned that his daughter had just enrolled in the Levain Institute for Higher Learning as a student. Please check on Vark and Leila Greentusk for me when you get there.”

“Sure thing,” Cal said as she noted the names down. With his parents considered, Vark should not differ too much from his parents, making him easy to find since orc-elf hybrids are usually rare. However, his daughter was half-human, so she made a note to check on her after meeting her father. “Anything else I can help you with?”

“Tomorrow, I shall have a small package for them readied if you don’t find it a burden to pass on to them,” Khal said and smiled in relief as Cal nodded at his request. “For tonight, though, allow me to offer you the hospitality of my home, Sister.”

“An offer I will gladly accept, Brother.”

“You must sample Lorna’s cooking. She has been the champion in cooking contests for a decade now.”

“Oh, now you’re speaking my language, dear Brother!”
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Dinner proved to be bountiful and as delicious as advertised. Lorna had made a simple dish of a thick soup full of various vegetables boiled until tender and soaked with the broth, with slivers of transparent, thin, hair-like noodles—supposedly made from flour ground out of a particular type of bean. The soup’s flavor was rich, if simultaneously relatively mild until Lorna brought out the finishing touches to the dish with a generous sprinkle of what looked to Cal like thin slices of deep-fried onions and small pieces of animal fat fried to a crisp. When those were mixed with the mild soup, the flavor seemed to improve tenfold and danced a jig on her tongue.

The flatbreads served alongside were simple and buttery in flavor and made excellent tools for sopping up the last drops of the soup from the bowl. One usually would feel sated quickly when they ate rich foods, yet the food Lorna made was rich, but not as heavy on the stomach, and Cal happily went for seconds—and thirds later on—to the delight of the chef.

It was with a very full and satisfied stomach that she leaned on a woven rattan chair while she and her half-brother traded stories of their father and life so far. He was worried when she told tales of the civil war. However, his worry was mainly placated when he learned Cal was of the blood affinity—an affinity well known to be the most capable of self-preservation. Khal-Est was a senior druid and the shaman for the Greentusk Clan. He mainly had lived his life peacefully, with little wanderlust—he had his share of travels done when younger—and was relatively satisfied with his station in life.
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Cal naturally introduced her newfound half-brother to Bogdan the next day, and the two quickly settled into a civil discourse as befit a host and their invited guest. Davor and Mira kept Lorna and Cal company as the other two busied themselves in discussing the gathering set to take place in three days. It turned out even orcs needed to arrange things with the local higher-ups when they wanted to borrow a road to enter on a wagon for the gathering.

Lorna brought Cal and the youngsters around to show them the city. In these places, she knew where the fare was good and priced reasonably, while other stalls were helmed by her extended family or friends, and she even took the time to teasingly recommend some fertility idols to Davor and Mira after she learned the two were newlyweds. However, what caught Cal’s eyes was a store owned by one of Lorna’s cousins, where various woven tapestries of Orcish design and make were sold. She found herself quite enchanted by the vibrant, bold strokes on the woven carpets and bought several as souvenirs for people back in the empire.

They also watched as many younger orcs from different clans—as, by that time, many of the participants for the gathering had already made their way to Gal-Morogh—sparred with one another on an open field. Lorna explained the orcs called the fighting techniques “buokhare” and that each clan typically had their rendition, often based on their own tradition and preferences. Cal herself had seen youths of the Bronzemanes and Beastfangs do the same before and noticed their differences. The Beastfangs seemed to focus more on close combat and grapples, and the Bronzemanes relied more on strikes delivered from a safe distance, often one hand kept in guard position at all times.

The two youths that sparred at the center of the fields were from clans unknown to her, though obviously from different families. One of them had steady motions that seemed to flow into one another and focused more on defense, with her occasional counter-attack attempts done when opportunities came. The other was light and seemed to be almost bouncing on his feet. He focused more on fast strikes and the occasional low kick while he kept his distance from his opponent, who did not mind and waited patiently for him to come at her.

Eventually, the male youth lost his patience and charged in, where he now brought a flurry of elbow and knee strikes into play as well. His opponent kept her calm and deflected or dodged most of his attacks before she landed a straight punch to his abdomen, bringing his flurry to pause. In one smooth motion, she folded her arm and struck the same spot with her elbow, then rammed him with her shoulder, the impact of which sent her opponent sprawled on the grass while he clutched his stomach. She offered him a hand, which he accepted to the applause of the spectators.

Mira joined in the spar next and fought the previous orc woman to a draw, as she obviously found an opponent happy to grapple up close harder to deal with than one that focused on strikes alone like her previous opponent. The two young women ended up in a bruised, sweaty heap before they clasped one another’s hand and promised to fight again once the gathering was over.

The remaining days before the gathering thus passed uneventfully. The night before the event itself, Cal wondered what the festivities tomorrow would be like as she laid on the hammock that served as her bed in the room Khal-Est let her use for the duration of her stay in Gal-Morogh.

Deep inside, she felt a giddy excitement she had not felt often since she was in her childhood.
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Chapter 27: The Grand Gathering

“The twice-a-decade gathering of orcs? It has its roots in their early days when chieftains and shamans would discuss the future of the clans together. It has also always been the time for them to preen at one another, much like rival males in mating season.” 

—Vladislav Mork, on Orcish culture

Many pleasant benefits came freely to those who had relations in high places, Cal found. For example, she had a nice seat right at the front-most row closest to the gathering, instead of being packed like straws in a bundle like most other spectators. A good chunk of the Greentusk Clan must have been in attendance, on top of members from all the visitor tribes and clans. She sat next to Lorna while her half-brother was busy with his duties as a senior shaman of the clan.

The orcs simply seated themselves cross-legged on woven mats on the ground, with more influential ones placed on top of ornately embroidered carpets like the ones she bought as souvenirs. She and Lorna were seated on one, courtesy of their familial relationship with a senior shaman. Cal had to admit that the plush carpet was quite comfortable to sit on.

As the host, the Greentusk Clan was the first to enter. At the front of their procession was Khal-Est, who carried a banner embroidered with the clan emblem, a tree branch crossed by an Orcish tusk in dark green on white. The contingent also intrigued Cal with how nearly half of them—the current chieftain included—were orc-elf hybrids, while several full-blooded elves also counted themselves amongst their members. Most also wore formal shaman regalia, an uncommon sight in the typically warrior-dominated orc culture.

A procession of other clans followed, with one in particular that made it hard for her not to laugh aloud—something the spectators felt too, when the chuckles and guffaws spread were considered. Clan Grandtower was a clan with many goblins amongst its contingent—and a corresponding amount of goblin hybrids—and their traditional ceremonial attire included a massive, completely oversized phallic codpiece, which even the female members of the contingent wore. The effect was ridiculous on their chieftain—who likely had more goblin blood than anything—who wore a truly eye-boggling piece taller than he was.

“Oh, if only you had seen them some decades ago, you would not have been able to hold your laughter,” Lorna commented with a quiet chuckle.

“They used to be even more ridiculous?”

“Clan Grandtower are devout worshippers of Vitalis and Tohrmut,” Lorna explained. “However, the version they worshiped are the ones the goblins in the clan introduced. Back then, they used to carry their idols with them to the gathering. I’m certain their ceremonial attire gave you a clue about what those looked like.”

“So… giant oversized phallic idols?”

“For Thormut, yes, the idols of Vitalis had over-exaggerated chests and bottoms instead.” Lorna snickered as she explained. “But that’s not even the best part.”

“There’s more?”

“The goblins called Thormut using a different name. I believe it was…” Lorna was silent for a moment while she recollected her memories. “Biggus Dickus. That was the name they used for him.”

Cal just lost control over herself and laughed out loud, though fortunately, more than a few spectators openly laughed by now, so she did not stick out like a sore thumb. It took a few minutes before she reined in her laughter, and she wiped her tears before she commented on it. “I do not know whether Thormut should be flattered by that name or smite them for blasphemy instead.”

“Considering that we haven’t heard of any cases of goblins getting smote by the gods, maybe they felt flattered.”
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Clan Beastfang’s contingent was one of the later entrants to the gathering and one of the few who were allowed to use a wagon for their entrance. The reason quickly became apparent as four aurochs pulled the open wagon where Bogdan seated himself on top of the throne of bones, with the massive skull of the thunder lizard beneath his feet.

He wore formal traditional wear for orc warriors of the Clan Beastfang. That was literally just boots, an ornately embroidered loincloth, vibrant strokes of war paint, and a necklace of teeth made from the most excellent prey he had slain by his own hand—one that included two massive saber-like fangs of a saber-toothed lion. He also wore a cape on which his own hands had embroidered the clan’s emblem: skeletal jaws with saber-toothed fangs juxtaposed against Orcish tusks, in black on red.

More of a surprise to Cal was that Bogdan also brought his wife on the throne, where she seated herself across his lap, yet also projected a regal dignity somehow. The human woman wore a formal dress for a shaman instead—as befitted her position as one of the tribe’s shamans since she was their most potent life-affinity mage. She wore an ornately embroidered robe with a short cape and had feather decorations for her hair. Davor and Mira were also amongst the contingent, dressed in warrior outfits—the only difference being that Mira also had an additional chest wrap.

The thunder lizard’s giant skull made for quite a few exclamations of awe during their entrance, as it garnered most of the spectator’s attention. In contrast, a couple of chieftains even looked on in envy at the display.
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Once all the clans that attended had gathered, the ceremony began. First, the assembled chieftains met in the middle of the clearing, where they shared a pipe of ashweed. Ashweed was one of several herbs some commonly smoked by the orcs, and also used to make their tea. This was seen as a symbolic way to declare that they gathered under a flag of truce with peaceful intent. It was a holdover from when rival Orcish clans were frequently at war.

Shamans and warriors of the Greentusk then served bowls of strong, buttered tea to each chieftain. This acknowledgment from the host clan signified their acceptance of the visitors. They reciprocated the gesture by the other chieftains, draining their bowls in one gulp as a sign of trust in their host.

The formalities concluded, several contingent members stepped forward and launched into a dance. The shamans danced to praise the gods for the blessings given to their respective clans. In contrast, the warriors displayed a vigorous war dance, which often looked little different from a meticulously choreographed fight.

Music from various hand drums and wind instruments accompanied the dance, and many of the spectators clapped their hands to the rhythm of the beat. To the center, the gathered chieftains each held a lit torch and simultaneously threw it onto a pile of wood and kindling long prepared.

As the great bonfire was lit, so did the great gathering of the Orcish clans begin.
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Chapter 28: Winter Months

“How the various races dealt with winter was always a matter of curiosity for scholars. Most races who lived in permanent settlements stockpiled foodstuffs and typically spent the winter months in a sedentary lifestyle. Nomads, like most orcs, simply moved on to more temperate pastures for the winter. Merfolk were, as best as anyone can tell, utterly unaffected by the winter other than a decrease in trade volume, for the winter’s bite simply does not penetrate that deep into the oceans where they live. The unliving? For convenience, many simply adopted a more skeletal soul-form during winter months.” 

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

They reserved the main event of the grand gathering itself for the chieftains that had attended, where they discussed the potential issues the Orcish clans faced and any ways those issues could be dealt with. Cal naturally did not participate in that. 

As the senior shamans and warriors of each clan also got to participate in the talks, Khal-Est relayed the general gist after the speeches wound down. It was still the evening of the day, as it did not incline the orcs to bother to spend much time on politics. Other than the distribution of the more temperate areas of the plains for the nomadic clans to spend a winter on—for which they paid tithe to the few non-nomadic families that made their homes in that area—the main topic of discussion was the civil unrest in Ezram. Rumors said the gods had appointed a champion, and the human supremacist Theodinaz Cult claimed that said champion—and by extension, the gods—stood with them, which led to their recent rise.

Several incidents caused by said cult had already happened when the orcs last visited Ezram for trade. However, the cult’s influence in the northern part of the country bordering the Xewaur Plains was dismal, leading to the incidents being minor. Worries of a potential civil war that might lead to an unfriendly neighbor were valid. However, the Orcish tribes had prepared more weapons and trained their warriors harder this winter.

They soon distributed a traditional feast to the spectators. The chieftains and their retinue also partook of the same meals, symbolizing solidarity between all clans. It was a relatively simple feast of roasted meats and a thick stew full of root vegetables and meat trimmings, with a form of hard flatbread made by baking the dough made using the salted, buttered tea and the nut-and-barley flour. However, what caught Cal’s attention was a local delicacy of the Greentusks, which was made from dried corn kernels, cooked in a closed stone pot until they popped open, then served simply drenched with molten butter. It made for a fantastic snack that kept her occupied for a good while. To Lorna’s amusement, apparently, her reaction was common for those who first tried it.

Another sight that fascinated her was when the gathered chieftains and their retinue performed a ceremonial war dance together: a dance full of forceful, strong movements and shouts that echoed through the fields as if they were soldiers preparing for a battle with a strong enemy. The sight of some of the more giant orcs while they performed the dance was awe-inspiring. In contrast, others, like the mostly goblin chieftain of the Grandtower with his massive ceremonial codpiece, evoked a sense of hilarity. Yet, despite his comical outfit, even the diminutive chieftain projected a fierce aura.
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Cal bid her farewell to her half-brother and sister-in-law when she left Gal-Morogh a week later. She would spend the winter with the Beastfangs as they migrated towards the more temperate northeastern regions of the plains near the coastal settlement of Ur-Ank. She promised to visit them again on her way back since she planned to depart the plains in the following year's spring.

They borrowed some land from the Hardscale Clan, though it took a month to get there. Orcs rarely used currency like gold and silver amongst the more nomadic tribes, as they often preferred to trade by barter. Here, the land loan for the winter was paid for in several spearheads and arrowheads made from thunder lizard bones and a good portion of preserved foods.

Cal got a good look at what sort of settlement the nomadic clans used when they settled in a place for extended periods. Most of the tribe built simple tents, using three or four long sticks of wood as support and leather wrapped around them to create a conical tent. Flaps at the top allowed smoke to escape and air to circulate. The opening had one side draped over it, with an embroidered piece of fabric that served as the doorway.

They housed shamans and the chieftain in larger tents. Those tents were constructed with embroidered fabric draped around a ring-like lattice structure of wood that could ingeniously fold itself for storage on the go. There was a central pillar which created a large, circular domed tent, easily large enough to accommodate twenty or more orcs simultaneously. The grand tent the clan planned to craft out of the rib bones of the thunder lizard was also of this type. The curved rib bones were to be directly attached to the fabric to create a large, easily collapsible, and foldable structure.

The Beastfangs occupied themselves in the winter primarily by craft, as many of the tribe busied themselves with the creation of large quantities of spears, arrows, and other weaponry as the warriors requested. The warriors themselves spent much of their free time in spars with one another, or otherwise exercised in the cold. The more temperate regions of the plains did not see any snowfall, but the temperature still dipped relatively low, although Cal found it a comfortable temperature. They continued until they were slathered with sweat and went to the nearby stream to cool themselves with a cold dip in the water.

One similarity Cal found between the orcs and the empire was that they, too, had little taboo regarding nudity, as the nomadic clans were simply accustomed to baths taken in the rivers and lakes they came across, which were often done en masse together. Cal immensely enjoyed that none of the orcs even bothered to give her a second glance when she joined several young warriors bathing in the river. The lecherous looks made by quite a few people when she passed through the city-states were of an annoyance, so the lack of care displayed by the orcs when she bathed along with a group of them reminded her of back home and pleased her.

When she had time, she also visited the Ur-Ank, where Clan Hardscale made their home. The clan itself was quite intermixed, with merfolk in their case, a distinction owed by their residence in a coastal settlement. They mainly thrived on being the middlemen for trades between the merfolk and the other Orcish clans. They also rented their pastures to other clans who wished to weather the cold winters there. They had several delicacies that reminded her of the merfolk delicacies back home. However, the way they spiced their food was more Orcish and spice-heavy, but the taste of a fresh, chopped-up sea snail that had been cooked inside its own shell and left to stew in its own juices still brought pleasant nostalgia to her mind.

The winter itself proved to be three uneventful months, in which Cal’s favorite way to pass the time was to spar with some of the young orcs. She taught them some tricks on handling foes of superior physicality, as she easily schooled most of them even without magic by dint of her far more extensive experience. The only opponent who gave her some challenge was a young-looking unliving woman who seemed to be one of the clan’s elders.

Davor, in particular, learned a lot from her, being a fellow blood mage, and even Bogdan dropped by to trade pointers with her from time to time. Otherwise, she also enjoyed taking dives in the shallower regions of the sea, where she collected shellfish from the bottom of the ocean floor and fished with a barbed spear, only to have them prepared and cooked promptly the moment she returned to shore.

She particularly loved how the Hardscales cooked fresh fish by slathering them with mud after they were cleaned, then roasting the mud cocoon on the fire directly. When they yanked the fish’s tail out of the cocoon, most of its bones came with it, and the flesh left in the mud cocoon would be so tender it would melt in one’s mouth.

It was an enjoyable time, and with some reluctance, Cal prepared to depart when spring came the following year.
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Chapter 29: Cult Mentality

“We know little about the origins of the Holy Kingdom of Theodinaz, as few historical records from that age have survived. The most common belief, however, was that the founders of Theodinaz were exiles from the Vitalis Theocracy that had been a power in the Ur-Teros Continent over a millennium ago. Whether there is much truth to this belief is unknown. If they were exiles, considering the highly religious theocracy, they were likely exiled for blasphemy or similar, especially when considering how they crowned their monarch as a god-king.” 

—Albus Weintraub, History Professor

Cal had traveled with the Beastfangs back to Gal-Morogh and stayed there for another couple of weeks with her half-brother before she departed.

As she made her way through the Orcish Lands, much of the news that Cal caught from rumors and gossip had not painted a pretty picture. 

The latest information she got from Khal-Est mentioned that open riots had happened multiple times in the southern and eastern regions of the kingdom and that it was rumored that some of the minor nobles from that area had planned to rebel and secede themselves from the kingdom. The northern region of Knallzog also saw many terrorist acts against the dwarves who lived there, with the responsibility claimed by the human supremacist cult that called themselves “Sons of Theodinaz.” Cal hoped that Helga and her Bronzemanes were fine since they were headed in that direction, last she heard.

The Orcish clans felt tenser than they had been before the gathering, with every clan preparing for any potential conflict. All their able-bodied youths trained further in the ways of a warrior. It was pretty obvious that if a war was to erupt in the end, then the orcs refused to be caught unprepared. Cal dearly hoped that it would not come to that, since at least the territories where the cult seemed to hold the most sway were those further away from the Orcish Lands.

It turned out that just because they held the most sway further away did not mean their reach failed to extend throughout the kingdom.

Cal found that out when she entered the Ezram Kingdom through a familiar place, the same village—she never learned of its name—she passed on her way to the Orcish plains. On her arrival, she saw the village women and children—especially those with non-human blood—gathered in the village square with worry and fear etched on their features, with their menfolk nowhere in sight. A quick round of queries informed her that a band of the cultists—approximately forty men strong—had holed themselves up in the area and raided the nearby villages recently. They were known to have committed unspeakable acts against villagers not of pure human stock.

Those selfsame cultists were spotted by a hunter the day before, the direction of their march headed towards this same village, and the menfolk—and what few militiamen amongst the villagers—had sallied out, intent on the defense of their families and belongings from the predations of the fanatical cultists. They had gathered what weapons they had, set up an ambush in the woods nearby where they predicted the cultists would pass through, and told the women and children to flee for the Orcish Lands should a messenger bearing bad news be sent back to the village.

Cal headed out of the village towards the direction the village women told her, and less than an hour later, the wind brought the noise of an altercation in the forest ahead well before her eyes caught sight of it. She hastened her pace as she heard the talks break down, as arrows and stones flew, and screams of pain resounded.
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Aldermann Yeshua Vanderbilt never wished for any of the events that had led to this point of his life to ever have happened. He had just wanted a peaceful life after he served his years in the army, had retired to a lovely little village—barely ten households at the time—on the frontiers, and settled down and built a family there with his half-Orcish lover. He would forever miss her after illness claimed her a decade ago. Nowadays, he lives alone as the village elder. One of his daughters had stayed in the village with him and already gave him grandchildren he doted on, and life was good for him.

Until the thrice-damned Sons of Theodinaz—specters of a kingdom of fanatics long buried—rose again and made life more difficult. At first, there was just a wayward lunatic or two that wandered into their village, which was simple enough to be apprehended and handed over to the local baron’s dungeons. Earlier this year, a band of six younger lunatics had barged into his village and attempted to assault his people. They subdued those with much more violence: only four lunatics were alive to be sent to the baron’s dungeons, which grew fuller by the day with lunatic cultists.

And now the worst news came when he heard of another village three days’ travel from his own, razed by a thrice-damned horde of those same lunatics. Once the villagers caught wind of the news, it was apparent to them they had no choice but to fight, even if the odds were against them. They had sent a runner to the baron to bear the ill tidings. Still, even the most optimistic estimate of his return would not be until the following month, unless the baron had a subjugation party already assembled by his arrival, which seemed most unlikely.

Which led to him being here in his old age with his sword in hand as he led the village’s menfolk and the few militiamen he trained. There were but twenty-three of them, barely half the reported number of cultists. He led them into the woods near their village, with most of them perched up trees, hidden by the leafy canopies with their bows or slings held at the ready. An ambush was the only chance his village had, and he had every intention of making it count.

An ambush was apparently foiled before it even began when a man dressed in a white robe stepped out in the open and loudly announced his presence.

“Do not hide, my dear villagers! We wish no harm upon you, save those that consort with the filthy demi-humans that plague our dear kingdom! We are here to fulfill the will of the gods themselves!”

“Fuck my luck! Of course, they had to have a mage with them,” Yeshua thought. He realized that the mage amongst the enemy likely already detected his ambush, and they had nothing to lose by now. “A pox take you and your gods! Men! LOOSE!” yelled Yeshua as he nocked an arrow to the string of his bow with motions long practiced yet not forgotten, drew, and loosed. All around him, the village’s menfolk did the same, and a moment later, over twenty arrows and stones flew towards the man in white robes.

Only to suddenly be pushed aside by a wall of wind.

“You are fools to defy the will of the gods!” the cultist in white claimed.

Despair was what the village elder felt when he saw the sight of the ambush fail without even a scratch laid on the enemy, and the rest of the cultists—closer to fifty than forty by his count—rushed out from behind the man in white with crazed eyes, weapons held in their hands. To make matters even worse, a strong gust of wind suddenly blew and unbalanced many of the villagers from their precarious perch atop the trees, half of their number fell to the ground as they were caught unprepared, with at least one poor lad who broke his leg on the fall. Yeshua himself leaped off his perch on his own terms before the wind forced him to, and while he stumbled on his landing, none of his frail old bones broke, at the very least. He drew the short sword he kept from his army days from its sheath and checked the small shield tied to his left arm out of habit as he eyed the cultists about to reach him.

What followed felt like a blur to his old mind, as instincts honed by years of life as a soldier took over and moved his body on their own. He felt it vaguely when the first cultist to have reached him—a young woman with crazed eyes—swung her hatchet down at him, only for him to deflect it to the side with his shield, then run her through with the sword. He felt a touch of satisfaction as he felt her life drain out and her body go limp in his hands. “These godless whoresons want to harm my grandchildren!” he thought.

Sadly, quantity had its own quality, as the saying went. It was not two minutes before the villagers went from barely holding their ground until they struggled to survive under the push of the numerically superior cultists. Already he saw old Sam, a lifelong farmer that had taught him how to tend a farm when he first came to the village, down on the ground, his hands desperately clutching his open stomach, where his intestines threatened to spill out. Stavos, the village blacksmith, went down next as a cultist landed a slash with his saber that cut right across the blacksmith’s face and through one of his eyes just moments after he dispatched a cultist with his hammer. Yeshua himself already sported several cuts, though fortunately, none were deep enough to impede his mobility or fatal enough to threaten his life for now.

It all looked hopeless for them and their village, and he had already resigned himself to sell himself dearly to at least take one more of these lunatics to the grave with him. He was just about to signal their assigned runner to run back to the village and have everyone evacuate post-haste when she came and turned the tables.

A tall, slender woman with snow-white hair landed right in front of Stavos, who kneeled and clutched his face, and with one hand, swung a machete and decapitated the cultist who was about to finish the blacksmith off. The woman’s other hand turned in a wide arc, and Yeshua could only glimpse some metallic things as they flickered through the air, for they were thrown with great force. The result showed itself a moment later when four of the cultists clutched at the metal darts that suddenly embedded themselves in their throats or faces.

The next thing he saw was how the woman seemed to have conjured a vicious halberd and sent body parts strewn all over the place with one mighty swing that literally dismantled three cultists caught in her range. The battle paused for that moment even as bits of cultists rained down on villagers and combatants alike, and both sides took a few steps back to assess the sudden change in the situation. And to his delight, Yeshua saw two youngsters carry old Sam away while they did what they could so that his injury had not worsened even more.

“Fear not the heathen demi-human, true believers of Theodin! Kill the wench and bring her head before me!” the cultist in white yelled like a madman as the cultists seemed to have found their courage and advanced once more. “The gods be with us and bless our endeavors in their name!”

“I fucking hate fanatics,” the woman mumbled as she stepped forward to face the remaining forty cultists.

A vertical slash that split him apart in twain met the first cultist that closed on her. His two halves fell to each side and splattered blood and entrails all over the ground. The woman brought her weapon back up with an upward swing that impaled another cultist’s head from below, where the force of the swing literally ripped the cultist’s head off her neck and sent it aloft to drop next to an understandably frightened village boy.

What remained of the cultists fared no better. The villagers could only watch in awe as the woman obliterated the fanatics limb from limb. Those that met the ax-blade of her weapon cleaved in twain, while those with the misfortune to meet the hammer end often ended their lives with either their heads or torsos crushed open like an overripe watermelon. From time to time, the woman drew out weapons she threw around with accuracy, every single one aimed for the eye, throat, or mouth. One cultist was even dispatched when she flicked her head around, which brought the spearhead anchor of her braid in a swing with such force that it tore through the man’s throat.

A few of the other cultists were alive and were lucky enough to have taken a hit from the shaft of her weapon instead of its head, but they were definitely in no shape to fight or even stand up.

Not even five minutes later, the only cultist left standing was their leader, the man in white robes.

“Unhuman devil! The gods protect me! I shall smite you down with their blessings!” the cultist yelled as he unleashed blades of wind toward the woman.

The woman could have dodged them, Yeshua thought, as he saw the woman simply take the hits. The blades of wind caused merely superficial cuts to form on her flesh. The village elder knew from what he saw of the woman’s fight that she was more than fast or skilled enough to simply step out of the way, but she had not.

Because the villagers were right behind her.

The cultist unleashed more blades of wind, but the woman seemed to have literally blinked through them—so fast her movements were—and the next thing Yeshua saw was that she had the cultist leader held up by the throat with one hand. He desperately tried to claw at the hand on his throat, to no avail, even as the woman held him aloft with a look of disgust on her face. “I didn’t want to dirty my hands since I’m here to enjoy life,” the woman stated to the uncomprehending cultist. “But for sacks of shit like your ilk? That is an exception I’d gladly make.”

A loud squelch echoed through the forest, and some villagers looked away, nauseated, as the woman made her halberd disappear. She then gripped the cultist’s head with a claw-like grip with her other hand and applied more pressure to her hands until the cultist’s head literally burst open like an overripe watermelon.
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Chapter 30: The Cavalry Came Late

“To end a life is a simple matter. To save a life is a much more difficult endeavor.” 

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

“Hold him steady, don’t let him budge too much,” Cal commanded as she kneeled next to the nearly disemboweled old villager. She carefully washed his stomach wound with clean water from her own stores while channeling her magic through touch so that the man did not bleed out of his wound before she slipped a wooden branch between his teeth. “Bite this well. This will… sting.”

The man squirmed and gave a mumbled cry of pain as Cal disinfected his wound with the hardest liquor she had in her storage before carefully applying a poultice for open wounds. She had kept the habit where she had all kinds of poultices on her since the days her mother trained her in the arts of an herbalist. Cal then carefully wrapped the wound with strips of clean cloth.

“He should be fine now, I think,” she said as she turned to address the rest of the awestruck villagers. None of the rest seemed to have any significant injuries other than the big, bearded man who still sported a bleeding gash across his face, one of his eyes clearly ruined by the injury. “He will need a lot of rest, and someone will need to check and replace his bandages and poultice every day for at least another week or thereabouts.”

The villagers had not replied. Most of them still stared at her, dumbfounded. Just minutes ago, these men had resolved to sell themselves dearly to provide their loved ones an opportunity to escape from the fanatical horde. Now that fanatical horde was strewn all over the forest floor—most in pieces—with only a few badly mangled survivors left over.

After a couple minutes of silence, the old man Cal assumed might be the village elder stepped forward. She noticed from his gait and how he held himself that the man had some military experience. This helped explain how the villagers got the idea and attempted an ambush on the cultists rather than wait for them in their village.

“We owe you our lives and likely the lives of our families, young lady,” the old man said as he bowed deeply to her. It both bothered and amused her somewhat when the old man called her a “young lady” since she was most likely older than him. “We shamefully cannot offer much but our sincere gratitude and, should you wish it, a place to rest.”

“Take it easy,” she said, one hand gesturing at her pointy ears, upon seeing which a look of understanding dawned on the elder’s eyes. “I didn’t help you out for rewards or the like. Just doing my part to help rid the world of some fleabags that are best drowned at birth.”

“Regardless, you still have our endless gratitude,” the old man said as he bowed deeply once again, followed by all the other villagers. “What should we do with the rest of these scum?”

“What did you do to the one I knocked out when I passed by last autumn?” Cal asked.

“We handed him over to the baron, who tried to interrogate him to find more of his ilk or their bases,” the elder explained. “The baron is of some Orcish heritage, so he is not fond of these lunatics. They kept their mouths tightly shut when interrogated, however.”

“Tie up the living ones and help me drag them back to your village, then. Maybe I can try to loosen their tongues a bit,” she replied. “I believe I heard you mention that you already informed the baron about them before?”

“We sent a runner as soon as we heard rumors of a nearby village being attacked, but unless the baron somehow had a subjugation force already prepared to march, we do not expect to see him return before next month, at the least.” The following month was still five days away at that date. “Pardon me for not having introduced myself. I am Yeshua Vanderbilt, Aldermann of the village of Poschei.”

“Celeysria Ambervale.”

“Once again, our deepest gratitude, Lady Ambervale.”
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The village women and children broke into a cheer when they saw their menfolk had returned alive. Stavos’s wife, who was Dwarven woman, and an elderly lady named Avila who was Sam’s wife, fussed over their injured husbands but still felt immense relief that they returned.

Cal borrowed an empty barn where she had the few survivors of the cultists brought to, along with a few tools she asked for gathered from the village. She then barred the door shut after she warned the villagers not to come in, no matter what they heard.

“So, any of you shitbags feel ready to spill the beans?” she asked sarcastically, satisfied that some of the younger cultists visibly shuddered at her question. That was a good sign. Fear was something she could work with. “I would call you bastards whoresons, but that would be an insult to whoresons everywhere.”

“Shut your filthy mouth and just kill us, heathen!” a female cultist yelled as she spat at Cal, which she just sidestepped nonchalantly.

“And here I was, troubled by deciding which one of you gets to go first… I guess we have a volunteer.”

“Do your worst, devil-spawn! A true believer fears nothing mortal!”
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Not five minutes later, that female cultist literally had froth in her gagged mouth as she convulsed in a puddle of her own waste. Her fingernails and toenails were pulled off roughly with a pair of pliers, which Cal just made much worse as she rubbed a mixture of lime juice and salt on the open wounds.

All the other cultists stared at the scene that unfolded with utter horror in their eyes, and when Cal turned to them, they were quite eager to answer her every question loudly, afraid that they would be the next one to suffer should they not respond.

Ultimately, it was with some disappointment that Cal realized these cultists were too low in the hierarchy to have learned much worth knowing. The higher-ups were likely more fanatical, like the woman she tortured to unconsciousness earlier, who refused to say a single word even after the torment. Cal ended the tortured woman with a sigh as she casually snapped her neck. At least some of the information she got out of the younger cultists might be helpful.

And reinforcements from the baron should be here within a week.
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Unexpectedly, reinforcements reached the village of Poschei a mere two days after the battle. Only sixteen of them were soldiers in mail armor on horses, and when one considered how tired their horses looked, they likely pushed them hard to reach the village as soon as possible.

Cal found out the reason soon. The group commander, an army captain named Piotr, turned out to be elder Yeshua’s son, who left the village to join the military. He had asked to be posted on the barony since the unrest escalated. When the runner arrived, he had immediately departed for the village with his personal guards, with the rest of his hundred-man detachment left to follow them on foot.

He likely would only have ruins of a village and corpses of a family to bury had Cal not passed by when she did.

“My father had told me of the great favor this village—and I—owe you, Lady Ambervale,” the man said while he gave her a military salute. “Or should I address you as Grand Marshall Ambervale of the Al-Shan Empire?”

“So, how did you know?” Cal asked with a slightly exasperated look. “And lay off with the titles. Please.”

“We received reports from the Coalition of City-States of your arrival there early in the winter,” he explained. “And no offense, milady, but half-elves with your particular features are not exactly… commonplace. Much less one that is a blood-affinity mage of your prowess.”

“Makes sense, I guess. Maybe I really should consider some hair dye,” Cal muttered. “So, we have four living cultists in captivity. I assume you plan to bring them back for interrogation?”

“Yes. They are tight-lipped, sadly, and the ones we caught elsewhere so far had not given even a morsel of information.”

“For what it’s worth, these ones talked. But they are so low in the hierarchy I could not get much use out of them. Perhaps someone who knows what questions to ask should take them instead,” Cal sighed. “The one higher-up we caught preferred to die than to speak.”

“Fanatics, the lot of them,” Piotr said with a shudder. “If it does not trouble you, milady, mayhap you might be amenable to a meeting with the baron? He would likely want to thank you personally, and we can share any additional information we eked out of the prisoners.

“As for the village, I shall have my men remain to guard them and spread them to the other villages nearby once the main force has caught up,” he explained.

“That’s fine with me. I would like to know more of this cult myself now that I have run afoul of them twice.”
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Chapter 31: Meet the Baron

“The Ezram Kingdom has been known to allow nobles from defeated kingdoms to keep a measure of their authority, even as their lands were assimilated into the kingdom. In most cases, this resulted in a more peaceful transfer of sovereignty and ensured that they did not affect the lives of the lower class much. In one case, however, this show of benevolence returned to bite them in the rear for centuries to follow.” 

—Albus Weintraub, History Professor

To Cal’s profound surprise, the current baron of Statham Barony did not live in a luxurious manse in the largest city in the region. However, the estate was indeed in use by his wife and young children as their residence. He rarely stayed there unless it was to accompany his family. The young baron, a half-orc named Guilbert ver Statham-Blackshield, typically lived in Fort Gastnell. At this military fortification, the barony’s private soldiers were housed roughly in the middle of the barony itself.

That meant that Cal, Piotr, Yeshua, and the five soldiers that helped escort their four cultist prisoners reached the baron within three days of departure from Poschei and found the baron himself in the fort’s courtyard as he supervised the soldiers’ training. The man was relatively young—in his mid-thirties if Cal guessed it right—and his Orcish heritage gave a savage tint to his handsome features that just gave him a look that would be right at home on a military commander’s miens.

“Captain-Commander Vanderbilt,” the baron said with an authoritative, stern voice as he noticed their entrance. “Since you are back already with prisoners in tow, I assume the swine that infested my territory had been brought to the butcher’s house?”

“As much as I would like to just say yes and claim credit, the credit rightfully does not belong to me, Your Lordship,” Piotr said with a bow to the baron. “I owe the safety of my village and family to Lady Ambervale, without whose aid I dare not think of what I may have arrived to see.”

“An honor to make your acquaintance, Grand Marshall Ambervale,” the baron said as he turned to Cal and offered his hand for a shake, a gesture she reciprocated. “It is not every day that a hero of our times comes by to visit my humble backwater territory.”

“Charmed,” Cal said as she gave the baron a firm handshake. The man’s hands were quite calloused, in a pattern that showed someone who had spent much time with a weapon in his hands. This was a kind of noble she could respect. “I had heard of rumors of unrest in Ezram during my travels, but I did not expect that it would be at the scale of marauding bands of lunatics slaughtering villages, to be honest.”

“They have made the kingdom a laughingstock,” Guilbert spat out with visible distaste in his tone. “Many of our nobles are likely in cahoots with this trash, especially those descended from Theodinaz nobility. My faction had long advocated stripping the power from those bastards, if not straight up putting every one of them to the sword, but noooo… the stuck-up inbred fools higher on the ladder always claimed that keeping the peace was more politically expedient. Now we have as close as it gets to open revolt in those lands in all but name.”

“Is it that bad down in the southeast?”

“Quite so, especially with all this ‘Champion of the Gods’ dogshit being spouted out from the mouth of the clergy and how the cult claimed that said champion stood by their cause,” Guilbert explained, utter disgust clear in his voice when he mentioned the clergy. He was clearly a military man with little love for the clergy or his fellow nobles. “Apparently, all the clergy got some dream from the gods months ago that claimed they had chosen their champion in the mortal realm, at least that’s what they announced. Dogshit, I say.”

“And the cult claims the champion is with them.”

“Precisely so,” he said. “Mind you, from the best reports I got my hands on, it seemed more like the cult simply grabbed that ‘Champion’ and made him their figurehead. So much for a champion of the gods, hah!”

“Speaking of cultists, we brought four that might be quite inclined to squeal, though they likely don’t know that much considering how low they are down the ladder,” Cal admitted. “I think the most useful thing I got out of them was that apparently someone in power helped them on their way here, and they came from the southwest.”

“Southwest would be de Burgess’s territory. That incompetent rotten swine would likely help them without blinking, as long as they promised him higher status should they come to power. They had already demoted him once because of his utter incompetence,” Guilbert mocked. “Just too bad he never gave others a good enough reason for us to declare a blood feud on his fat arse, for many of us are eager to remove that blight amongst us.”

“I’m not sure how the legalities of such matters are dealt with here, but would conclusive proof of collusion with these lunatics be enough to take him down?”

“Heh. If brought to the council of nobles? Not a chance. Too many stuck-up old whoresons who are determined to ‘preserve the lineage of the old nobility.’ At most, they’d give him a slap on the wrist and send him home,” The baron spat in disgust once again. “…If I were to remove him first and report the matter after the fact, with a respected figure as witness…”

“They might not consider it worth the trouble to help a dead man,” Cal nodded in understanding. She still had not felt quite comfortable with the grand title Xain tacked on to her name but had to admit that it had its uses. “Moreso if the dead man caused a personal affront to some very important people from a foreign land, correct?”

“You are as decisive as the rumors say,” Guilbert nodded in approval. “I will need the rest of the week to make sure my army is readied and prepared for departure, during which I would offer you the hospitality of my household.”

“It would be my pleasure to accept.”
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Cal spent the next four days in the baron’s manse in the city—barely half a day’s ride away from the fort—and learned that the Stathams were relatively new nobility. They were raised to their position when they led a pioneering party and integrated the wildlands in the northernmost tip of Ezram into the kingdom proper, merely a century and a half ago. They stuck to their relatively humble roots as commoners instead of living the high life as nobility. As their domain bordered the Xewaur Plains, trade with the Orcish clans was one of their largest sources of revenue, and marriage with them had happened often in their history.

They made Guilbert baron at twenty-eight, not because his mother—the previous baroness—passed away, but because she abdicated and followed her husband to live in the Orcish Lands instead. Guilbert’s own wife was a former adventurer he had known from his younger days, a human lady with some traces of Elvish blood, and their three young children showed mixed features that Cal found endearing. Features that just made her want to pat their heads and pinch their cheeks, to some annoyance of the children.

The baron’s “manse” was just a huge log cabin, not that much different from the many cottages that housed the city’s populace, other than being more prominent. However, the plush Orcish carpeting and fabrics heavily used inside the cabin gave it luxury. Gertrude, the baron’s wife, echoed her husband’s low opinions on the many nobles of their kingdom and wholly approved his plans to remove their eyesore of a neighbor. Being of mixed heritage likely also played a part in their eagerness in the matter.
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So it was that by the dawn of the next week, Cal rode alongside the baron as they led his five-hundred-strong army towards the southwest. The baron had only brought his personal soldiers, as the soldiers under Piotr were not under his authority. Still, the excuse they had that the soldiers were busy defending the villages from marauding fanatics would quickly fly muster when the inevitable question of why Piotr had not reported the matter before it could escalate would be asked.
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Chapter 32: To Dispatch a Fool

“No man is truly without prejudice, regardless of how noble they might be, for true perfection is beyond the reach of mortal hands.” 

—Attributed to Pope Theodin I of the Vitalis Theocracy

“If I may be so bold to ask, Lady Ambervale, what prompted you to cooperate so happily with my plan?” Guilbert asked from atop his mount next to Cal—she had accepted his offer of a horse to ride to be polite and was in no hurry, anyway. “I would have thought these troubles of ours were but trivial matters for someone in your station.”

“We just finished a four-decade-long civil war back home,” Cal explained. “I do not look favorably at people who would disturb the peace of so many just for such an inane reason as those lunatics.”

“And you can call it a personal bias, too,” she added. “I’ve never been fond of useless fops born to power who just spend their lives squandering the riches they were born with, or worse, make life miserable for those underneath them just because they can. I spent decades purging out that sort of scum back home in the empire.”

When one considered that the vast majority of such old-blood nobles sided with the usurper during the civil war back in the empire, that was a boast Cal really could back. Most of those nobles—the usurper and his extended family—met their grisly and painful ends by her hands. To say that the current crop of officials and titled nobles in the empire were mostly newly raised would not be wrong. Few of the old lines—mainly because some of them had descendants with enough decency and loyalty to not side of the usurper—survived the civil war itself and the purge that followed.

“I… can relate to that somewhat,” Guilbert admitted with some trepidation. “There are many among my ilk I consider better fit as a night soil carrier than a lord who reigns over thousands of people.”

“When your country is at peace, politics and regulations often take precedence, and those with old blood and money hold most of that power in their hands, am I right?” Cal interceded. “We had the same issues in the empire before, but then the Civil War broke out, and as bad as that was overall, at least it gave us a proper excuse and cause to eradicate all those bloodsuckers growing fat on the nation’s bounty. Not that I would wish a civil war on anyone. Those were truly horrible times.”

“I appreciate the concern. My faction amongst the nobility has campaigned for reform as well, as we hope we could affect change from within without it coming to blows,” Guilbert explained with a sad tone. “Yet, as you said, power mostly lies with those of old blood and money, and they clutch to it like a mother clutching her babe.”

“I only hope your people come up with a better result than mine in the end.”
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Unsurprisingly, the army’s march into the territory of Baron de Burgess went pretty much unimpeded. When the border guard’s sparse, poorly equipped excuse for soldiers saw the marching army, they stood neatly aside without a word and just let them pass. One of the guards tried to run to inform the garrison deeper in the territory but was neatly shot down with one arrow. The rest of the guards behaved well enough that Guilbert felt safe, leaving only twenty of his own men to guard the prisoners for the time being.

The villages the army marched past in their course towards the baron’s castle were universally entirely destitute. The villagers were often thin and malnourished, and what they could discern from the few who spoke to the soldiers was that the villages had to do with the bare minimums. The baron’s men took most of their harvests as tax, often leaving them with barely enough to live on. Many soldiers took pity at the sight of the malnourished children and, with Guilbert’s approval, shared a portion of their rations with the villagers to their tearful thanks.

If the baron had doubts about his borderline treasonous plans before, those doubts had gone with the wind, as anger and disgust threatened to overwhelm him as he saw how his neighbor treated his own people.

They made good time and were almost unchallenged until they reached de Burgess’s castle. What few bands of soldiers they ran into were more like bands of thugs, who scattered or surrendered at the sight of the army that vastly outnumbered them. The castle was more of an old fort, with a wooden palisade that served as its wall, and to Cal’s best guess, he had maybe eighty thugs that served as soldiers. They panicked at the sight of the incoming army, haphazardly firing a barrage of arrows that fell embarrassingly short of the army itself.

“We might have to take a couple of days to siege them down. I do not want too many lives sacrificed just to scrape some dogshit off my boots,” Guilbert said after he surveyed the palisade from his position in the middle of his army. The palisade that surrounded the baron’s manse within was old but solidly built, and when their lack of siege equipment or siege mages was considered, it would take a while to tackle if he did not want to sacrifice too many lives.

“If the gates were open, how confident are you in taking the place to your satisfaction?” Cal asked in response.

“If the gates were open? One hour and those thugs inside would be finished,” Guilbert answered with a questioning look.

“I see,” Cal said as she lightly leaped off her horse and landed on her feet. “Wait here for a bit. You’ll not be able to miss the signal to charge, so have the troops ready to go.”

Guilbert watched half in wonderment as the half-Elven woman casually walked towards the gate in the palisade and how her halberd deftly swatted away any arrows that actually got aimed close enough to her. There weren’t many, which was a testament to the poor quality of training de Burgess’s troops had. It did not take long before she stood before the gate, too close for the archers stationed atop the palisade to shoot at her.

Cal took a deep breath and relaxed as she felt her magical energies course throughout her body. She flipped her halberd in her grip so its spike-like hammerhead faced down, and her eyes scanned the solid wooden gates. Cal kept a note on her mind where the bar that barred the entrance lay, pulled her weapon back, then swung at the spot with a violent motion of her arms. A loud crack echoed in the stunned silence that followed, and she drew her weapon back, satisfied with the results. The bar did not entirely break apart but was very close to, and after several kicks—enhanced thoroughly with her magic—at the right spot, the gates gave up and slowly swung open.

Guilbert’s army did not miss that unmistakable signal and charged forward with great speed with their shields held high. A few of the thuggish soldiers within the palisade climbed down from their perch at the top of the walls to close the gates. Even so, Cal just nonchalantly batted or kicked those away without a care, and much like Guilbert promised, there was no more fighting not ten minutes after his soldiers stormed the fort.

Cal and Guilbert himself—followed by twenty of his best soldiers—were the ones to breach the locked doors of the manse in the middle of the old fortifications. To her pleasant surprise, some ten cultists that attacked her on sight greeted Cal. She left those alive and merely disabled them—likely permanently most times—to leave more witnesses and evidence for Guilbert to use as needed.

De Burgess himself, they found sequestered in his room. The man had packed his valuables in many chests and sacks—far too many valuables and jewelry for a noble who lived in such poor lands—and had clearly been intent on making his escape, but was not given a chance to. The overweight, sweaty noble aimed a crossbow with hands that trembled much like pudding would at Cal and Guilbert as they literally kicked the door open.

“Statham! I should have known this would be the work of a low-life cretin like you!” the obese noble raved. “And you brought more of your vile subhuman ilk with you in my noble presence! Begone to Hell with you, mixlings!”

De Burgess pulled the trigger on his crossbow. The shot was aimed at Guilbert, but Cal intercepted the bolt before Guilbert could bring his shield up, allowing the bolt to puncture through her left arm. She brought her arm over her face, bolt still attached, and tentatively sniffed at the head of the bolt before giving it a tiny lick to the utterly befuddled look of Guilbert and the mounting horror on de Burgess’s face.

“Hmm… itch and numbness considered, I’d say this is likely a mix of hightshade and hemlock, probably cut with some red widow venom…” Cal mentioned nonchalantly, with a smack of her lips, her magic already at work to quarantine and expel the poison that entered her bloodstream. “Tell me, my dear baron, with all this, would it count as grave insult, assault, and attempted murder of a foreign dignitary under your laws?”

“Uh. That would be correct, Grand Marshall Ambervale,” Guilbert answered after he snapped out of his befuddlement. “And considering his low rank and grave offense committed to a foreign dignitary of esteemed position, I doubt anyone would bat an eye were you to exact retribution for his actions,” he added, now with an understanding grin.

To do things this way would throw a good bit of the responsibility to Cal—and to the Al-Shan Empire behind her—but the way she saw it, if Xain and Halmout wanted to saddle her with a sky-high empty title, they knew exactly what they were in for, anyway. They shouldn’t mind cleaning up the mess she left behind—not that it would be much of one with such a cut-and-clean witnessed case.

When Cal and Guilbert left de Burgess’s room five minutes later, and the latter ordered some soldiers to have the valuables in the room collected and cleaned up, Cal had a satisfied look on her face and whistled a merry tune. In contrast, Guilbert looked pale and occasionally gave a wary glance at the woman that walked beside him.

The guards they had left outside the room knew better than to ask about the inhuman wails that echoed throughout the manse for the past few minutes.
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Chapter 33: Finishing Touches

“Take care, lest your protests grow tiresome! I have asked for so little! Anyone would think that I have asked you and your sons to serve me in eternal servitude, yet in my blessed and boundless mercy, I have merely asked for your daughters to warm my beds. Surely you would not deny your rightful lord his little enjoyments?” 

—Infamous last words of Viscount Horatio de Burgess, circa 527 FP, shortly before he was lynched by a raging mob

On the one hand, maybe Cal overdid things a little when she broke every bone in the fat noble’s arms and legs into tiny pieces and tied them up into a ribbon knot while he wailed and soiled his pants from the pain. She was quite uncertain whether the man had died from excessive pain or fear, for he expired before she had done half of what she intended to do with him.

The whole “incident” could be comfortably thrown on her head, relieving Guilbert from most of the pressure associated with such incidents. Unlike him, Cal had the backing of an entire nation behind her. Besides, they could have done nothing to her as an individual. Not unless they mobilized what few archmagus they had and were willing to take heavy losses.

In fact, when she considered all the stories, rumors, and bard songs about herself in the journey so far, the sort of overwhelming violence she just did would be precisely how the Alcideans expected the Blood Demon of Al-Shan to react to such a slight.

“Was that… really necessary?” Guilbert asked her nervously after they had retreated for the night to the opulent living room in de Burgess’s manse.

“Probably not,” Cal admitted. “Though it would give more credibility to those bard songs they already sing of me. And besides, you can just toss the responsibility for that fat fuck’s death on my head. Which isn’t a lie since you didn’t even lay a finger on him.”

“Which would mean…” Guilbert fell deep in thought for a moment before his features brightened. “I could even justify my presence here to prevent the situation from worsening.”

“You could even claim his bunch of thugs had terrorized the populace after the silly bastard committed suicide by me. Considering how they acted, I don’t think that’d be a far-fetched idea,” Cal added, pleased at how quickly he caught the implication. “And you brought your troops in to restore order like a good neighbor would.”

“That definitely could work,” Guilbert admitted. “Would that not trouble you, though?”

“No offense, but unless your country employed a void archmagus in the past year, none of the ones you employ could even make me stay here against my will. Not even if they worked together,” she elaborated. “And besides, I highly doubt Ezram would want to compound their troubles by committing to an act that would basically be equivalent to declaring war on Al-Shan.”

As the matter stood, the Ezram Kingdom had, on paper, one of the largest militaries in Western Alcidea. Still, the bulk of the army they could muster relied on peasant levy, and their high-caliber combatants were sorely lacking compared to their neighbors.

They had all of five archmagus in their employ—Cal did not even deign to acknowledge the many theory-crafter archmages they had—and of the five, only two were focused more on the combative aspects of magic. Neither of them had good compatibility when faced with blood mages like herself. Even the Orcish tribes to their north had around twenty archmagus, most of which specialized in combat because of the Orcish warrior culture. Bogdan of the Beastfangs was one too.

“No, I doubt those old bastards have anywhere near enough mettle for that indeed,” Guilbert said with a disappointed sigh at the state of his own country. “What are you writing, if I may know?”

“Just a formal letter explaining this ‘incident’ from my perspective for you to pass on to your council,” Cal stated, blowing on the paper to dry the ink faster. “Do you have any wax? I didn’t make it a habit to bring some with me.”

“I do, here,” Guilbert said as he handed her a small wax block. Cal heated the wax by the flame of a candle before she dripped a measured amount on the bottom of the letter, then pulled out a signet ring from her storage and stamped it—the signet ring had been packed along with the sets of formal clothes Xain gave her.

“If you bring this letter along with that fat fucker’s corpse with you, it should lend good credibility to the story,” Cal said as she handed the roll of parchment to Guilbert, the roll once again sealed and stamped by her signet. “I’d recommend keeping it preserved, though. Otherwise, it’d stink to high heaven by the time you reach the capital.”

“I have an ice mage in my employ. Should do the job, I think,” Guilbert nodded. “I presume you plan to act separately?”

“Yes. I take it you’ll need, what? Another week to get this place under control and functioning properly before you head to the capital to report?” Cal asked, answered by Guilbert’s curt nod. “I’ll be heading there ahead of you to lodge a formal complaint to set the fire under their asses first, then I’ll head for Knallzog. By the way, did the fat bastard have any heirs?”

“No direct lineage from himself. As best as my knowledge goes, that scum was impotent in bed, thank the gods,” Guilbert mentioned. “His heir would be a second cousin, a scholar in the capital. I know the lass, a decent sort, who professed nothing but loathing for her cousin. If she becomes the next Baroness de Burgess, I’m confident we could work something out satisfactorily.”

“That’s good to hear,” Cal nodded. “I’ll leave these lands to your capable hands then, Baron Guilbert.”

“You have my gratitude for the aid you have rendered to the people of Ezram, Lady Ambervale,” Guilbert said. He rose from his seat this time and gave her a formal bow. “It has truly been my honor to make your acquaintance.”

“You’re a good man, Guilbert. I hope you do these people well,” Cal said in return. “Otherwise, I wouldn’t mind lodging another complaint the next time I pass by.”
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Not three days after she departed from the late Baron de Burgess’s manse, Cal was waylaid by a group of nearly thirty assailants on the road in broad daylight. Assailants that spouted bullshit about human supremacy and dressed much like the group of cultists she annihilated near Poschei.

Apparently, some cultists housed by de Burgess were smart enough to escape the moment they heard an army was approaching but not smart enough—or maybe they simply had no news of what happened to their brethren up north—to pick on someone their own size.

Not five minutes later, Cal was left with twenty corpses in various states of butchery and seven badly injured survivors she had spared on purpose for the time being. Those seven trembled as she approached them with her halberd—still dripping with blood from the cultists she butchered—casually leaning on her shoulder.

“Now… are you boys and girls going to be more talkative than the last bunch? Or would you need some… persuasion first?”

Unlike the previous group, these cultists visibly trembled but kept silent even as they looked at her with trepidation. She did not wait long and picked the youngest of them—the least likely to know anything of value—to use as a demonstration piece.

Cal had no tools in hand this time, so she used one of her throwing daggers to roughly pry out the cultist’s fingernails and toenails before she slowly and methodically broke every bone in his hands and feet, one at a time. The young cultist cried, wailed, and screamed in pain throughout the ordeal. He lost control over his bladder and bowels until his mind could take no more, and the man flopped to the ground, where he no longer drew breath. A quick inspection showed Cal that he had bitten off his tongue and swallowed it.

“Well, smart boy, that one,” Cal commented dryly as she turned to the remaining six cultists, all of whom had visibly paled. “Now, which of you boys and girls feels like talking, or would you prefer another demonstration first?”

The remaining cultists proved far more talkative indeed.
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Chapter 34: Human Sacrifice

“People used to call us elves savages, and in bygone days, we were indeed a savage people. However, the insane acts fanatical humans have done over the ages put every savagery of ours to shame, I believe.” 

—Grand Elder Nydia of the Great Emerald Forest

Cal was no beginner to interrogation. She spread the six remaining cultists between the corners of the clearing where she had brought them. They were far enough they could not communicate with one another without shouting—assuming they could even do while gagged and blindfolded—and Cal interrogated them one at a time. She ensured they knew their story would be compared to their companions.

After she was done with all six, she removed their blindfolds, then calmly announced to them that some stories did not match the others. It was a blatant lie from her side that none of the cultists could disprove. Then she picked the one cultist who had sounded too eager to spill the beans when she interrogated her and turned the young woman into her next example.

This one proved not smart enough to commit suicide and was left as a crumpled heap in the middle of the clearing who still twitched from time to time. Cal had not even bothered to end her misery before she interrogated the remaining five cultists.

She repeated the process until only two of them were left before the veracity of the information they confessed reasonably satisfied her. Then she mercifully ended each of their lives swiftly with a quick twist of the neck.

After she cleaned herself up, she checked her notes. The information these cultists confessed included one story that they most likely rehearsed as their cover—though she would still follow it up on a later date—and gave her three locations where she might find more of their ilk. Two were along the path to Barzum, where she was headed.

The first one proved empty. The abandoned hut hidden in a small roadside forest had seen some activity recently, but it was likely from the same cultists she had already met in northern Ezram. She could tell from the signs that they were likely the last ones to have used this place, which probably meant no more of their ilk had headed northwards since.

As she continued her journey, the villages she passed by were tense, for apparently, there had been a very recent string of disappearances of young mothers and children in nearby towns. All of the mothers had young mixed-race children. The villages were not that far from the second location she learned of.

It did not take her long to discover the second location, a network of caverns that probably used to be kobold lairs judging from their size, but were later known to have been used by bandits to serve as their hideout. She quickly noticed the guards that kept watch by the cavern entrance, both of whom looked bored.

When she walked out of the forest openly and noticed the look of disgust and hatred in their eyes—much like all the other cultists gave her before—she did not wait and promptly flung a pair of darts at their throats. She did not even look back at the corpses she left behind—chances were, whoever was inside was up to nothing good.

Cal drew two of her machetes as she walked through the caverns with a slight stoop, the ceiling uncomfortably short for someone of her height, and the cramped quarters of the cavern would render her halberd challenging to use. Along the way, she stumbled upon a room where a few people were sleeping, and just as luck would have it, one of them had the same robe many of the cultists wore—hard to mistake the emblem of a centuries-dead kingdom—being hung to dry.

None of the occupants of that room would ever wake up again after she was finished with them.

To her surprise, she found more rooms showing signs of habitation—she counted enough space for at least one hundred fifty people. The cavern complex was far vaster than her predictions—yet with nary a soul in sight.

She finally found where everyone was when she saw what was easily the most enormous room in the cavern complex. It was a large natural cavern, as evidenced by its multitude of stalagmites and stalactites, with a small underground stream running along one wall of the room. The room’s far end was flattened, and she could see a roughly hewn altar. There was a man wearing cultist garb behind it as he apparently preached their doctrine to the crowd of over a hundred cultists who filled every nook and cranny of the cavernous space.

Many torches brightened the cavernous space, while Cal had stayed at a shadowed bend in the corridor, so she was practically invisible to the cultists within. On the far side, behind the preacher, she could see several tied-up figures—the missing women and children from nearby villages, to her best guess. She had intended to watch first, to learn as much as she could, but soon after, what the cultist by the altar did forced her hand.

The cultist roughly deposited the youngest of the children—a babe not a year old, of some therian heritage—on top of the altar and unsheathed a wicked-looking curved dagger from his belt. The cultist had just raised his arms and claimed that the “filthy half-breed” would be sacrificed to the gods when he was very rudely interrupted.

If one could call the sudden intrusion of the business end of a halberd to one’s face an “interruption,” that is.

Cal fell upon the surprised cultists with machetes in her hands before they could react. The preacher was too far away for her to feel confident about her chances of throwing darts, and her halberd would be challenging to use in the terrain. In contrast, she knew she could throw the halberd far more accurately, even with the distance involved.

As the cultists had apparently assembled for a ceremonial purpose, most were unarmed, with some fortunate enough to have a dagger in hand. Some of them were also mages, and those she marked for immediate elimination, especially after one lightning mage shot a lightning bolt at her. The bolt left a scorch mark on her skin but likely did worse things to the cultist that had tried to grapple her, for he went down in convulsions. For the mage’s troubles, Cal ended her life with a dart between the eyes.

For her to wipe out the one hundred forty-odd mostly unarmed cultists that remained was more of a chore than anything, if she were to be honest. She made sure to spare some to interrogate later, but most of them she would just put down much like how she would put down an animal.

By the time she was finished some ten minutes later, the tied and gagged women and children by the altar watched her with apparent fear and trepidation in their eyes. She noted that one woman had somehow grabbed the baby from the altar despite her binds and now had the baby safely on her lap as they hid behind the altar itself. She nodded in approval when she noticed the women had covered the children’s eyes during the carnage.

It took her a few minutes to calm the kidnapped women down after she removed their binds and gags, which, to be fair, wasn’t entirely their fault. None of these women had likely even seen a murder in their lives, and she just hoped she did not excessively traumatize them. At least they had the presence of mind to cover the children’s eyes.

Cal escorted the women and children to the nearest room, where she was glad to find some rations and clean clothes they could make use of. She bodily dragged the few cultists that were still alive after she tied them up nicely and gathered them into a room closer to the entrance than where she left the women and children. Then she retrieved her halberd, as she had thrown it with enough force that the spearhead had punched through the preacher’s head and nailed him to the wall.

She then informed the women that they might want to plug their ears for the next couple of hours and that she would escort them back to their homes after she was done.


Side Story 3

Side Story 3: A Deal with the Devil… Fish?

“In times past, they had applied the term ‘devilfish’ to many sea creatures before people learned more of them, including but not limited to sea serpents, krakens, manta rays, and many of their smaller ilk. Nowadays, people call them by their proper names, but it did little to diminish the fear their otherworldly appearances might cause, regardless.” 

—Humboldt Costeau, Professor of Aquatic Life at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

Captain Bresilas Gtou’rergh of the excellent ship Kraken’s Bounty did not quite like the attention his humble ship had recently attracted from the imperial authorities. He thought they asked more questions than usual when he came by to trade in the empire compared to the last time. Many rather pointed questions which poked at how he had such a steady supply of rare items that few merchants could even buy.

His suspicions mainly lay on the young space mage he picked up as a passenger on the previous trip to the empire—one who was present when Old Ragiula rendezvoused with the ship as usual. Shortly before, he noticed the extra attention the port authorities seemed to pay him and his boat. Though, they never actually did anything out of the line and were just more investigative than what he knew to expect. The mage was under the deck when he met Ragiula, but he knew from experience that space mages were capable of “sensing” things that happened in a specific range around them.

He hoped this most recent trip of his would not prove to be problematic, at least. The ship’s cargo holds were loaded with items sourced from the empire or traded from deeper merfolk settlements. Many of them treated Al-Shan as a trade hub because of its proximity to the mainlands. They were items that were scarce on the continent and thus would fetch a good profit for him and his crew. Of course, a section of the hold was occupied by many barrels of fine Dwarven ale for Old Ragiula, and that space would be exchanged for the various bounties of the deeps she would offer them in return.

For passengers, during this trip he also had more than usual: two small-time merchants who paid for passage for themselves and their goods, two groups of younger people who seemed to wish to find adventure on the mainlands, and what looked to be a wealthy family on vacation. At a glance, he could tell the old man who led the family to likely be an official, as it was clear from how the man carried himself. He was with an equally old woman who was likely his spouse and two younger women with enough family resemblance between them. They were likely to be his descendants. The young teenaged boy with them did not look like he was descended from the old man, but for all Silas knew, he might have just taken after his father’s looks. They had an ancient warrior and two younger ones along as guards and had paid a pretty penny to rent his best rooms for the trip.

The trip was uneventful for the first four days of the journey, and Silas grew quite fond of the young teenage boy. He was always around the place asking about everything that puzzled his young mind and was usually chaperoned by one guard and the youngest woman. He liked the inquisitive boy, and something about him reminded him of Cal, who had been a guest aboard his ship just a year prior. Probably the way the boy jumped at unusual merfolk delicacies that usually turned land-dwellers green in the gills with gusto like she had—often to the protest of the old official who was then made to shut up through food to the mouth.

On the morning of the trip’s fifth day, things went awry. As was her habit, Old Ragiula sent out some “presents” for them before she arrived—in this case, a gigantic manta ray easily twenty meters in width from side to side. This naturally scared most passengers and made them take cover below decks. All the passengers except the family, who stayed and watched calmly as Silas and his men dispatched the gigantic creature. They did not even budge when some smaller rays jumped out of the water behind their matriarch. He saw out of the corner of his eye how the old warrior that guarded the family just nonchalantly bisected a two-meter specimen that leaped their way with a single slash of his curved sword.

Neither did the family react much when Ragiula and her brood came up as usual, other than how the old man and his guards tensed notably. They made no move to do anything during his regular trade. However, the boy—escorted by the youngest woman and the old guard—curiously eyed the items Ragiula had brought for trade from the deep seas and seemed to have adopted some complex thoughts at their sight. His brows furrowed in consideration in an expression that felt out of place on his young, immature features.

Silas was about to say farewell to Ragiula and ask the family to help him keep his little secret, when the boy gestured to the rest and the old man strode forward to the edge of the deck nearest Ragiula with a sigh. He then gave a formal bow and formally announced himself to the kraken as one Halmout Mansoor, Prime Minister of the Al-Shan Empire, and he begged her pardon for the interruption. All of which he delivered in a perfectly fluent, accent-less Merfolk language—something Silas did not think many non-merfolk in the world could boast of.

His brows raised in consternation when he saw Halmout extract ten large clay urns as tall as an adult’s waist, all ornately decorated and sealed, and offered them to the kraken as a token of apology and goodwill. A gesture the kraken then reciprocated with curiosity as she carefully wound one of her tentacles around one urn and gently raised it up, the seal removed expertly by another two tentacles. Silas watched as the ancient kraken poured out the dark alcoholic liquid, for its aroma bluntly proclaimed its value even from this distance. The liquor went right down its massive gullet, and he saw the old thing practically sparkle with joy as shades of bright greens, yellows, and reds danced across its skin.

“Honored Lady Ragiula,” the boy said in a very formal tone, his merfolk language nowhere near as good as the old man’s but still very acceptable. “We land-dwellers from the empire would like to propose a trade with your honored self. A trade that we believe will benefit both us and your brood.”

Silas sighed as the ancient kraken gestured to him to tell these newcomers what she said—for they had not the centuries of acquaintanceship and familiarity needed to understand what she wanted said just from her gestures. “Ragiula said she is curious about what you have in mind and would like to know how you learned about her,” he said in Ragiula’s stead.

“While most would indeed dismiss the idea of a civilized kraken as a tall tale, my dear captain, when said tale came from one of the most promising of the royal court’s mages, it loses much in implausibility,” the boy explained, as he now looked far more mature than his age and features would have suggested. The inquisitive young boy, full of curiosity, seemed to have suddenly been replaced by a young man who was used to a position of command. “Fear not, though. We will keep your little secret with us, and you are free to continue with your business as usual. We’ll also tell off those port clerks to stop being so nosy.”

“All we would like to suggest to honored Ragiula would be to offer her a place to rest in our waters. If she liked it enough to move her brood there, all the better. In exchange for protection in case foreigners ever threaten our lands, we will offer her the finest of our hospitalities for both her and her brood,” the boy explained. “Would that not be a suggestion that benefits both sides, captain?”

Silas had to stop and ponder the matter for a while, even as Ragiula did. The offer was indeed exceptionally attractive, were he to be honest. The empire would be impervious to naval attacks if it had an ancient kraken like Ragiula and her brood making their home there. It was definitely a more than worthwhile exchange for the food and drink the kraken would likely request. With what he knew of Ragiula’s character—speak of the devil, she just gestured that she felt the proposal was to her liking—she would likely accept.

Several more exchanges of words and gestures between the two sides sealed the deal, which the old kraken toasted with one of the large urns of alcohol offered by the imperials. It was a gesture they did not need Silas to translate as they distributed mugs, filled them with alcohol, and toasted the kraken. The imperials came prepared, as they had another hundred large urns and many large watertight containers filled with delicacies to give the kraken a taste of their hospitality. The amount alone meant there must be at least two substantial storage artifacts among the party to have carried all those. It was of a mind-boggling prospect when he considered that smaller kingdoms usually had maybe two of those at most, and those were treated as national treasures.

“That was quite a fruitful encounter. Would you not say so, Captain?” the boy asked after Ragiula had left cheerfully with all the delicacies plied onto her.

“I would say it was… boy,” Silas admitted, still somewhat thrown off by the whole situation. “Or should I have called you… Your Majesty Xain Haroone, Emperor of the Al-Shan Empire?”

“Just Xain will do, captain. We were never officially here, you see?” the boy-emperor winked at Silas as he said so. “We thank you for your fine hospitality during our stay regardless, and as a little reward, all taxes are exempt from any merchant ship that flies your flags in the empire.”

“Well bargained and done, boy. Well bargained and done,” Silas said, as he shook the young emperor’s hand with a sigh of resignation.

Silas learned that the family was related to Halmout and that the old guard was no less than the empire’s general of the army.

Xain and most of the “family” discreetly left the ship by teleportation. Apparently, they had several smaller boats follow them, each separated by roughly one day’s travel, with life-space mages on board, which allowed them to basically travel straight back to the empire by relay. 

Only the middle-aged woman who introduced herself as Samira and the two younger guards stayed with the ship, as they were on a mission to act as envoys to the city-states.

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to the rest of the world, the Al-Shan Archipelago had earned itself a mighty protector for what most would deem a ridiculously cheap cost.
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Chapter 35: Champion of the Gods?

“For the gods to claim a champion in their name in the world is not an unheard-of case. However, to date, history does not know what purposes these champions serve, for the known ones have never exhibited power beyond their means before their appointment.” 

—From History Of The Champions Of The Gods

Five days later

Cal had done as she promised and escorted the village women and children back to their homes, where they were received with tears of joy and many fists that shook in anger when their fellows heard what their kidnappers had planned for them. Cal considered what information she forced out of the cultists back at the cavern, and she did not like what they implied, even if she took the information with a grain of salt.

Unfortunately, what the information implied proved most likely to be true just the night after she arrived at Barzum, the royal capital of Ezram Kingdom. Since it was already late in the afternoon when she arrived, she had simply asked the guard to relay a message that she would pay a visit to the foreign affairs minister the next day, along with a formal complaint about a certain Baron de Burgess. She had not expected an assassin to sneak into her room at the expensive inn she stayed at that midnight.

Too bad for the assassin, four decades of civil war and an Elven sense of hearing meant she was a very light sleeper. She had not even bothered to arm herself and simply stabbed the assassin with his own dagger before she went back to sleep. She only bothered to report the assassination attempt after she had refreshed herself and dressed up the next morning.

Cal wore her full formal wear and even had the signet ring on her finger. She elegantly sipped a cup of hartbloom tea—from her own stock—when an exasperated foreign affairs minister and his deputy came to meet her at the inn.

“I am most unimpressed by the hospitality your nation has shown so far, Minister Fargo,” she said, her tone stern, much like a military officer reprimanding a subordinate. To affect the tone of a haughty noble would probably have worked better, but damned if she had any idea on how to do that.

“O-our most sincere apologies!” the minister, a balding, middle-aged chubby human named Nicodemus Fargo, said. Even if Cal were not from a nation notably stronger than his own in every aspect, it would already be a gross diplomatic faux pas for one of their nobles to commit such an offense to a foreign dignitary. And that’s with last night’s assassin unaccounted for yet. “P-Please rest assured that such incidents will not happen again!”

“Are you referring to the fat noble or the assassin who bothered my sleep last night?” she countered. From the dawning horror on his face, she could tell he probably was not briefed on that incident yet. “Animosity between nations had been started over smaller matters, as I am certain you’re aware of.”

When the minister left the inn fifteen minutes later, the man was thoroughly chastened and drenched in sweat. Cal may have not enjoyed politics, but old Halmout had been quite adamant in ensurin she knew her way around it.

Either way, the assassin last night made the implication that some figures higher in the Ezram government might be more likely in collusion with the cultists, unless they somehow had tracked her presence without her knowledge, a much unlikelier possibility. She meant for the public complaint she made just now to serve as a distraction from her true intentions, for she had intended to do something more covert in Barzum.

Namely, to check if the information she gained from the cultists that the supposed “Champion of the Gods” was in the main temple for Austrofuri was accurate or not.
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Later that night, Cal left the inn. To those who kept an eye on her, she patronized the local food stalls before she took a turn down a small alley and simply vanished from sight.

She simply ran through several small alleys at inhuman speed and, once in a secluded space, switched the bright yellow summer wear she wore for a set of dark blue trousers and tunic. Her alabaster skin would be rather glaringly obvious in the night, regardless. For the same reason, she wrapped her hair in a bandanna and smeared a thin coat of brown foundation powder over her face.

She simply toured the streets of the capital afterward. Most observers who did not know her were likely to just mistake her for a wood elf from the south, where they have tanned skin. She simply acted like a tourist looking around the place and even entered the main temple openly to have a look, pretended to pray inside.

Much later in the night, she climbed up a tree next to the temple’s back wall when there was no one to look. She could see from the temple complex they had several smaller buildings separate from the main temple. And there were many acolytes on guard even at this hour of the night, with their efforts apparently focused on one building in particular.

What was particular was how the guards were arranged as if they were there to guard for an escape attempt instead of intruders. The building had iron bars on its windows, which further reinforced that hypothesis.

How to get inside proved a minor quandary that resolved itself when she spied a rather opulent carriage stop in front of the temple—a curious time for a visit—and half the guards were apparently called over to the main complex. Cal took that opportunity to sneak in on the unguarded side of the wall and made her way towards the barred window.

The iron bars were relatively thin and not even made of that good a material, which made it easy enough for Cal to create a gap barely large enough for her to squeeze through while making next to no noise. Inside the building was a relatively well-furnished cell and what seemed like a pureblooded human held prisoner, who looked at the intruder to his prison with trepidation and hope.

“So, whoever you are, why would a temple keep you confined here, hmm?” Cal asked the young man quietly. Now that she had given him a closer look, she noticed the young man wasn’t human. He merely looked remarkably close to one. Subtle signs were present that hinted at a wildly mixed ancestry that somehow combined to make him nearly indistinguishable from how a human looked.

“Name’s Ergan Zauz, milady, bard by trade,” the man said with an equally quiet voice that failed to hide its melodious qualities. Combined with his classically good looks, he would likely be a charmer for most women. “And to be honest, I’m not sure either. One night I was drinking and chatting with patrons in a bar, and the next day I woke up here.”

“A couple times, they had me paralyzed and sat me down on a throne where this bunch of lunatics called me some champion or something. I don’t even know what’s going on!” he added, somewhat exasperated. “The freaks were all about this human supremacy ratshit, and I don’t even have a shred of human blood in me! Not that I ever dared to tell them that…”

“Wait a moment, you’re the supposed ‘Champion of the Gods?’”

“Err… I dunno. Does having some weird-ass dream where some green figure made outta wind tells you that you’re his champion from now on count? ‘Cause that’s the closest thing I can offer.”

“Let me guess. You told that story to others while drinking before you got brought here?”

“Uhh… yes?”

“You’re quite the spoony bard, aren’t you?” Cal said. One palm covered her face as she figured out the situation.
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Chapter 36: A Tussle in the Temple

Corruption has always been the plague that prosperous nations have failed to eradicate throughout history. When there is prosperity, there will always be those who seek to enrich their coffers to the detriment of others.” 

—Barkus Finlay, The Hows And Whys Of A Nations Rise And Fall

Cal massaged her forehead for a moment as she collated the information this discovery had brought to light. First, the “Champion of the Gods” seemed to be just a typical bard who was taken unaware and was unwilling to participate in the cultist’s charade. Of course, nearly a year ago, in the city-states to be exact, there had been an occasion like those noted in history where the gods announced to their clergy that they had elected a champion. The fact that she had heard the news about how the Deity of Wind had elected a champion in the mortal world well before she even reached Ezram meant there might be some credibility to his tale. It would also explain why he had not been harmed at all by the cultists so far. 

Second, that they incarcerated him inside the main temple complex of the clergy that worshiped Aistrofuri could only mean one thing. Someone high in the clergy’s hierarchy was in cahoots with, if not outright a member of, the cultists. That complicated matters some, since if her memory did not fail her, the archbishop of the main temple was one of the five archmagus in the kingdom, an ice-affinity if she remembered right. Not an opponent she had any reason to fear in a fight, but his status made things somewhat more troublesome.

To escape with the bard in tow and have him give a very public statement from safety would throw a wrench in their plans, but that plan had a minor issue. Namely, getting him out would require her to make a larger exit, as he was broader than her at the shoulders, and the gap she came in through was an extremely tight fit. There was no way to do that without a commotion that would attract the clergy—and the likely many cultists amongst them.

“Uh, milady? While I appreciate the company, you might want to make yourself scarce,” Ergan said warily. “If I did not miscount, tonight is a new moon, and they always fetched me to their meeting around midnight or so.”

“They? Did you have a good look at those that came to fetch you?”

“There were always three of them present. One was Archbishop Faris. I think the second was Dean Septem of the Noble’s Academy. We know him to be a lightning archmage, and he’s the one that kept me paralyzed all the time,” he answered. “I don’t know the third one, some old crone wearing the same robes as the lunatics.”

“And they come together, you say? That would make it quite… convenient,” Cal replied with a smirk. She discarded the plan to quietly leave with Ergan in tow, and chose to blow up the situation to proportions impossible to ignore instead. Best of all, if things went well, Xain wouldn’t even need to clean up after her, as the Ezram Kingdom would have to thank her instead.

“Stay here, ideally under your bed to be safe. Don’t come out no matter the ruckus you hear later till I’m back, got it?” she told Ergan, who nodded with some surprise but quickly followed her instructions and hid underneath the solid wood frame of the bed.

Cal got out from the same gap she entered, then climbed to the roof of the building and laid low above the entrance as she waited for her quarry to arrive.

When she saw three individuals who chatted quietly as they approached, she quickly identified them as the trio Ergan mentioned. The bald man in luxurious green clergy robes was likely the archbishop, while next to him was the older, bearded man who dressed like a stereotypical wizard, probably the dean. It amazed her that the old crone wore her cultist robes just underneath a cloak instead of changing to them at a different place, which probably meant more of the temple was compromised than she thought.

A half dozen acolytes trailed behind them, as well as one middle-aged woman she recognized: the deputy foreign affairs minister she met earlier in the day. Whether Fargo was involved in this mess was uncertain, but when his reactions this morning were considered, she thought it was not likely the case. It would explain how someone found out fast enough to send an assassin the night she reached Barzum.

Cal bothered a little with words and struck first while the enemy remained unaware. Her arm flickered as soon as they were close enough as she threw several throwing darts at high speed.

The crone apparently caught sight of a glimpse of movement and reacted in time as she erected a barrier of stone to cover herself and her two compatriots. The speed and ease of her actions marked her as another archmage, at the least. Cal’s throwing darts bounced off the stone barrier. One of them was deflected, although at a slight angle, and struck Fargo’s deputy right in the throat by coincidence.

As she jumped off the rooftop and slammed her halberd right at the archbishop, Cal found a sturdy ice barrier blocking her full-force swing. The ice barrier broke into a thousand pieces, but it halted the momentum of her attack and bought time for the archbishop to slide away on a path of ice. Despite the failure, she still felt somewhat gratified to hear the curses of “sub-human!” uttered by the crone and two acolytes, since they confirmed she got the right people.

“Who dares assail Archbishop Faris of the Grand Temple of Austrofuri! Fear you not the wrath of the gods!?” the old dean yelled, now that he had recovered from his surprise.

“Archbishop of the Theodinaz Cult, you surely mean, hmm?” Cal answered playfully even as she threw another handful of darts, this time blocked by both the Archbishop and the Crone.

“Vile sub-human bastard! Our cause is given to us by the gods themselves! To stand against us is to blaspheme!” the archbishop said with rage as he threw several lances of ice that Cal just deflected away with ease.

“Speak no more, Faris,” the crone said. “Just kill this interloper before she causes too large a commotion. We don’t want to attract the city guard here.”

Septem and Faris followed that advice from the crone and did their damndest to kill Cal. Or at least they tried to. Septem proved to be one of the oft-mocked “armchair archmages” who was more theory than practice, and Cal just ignored his lightning bolts even as they left scorch marks on her. Faris’s use of ice was far more practiced, but he was too slow to hit her properly. The crone had focused on defense so far, but Cal guessed she might be in the middle of preparation for a larger spell.

That proved irrelevant soon after, as Cal found her first opening and took an ice lance to the stomach on purpose to strike at Septem. At a glance, her strike seemed to fall short. Still, as Septem collapsed to his knees and desperately tried to keep his intestines inside his abdominal cavity, everyone realized she had enough reach to disembowel him with the edge of her weapon’s spearhead.

She did not have the time to close in and finish him. However, as the crone finished her spell, a gigantic fist of stone suddenly emerged from the ground and slammed into Cal’s side. The impact was strong enough to send her flying into a nearby building where she dented its brick wall, and she could feel that at least a couple of ribs were cracked by that strike.

That just made a savage grin spread on her lips.

The crone had by now placed herself in a basket-like structure set on the back of the four-meter-tall stone golem she conjured, her head positioned just so she could look over the golem’s head while the Archbishop kept trying to bombard Cal with lances of ice. By now, the acolytes nearby had all died, some by Cal’s hands, others from stray strikes from their own compatriots.

Cal herself had her flesh scorched in over a dozen places, a large wound through the stomach courtesy of the ice lance she took a hit from, a couple broken bones, and many bruises from the impacts, yet she grinned wildly as she charged right back at the archbishop and the crone.
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Chapter 37: Danse Macabre

“To describe Dame Ambervale when she fought? Why, my friend, the best answer I could give would be that the battlefield was a dance floor, and the dame, she danced a dance of death for those who stood in her path.” 

—Mustafa bey Leung, current Marshall of the Army of the Al-Shan Empire

Septem was busy with being disemboweled, and the acolytes that arrived and tried to join the fight from time to time never lasted long, taken down by stray projectiles from their own allies or by Cal herself.

Now left with two opponents, Cal focused her efforts on the archbishop. The golem was relatively fast and agile for its size, but it was also a less threatening opponent for her now that it no longer had the element of surprise.

She chased Archbishop Faris all over the temple courtyard and used buildings and trees as footholds as she leaped around much like a cat would. The man desperately tried to stay out of her reach using paths of ice he glided on, with ice lances thrown at her from time to time. The stone golem with the crone on its back chased after her but could not quite keep up, and Cal purposefully kept herself between the archbishop and the crone.

Faris finally ceased his escape when they circled back to where Septem laid—by now a corpse with his face locked in an expression of despair and suffering—and raised a massive wall of ice, easily twice as thick as the one he raised when she first attacked him. His intent appeared to be to threaten a pincer together with the crone and at least force her to alter her course.

So Cal did the last thing they expected. She charged right at the wall and struck it so hard it nearly shattered outright. When the stone golem came behind her and swung its fist, she did not dodge it either and braced herself for the impact instead as she took it to her left side while angling herself so she would be launched right at the spot where she struck the wall earlier.

Her mangled form burst through the wall as the stone golem’s fist pushed her out, and to Faris’s surprise, she eyed him with a savage grin even as she flew out with cuts all over and the left half of her torso mangled and broken. He stared at her in surprise when she threw her halberd like a javelin right through his chest. He shortly collapsed dead on the ground with a befuddled look.

Cal walked to the archbishop’s corpse with a slight limp and extracted her weapon from his chest. Her broken left arm was basically controlled purely with her mana at this point. She turned to the shocked crone atop her golem, who had just burst through the remains of the ice wall herself.

The crone clearly specialized in stone manipulation, specifically in using golems. Golems themselves had a massive advantage in combat against most foes. A golem feels no pain and knows no fatigue.

Unfortunately for the crone, the same could be said of a blood mage of Cal’s caliber, which turned it into a battle of attrition based on who had deeper mana reserves.

Fists, then crude stone weapons, clashed with the halberd of mithril and ebony heartwood, and stone was rapidly found wanting. The crone found her mana rapidly consumed when she was forced to repair her golem over and repeatedly. In contrast, despite her outwardly horrible condition, her opponent fought on with strength utterly disproportional to her slender figure and stamina that seemed unending.

The crone entertained thoughts of retreat the third time she crudely conjured a stone club, which was shattered by her opponent’s much smaller weapon. She dismissed the idea as she woefully realized that her opponent was much faster than her.

By now, the commotion the battle caused had long attracted the attention of the city guard, who, despite the delays from the assurances made by the temple’s acolytes at first, finally barged into the temple. They got to witness the scene of utter devastation and carnage that spread all over the temple courtyard. After the example made by several foolish acolytes who tried to interfere with the fight but only paid with their lives, the guards all wisely withdrew and just monitored the situation from a safer distance. The fights had not even seemed to notice the acolytes that became collateral damage to their clash.

They watched, mesmerized, as Cal’s slender figure got right back up even after she took hits from the golem, which would have pulped most normal humans on the spot. Some exclaimed in disbelief when she demolished one of the golem’s arms with a well-placed strike of her weapon, just for the golem to grab its dismembered limb and strike her into a building with it. Cal came out in better shape than the establishment did.

The fight between Cal and the crone continued for hours until the first rays of dawn lifted the veil of the night, before the crone slowed down, her mana reserves down to the last dregs, her control of the golem worsening. Once that happened, Cal dismantled the golem into pieces within five minutes and roughly extracted the crone out of her protected spot behind its back.

Without a word, she pulverized the crone’s wrists and ankles with her hands, putting the old woman in so much pain she could not concentrate on a spell before she turned towards the now pale congregated group of guardsmen.

She had fought the crone the hard way for two reasons. One because she wished to create a considerable enough commotion to where it would be impossible to ignore, and second because things would be much easier when she could use the crone as a live prisoner among the cards she held. Had she merely wanted the crone dead, she’d have climbed the golem and struck her down instead.

“Who is in charge among you?” Cal asked loudly and sternly, in a commanding voice.

“I-I am,” a guardsman dressed in more refined clothes than his brethren said. He knew clearly that the issue at hand was magnitudes above his pay grade from the destruction he could see around. Cal noticed—and approved—that most of the guardsmen had some mixed lineage, a simple yet effective countermeasure for the situation.

“Do you recognize what this means?” Cal asked as she rudely removed the crone’s cloak and displayed the cultist robes she wore beneath for all to see.

“I do,” the guardsman stated coldly. Some hatred seeped into his voice. Now that Cal looked closer, the man looked like he probably had some Elven ancestry. “She is one of those pox-ridden bastards that are plaguing our country. I owe them a debt of vengeance for my sister’s child.”

“Well, that makes things easier, I guess,” Cal said. “As you can tell, this hag here’s probably pretty high among them. Doubt an archmagus would be low on the ladder,” she explained while she dangled the crone from her arm.

“Also, if you check the corpses around, you might find some surprises. They walked with her last night,” she added with a glance towards the archbishop’s corpse. “I’m certain you’re clever enough to put two and two together.”

The guard captain gestured to his men to do just that, and to no surprise, the few remaining acolytes reacted poorly and assaulted them when they made for the corpses. There were too few left of the acolytes, however—the archbishop likely staffed the main temple entirely with his cronies since all the acolytes had been accounted for by now—and the guards subdued them rapidly. One had tried to attack Cal but was just put down with a dart to the throat instead.
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Searching the temple revealed that most acolytes had kept cultist robes hidden in their wardrobes. Some guards also brought Ergan out of his prison, where he was understandably flabbergasted when he saw the carnage and destruction that had unfolded. He repeated his story to the guards, who also gave him some warm mulled wine to calm his nerves. He gave Cal a grateful nod when he saw her approaching the guard captain with whom he was in the middle of a conversation with.

“Make sure you have some trusted men keep him safe,” she told the guard captain as she pointed to Ergan. “Send a runner to minister Nicodemus Fargo on the double. Just tell him this might blow up into a diplomatic incident with the Al-Shan Empire if he doesn’t get his fat ass here soon,” she added with a wicked grin.
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Chapter 38: Apologies and Remunerations

“We do not worry about the Blood Demon’s safety. We worry about the safety of those that run afoul of her. To be honest, it is already a miracle that the first year of her travels passed with no major incidents.” 

—Halmout Mansoor, Prime Minister of Al-Shan Empire, when asked about the Blood Demon

Cal calmly wrapped her left forearm in a makeshift splint while the Ezram foreign minister profusely stammered apologies and other platitudes at her. She did not strictly need a splint to fix broken bones, so to speak, but it helped them heal better, and she did not foresee any need for much fighting soon if all went as planned, anyway.

At least it was nice that the cultists were stupid enough to have kept many of their more damning belongings in a place they probably thought was a safe lair for them. Between all the items the guards found hidden in the temple and the testimonies of some survivors and other prisoners they saw, they had basically made the grand temple their own backyard. They had little qualms about keeping their affiliation to the Sons of Theodinaz a secret when safely inside its gates.

There was so much evidence that the grand temple was a lair of cultists. By the nation’s definition, they were no better than a bunch of bandits and terrorists. Not even the people from the judicial ministry that came along with Fargo could get a word in when Cal gave the simple excuse that she visited to offer a prayer and was attacked by human supremacist maniacs and thus retaliated. A blatant lie since she was the one who started the fight in the first place, but it was her word against the word of dead men and known terrorists.

Either way, the Ezramites now had to deal with the fact that they had one grand temple in a state of heavy damage and three dead high-ranking officials of the kingdom, including one of their precious five archmagus. There was also an understandably offended high-ranking foreign dignitary from a nation they could not afford to make enemies with, doubly so under their current conditions. Things were further complicated by the discovery of how high-ranking members of their government’s upper echelon were in cahoots with cultists.

Their most immediate problem, however, was the foreign dignitary in question, who caused all the other problems simultaneously. To detain her by force was not even an option. Once appraised of the situation, Archmagus Wenzel—the only other combat-oriented archmagus in the kingdom—clarified that the country did not pay him enough to commit suicide for them. Since he was a light-affinity mage, Cal fully understood where the man came from since that’s probably the worst possible matchup one can have if forced to fight a blood mage like her.

That the cultists had an archmagus of their own—the crone was one of the earth affinity—was a fact that troubled the officials. That said cultist archmagus assaulting and injuring a foreign dignitary in their lands was even more troublesome. It was another reason Cal took some hits she could have evaded on purpose: to put on a bit of a show of being “injured” for the officials. Such an incident would demand a proper explanation lest it devolve into a feud between nations.

“If you have nothing new to ask or say, minister, I would like to retreat to my abode. It has been a long night,” Cal stated sternly at the cowed ministers.

“You are free to do so, Grand Marshall!” Fargo said almost eagerly. He was eager to be spared from her unnerving stare while the officials from the judicial ministry behind him exchanged looks of resignation with each other. “Would there be anything else we can be of service for?”

“Some things the rescued bard said, one Mister Zauz I believe by name, had my curiosity piqued,” she added. “If you could have him delivered for me to question later in the evening, I would appreciate it.”

“Certainly! We shall have him at your perusal this very evening!”

[image: ]

Fargo made good on his word and had Ergan Zauz—after a proper bath, a shave, and a change into better clothes—delivered to the inn Cal stayed that evening. He arrived right when Cal was in the middle of her dinner, a relatively simple fare of well-roasted boar meat seasoned simply with salt and pepper to allow the flavor of the meat to come to the fore, and his eyes boggled somewhat at the portion on her table. Cal had already eaten half of the whole boar clean. Her magic granted her accelerated healing, but with the price of high energy consumption. It was common for blood-affinity mages to gorge themselves on foods and drinks after being injured.

“Have a seat, and help yourself to some boar,” Cal invited with a gesture as she munched on one of the boar’s legs. “There’s plenty to go, anyway.”

“My thanks for your generosity, milady,” Ergan said as he performed a courtly bow before seating himself across her and carefully bringing one of the boar’s ribs to his own plate. “And my deepest gratitude for the aid you rendered, even at such woeful cost to yourself.”

“Eh, ‘tis just a flesh wound,” Cal stated nonchalantly. “Made some of them look worse than they were to sell the story better. They’ll be gone without a trace in a month, tops.”

They ate in silence for a while more before Ergan finally broached the silence that permeated the private dining room—because Cal would not like to be disturbed or spied upon for the conversation to come next. “If I may ask, why have you asked specifically for my presence, milady?”

“You are likely a champion,” Cal stated bluntly. “I heard the news of the Deity of Wind appointing a champion nearly a year ago, and that timing matches your so-called strange dream. The only way news would spread so far and wide with such timing would be if the gods conveyed a message to their clergy.”

Ergan just nodded nervously, uncertain of what to say.

“I assume by now you already realized how that would complicate your life, yes?” Cal asked while she drained a mug of ale in one go. “Many would want to use your status to have your name endorse their cause, and some would not be so scrupulous in seeking your approval before they do so.”

“I have learned that firsthand, yes,” Ergan nodded, now in a somber mood. “I imagine you broached this topic because you wish to offer a solution to this issue?” he asked, wary that Cal might force him to work for her instead.

“In a manner of speaking, yes. What I’ve seen so far of the Ezramite nobility has been… disappointing. Far too many inbred fools born to old money and power and unwilling to see young blood rise to prominence,” Cal commented harshly. “I honestly doubt this country has a bright future, or much of a future, left.”

“What would you suggest then, milady?”

“Flee the land and search for greener pastures,” Cal said bluntly. “I won’t dictate to you where you should go, as that’s your decision. Normally I’d have suggested Levain, but since the east is where the cultists have the strongest support, I find it doubtful you’d be able to go that way unmolested.”

“Shameful to admit, but likely the case, milady,” Ergan admitted. “So, where would you suggest I head to?”

“If you like, I can write you a letter of recommendation to a friend at Paradise,” Cal offered. “You can stay there for a while or head basically anywhere else in the world from there since they have teleportation gates to nearly every corner of the world.”

“Would they allow a penniless bard like me to use their teleportation gates?” he asked doubtfully.

“Explain your situation to them, and with support from my friend there, you should be fine,” said Cal. “I assume you don’t mind that path, then?”

“It would be foolish for me to reject such a generous offer. You shall forever have my gratitude, milady, whatever it may be worth.”

“At least it’ll be a tale for me to tell others when drinking,” Cal shrugged. “Unless you have important things you need to grab, I would recommend you stay here tonight. I’ll book you another room. It’ll be safer.”

“Nothing I’d risk going out alone for. Thank you for the kindness.”
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Getting Ergan repatriated into her “custody” did not take as much judicial wrangling as Cal expected, as the Ezramite ministers just seemed happy they could get rid of two of their problems simultaneously. Cal had penned a letter for Ergan to carry with him the night before, and the boy would be shocked when he found out that the letter was addressed to none other than the Silver Maiden herself. She had ensured that the bard would go through the route she traversed on her way to Barzum since it would likely be the safest route at the moment.

She also gave him a letter to pass on to Guilbert and escorted him part of the way to his territories as a precaution in case some leftover cultists had the bright idea of sending an assassin behind them. She stayed at the crossroads where they separated for another two days to guard against that possibility before continuing her journey towards the south.
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Chapter 39: A Strange Dream

“History has recorded cases of gods choosing their champions mostly by testimony from the clergy and the few champions who publicly admitted to their status. However, the vast majority of champions chose anonymity; to this day, we know little of the champions that never publicized themselves.” 

—Serdus Maximus, Scholar of Theology

From where she and Ergan Zauz parted ways, Cal headed southwest, where her route avoided most cities in Ezram and only crossed a few small villages, as she felt no desire to tarry overlong in the kingdom. Her trek through the wilderness of Ezram also saved her a good bit of time since it was a straight route towards her next destination, the Dwarven nation of Knallzog in southwestern Alcidea.

The third-largest Dwarven nation in the world was just behind the Kingdom Down Under in southeastern Alcidea and the Hassid Caliphate in northern Ur-Teros in size. Knallzog had stood as a nation longer than most of its neighbors, with only the Clangeddin Empire in central Alcidea and the Orcish Lands to match its history. The Coalition of City-States, Ezram Kingdom, and even Paradise were younger newcomers by comparison.

After a week and a half of uneventful travel, Cal was on the tripartite border between Ezram Kingdom, the Coalition of City-States, and Knallzog. The contrast between the three nations was obvious at a glance. From the Ezram Kingdom side where she came, only a few poor villages were visible, and the so-called fort by the border was weathered and in disrepair, the soldiers stationed there lax and undisciplined.

On the city-states’ side, a prosperous trading city known as Dvergarder stood near the border, where many traders passed through on their journeys to and from Knallzog. The city itself had high walls and was clearly designed as a fort city at first, despite its current role as a trade hub. Cal stopped there briefly to send a letter to Paradise addressed to Aideen.

Knallzog built a grand citadel atop a small hill on their side of the border. They built the citadel for war, despite the plentiful merchant traffic that passed through it. From what Cal had heard, the Citadel of Arsgant had a thriving city built beneath the citadel itself, and she made it her first stop in Knallzog.

At the citadel’s entrance, Cal saw the dwarves did not take their security lightly, but she didn’t know if that was because of the recent cultist activity in Ezram or just how they usually did things. A pair of Dwarven guards stood on either side of the gate, their faces hidden under their full-faced helmets. They greeted every traveler who wished to enter the city sternly but politely.

Since she entered the citadel with no real issue, Cal was quite surprised that the dwarves dressed much more conservatively in their own lands. Typically, dwarves that lived in non-Dwarven nations wore clothing or ornaments to make their gender easier to identify as a courtesy to their hosts. Dwarves in their own lands did not bother with that, and Cal found herself completely unable to tell the gender of nine out of ten dwarves she ran into.

She also saw some sights that made her stare in wonderment, like when she ran into a Dwarven lady who cradled her infant child. To Cal’s surprise, the Dwarven infant had already grown a stubbly beard, and instead of milk or fruit juices as is typical, the bottle clutched in the baby’s hands was filled with mead. She politely asked the Dwarven mother about it while playing with the child. The explanation that dwarves did not lactate for their young and that mead was the standard drink for Dwarven babies made her realize how it felt to be on the other side of a culture shock. Apparently, some warrior families preferred strong ales for their young.

Since the lands of Knallzog were mostly rather barren and not very suitable for the cultivation of grains, their staple food was potatoes. They grew just fine in the relatively barren land, with several varieties developed to grow fine even in the subterranean cities of the dwarves. Cal found herself quite enamored with a popular local snack where thick wedges of the tuber were deep fried in hot oil until their surface crisped, and were served with a sauce emulsified from eggs, vinegar, and oil.

To her surprise, the undercity beneath the citadel was a bright place, with plates enchanted to emit light strategically placed to allow visitors from other races to travel unhindered. The plates would be kept on, but dimmed, in the evenings to simulate the day and night cycle.

She soon learned that there were three levels of the undercity. The lowest lever was used for the underground farms of the dwarves, and they used the uppermost level as the commercial district.

Since she arrived at the citadel not long before sundown, Cal looked for an inn first and foremost. To look around the city and shop a bit could wait until the next day, since she planned to stay for at least a week anyway, which was the time needed for a reply from Paradise delivered via carrier bird to reach Dvergarder.

They built the inn she chose clearly with travelers in mind, as the building had a notably taller ceiling than most others she passed by, and she paid in advance for a week’s stay. She also tried the innkeeper’s cooking and found herself pleasantly surprised. The fare was simple: two large spuds baked until tender, then mashed with salt and butter, served with crumpled crispy bits of fried, fatty meat and a dollop of sour cream. It also proved very filling and delightful in taste. The Dwarven ale served with it was strong, with a crisp, refreshing flavor behind its hint of bitterness, and also met with her approval.
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Cal had laid down on her bed—quite a large one, more than large enough for her to stretch fully with a satisfied belly—and had just fallen asleep when she found herself amidst a strange dream.

In the dream, she felt like her form was ethereal, more a suggestion of her existence than her actual body, and all around her, she saw figures seated around in a circle. Figures that to her sight seemed to embody an element of the world each, twenty-one in all. The figures were all blurred and vague, and she could not make out any of their features, but she felt sure that the figure representing the water had just waved its hand at her. The impression of rolled eyes followed the gesture from some and amusement from others.

Cal felt like she was a specimen on display, and the figures observed her from every angle, though some notably did so only perfunctorily compared to others. After an eternity, she felt their sights retreat and what felt like satisfaction and approval from most of the figures.

She still did not know what was going on when another figure, this one massive compared to twenty-one around her, appeared from above. The gigantic figure was of a green hue, and she felt as if it had just thanked her before she felt herself descend. This time, she was sure at least two of the twenty-one figures waved her goodbye as she felt her consciousness sink into a blissful night’s sleep.
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When Cal woke up the following day, she only had vague recollections of her dream but felt oddly refreshed, like a gentle spring breeze blew on her despite summer’s height.


Side Story 4

Side Story 4: To Each, Their Own Burdens To Shoulder

“The burden of the lord is to lead the people. Let the ministers shoulder the other burdens for them.” 

—Saying of Wise King Thurmad of the Clangeddin Empire, circa 200 FP

Al-Shan Empire, Winter 671 FP.

“So, how is the report?” Halmout Mansoor asked his gathered compatriots. Gathered with him inside the small chamber was Mustafa bey Leung, the man who had served as the general for the loyalist army; Sada Niesha, the old woman who had commanded their naval assets; and Celeysria Ambervale, the Blood Demon.

They kept the room dim, besides a table lamp that illuminated a map of the archipelago spread on a table that the four sat around. Wards and spells set around the room prevented any information from leaking outside the chamber, as the four were adamant that the meeting remained a secret to others.

“Not promising,” Sada answered. “Hadj-al-Zafreed had fortified its islands, and it would be costly to besiege them… and worse, I fear morale would not hold were we to do so.”

The civil war that had torn the archipelago asunder should have technically ended a month ago with the usurper’s death. However, reality proved to be a harsher mistress, as the usurper’s death had not meant all those who supported him laid down their arms and surrendered peacefully.

Many had fled the empire to parts unknown, some so long ago, to where nobody expected to have these rebels ever brought to justice. Others had remained committed to their cause and fought to the bitter end, and those were at least simpler to handle.

The issue that gave the loyalist higher-ups a headache was the royal governors of Hadj-al-Zafreed, who proposed a peaceful surrender where they kept their ranks and power. Hadj-al-Zafreed was the collective name given to three large islands close to one another, with sand banks that bridged the islands during low tides. They also possessed a strong naval force, for the islands were the southwestern frontier fortress of the empire.

Should their demands not be met, the presence of a strong naval force that the governors threatened to use to defend their positions of power posed a problem. A problem doubly compounded because the loyalist army, while triumphant, was tired of war, and morale would have likely fallen to a new low were they forced to besiege a fortress island right now.

And then there was the major worry that the populace would be sick of more warfare should they be forced into conflict now that the usurper lay dead. Popular support was on the loyalist’s side, and for Xain’s rule to have proceeded smoothly, they needed that support and could not afford nor risk its loss.

“What are our options, then?” Mustafa asked. “I have confidence that we could starve them out eventually, but that might take months, if not years, and it would inflict massive casualties on the civilians who lived there.”

“Yet to accept their offer is not an option we can contemplate either,” Cal interjected. “They were nobles of the old blood. Letting them remain in power would hinder Xain and cause instability in his rule.”

“His Majesty has insisted that he wants to bring the late emperor’s reforms to reality,” Halmout said. “Those reforms caused so many to have supported the usurper back then. I agree that reconciliation is an unlikely option for us.”

“What does that leave us with, then?” Sada asked with a frown. “Neither option seems like a good one. And those bastards guard their shores too closely. I could barely get my few spies in as it is.”

“Wait… Sada, you said you got a few spies in before,” Cal suddenly questioned. “Think you could do that again?”

“It took many sacrifices, but it should be possible to sneak a few individuals in there,” the old admiral replied. “What do you have in mind?”

“To kill a snake… we remove its head,” Cal said with grim determination. “I could go there, alone, and take out the governors. And their heirs.”

“That would be a risky endeavor,” Halmout said in disagreement. “And to resort to assassination… would cast a bad image for His Majesty, under the circumstances.”

“That’s why you need to throw all the blame my way,” Cal explained with a determined voice. “I acted alone, without permission, in pursuit of a personal vendetta or something. You should be able to weave a better-sounding excuse than me.”

“I don’t like it, Cal,” Mustafa said. “It feels like we would be ungrateful bastards who threw you under the wagon if we did that.”

“You know I plan to leave by next year,” she stated in return. “Worst case, should the people be outraged, just make that a formal exile as punishment.”

“Your resolve has been made already, I noticed,” Halmout said as the old man sighed in defeat. “I wish you would let me share some burdens you seem intent on shouldering by yourself… You make me feel like I’m a useless old man well past his usefulness now…”

“We each have our burdens, Halmout,” Cal stated bluntly. “Yours is to ensure that Xain grows up to be a good leader for the empire, while Mustafa and Sada are to keep you all safe to do your duties.”

Cal took a deep breath and sighed as she continued her words. “Let me wash the road with the blood of those that stood against you. Let my hands be stained with more blood should it need to be spilled. It won’t make much of a difference with how much is already there, anyway.”

“Somebody needs to be the one to clean up the trash, and for the years to come, the empire and Xain will need people like you more than a killer like me,” she added with a melancholic tone to her voice. “So let me clean up for you all before I go.”
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A month later, panic broke out at Hadj-al-Zafreed when the grand governor, who ruled over the largest of the isles, was found cruelly murdered in his fortified estate along with every immediate family member. Not even their guards and servants were spared, and the sudden murder spread fear amongst the populace.

The assassination—for there was no attempt to hide it—was utterly indiscriminate, as not even the governor’s three-year-old child or the family’s pet dog was spared. Instead, it was as if a natural disaster struck the mansion, as not one of the corpses found was left in one entire piece.

The culprit announced herself to be none other than the Blood Demon when she left a message written in blood at the second governor’s house after she had butchered every living being inside a few days later. To her surprise, once the news had spread, the populace rose in riots, not against the new emperor but against the last governor of the isles.

Cal did not even have time to lay her hands on the third governor, as the rioters had lynched the man in his own home, then burned his mansion to the ground. They then elected a speaker amongst them, openly surrendered to the new emperor’s forces, and welcomed them with open arms and, sometimes, tears in their eyes.

The governors of Hadj-al-Zafreed had imposed heavy taxes throughout their reigns, which they had made heavier after the usurper lost control. When Cal violently and brutally murdered one governor—and his entire family, who had ironically and conveniently gathered in his mansion for safety—she had inadvertently lit a spark to the piled grievances the people had against their lords.

When she exposed her identity on purpose during the second assassination, the people who had heard of her name took it as a sign that they had the support of a war hero and took things into their own hands before she could finish her mission.

In the end, none of the worst-case scenarios the four had brainstormed got any chance to be used, and Cal left the archipelago openly and peacefully the following year.
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Chapter 40: A Dwarven Smithy and a Purchase of Knives

“Test not a dwarf by drink or forge, lest it is humiliation ye seeketh.” 

—Old Dwarven saying

When Cal went out that morning after a large, delicious breakfast at her inn, the first thing she looked for was a smithy. Her excellent breakfast comprised a dish of chopped potatoes compacted into small patties and pan-fried until crisp outside, scrambled eggs, smoked meats, and some fresh curd cheese, chased with a lighter, fruitier mead instead of ale, 

That dwarves boasted of some of the best metalworkers in existence was common knowledge, even when sometimes humans and goblins attempted to refute that fact. Cal had no need for new items, but if anything piqued her fancy, then she would not be thrifty with her money, which she had plenty of, anyway.

A few questions asked to the locals quickly pointed her to a large building, one clearly centuries of age, with a well-worn sign of a smithy still proudly displayed atop the entrance. She entered the building and was greeted by a nearly physical curtain of heat and the sight of over two dozen dwarves busy at work next to their forges and anvils.

One of the younger dwarves who had a sack of coal on his shoulder quickly deposited his load by an older dwarf and, after a brief discussion, went and washed his face and hands with some water from a nearby trough before he approached Cal and greeted her with a warm smile on his face.

“How can we be of service, ma’am?” When the dwarf spoke, Cal realized she misidentified the young dwarf’s gender, as her voice reached a relatively normal pitch impossible for dwarf males to reach.

“I would be interested in your collection of daggers and knives,” Cal said.

The young female dwarf led her to a wall section that seemed to be dominated by a large wooden cabinet. She opened it with a flourish to reveal the entire section and the backsides of the cabinet’s doors to hold a massive assortment of knives and daggers of all shapes and sizes for her to peruse.

An hour flew by in moments as Cal browsed and tried the balance of many of the knives, but one in particular piqued her curiosity. The knife in question was quite large, easily half a meter long from one end to the other, and had a defined recurved blade with a smooth spine that tapered towards its cutting edge. They balanced the weapon forward-heavy to provide more weight to vicious chops and heavy strikes.

When Cal asked if she was allowed to try the knife out on a target, one of the older Dwarven smiths gestured and made two younger dwarves carry out a well-abused wooden log as tall as a human set on a broad base for her to use. She nodded her thanks and tried a couple of test strikes carefully but was quite surprised to feel the blade’s solid construction and how it channeled her force into its blows. A few more severe strikes further confirmed her expectations, as deep cuts appeared on the log wherever the blade landed. She also tested it when thrown and was pleased with how easy it was to land it blade-first and how deeply it struck.

They made the blade from good steel, but she was still too wary of testing it with full force. After all, her machetes were also made of good steel, and she carried a dozen of those because she broke them regularly. The heavy use in the cavern full of cultists back in Ezram had broken two of her machetes and damaged the blade of another two.

“Hey, mind if I test this all the way? I might break it,” Cal asked the nearest old Dwarven smith.

“Hah! If ye can break it, lassie, I’ll sport ye a discount on whatever you order off me shop!” the dwarf replied with a laugh, clearly confident in the shop’s workmanship.

“Deal! Ain’t gonna hold back then!”

Cal gave another chop with the blade, this time with her strength and speed empowered by her magic as much as she could, and the nearby dwarves boggled as her arm seemed to dissolve into a blur. A sharp crack followed, and to their amazement, they saw the log had split in half vertically from the impact. However, when Cal withdrew the blade from the split log, only half of it came away, as it broke right at the curve’s apex, the other half lodged deeply in the log.

“Quite impressive, to be honest,” Cal admitted. “It didn’t break until after the rebound force hit it.”

“That’s already made with some of our best steel, lassie,” the old dwarf said after a brief conference with one of the other dwarves. “I’m afraid we can’t make ‘em much sturdier unless yer willing to shell out for some adamant steel.”

“You have adamant steel? That’d be perfect!” Cal said in delight. “Can I order a set of four blades in high-purity adamant steel?”

High-purity adamant steel referred to adamant steel made with one part adamant to ten parts other metals and was much more durable—and expensive—than regular adamant steel, which was made with a ratio closer to fifty to one.

“Four of them? That’s a pretty exorbitant order, lassie,” the old dwarf said, half in disbelief. “Best price I can give ye for a blade made with high-purity adamant steel would be one-hundred twenty-five gold each, enchantment included. Make it four hundred for four with the discount. It’d be cheaper and lighter if you want ‘em with fullers.”

“Deal, and no fullers. Have them made solid. Enchants for durability and keeping the edge sharp. How long will it take? And what’s the cost to get sheaths made for them?” Cal said as she relaxedly counted four platinum coins out of her pendant and laid them on a nearby table.

“For that kinda order, I’d toss you some wyrm leather scabbards for free!” the old dwarf said. “It’d take about a week, give or take a day or two. Harmon Kugelblick’s the name. Pleasure doing business with ye, lass!”

Harmon turned out to be the current generation owner of the smithy and offered her a tour as they worked their craft. To watch solid ores of metal heated until they melted into a fluid was something Cal had never seen before. As most blacksmiths, she knew of working only with heated metals, not molten metals. However, Harmon and one of his sons were metal-affinity mages, and they showed her how they could craft fine works out of molten metal without compromising on the durability of the results.

It was already noontime by the time the tour finished, and the smiths insisted she stay for lunch, which she obliged. Served for lunch was a gigantic fatty ham hock harvested from a domesticated land wyrm which was raised for meat, on a bed of sour pickled cabbages and a stack of roasted potatoes, lightly salted. The strong refreshing sourness of the cabbage cut nicely as the meat fell apart in her mouth without needing to chew, while the potatoes served to balance the meal.

Harmon also explained that the land wyrms produced fine, sturdy leather, which he planned to use to make scabbards for her knives, which she approved. Cal did not leave the smithy until after the meal was done and they had drained several barrels of ale between her and the Dwarven smiths.
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Chapter 41: Letter From Paradise

“The greatest of all gods would be whichever one invented liquor.” 

—Old Dwarven joke

The following week was a time of leisure for Cal, which she mostly spent relaxed, sampling the various delicacies and odd cuisine the dwarves offered daily. She gained a reputation at night for repeatedly drinking dwarves under the table.

She also watched young Dwarven soldiers compete in sport—though some would say the sport in question was part of Dwarven military training. It was where two teams of dwarves, the numbers she had seen varied from ten to fifty each, would attempt to “score” on the other. This was done when a sturdy metal ball with several handles forged onto its surface was brought to a designated area defended by the other team.

The “game” itself devolved into a chaotic, violent mess, which, according to the dwarves in the audience, was the only proper way to play it. More than once, Cal saw injured dwarves who had to be carried out from the playing fields on stretchers for immediate healer intervention.

While she was in Arsgant, Cal also found another smithy jointly run by a goblin and a dwarf, who she learned were a couple that specialized in ranged weapons. She realized that using her halberd as a projectile was far from ideal when she needed to hit something too far to hit reliably with throwing darts and thus looked for a solution.

She found a large windlass crossbow that suited her purpose when she asked the goblin shopkeeper what he would recommend for her. The crossbow was large and heavy enough that Cal would have had difficulty using it without her magic—and it was heavily modified to enable it to fire various ammunition.

Standard bolts were an option, and a spyglass mounted on the top of the crossbow helped immensely with its aim. The shopkeeper showed how the crossbow could fire nets compacted into a ball that would expand in flight. Other tested ammos were small canisters filled with alchemical explosives, poison gas, and solid steel balls for when a percussive impact proved more beneficial than a penetrative bolt.
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Cal found the weapon relatively easy to use, even for someone untrained with it like herself, and purchased it on the spot, together with a healthy supply of ammunition of all sorts, to the delight of the couple that owned the shop.

She also picked up her order of knives at Harmon’s smithy and gave him high praise after she tested the knife on a log similar to the one she broke a knife on just the week before. This time, the log split in half cleanly as if axed, whereas not even the slightest damage could be seen on the knife’s blade. The knife was quite heavy for its small size, easily as heavy as a standard hand-and-a-half sword, but Cal did not mind the weight. The adamant steel gleamed a darker gray than usual because of its much higher adamant content.

After another sumptuous meal and many barrels of ale, she left the smithy and Arsgant itself near the evening. She headed for Dvergarder, where she headed straight for the Adventurers’ Guild and inquired whether a reply letter for her had arrived.

It turned out that Aideen’s letter had only arrived earlier in the day, and Cal headed back to the inn at Arsgant first—she still had one last night’s worth of room already paid for there—before she unsealed the envelope and read its contents.

In her letter, Aideen replied Ergan had arrived in Paradise a couple days before Cal’s letter came. His situation as a “Champion of the Gods” had been confirmed, and they offered him his choice of destinations, but he stayed in Paradise for the time being. She also mentioned that it’s a shame Cal missed his gobsmacked look when he realized who Aideen was.

Other than that, Aideen informed Cal that talks had progressed favorably with Al-Shan and that both parties had agreed to start the operation of the teleportation gate by spring of the following year. Vernon and Martha would head to Al-Shan to help set up the gate and teach about the required maintenance, and return via the gate along with a delegation from Al-Shan. Cal mentally noted the date so she could be present for the occasion.

Cal stayed up late that night, drank a dozen rowdy dwarves under the table, and left town the next morning.
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Because of its rather barren lands—with more fertile lands only really found near the coastlines to the nation’s south—Knallzog did not look like a large, prosperous nation at a glance. Most of the nation’s larger settlements were built underground, often with a citadel above ground being the only sign of their presence.

The many villages strewn sparsely above ground were typically inhabited by members of other races who lived in the nation, specifically those unable to adapt to life beneath the ground. Even though most villages were relatively self-sufficient despite the barren lands, most towns remained no further than two days’ travel to the nearest sizeable underground settlement, for the wildlife that thrived on Knallzog was of the more dangerous variety.

Cal found that out when she shot down a duck that flew overhead using her new crossbow—the weapon had a winch installed in its rear to help rewind the string to firing position, although Cal just used her magic to do that instead—and found a rather large wyvern swoop in to snatch the dead duck in its maw.

That wyvern ended up as her dinner in the duck’s stead. Its meat was stringy but of good, strong flavor if one liked gamey meat, and a good match for the strong ales favored by the dwarves. She couldn’t help but wonder if maybe she should make jerky out of it, as jerky had always been a good drinking snack.

Cal took the scenic route on purpose this time. The lands of Knallzog may have been on the barren side, but it did not mean the landscape did not possess a beauty of its own. She allowed herself to wander around the nation until she hit the seashore.

Down south, the seashore differed from the sandy beaches she remembered from Ur-Ank. A steep cliff separated the sea from the land in some places, while the shore was rockier than it was sandy in other areas. Those settlements that lived by these rocky shores relied on the sea’s bounty in their own way because of the abundance of shellfish to harvest from the area and the many seafowls that made their nests by the cliffs.

Sometimes, a villager down on his luck might run across a giant eel instead of shellfish and end up its meal instead. Cal had checked the waters when a village she visited harvested shellfish and ran into the man-eater in question herself. The creature was quite massive—easily fifteen meters long, with its long body as large around as a man’s waist—and its large jaws unhinged only to reveal a smaller, second set of jaws inside that shot out to grab its victims and pull them into its gullet.

The creature chose the wrong victim that day, as Cal caught its second jaw and yanked it out of the creature’s mouth before she put it down with her halberd, all with little difficulty.

Later that night, the villagers learned that the man-eater they feared was delicious when grilled over a fire and slathered with a sweet and savory sauce.
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Chapter 42: Life Finds a Way

“It is common knowledge that anyone searching for unblemished landscapes should head for a Dwarven nation, for their preference to build their cities underground means that the landscape above ground sees far fewer alterations than other nations.” 

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

As Cal looked back at her journeys, she realized how Knallzog was the most barren land she had ever tread. While the ground was more fertile near the borders and the ocean, the center portions of Knallzog’s territory could rightfully be called a wasteland. It was not quite a desert, with the soil still anchored by the hardy shrubbery and grasses that survived even in the sterile conditions, but it wasn’t far off either.

With a general lack of large trees, other than some hardy specimens that looked more like overgrown shrubs than proper trees, there was not much cover from the sun’s heat, nor anywhere near enough vegetation to support larger plant-eaters.

The vast majority of life she saw in the barrens were multitudes of insects, as well as small rodents that preyed on those insects, who were preyed upon by predatory birds, which probably made their perch atop the higher trees in the barrens. The heat of the day stifled her since she was used to life in a notably colder climate, whereas the nights, which locals claimed could freeze them to the bone, were actually comfortable for her.

Above the ground lay only barren wastelands; however, beneath the ground lived thousands of people in three large underground settlements. One significant benefit of underground settlements was how they kept the temperature well. As the dwarves liked to boast, it was comfortably cool in summers and pleasantly warm in winters.

Cal basically leapfrogged her way from one settlement to another as she spent a good couple of months in the barrens. Past the barrens was the Ángrbödsēe: the most immense inland sea in Knallzog, and a sharp contrast to the barren lands behind her with how it just teemed with life.

Ángrbödsēe had salty water, but its salt content was far lower than the ocean, which allowed the people who lived by its shores to use it as a water source. They desalinated the water with a simple method. The seawater was first boiled, and the resulting steam was collected and funneled to a cooled container, where the water recondensed into a liquid, minus its salt content.

The salt content of the water was also low enough that it was not uncommon for the inhabitants of the shores to have soup made with it instead of fresh water to save time and salt. Cal sampled some local seafood soup made in that exact manner, and she thought the soup tasted better than most she had tasted before.

After a couple of months with the climate so warm and humid that she felt stifled, Cal didn’t miss the opportunity and cooled herself with a dip into the sea. It helped that it did not scandalize the villagers who lived by the shore when the foreign visitor went for a dip with only strips of cloth wrapped around her chest and another strip that served as a loincloth, secured by twine. That outfit got her some scandalized looks when she swam in the lake south of Paradise, and she had thought she was already dressed modestly enough, for back in the empire, most everyone just swam naked.

Aideen laughed her ass off at that incident and said she’d consider an imperial-style bathhouse in the future to be built after relations with the empire had been appropriately established.

The underwater scenery of the inland sea was quite a sight, with colorful growths of corals that lent the seabed a lively impression. Shoals of fish swam merrily here and there. From what Cal saw, few large predators inhabited the inland sea—most had likely been hunted down, and the fish population they preyed on was kept in check by fishers instead. The largest creature she spotted was a shark that barely measured three meters.

Most sharks seemed to fear the fishers and stayed away when they noticed people’s activity. Yet some seemed quite curious and less fearful of the presence of people. Cal herself had at least a couple sharks that tried to nibble at her, only to be sent away after a forceful punch that sent many of their teeth scattering into the water.

From what the locals told her, there was even a tiny merfolk settlement in the deepest area of the seabed. Cal refrained from a visit there, however, as while she could likely have held her breath long enough for a trip there and back, there would be little to do that deep under the sea unless she brought a water-affinity mage along with her.

Cal stayed by the inland sea for another month, enjoying the hospitality offered and making doubly sure she ate more than her share of the plentiful seafood. She had missed the flavor of good seafood since she departed from Ur-Ank earlier this year, which was bothersome, for she, much like anyone else who grew up in the empire, was used to seafood as part of their everyday meals.

She also enjoyed the local festival, held when summer turned into autumn, where the local men and women of the villages gathered together and celebrated. One event they held was where many men and women who earned their living as pearl divers raced one another on the backs of the bottle-nosed dolphins they had partnered with. A partnership where the dolphins accompanied and escorted the divers and drove away sharks for them in exchange for fish from the grateful divers.

Cal departed from Ángrbödsēe a month into autumn. She had even swum across the sea from one shore to another just because she felt like it while she was there, and was quite fond of the place. The following steps of her journey would lead her eastwards, towards the foot of the Baelorn mountain range, where the royal capital of Knallzog, Knallgant, stood.

She planned to spend the autumn and part of the winter that followed in Knallgant. Her plan was to head back to Paradise a month before spring, so she would be there when the Al-Shan delegation arrived by teleportation gate. Some old friends would likely be part of them.
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Chapter 43: City of the Mountains

“Knallgant holds the distinction of being the oldest Dwarven citadel left in existence. Its founding outdates even the Hassid Caliphate. The original capital of the Kingdom Down Under was lost forever, first when the king drew the ire of Igunacio, and then again when Archmagus Stonewell lost control of his spell and disintegrated both the remnants of the capital and the mountain it was built under during the attempt to recover it.” 

—An excerpt from History Of Dwarven Citadels

The first word that came to Cal’s mind when she saw Knallgant in the distance was ”grand.” The ancient Dwarven citadel was built much like the other smaller citadel she saw in the nation, definitely a military fortification foremost. Except the scale was a whole different one. Knallgant’s citadel filled the entire foot of the Baelorn mountain range on both sides, and many structures were also directly on top of the mountains themselves. They turned the entire mountain range into Dwarven fortifications.

The fortifications themselves were far more colorful than Cal had expected, as they were mostly made with great blocks of granite and quartz, fitted together into building blocks with earth magic. If the rumors she had heard were true, then the entire mountain range had been hollowed out as the dwarves carved the insides of the mountains into grand cities, all under the protection of their grand citadel.

Cal walked under a massive gatehouse—eight of them in the citadel, four to each side of the mountain range, and she entered from the westernmost gate on the south side—with awe at the scale of the construction. It was a work that took millennia to complete, as generations after generations of dwarves continued their ancestor’s work. Even now, the construction was unimpeded, as she saw dwarves at work on two of the still-unfortified mountain peaks.

As Cal went through the fortified part of the citadel and into the city underneath, she caught wind of rumors aplenty. Of particular note was the rumor that eastern Ezram had risen in rebellion, as they rallied under the banner of the Sons of Theodinaz, and that the kingdom had run into difficulties when they tried to put down the rebellion. When the king ordered all the nobles to gather in the capital with their armies, he found that most northern nobles had refused the summons. They disobeyed. Their priorities focused on the defense of their lands.

It was not an unexpected development for Cal. Guilbert had often complained to her that the older nobles always looked down upon newly landed nobles like him, who only rose to nobility a century ago after his ancestor pioneered the then unclaimed lands. Unless they wanted something out of them, that was. This time, when the king called for them to fight for his sake, the nobles of the north collectively balked and fortified their lands for defense instead.

Which left the king and the old nobility of Ezram stuck between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, they had no confidence that they could successfully subjugate the rebels to the east on their own. They also dared not attempt to punish the northern nobles, for to move their forces that way would leave them wide open to the actual rebels.

As far as Cal was concerned, the Ezram Kingdom had merely reaped the harvest they had sown themselves.

She brought her mind off such unpleasant matters with a hope that Guilbert would be fine after the mess, for she was pretty fond of that man’s honesty. He was a rare good man in a country that had long rotted in its own prosperity and refused to excise its own gangrenous growths, even if it might have meant a painful demise.

When Cal went inside the mountains, she truly boggled at the scale of the construction. The ceiling was a good five meters high on the level she entered, and in the distance, she saw stairs that led to other levels of the massive city complex built literally within the mountain. As the dwarves were the experts in subterranean construction, she noticed that most of the buildings extended all the way to the ceiling and doubled as support structures for the whole complex.

The Dwarven buildings themselves were built with more emphasis on function over form, with most of them simply created as plain, rectangular flats. Where the dwarves decorated and showcased their passion for arts was on the inside of the buildings instead, which Cal found out as she entered a local tavern and was greeted by walls covered with carvings. Carvings that were painstakingly chiseled into the walls by hand. It amused her how the tavern sign was always similar regardless of which race the city belonged to.

She helped herself to a mug of strong Dwarven ale before she teased the bartender and asked if he had any more potent stuff in hand. The bald dwarf eyed her for a long moment before he shrugged—and Cal was sure this time that he was a male, as she had seen no females who went bald—and fetched a tall glass bottle filled with brown liquor from a cabinet.

“Pay first,” the dwarf demanded. “Ain’t gonna be mah responsibility if ye kill yerself with this stuff, lassie.”

“Keep the change,” Cal said as she dropped several gold coins on the table. She then opened the cork that sealed the bottle and took a good sniff. “Ooh. Strong. What do you call this?”

“Feuersaft,” the dwarf said. “That’d be something like… fire-juice in common, methinks.”

“Let’s see if it’s as strong as you claim, then.” Cal poured a measure of the drink—it smelled very strong—into her empty mug, then tossed it back in one go, to the shock of the bartender. She shivered a little as she felt the harsh liquor burn its way down her gullet before it settled down in her stomach. Its palpable heat she could feel spread through her body.

“Whew,” she said with a sigh that stunk of alcohol. “Pretty damned strong, all right. Could use something to cut the taste, though.”

“Me dad be a bearded goblin,” the Dwarven bartender cursed. “Ain’t seen a non-dwarf chug that down and not drop dead drunk before. I like ye, lass! Ye drink like a dwarf!”

“We got the hard stuff too where I’m from,” Cal said. Now that she thought about it, the Alcidean mainlands preferred lighter drinks like ale and mead, whereas back in the empire, most liquors were hard liquors to drink in moderation. “Got any suggestion to cut the taste?”

“Oh, sure, gimme a moment!”

The dwarf bartender presented to Cal a drink mixed with several liquors made from fruits, with some honey to cut the bitterness, then stirred with ice until it cooled. She gave a sip of the results and was pleasantly surprised at its flavor, which tasted closer to fruit juice than hard liquor. Cal drained the glass quickly and motioned for another, a gesture that did not escape the attention of several older dwarves in the tavern.

By the time Cal went to bed that night—she had rented a room at the same tavern since it doubled as an inn like most taverns do—she had several new Dwarven drinking buddies she had left strewn all over the tavern’s floor where she had drunk them under the table.
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Chapter 44: A Royal Invitation

“The drive for violence is likely embedded deeply into every being. No matter how prosperous and peaceful a civilization gets, it still places violence on a pedestal to be valued and worshiped. That literally every civilization in known history boasted of gladiatorial arenas is proof of this.” 

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

The next day, Cal paid a visit to the Colosseum, the grand gladiatorial arena built underneath the largest mountain of the mountain range and said to be the oldest and largest of its kind in the entirety of Western Alcidea. She was no stranger to such buildings, though the ones in Al-Shan were much smaller and, unlike the bowl-shaped construct, were typically made of wood, with a raised platform in the center where the action took place.

When she entered the Colosseum, she paid for a ringside seat, which was reasonably available, probably since the vendor reminded her that anyone who chose a ringside seat also bore all the risks on their own. She had noticed that nearly everyone who occupied a ringside seat was of the rugged sort, though some had their families in tow. Most spectators chose safer seats further back, with some behind the safety of the rock ceiling—which had viewing slits cut into them and seats behind.

Cal had seated herself on the southern side of the arena, and directly across, she saw the richly decorated balcony on the northern side. If she remembered her emblems right, the balcony would be the one reserved for the royal family, who were themselves known purveyors of the fights. Even with her sharp sight, she could barely make out the figures of several dwarves on the balcony, who seemed richly dressed, but it was a less richly dressed old dwarf that occupied their attention.

She took her eyes and mind off them when the day’s programs opened. First on the agenda was a performance by a well-known goblin troupe, who based themselves in the city itself and had only recently returned from a tour of the lands. Cal watched with amusement as two hordes of goblins—one horde dressed in reds, another in blues—marched out with military precision from the gates of the arena. The impractical, over-exaggerated “armor” they wore and ridiculously oversized weapons they held in their hands rendered their military demeanor utterly comical.

One goblin in red, who wielded a gigantic mace with a head formed into the facsimile of a fist with its middle finger extended, stepped forward from his horde and loudly shouted towards the other horde. “I fart in your general direction!” The goblin then turned around and slapped his rump while he made fart noises with his mouth to the audience’s laughter.

From the blue horde, another goblin walked out. In her hands, a greatsword twice as long as she was tall wobbled back and forth as she walked. She cleared her throat, then countered with an insult of her own. “Well, your mother is a bugbear!” The horde across all faked a shocked gasp at her words. “And your father smelled of skunk farts!”

“Better get a bucket!” the one in red replied. “I’m gonna throw up from the sight of your face!”

“Oh, go boil your bottoms off, you sons of nitwits!”

The exchange of silly insults went on for another minute before the goblins charged at each other. On every impact, the oversized weapons they wielded sprayed out a bright red fluid. Goblins that took a direct hit from the weapons—those weapons were soft, as Cal saw some of them literally folded over a goblin they hit—fell down and pretended to be “dead.” Always falling in a grossly exaggerated manner, and often spouting lines such as “Oh no! You have killed this poor me! Who will feed my poor cats at home now!?”

The leader of the goblins in blue launched into a dramatic monologue after she “slew” her counterpart in red. “This goblin is no more! It has died and passed on! It has been crushed; its kin driven away with its women lamenting! This is a former goblin!” she said before her own second-in-command struck her down from behind, and they waxed lyrical about the sudden yet inevitable betrayal.

It had the audience—Cal included—caught in the throes of laughter at the absurdity. After the last goblin left lamented how he was all alone and committed “suicide,” the troupe got up and bowed to the audience, who rewarded them with loud applause and a bevy of coins thrown on the stage. Cal joined in and tossed a few gold coins as well.

What followed next was a shooting competition. To have called it an archery competition would have been false, for only three of the ten competitors even used a bow. They stationed several wind mages on the arena’s east side to guard against missed shots that might have flown toward the audience.

The competitors themselves were a mixed bunch. Cal saw two dwarves, one with throwing axes in his hands while the other had a massive arbalest. There was a human with a recurve bow, two orcs with great bows taller than themselves, and a merfolk wielding barbed javelins. Finally, there were three goblins, one of whom had a sling attached to a long staff, the other two with a hand-crossbow and a sling, and three elves. One elf carried multiple razor-sharp metal rings in one hand, while the others had short spears notched onto their traditional atlatls.

The shooting contest itself was pretty simple. A group of twelve rabbits—each with a strip of cloth of different color tied around their necks—were released at once, and competitors only advanced to the next round if they scored a hit on their rabbit from a distance of fifty paces. They eliminated half the contestants in the first round. The dwarf with the throwing axes and the merfolk had eliminated each other when they struck each other’s target in the confusion.

For the next round, only five of the competitors remained. Five pigeons with colored bands tied to their legs were released, and the remaining competitors let loose as one. The dwarf with the arbalest missed his shot, which forced a wind mage to have the bolt deflected before it could hit the audience. The other four hit their targets in different places and the results were tallied based on where they struck their targets.

Crowned winner of the shooting competition was the orc, who had accurately landed his arrow on the bird’s head, followed by the goblin that hit it in the neck. The two elves tied and came in third as their spear and chakram struck the bodies of their fowl and accepted their prizes to the audience’s applause.

Next followed a series of pugilists who took on each other with their bare hands, an event which had the crowd enthralled as they cheered wildly and showered winners of the fights with coins. Cal noted the fights were all done in good sport, though, with no dirty or potentially lethal moves used, and the winners often shared their winnings with their opponents afterward.

The dwarves had saved the actual killing for the last event, where a group of twenty dwarves—young, eager soldiers from their looks and from how they were equipped—were slated to go against a horde of wild monsters. The fight was the final part of training for the young soldiers, and injuries or death were not unheard of, for the monsters were genuine wild creatures, and sometimes aid came too late.

What served as the monsters for the day was a group of ten stonebeaks. They were unusual creatures that preferred to dwell in subterranean caverns, where they hunted for prey with their massive, jagged beaks, which were so solid they could breach through stone. In appearance, the creature resembled large, flightless birds with long, powerful legs that ended in wicked talons. They had no feathers and grew quills, much like a porcupine, which served as their primary means of defense. The dwarves had split themselves up, two on each of the creatures, and the fight began as the crowd cheered.

The fight that followed had not gone as well as the dwarves would have liked. Ten minutes in, half the stonebeaks lay dead on the arena floor, but nearly half the dwarves were incapacitated, with injuries that prevented them from further combat. The rest of the dwarves who still fought were tired, while the creatures clearly had more stamina, leading to mistakes. A wrong evasive maneuver made by a young dwarf saw her rewarded by a kick that flung her away from the stone beak she fought, though her armor prevented her from disembowelment.

Together with another nearby stonebeak, the creature that kicked the dwarf away seized the opening. The two quickly incapacitated the three dwarves that remained before them before breaking into the southern audience stands. Now, some of the audience panicked and screamed, while Cal saw how the dwarf she sat next to had his wife and child hide behind him as the man himself pulled out a warhammer from his storage artifact.

Since the two creatures headed her way, Cal hadn’t felt like she should have just idled until others could take care of the situation. She stood up while her hands went behind her back where her knives were sheathed—she had worn two of the new blades crossed behind her back while she kept two machetes by the sides of her waist—and pulled them free of their sheaths, their weight feeling solid in her hands.

Cal hurled the knife in her right hand at the further stonebeak and was pleased when the knife landed with a solid thunk as it punched through the creature’s forehead and dropped it to the ground with no trouble. The other animal was much closer, and she dodged its beak, which embedded itself into the stone seat she had just vacated, and she brought her other knife around in an underhand grip and swung it at the creature’s neck.

The heavy knife of high-purity adamant steel cleaved through the beast’s flesh with minimal resistance. Its quills broke apart when tested against the sharpened steel, and the decapitated creature dropped dead with a spray of blood from the stump of its neck.

Cal had nonchalantly dodged that spray and had not even gotten a drop of blood on her clothes as she leaped down to the arena and extracted her other knife from the head of the second creature. She was again pleased when she noticed not a single blemish on the blade, despite the hard skull it had just punched it through.

When she returned to her seat, she found the arena staff had already dragged away the creature’s corpse. They had also repaired and cleaned her seat, while the Dwarven family in the seats that neighbored her thanked her for the intervention.

She stayed and watched other lighter events after the little debacle and was munching on some meaty sausages served with sharp mustard she bought off a hawker, when a formally dressed dwarf approached her and passed her a letter in an ornately decorated envelope. Cal had the decency to clean her oily hands first before she opened the letter. It quite surprised her that, for once, it did not refer to her by name or rank and merely mentioned that the “royal uncle” appreciated her deeds today and would like to get to know her over dinner.

She raised her eyebrows, but accepted the invitation since she had nothing planned for the night anyway.
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Chapter 45: Unconventional Royalty

“In what may have seemed to be a paradox, blood-affinity mages—especially water-major ones—were widely known to be the most durable combatants by far, yet the vast majority of these individuals met a premature end on the fields of battle. We hypothesized that their belief in their durability often led to their very downfall, as they overextended and took on challenges where they bit off way more than they could ever chew.”

—Largo Escher, Dwarven Scholar on Magical Theories

Cal followed the formally dressed Dwarven page who came to fetch her from the inn she stayed in that night. Much to her surprise, he led her not to any fancy place, but towards the largest barracks complex in the undercity instead. Their path took them towards a large stone building fashioned after a lodging house, which served as the canteen for the barracks at large, and as she entered, she noticed it was populated almost entirely by rugged soldiers who barely spared a glance her way. Of note was how many other races were part of the military, although dwarves still occupied at least half the seats in the house.

The young page led her towards an otherwise unremarkable table, other than for the sparse number of people seated around it. Cal saw that only three old dwarves—one of whom was ancient, his hair and beard white with age, somewhat sparse instead of the luxurious beards dwarves typically affected—who looked like old veterans and were tough as nails were seated there.

The younger ones proudly bore many old scars on their features, yet oddly, the oldest one had not a single blemish on his old, wrinkled, wizened mien. The three dwarves had dressed a little differently from the many soldiers that populated the house, with rough spun tunics and trousers. However, the occasional look of respect a soldier threw their way hinted that they were of more significant influence at the least.

Not that their identities weren’t obvious enough from the telltale hue of their skin, which was of the deepest shade of black akin to ebony wood. It was a skin tone that most dwarves on the western half of Alcidea associated with their extended Royal Family. A skin the shade of darkest ebony with light blonde hair was an easy way to identify Dwarven royalty in the region.

“Och aye, ye came, lassie,” the oldest of the dwarves drawled with a thick accent to his gravelly voice. “Seat yerself, hav some grub. I’m black-affronted we offer little better than soldier fare here, but them’s the breaks.”

“Enchanted,” Cal replied politely as she seated herself. Despite his unassuming looks, she assumed the old dwarf was the “royal uncle” who invited her. She was sure she saw his likeness on the royal balcony earlier during the events, albeit somewhat unclearly due to the distances involved.

“Ah dinnae ken whaer ye from, lassie. Care te tell us ‘bout yerself a tad?” the old dwarf added as he offered her a wooden mug filled with strong, dark ale. “Ye ken call me Ol’ Aelfried if ye laik.”

“That’s his right honorable, Royal Uncle, Graf von Meergant, Aelfried Stahlfaust II,” tersely interrupted the younger dwarf seated to the old one’s left.

“Ach, bollocks!” Aelfried said as he audibly clonked the younger dwarf up the head with an empty mug. “Hush wit’ de damn title, boy. They ain’t got a place for the table. Ah’m just another old trooper here.”

“But Dad-!” the younger one complained as his comrade seated across from him gave a resigned sigh before another mug to the head by the “royal uncle” shut him up.

“Jez ‘cause me brudder be da king some generations ago ain’t mean shit. Jez accident o’ birth, I tell ya,” said Aelfried with an annoyed tone. “So what yer name be, lassie?”

“Celeysria Ambervale, from Al-Shan. A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Sir Aelfried the Undying,” Cal replied as the chat had clued her to the old dwarf’s identity. A hero of his country from wars fought before she was even born, whose name was well known even in the archipelago.

“Gaun’nae no dae dat? Dat’s jez some old stories, lass,” the old dwarf said in embarrassment. “Wait, wait… Ambervale… half a long ear… Al-Shan… Ye be de Blood Demon?”

“Some call me that,” Cal admitted bluntly as she chugged down the ale in her mug and gave a refreshed sigh. “Now I’m just a retired woman out to see the world.”

“Ah wish ah’d be as carefree as ye, lass,” the old dwarf sighed. “Sounds laik sum real idyllic way to live, dat.”

“Enuff’ small chat, ah invited ye to dinner, and dinner ye shall have first,” he added after a thought. “Hope ye ain’t minding some humble troop fare.”

“Doubt I’ll mind,” Cal answered honestly. “Whatever your cook made smelled better than the slop I had to eat already.”

The old dwarf guffawed at that response.
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As soldier fare went, Cal had to admit the dwarves fed their soldiers better than most. The food served before her had a bowl of gruel as the main fare, made from ground millet, barley, and wheat, flavored with a sauce made from fermented fish and a dab of butter.

To accompany it, hard, crisped flatbreads were served, eaten with slices of smoked, roasted lard rubbed with dry spices, giving it a pleasant, rather fatty flavor. Cuts of cold cheeses were also served alongside some fresh fruits and a cup of beverage meant for soldiers on the march—a type of sour wine made with a mix of water, wine vinegar, some herbs, a pinch of salt, and a little honey—which made for a fitting starter.

It was all pretty simple fare, made with ingredients that were preserved and easily carried or easily foraged for from the surroundings. Yet it gave Cal some nostalgic feelings, which reminded her of the bitter days when Al-Shan loyalists still fought a guerrilla battle against the usurper and were often on the run. They had subsisted on much worse fare back then.

They ate in relative silence and only made some inconsequential small talk before another figure came in and seated herself at their table, right across from Cal. The figure caught her attention the moment she entered because of the sound her wooden peg leg made as she walked and the way the empty right sleeve of her tunic was bound shortly below the shoulder. The young therian woman—Cal approximated she was probably in her late teens to her early twenties—had features that resembled that of a large, predatory cat, with black fur all over her body and a mouth full of sharp fangs. Her left eye was a milky white, a great contrast to the catlike green iris of her right eye.

That the woman's one hand was far more human-like than it would be for a full-blooded therian helped clue Cal into her likely mixed ancestry. The full head of shiny, lustrous black hair, fashioned into a multitude of rope-like strands that fell to just under her shoulder, confirmed it.

"A’m droukit!" the young therian stated with an accent as thick as the old dwarf. "A’m fair wabbit, drouthy tae, ya dinnae offer a cup fer meself, Uncle?" she asked the younger dwarf that took the mugs to his face earlier.

"Help yerself, Ros,” the dwarf said with a resigned, long-suffering sigh as he slid a mug of ale towards the young therian… "I swear yer accent gets more atrocious by the day."

"Aye, Right!" Aelfried chortled. "Lil’ Roslin spake jez fine, laddie. Been up to yer oxters trainin’ ‘gain, eh, me lil’ lassie?"

"Och Aye, Masta!" the young therian cheerfully replied. "Gotta rep up fer ‘morrow’s fight!"

"Caw canny wi de bod, lass, eat well, sleep well. Dinnae fash yersel’,” the old dwarf advised with a paternal look full of pride on his face.

As they chatted and ate, Cal learned that the young, crippled therian was an unwanted child, who the old dwarf had found discarded in a river sixteen years hence. Her arm, leg, and eyes were defects she was born with, and while healing magic could treat dismemberment and worse with a powerful enough practitioner, they were utterly powerless when faced with such inborn defects. In many places, they often threw away children born with obvious disabilities, leaving them to die in the wilds.

Roslin Stahlfaust had been fortunate that soldiers heard her cries as they passed near the river. The old dwarf, on his way back to the capital from an inspection, took pity on the babe and adopted her as his own. The old dwarf had also intended to raise the little therian girl as his successor, for his own progeny had leaned more into scholarly pursuits, which left nobody suitable to have carried his legacy as a warrior.

That the therian girl was half crippled had not even bothered him at the slightest.

The younger dwarf seated to Aelfried’s left, his son Aedelbart, formally thanked Cal for her swift actions in the arena earlier that night, and his sister Gudrid who sat next to Cal to her father’s right, echoed the sentiment. For her own part, Cal found herself engrossed in a chat with old Aelfried himself and his young disciple.

From the old dwarf, Cal learned that the next day would be a celebration for the current king’s two hundredth birthday, which called for grand events in the arena, of which Roslin was slated to be part of. As she and the old dwarf traded old war stories and drained mug after mug of ale together, Aelfried asked whether she might be interested in a good fight with him tomorrow. The old dwarf had lamented the lack of opponents able to fight him seriously in his years. He was a water-major blood mage much like Cal herself, and what he mentioned was a sentiment she somewhat shared from her own experiences.

Maybe the liquor affected her judgment somewhat at that moment, but she agreed to the old dwarf’s request to "stretch their muscles" in the arena the next day.
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Chapter 46: Blood Berserker

“Sad to say, prejudice against children born crippled still runs strong in many regions. One must wonder how those parents could have the heart to abandon the labors of their love over some imperfections…” 

—Netty Brünzweig, Soulweaver Specialist on Child Psychology

A grand day of games was slated to celebrate King Utgard Stahlfaust’s two hundredth birthday, and most citizens of Knallgant who were free packed the arena to the brim, where they distributed free food and drinks in celebration as well. The monarch himself stood proudly on the royal balcony. Cal could not tell the family resemblance to Aelfried, but then again, she had a hard time when she had to tell one dwarf from another. They clad the king in the full regalia of his office, with his crown of steel atop his head and his baton of office in hand.

The celebration began with a grand musical performance by an ensemble of hundreds of musicians, who played an upbeat, glorious tune in praise of the kingdom’s prosperity. Various sports competitions, where competitors competed in many fields, followed their performances. They ranged from contests of speed where competitors raced one another, to ones of strength where they lifted great weights and displayed their physical prowess, to bouts where they wrestled one another.

Many dwarves of scholarly pursuits also participated in the celebrations, where they offered poems, songs, paintings, and sculptures prepared for the occasion. Blacksmiths came and presented a grand suit of full plate armor fit for a king, while leatherworkers presented a grandly decorated belt made from a mountain wyvern’s leather.

Games of a more gladiatorial nature followed, as chosen dwarves—well-known warriors, one and all—fought against wild beasts and monsters in mortal combat. The next-to-last event pitted five veteran dwarves against a wyvern with its wings bound—the same breed of creature that had unwittingly ended up as Cal’s dinner during her recent travels.

For the final event, Roslin was scheduled to fight, and Cal saw the young half-therian woman in her combat gear for the first time. Much like herself, the young half-therian favored leathers that allowed for swift movement, and the stump that was her right arm was covered by a metal cap, from which a meter-long metal chain extended, with a spiked metal ball the size of a human head on its end. Leather straps bound around the woman’s shoulder and torso, which firmly secured the cap.

She had also discarded the wooden peg leg she used the night before, and the fake leg that served as her right shin and foot was replaced by one made of adamant steel, with its end formed into the head of a flanged mace, albeit a wider than usual one to allow her a firmer footing. A green eye patch from the scale of a large wyvern secured by leather straps covered her blind left eye. Cal noticed the half-therian woman’s tail as it wagged from side to side as she waited her turn, a sign of eagerness and excitement.

Roslin walked out of the gate and raised the sword she held in her left hand. The blade was a meter long. It was rectangular, and its construction was heavier than a typical sword’s. The crowd cheered her name as she had already been known as Aelfried’s disciple.

She had to face a cyclops—a gigantic and savage humanoid monster easily identified because of its single, large eye. The cyclops towered twice her height—and Roslin wasn’t exactly a small woman at one meter seventy-five—and had a crude two-meter ax in its hands. Roslin showed no fear and licked her lips in excitement while she eyed the large brute that stood before her.

On a signal from the king, the mages who had kept the creature restrained released it from its restraints, and the cyclops launched itself in a leap and bellowed as it swung its ax down towards Roslin.

Cal whistled in approval when Roslin leaped away from the brutal strike with ease. That she had only one arm and one leg was not even the slightest bother to the young half-therian. She used her tail to help keep her balanced while she moved, and swung the stump of her right arm forcefully, which sent the chained iron ball straight at the cyclops’s ankle, where it struck with a loud crack.

The creature bent down and bellowed in pain from the hit, but Roslin wasn’t done. She leaned into the force the ball carried as it rebounded and went into a spin with it, where her sword sliced through some of the tough musculature behind the creature’s ankle while the spiked ball landed with renewed force behind the creature’s knee. She then leaped away to safety as soon as her second strike landed.

Those strikes had damaged and unbalanced the creature enough that it collapsed to one knee. It blindly sent out a wild swing to hit whatever hurt it but hit only thin air, as Roslin had circled behind the stupid creature by then. She crouched down, flexed her left leg—which had an extra joint compared to a human’s leg—and leaped up as she sent her body into a spin. It was a spin that slammed the spiked ball attached to her arm against the back of the creature’s waist with great force, followed by another strike from the mace at the end of her fake leg before she bounced herself off the creature with the recoil of the strikes.

That turned out to have been the correct decision to make as the creature fell on its back a moment later, as it had lost control over its body below the waist. Roslin’s strikes had cracked, then broken the cyclops’s spinal cord, and now that the creature’s head fell in front of her, she went in for the finish swiftly.

She burst the creature’s oversized eyeball with a brutal strike from the spiked ball chained to her right arm, while her left arm brought the sword into a deep cut across the creature’s throat before she leaped away as the creature struggled on its deathbed, blinded and panicked as it choked on its blood. Roslin watched it cautiously from a safe distance until it twitched one last time and she was certain it had expired, before she raised her sword high and gave a triumphant roar, which was welcomed by cheers from the crowd.

“Quick and effective,” Cal commented in approval from where she watched the fight alongside Aelfried. “First the heel, then the knee, and the spine. A methodical and efficient way to get to more vital parts when faced with large beasts.”

“Och, aye! Lil’ Ros be me good lass, indeed!” the old dwarf boasted with pride. “Us next, gie it laldy!”

“As you wish~” Cal replied with a grin as she cracked her knuckles.

The announcer had just briefed the crowd of a special event to be held, an exhibition match between their own Aelfried the Undying against the Blood Demon of Al-Shan, when Cal and Aelfried walked out of the gate side by side, to be greeted by a deafening cheer from the crowd.

She had worn her leathers and usual outfit of tunic and trousers for the occasion, with four blades sheathed by her waist, while her halberd lazily rested on her shoulder.

Aelfried next to her had worn little in terms of armor, either. The old dwarf just wore a skirt made of strips of leather around his waist, with a plaid woolen tunic in a checkered pattern over his torso. They clad his left forearm in a metal gauntlet with a buckler built into it, and he held a one-handed bearded ax with a spike on its back in that hand. They left his right arm bare, other than a length of chain that coiled loosely around it, which ended in a spiked metal ball much like what his disciple had attached to her arm, held loosely by the chain in his right hand.

They walked calmly towards the center of the arena before they took some distance from each other and saw that both of them sported the same huge grin on their faces. Cal had to admit that it appealed to her baser instincts. The mere idea of just having a good fight where she gave all she got against her opponent who would do likewise, all without potential worrisome consequences to follow, sounded heavenly to her. From the look in Aelfried’s eyes, the old dwarf likely harbored the same thoughts.

Both of them allowed their magical energies to run rampant throughout their bodies, embraced the surge of power that arrived as they did so, and with a nod to one another, they charged and collided with a deafening noise.

The battle that followed had the entire audience riveted in awe and horror as the two blood archmagus struck at one another with reckless abandon.
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Chapter 47: Camaraderie From Bloodshed

“Sir Aelfried the Undying had been the greatest hero Knallzog had ever known since his feats in the great war three centuries ago, where he single-handedly held a mountain pass against endless waves of enemies for a week and lived to tell the tale. From there came the saying: ‘To face the Undying, your widow will be crying.’” 

—Bernd Eiernhof, Dwarven Historian

Contrary to expectations, the fight between the two blood-affinity archmagus started with slow and measured maneuvers after the initial clash. They had struck at each other with all their strength in that first clash. That direct clash confirmed what the two combatants already suspected beforehand, that Cal was the faster of the two, while Aelfried had a bit more strength in him.

The two circled and probed at one another while they kept their guards up at first. Aelfried attacked sporadically with his ball-and-chain weapon while he kept his ax and buckler positioned on the defensive, while Cal returned the favor with cautious stabs as she kept herself at a safe distance at first.

It only took a minute before both combatants had measured each other’s mettle and decided to engage in a more direct clash. For the time being, both still devoted a measure of their attention to their defenses, and while both sides landed a few light hits, neither had allowed anything more serious to land.

When they separated from the melee, Cal sported several scratches and a slight bruise where Aelfried’s flail barely missed her, while the old dwarf had a couple of small cuts from when he blocked a touch too slowly.

They grinned widely, communicated with their eyes, gave a mutual nod, and struck at each other again. This time, the audience gave a surprised gasp of horror, as neither combatant held back nor did they spare a thought for defense. Aelfried’s ax chopped into Cal’s right shoulder, then his flail slammed against her left side and broke a rib, while Cal skewered the old dwarf through his lung with her halberd and somehow found time to draw one of her machetes and slash it across the dwarf’s abdomen.

When they pulled back, not a single drop of blood dripped from their wounds, nor were their weapons stained. The manic grins on their faces widened, and they charged again, left wounds on each other, and repeated it as their strikes grew wilder, their well-honed instincts guiding their bodies through combat.

Cal had to admit in her heart that the thrill and excitement she felt when she fought Aelfried, who matched her and could take whatever she dished out and return it with interest, was a whole different level to any fight she had even been in before. Her battles during the civil war were akin to slaughter, where she bullied her way through crowds of opponents who never stood a chance. In contrast, the spars she had with Aideen were lopsided in the other way, as the much older woman was far too experienced, which placed Cal on the side that never stood a chance.

She ignored the pain from the cuts and broken bones Aelfried inflicted and focused her magic as she manipulated parts of herself where the movement became difficult because of the damage already sustained directly. She guessed Aelfried had done the same since she was confident that the last cleave she landed on his left arm should have somewhat disabled it otherwise. By now, the civilians in the audience mostly watched in silence, riveted in both awe and horror as the two struck each other with what should have been fatal blows many times over. However, the military part of the audience cheered and roared their lungs out as they watched a battle like none they had ever witnessed.

As the fight continued, the two fought more wildly. Without thought, their blows intended to land where they would have inflicted the most damage on their opponent. Blows landed on their bodies, their clothing turned to tatters as they cut flesh and broke bones repeatedly, yet they fought on as if they felt nothing.

By the end, the fight lasted three hours, and not a single watcher left their seats—the king included. Cal and Aelfried could have likely fought on for weeks if they faced the usual opponents, but they had given their all against each other and went all out, which consumed their powers at a far more prodigious rate. In the end, both collapsed to their knees in the middle of the arena, their manic grins still visible on their torn-up faces as they eyed each other.

Cal’s right arm and leg were nearly severed from the blows of Aelfried’s ax. Most of the bones on the left side of her body had been pulverized by his flail, her left eye shut from one such blow, while many deep cuts riddled her torso, her entrails nearly visible from the many cuts that had opened up her abdomen.

Aelfried fared a little better as his shoulders were both caved in and smashed by repeated blows of the hammerhead of Cal’s halberd, while many puncture wounds riddled his torso. One deep cut, in particular, went nearly a third through his thick neck, and one of Cal’s knives pierced his right eye, which lodged itself firmly there.

“Gud fight, lassie,” Aelfried said with a tired but satisfied voice as he offered his fist to Cal.

“Aye, good fight indeed,” she returned as she bumped his fist with her own.

A large group of healers immediately rushed towards the center of the arena and treated the two shortly after that. The stunned crowd finally regained their composure and applauded thunderously.

It took two days and many tired and drained healers before Cal and Aelfried got back to their feet and boisterously laughed at each other. The old dwarf looked younger after the experience, and Cal herself felt as if some burdens she carried in her heart felt lighter, somewhat. The two felt ravenous even after the long rest because of their overuse of magic. They ended up polishing off a whole roasted auroch between them as well as several barrels of strong ale.

After they ate, Aelfried offered Cal a pair of shortswords from his collection, as she broke two of her machetes during their bout. The swords were short (a little under three-quarters of a meter), sturdy in design, and made from adamant steel. The double-edged blade had the form of a very narrow triangle with well-sharpened edges that made it effective at both slashes and stabs. She accepted Aelfried’s goodwill and set one of the short swords on each side of her waist.

That afternoon, Cal accepted Aelfried’s offer to tour the dwarves’ training facilities. They were only halfway through the tour when they walked into an open field where many young soldiers were training to grapple and strike at one another. The Dwarven instructor asked if the distinguished guests cared to grace the recruits with some personal lessons, to which Cal and Aelfried agreed.

The next hour was full of pain and humiliation for the recruits as the two veterans taught them many dirty tricks both had learned in their long lives. One thing led to another, and the next thing Cal knew, she had spent most of the evening in a barehanded fight with Aelfried as the recruits watched them with utter awe.

Both of them giggled like prepubescent schoolgirls when Aelfried’s daughter came to look for them later in the evening and found them still in the middle of their brawl.
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Chapter 48: Breakfast With a King

“Out of all civilized races, dwarves and orcs are probably tied for the top spot in how few luxuries their leaders allow for themselves. Both races are known for heavy pragmatism and often eschew ostentatious displays of wealth for more practical items instead.” 

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

As morning dawned the next day, Cal found herself headed towards the royal castle behind Aelfried and Roslin. The old dwarf had mentioned to her that the king himself would have liked to have her presence for breakfast this morning, with an informal discussion hinted at. When she queried Aelfried, he professed he had very little to do with politics, and most ministers were content with his neutrality and thus left him in peace.

“Dat’s outwith me, remit, lass,” said the old dwarf. “‘Pends on wat da high heids yin think.”

“I get your drift,” Cal replied with a nod. “One reason I left was that I had no interest in politicking.”

The old dwarf guffawed at her answer.

They walked together towards the royal castle—the one building built outside the mountains, in this case atop the tallest mountain peaks—which to most would have looked more like a large military fort rather than the castle where a king lived. Two Dwarven guards in decorated yet efficient armor waved them through the castle’s main gate. The gigantic double doors made from adamant steel opened to allow them entry with the aid of some unseen mechanism.

Where most royal castles would have gleamed with opulence—though, to be fair, Cal was only genuinely familiar with the imperial castle at Al-Shan—the castle in Knallgant looked far more somber. Instead of tapestries and artistic decorations, the dwarves decorated their castle with war banners, suits of masterwork armor, and various weapons of war—all well maintained and highly functional—that hung on the walls. The few paintings Cal saw were scenes of triumph or portraits depicting Dwarven kings and heroes of old.

They found the king on a balcony that provided a fantastic view from the mountain top, where he sat next to his queen and children.

“I am pleased you accepted my invitation, Grand Marshal Ambervale,” said King Utgard Stahlfaust as he gave Cal a polite smile. It was apparent that the invitation was because he wanted to speak with her since he had her seated to his right.

“No reason not to, Your Highness,” she replied politely and sampled her tea with a tentative sip. The tea was strong and laced with liquor, which made for a taste she agreed with. “Though I wonder what you seek through this ‘informal’ talk with a retired woman like me.”

“Oh, nothing dire, Dame Ambervale,” said the Dwarven king with a kind smile. “I believe I am quite aware of what type of person you might be, especially after that… awe-inspiring bout in the arena three days ago.”

Utgard gave a pointed glance to his grand-uncle as he said that, who had busied himself with the king’s children and regaled them with fantastical tales, oftentimes to the amusement of the queen.

“I would merely like to ask for a small favor, dame,” said the king as he helped himself to a crisp pastry fresh from the oven, which oozed with molten cheese as he bit into it. “Knallzog used to be one of Al-Shan’s trading partners in the past, but we had to cease those activities when the civil war made it too unsafe for traders to go there.”

“And now that the war is over, you probably would like to resume the old routes,” Cal added for him, to which the king nodded. She also tried one of the pastries on the table. It was one with a flaky, buttery crust, with a filling that tasted like cuts of pears stewed in sugar and some spices. “So you probably want me to deliver the message or put a good word in, I reckon?”

“The latter would be plenty, dame. I had already sent an envoy once we received and confirmed the news that the civil war had ended, but I reckon he might not have reached Al-Shan until spring at the earliest,” explained the king, as he offered Cal some unusual confections that looked like semi-transparent pink cubes which were dusted with refined sugar. “If I may ask, the new Emperor of Al-Shan is the grandson of Emperor Azeef Haroone?”

“He is, yes. Xain would be the last of his branch until he gets some kids, as the usurper was quite thorough with the rest, I fear,” said Cal somberly as she chewed on one confection. She found it was chewy in texture and tasted sweet with a floral tinge, interspersed with some nuts embedded within. “He plans to follow through on his grandfather’s plans, now that it’s far more workable to do as we rebuild from the war.”

“I had met with Emperor Azeef personally when I was still a prince,” the Dwarven king said, his tone sad and nostalgic. “He had grand ideas, his mind on the welfare of his people foremost.”

“Many would say that the late emperor was too kind a man to be born in his position,” Cal lamented.

“That he was. He was a kindly soul with no political cunning or ruthlessness. One would have needed to be to even consider such reforms,” said Utgard in agreement as he sighed. “I had warned him then, as a friend, that his ideas would tread on the toes of many and that he should exercise caution, but he was always too trusting, was he not?”

“That he was,” Cal admitted. “It behooves me not to speak ill of the late emperor, but the man who took his life… was probably the man he trusted the most in the world. It was one reason we struggled so badly in the first decades of the war back then.”

“He trusted many whose interests disagreed with himself, and those took advantage to remove others who truly supported him,” the dwarf king plainly stated. “In all honesty, it quite surprised me that the civil war lasted so long or that Sharif even lost in the end. The reports showed he was very thorough with the coup.”

“That he was. We barely had any support, and the first two decades of the war were more of us fleeing from one place to another than fighting,” Cal reminisced. “It was not until a generation had passed before we garnered support and started truly fighting back against him.”

“To be completely honest, Dame Ambervale, I must admit that your retirement left me with questions,” Utgard admitted bluntly as he offered Cal more tea, which she accepted. “I do not mean to pry, but as a king, I must inquire whether it was a sign of possible further unrest in Al-Shan or not.”

“An understandable stance,” Cal answered as she sipped her tea. “And I will be honest in return. My decision is personal. Much like your granduncle, Your Highness, politicking and the life of a noble aren’t for me.”

“I also know everyone who serves as ministers now, and they are people I have trusted with my life before. I am confident they will do the country right,” she continued with a sigh. “They would have little need for just another killer like me, not in the days of peace.”

“I can feel you still had burdens you left unaired from how you spoke, but I shall not be rude and pry about that,” replied Utgard in understanding. “I thank you. You have indulged my curiosity. As a token of thanks, I had my chef prepare a gift basket of his finest pastries and confections for your pleasure.”

“Why, Your Highness, that’s very kind of you,” replied Cal with a genuine smile on her face.
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Chapter 49: Return to Paradise

“No innocent has ever fought a war and remained innocent.” 

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

Cal accepted the dwarves’ hospitality for the coming winter months and spent the next three months in Knallgant. She didn’t stay there the whole winter because she needed to depart in late winter to be in Paradise by spring when the teleportation gate to Al-Shan was scheduled to be opened.

Not a week after meeting with the king, Cal received a report from a female dwarf who introduced herself as the king’s spy mistress. At first, she had not understood why the information they sent would concern her. It merely defined the investigation of a merchant family who unfortunately fell prey to wild wyvern attacks not two days from the city proper.

Then she read further and noted that the king’s spies had investigated the merchant because it turned out he—and his entire family—had used false identities all along. The investigation mentioned that several members of various guilds were sacked and punished for their involvement in the matter. Further investigations and testimonies hinted that the family were refugees from Al-Shan, who had fled to Knallzog not two years ago.

When one of the last pages of the report included a detailed sketch of the family head’s face, Cal instantly recognized the man as Han Wen-Fu, formerly the governor of Shan-Hu. He was one of the first nobles on the usurper’s side to have fled when the tables turned against him. Cal had long ago put escapees like him out of her mind, thinking that she would have had little reason to hunt them down as long as they never returned to Al-Shan.

Here, the mere news of her presence was plenty to have caused the man to bolt for his life out of dread, which led to his untimely end. Some hints from the Dwarven king when she mentioned the matter to him the next time they met suggested that he might have played a more active role in the matter. For example, he might have ordered the complete removal of the rest of the traitor’s family as a gesture of goodwill to the Al-Shan Empire.

The matter had been a source of relief and an unpleasant reminder to Cal. It was a relief that one of the few remnants of the usurper’s reign left unaccounted for had been found and disposed of. It reminded her of the grim task she had undertaken in the early months of Xain’s reign. She had traveled the empire and hunted down every descendant of the nobles who had backed the usurper, barring those few who had sided with the loyalists and had repeatedly proven their loyalties.

It brought unpleasant memories of the blood that stained her to her soul when she had butchered many women and children, old and young, for the crime of being related to a noble on the usurper’s side. Her heart had ached when she committed the butchery, yet she also realized that those very people she butchered would have been the kindling that might have potentially sparked another conflict if left alone. She had not left the empire until she was very confident that not a single person related to the usurper or his supporters was left alive.

At least the fights with Aelfried seemed to have had a therapeutic effect on that weight she had shouldered as her burden. The feeling she had when she was allowed to let loose and just go wild without worrying about the consequences helped take a load off her mind, a feeling that the old dwarf mutually felt. The two fought one another regularly during her stay in Knallgant, to the utter dismay of the healers employed by the royal family.

At least those healers got good training out of it.

Cal also spent her time with Aelfried to teach him about Shi-Huang’s method as thanks, which the old dwarf quickly performed, to results that pleased him to no end. Much like Cal, Aelfried had had many serious injuries which left effects healers failed to remove entirely. He felt his body move lighter and smoother after the self-treatments, much like a machine that got oiled correctly again.

Roslin also got quite close with Cal during this period, and Cal found that she quite liked the straightforward and blunt young half-therian. In her spare time, she would often spar with Roslin and teach her tricks Aelfried couldn’t since his fighting style differed from hers, and Cal’s taller build and greater agility were closer to the young half-therian’s own as well.

To be honest, Cal had nothing but admiration for Aelfried’s adopted daughter cum disciple, for the young half-therian had trained extremely hard and persevered through situations where most would have given up. To have reached the heights that she had achieved was a great feat in itself.

Roslin had fought on despite her physical handicaps and the fact that she had no potential to be a mage, to be one of the deadliest warriors Cal had known in her life and one she was proud to call a friend. She just hoped that Roslin could keep that little innocence she still possessed instead of a future where she would have ended up on the uglier side of humanity like herself.

Once the last month of winter arrived, so too had Cal departed from Knallgant. Aelfried and Roslin had accompanied her to the gates before they said their farewells, and the king had given her a letter to pass on to the Al-Shan delegation she expected to meet in Paradise.

Even in the winter, Knallzog remained relatively warm, as the temperature had never dipped low enough for snow and ice to form, other than on higher ground like the mountaintops. Cal took the straight road back to Paradise as she crossed northern Knallzog and southwestern Ezram.

The journey back was relatively uneventful, other than a couple of wyverns that made stupid mistakes where they tried to steal her dinner, only to end up as her dinner instead.

Northern Knallzog, despite the wave of terrorist attacks early in the year, had returned to peaceful days. The dwarves were much more ruthless and efficient than the Ezram Kingdom. They had uprooted the cultist movement in their territories in its entirety within three months, with its higher-ranked members executed and the rest exiled.

Southwestern Ezram also gave her no trouble during her passage, as the lands she passed through turned out to have belonged to a noble that was part of Guilbert’s faction. One who was not the least bit supportive of the cultists and had cleaned his lands properly of their presence.

So, a week before winter ended, Cal caught sight of Paradise again.
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Chapter 50: Reunion in Springtime

“Life behaves much like the cycle of seasons, for better days follow poor days like how spring arrives after winter. Of course, you have hard winters instead.”

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

The very first thing Cal did when she arrived back at Paradise was to stuff herself full of delicious foods at Magnus’s restaurant. Desserts followed this from a bakery Aideen introduced her to, run by an unliving couple who baked the best bread and pastries she had ever tasted.

She met with Aideen again that night, and they traded tales of what had happened in the year and a half since she had been away. Paradise itself was virtually unbothered by the unrest in Ezram. Still, any cultist idiotic enough to have attempted to do anything there would have found themselves out of luck within very short order. By now, even if all the neighboring countries were to unite their armed forces, Paradise would easily take them all on its own, with the absurd multitude of archmagus that lived there.

From Aideen, she received the news that Ergan had adjusted to life exceptionally well in Paradise and that he had stayed in the city for a while before traveling the world on his terms. When Cal relayed the fragments of the unusual dream she barely remembered to the unliving woman, the answer she received was that what she saw was probably the so-called “Conclave of Champions,” where the Champions of the Gods had their seats.

The green figure she mentioned at the end might have been the deity Aistrofuri himself, which would have cemented that Ergan was indeed a champion of said deity. What intrigued Cal more was that Aideen noted that if some champions supposedly waved to her, she might have met with them unawares during her travels.

Cal could not put a figure to the champions that probably knew of her, though, as hard as she tried.

In collaboration with Al-Shan, Martha and Vernon had departed towards the empire by ship earlier in the year, and they were scheduled to return together with the Al-Shan Empire’s delegation come spring, which was the main reason Cal returned promptly to Paradise. She had strongly suspected that many of said delegation would be old friends of hers after all, which would also be a convenient time to pass on the message king Utgard of Knallzog entrusted to her.

In the first week of spring, Aideen brought Cal towards the grand building, which contained Paradise’s seven teleportation gates. The newest gate, the one that led to Al-Shan, had been built and readied in Paradise. Martha personally went there. Vernon went along wherever his wife went.

As the hour struck noontime, Cal saw the first signs of activity from the gate, as a vortex of magical energies started to form in the circular frame. The vortex seemed to run wild for a while before it stabilized, and eventually, the surface stilled as the water on a lake. Ripples spread on the stilled surface shortly afterward as two young men dressed in the uniform of the empire’s royal guard emerged. Both men recognized Cal by sight and saluted before they stepped to the side to allow others to pass through the gate.

The precaution reminded Cal of Halmout, so she was confident she would be seeing the old coot again very soon.

To her surprise, the next person who stepped through the portal was Xain himself. The young boy had grown noticeably in the two years she had not seen him and had started to grow a sparse mustache on his upper lip. He blinked half in disbelief and half in surprise when he saw her right across from himself and soon launched himself into an embrace which Cal accepted warmly. The boy—and he would always remain a boy to her—buried his face into her chest as he made unintelligible noises while she rubbed his back and patted his head fondly.

Right by the portal, Cal saw another familiar face who had just palmed her face when she saw how the young emperor behaved in front of foreign dignitaries.

“Hey there, Layla,” Cal greeted the young woman, Halmout’s granddaughter, four years older than Xain. Her twin brother Lakhsman had walked through the portal along with her, dressed like an officer who served in the imperial navy. “No worries, I doubt that’ll go out and get gossiped about much. Other than by some old coots who can’t die.”

“Greetings to you too, Cal,” replied the young woman fondly, even though her voice still sounded a little stressed out by the circumstances. “It pleases me to see you’re in good health.”

“Your grandpa is coming too?”

“Yes, Dame Ambervale,” answered Lakhsman to her question. He was always a formal one, that boy. “The prime minister and general should be here—ah, there they are.”

The next figures that crossed the gate were all old faces Cal was familiar with. Halmout, Mustafa, and Sada were all the highest leaders back when they were still loyalists fighting a civil war, and now they served as the highest ministers of the empire to support their young liege. Halmout covered his face with his palms, much like his granddaughter, when he saw how his emperor had acted, while Mustafa suppressed a polite chuckle. Sada had no such qualms and openly giggled instead at the scene.

Shortly after, another batch of figures crossed the gate, among whom were Samira, Halmout’s daughter and a royal court healer by now, accompanied by Martha and Vernon, as well as minor dignitaries Cal only remembered vaguely.

“Nice to see you all again, in good health at that,” Cal said after Xain finally parted from her embrace. “If I may introduce, this is Lady Aideen deVreys. She’s technically the one in charge here in Paradise, and this gentleman is Mayor Hans-Grell Zwergenbaum of Paradise.”

Aideen gave a wave and a smile while Hans performed a polite bow of greetings as Cal introduced them.

“You might be more familiar with them as the Silver Maiden and the Everlife Druid,” Cal added to the gasps of some of the Al-Shan delegation and boggled eyes from Xain.
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"So, tell me straight, how fares the empire nowadays?" Cal asked Halmout while they drank some good, hard liquor in private later that evening. Xain had been brought into a tour of Paradise by Aideen and had most of the delegation with him, which allowed her some personal time with her old comrade.

"Things went well, all considered," Halmout admitted as he nibbled on some pastries and drank a thimble full of hard liquor to chase it down. "The reforms proceeded smoothly. A couple of minor nobles balked at them and were made an example of, after which nobody went against the reforms. The people welcomed the peace, and the prosperity started flowing again."

"We are making the empire a better place for everyone, I believe, like the late emperor had wished for…" added the old man in reminiscence. "I wish you were around to witness it with us, Celeysria."

"Let it be, you old fart. As long as you all keep it going well, I’ll be happy," Cal replied. She drank her liquor out of a much larger glass mug. "Now that we have a gate, I can visit more often anyway."

"A good point," Halmout admitted. "By the way, you realize Xain is eighteen this year, right?"

"An age where most emperors wedded their first wives, I’m aware," Cal responded with a more severe look. "I assume you all have already vetted and decided on a candidate for that?"

That Xain would marry early—and very likely marry many wives out of necessity due to him being the last of his line—was well known to Cal, and she had accepted that the little boy had grown. She just hoped that her old comrades had their heads screwed on straight and chose correctly for Xain’s future spouses. The late emperor was firmly against women forcefully inducted into the harem of nobles, and as far as she knew, Xain inherited that attitude.

"It would be Layla," Halmout admitted bluntly. Under normal circumstances, for the prime minister of the empire to make one of his direct descendants the emperor's first wife would be seen as utter nepotism at best. At worst it would be seen as an attempt to either curry the favor of the emperor or control them via their spouse.

In the Al-Shan Empire’s case, though, Cal knew Layla well, as she had watched the girl grow up like a sister alongside Xain, and they had been the best of friends since childhood. She knew Layla would not have wished any harm upon Xain. "Xain made the choice when we brought the matter to his attention, and Layla agreed to the proposal. The nuptials are planned to take place during the summer solstice."

"It would please the emperor tremendously if you attended the wedding," Halmout added, almost like it was an afterthought.

"I will, for certain," Cal said. She would have taken the long road back to the empire if she needed to for that sort of event, much less now that they had a convenient way to travel from the empire to the mainlands. "I sense you still have another issue you want to address regarding this?"

"I cannot hide it from you,” said the old prime minister resignedly. "To be honest, we had not dared to decide on this issue until we could consult you since you are the person closest to a parent the emperor has."

"Go on."

"Well… Sada, Mustafa, and I had long debated who we should request to act as His Majesty’s first nightly partner in preparation for his marriage but could not come to a decision,” he said, a slight blush on his old face. Halmout was always of a more conservative bent and not one to speak too openly about matters such as sexual relations. "I wonder if you have any advice on the matter?"

"To be honest, had I not considered him like my son, I might have volunteered for the task," Cal bluntly admitted. "But that would not work. I would be a terrible teacher in matters of the bed to begin with. If you are not in a hurry, do you have any objections if I were to query the Silver Maiden on the matter? Someone her age and experience might have better advice than you or I."

"That would be acceptable, yes," Halmout sighed. "And thank you again, Celeysria, for everything you had done for the empire. Even the trade offer the Dwarven king gave us probably had been bettered by your presence there."

"It just happened,” she replied nonchalantly. "Oh, and before I forget, you might want to cross out Han Wen-Fu from the list."

"Oh?"

"My coming to Knallgant spooked him out. Fucker got eaten by wyverns on his way out of town,” said Cal. "Or at least, that’s how the official story went. I think Utgard might have done his research and removed him as a gesture of friendship."
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Chapter 51: Innocence Lost

“Slavish adherence to outdated customs is a certain sign one has little will of their own.” 

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

“Huh. Didn’t expect your place to still have such customs in place,” said Aideen with some surprise after Cal laid down the situation with her and asked for advice. “You know, for a culture with little to no taboo about nudity, that you folks have rather more conservative attitudes to sex itself is odd.”

“Didn’t expect that such customs were rare, to be honest,” Cal admitted as she sipped from a mug of Dwarven ale.

“Cal, my dear, customs like those have gone out in the mainlands for centuries already,” Aideen explained. “You’d have an easier time finding a needle in a haystack than to find a noble who somehow remained a virgin till they hit marriageable age here.”

“Really?” Cal asked with some surprise. “I mean… we have nothing against sexual relations before marriage in the empire, but to my knowledge, kids Xain’s age or younger didn’t exactly dally with that. Not that I’m an expert, mind you.”

“Cal, oh Cal, when was the last time you ever got laid?” Aideen ribbed good-naturedly. “And you seriously underestimate how horny young nobles get around here or where I’m from. They fuck around like rabid weasels, I tell you!”

“Probably more than half a century ago now,” Cal said. “And I’m not exactly an expert in this matter. Halmout’s a bit of an old prude, so he’s useless. Neither Mustafa nor Sada likely could help much either. They’re career military through and through. Sada never even married or had a family.”

“That’s why you came to me for advice, ain’t it?” said Aideen with a smirk as she drained the contents of her mug. “And I reckon, if you requested the aid of any lady from your empire for this matter, that’d be a favor the crown owed to them, am I right?”

“Yes,” Cal nodded. “I’d have volunteered myself, if I wouldn’t be the worst possible teacher for this sort of thing, just so this didn’t end up biting us in the ass later.”

“The solution to your problems is that out there in plain sight, just that you didn’t think innovatively, Cal, dearie,” said Aideen. “Why not just get a neutral third party to do it for you? One who wouldn’t care much for a small favor owed by the empire?”

“You mean…?”

“Why, I mean, I wouldn’t mind taking on that little job for a bit of fun,” Aideen said shamelessly, with a wink. “And I daresay you’d have difficulty finding someone more qualified to teach such things. No guarantees, though. For all I know, the boy might have some inferiority complex when I’m done with him.”

“I think that might be the best solution we’ve heard all day so far,” Cal said, as she seemed to approve. “Let me ask the others what they think. I’ll get back to you later.”
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"That's… an unexpected proposition," Halmout said with some obvious doubt.

"Well, it makes sense to me," Mustafa said. "Paradise is a neutral party, and they wouldn't consider such a small favor to be of much value."

"They got more archmagus here than nearly half of Alcidea combined,” added Sada. "And a good chunk of those won't die when killed either. Face it, Mansoor. We're but small fish compared to them."

"I can vouch for Aideen personally," Cal added. "And to be fair, as Sada said, Paradise has more than enough leverage that a little favor from us would not add much of anything either way."

"Would be a good thing if she's as experienced as she says," Samira added from the side. "It wouldn't do if Xain had issues performing on his wedding night. That'd also drag Layla's name to the mud!"

"But Samira-"

"Come on, Father. We know Xain needs one with how innocent he is in these matters," Samira said curtly as she cut her father off mid-sentence. "He has shown interest in the opposite sex, but that boy is sometimes too nice for his own good. The maids would not have minded one bit if he dallied with them, and we wouldn't have had this issue if he did!"

"Samira has a point, Mansoor,” interjected Sada. "Should the emperor fail to perform on his wedding night, it might leave a shadow in his mind, and your granddaughter would be the one blamed for it."

"While with the proposed offer, we would likely snip off the issue before it can be an issue," Mustafa added. "Without political complications, to boot."

"We all already talked circles around the matter at hand," Cal said. "But the one directly affected hasn't said a word yet. Layla. What do you think of these arrangements?"

"Do you remember what I said when Xain was a toddler, Cal?" asked Layla, who had stayed silent during the meeting so far.

"You cared for him and would like to keep him from harm. I remember," Cal replied with a nod.

"I still feel that way now. I wish the best for Xain, and I intend to keep him from harm in that capacity when I am to be his wife,” the young woman elaborated. "To deny him an experience that would prepare him far better for life to come out of jealousy would be foolish and petty of me. Though I admit to some envy at the thought of being his first woman."

"Looks like Layla took this better than you, old prude," Cal teased Halmout. "I guess that settles the matter, then?"

Everyone in the room nodded, except Halmout, who gave an exasperated sigh.
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"We entrust him to you then for the night," Cal said to Aideen as Xain nervously fidgeted beside her. Halmout, Layla, and the other high ministers had let Cal be the one to bring Xain to give the emperor some privacy. "Please make a proper man out of him."

"No worries, Cal," Aideen replied with a wink. "You'll have your boy-emperor back tomorrow, minus the boy part, that is."

Xain blushed at the implication of the unliving woman's words and was even more nervous when Cal gave him a little shove towards Aideen, who draped one of her arms around his shoulders.

"Should I sleep elsewhere tonight to give you two some privacy?" asked Cal.

"Pffft, hogwash! I'll have you know each room in my tower has the best soundproofing enchantment. You ain't going to notice a thing, dear,” replied Aideen as she walked towards her room with the nervous, but not unwilling boy-emperor in tow.

"Fine with me then. Be seeing you tomorrow," Cal said as she waved her hand. "Have a good night, Xain."
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The following day, Cal had woken up early and opened the door to Aideen's tower, when she heard someone knock on the door. Gathered before the door, she found Halmout, Mustafa, Sada, and Layla in wait, so she let them in.

"They should be out later," Cal said as she helped herself to some breakfast from the basket already prepared on the dining table. "Had a late night and all, I'd say."

Even with a simple glance, Cal could see that her old comrades were all somewhat nervous. Halmout even gave a look that questioned her nonchalant attitude on the matter, which she simply ignored as she munched on her breakfast.

Not half an hour later, they heard a door open from above them in the tower. Shortly after, Aideen walked down the stairs with a refreshed look, a bit of a glow visible in her pale complexion.

"Oh, here to fetch your emperor, aren't you?" she said casually as she waved back at Cal. "Well… ta-da!~ Here's your emperor~ A boy no more~" said Aideen as she flourished one hand right as Xain descended the stairs behind her.

Xain looked tired, as if he had not had enough sleep the night before—which might have very well been the case. His cheeks blushed red like a tomato when he heard Aideen's words, and the blush only deepened when he noticed the group who fetched him.

He looked so adorable when he blushed that Cal couldn't resist giving his cheek a pinch with her hand as Halmout tutted at her breach of etiquette.
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Chapter 52: Future Plans

“A person is defined not by what they claim to believe, not by what they say they will do, but by the paths they have taken in the past to get where they are now.” 

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

“Are you going to come back with us?” asked Layla in a booth where she had asked to speak with Cal in private. There was a delicate confection made from layers of flaky pastry interspersed with fresh cream cheese and a cup of tea on the table before her.

“I don’t think so,” Cal said. “I’ll be there for your wedding, but I’m going to Levain for the spring, I think. Some family business to handle there.”

“I didn’t know you had a family there?” Layla queried as she cut a small piece of the confection with her fork and brought it to her mouth, which caused her to shut her mouth and eyes as she gave an appreciative hum of satisfaction.

“Learned of it pretty recently myself,” answered Cal. She munched on a stick of fried dough dusted with powdered sugar and served with a sauce made from caramelized honey. “Turns out I have a half-brother in the Orclands, and his son moved to Levain in scholarly pursuits. I’ll be going there partly to pay a visit to him and also to relay a package from his father.”

“What about you, girl? Think you’re prepared for life in the royal harem?” she asked Layla. “Xain is a nice kid, so he’d likely try to treat his wives equally, but we all know a household won’t function in chaos. As the first wife, it’ll likely fall to your shoulders to keep rein of the harem.”

“I considered and prepared for that, yes. As shallow as such words might sound,” admitted Layla as she sipped her tea. “Mother had made me learn all sorts of things she thought I’d need as one of the emperor’s wives, but to be honest, Cal? I’m still afraid I wouldn’t measure up to the task.”

“That’s a good mindset to have in this case, I’d say. Don’t be overconfident and stay on your toes,” replied Cal. “And always remember that while it falls to him and the ministers to keep the empire alive and well… it falls to you to care for his health and well-being.”

“I will etch those words in mind. You have my word.”

Their conversation slowed to a halt when the middle-aged human lady who was the proprietor of the bakery came to their booth and politely placed two exquisite, broad glass bowls on their table. The proprietor filled them with a dessert that combined many kinds of pastries and fruits, a frozen treat made from constantly churned milk mixed with eggs and honey, and a healthy dollop of whipped cream on top.
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The Al-Shan delegation spent a week being introduced to the many amenities Paradise offered and thoroughly enjoying their little unofficial “vacation” there. Aideen had taken it onto herself to grant the delegation a tour of the best of what the city offered. The various eateries where she booked dinner parties for the delegation had elicited many raised eyebrows in surprise when the Al-Shan delegation realized that the chefs that cooked their meals were ancient archmagus of great power. They simply had devoted their latest few centuries to the culinary arts.

In the end, the delegation was seen off by most of the shot-callers in Paradise, and they left burdened with piles of souvenirs and gifts of friendship. Cal gave the delegation a fond farewell and reiterated her promise she would come and visit the empire in the summer. Xain still gave her a prolonged hug before he parted with her, but the boy seemed to have matured some more over the past week—probably that night with Aideen might have played more a role than she expected—and had not embarrassed himself by crying into her bosom again.

Cal herself stayed in Paradise for another week while she restocked on some items and waited as an expert enchanter archmagus reworked the enchantment on her new knives and short swords. The dwarves did good work, but Paradise had better, so she saw no reason not to have the better option when she could easily afford it.

She planned to stay in Levain for probably most of the spring and did not intend to go far out of the city to allow an expedient return to Paradise when the time came near for Xain’s wedding in summer. She felt that a city as grand as Levain should have enough to entertain her curiosity for the season at least, and she looked forward to meeting her nephew—and her grandniece as well.
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Once she stepped through the teleportation gate to Levain, Cal immediately noticed the difference.

Where Paradise kept the rooms at which it stationed its gates relatively sparsely decorated, Levain subscribed to a far more grandiose display of wealth instead. The domed room she walked into was easily as large as the entire building that housed the gates in Paradise, with wall decorations lined in gold, platinum, and precious gems abounding: an opulent showcase of the city’s economic power and prosperity.

A team of guards—she noticed that at least two of the twelve were exceptionally talented mages—were stationed inside the room and formally requested her identification. Cal showed them both her adventurer tag and the signet ring from Aideen, which allowed her to clear the inspection with haste as the guards seemed a bit intimidated by the combined implications.

After all, the signet ring supposedly meant that she was considered a personal guest to Paradise’s higher echelon, which, coupled with her own adventurer tag’s rank, hinted at a potent individual with a powerful backing behind her. Cal was glad that she had not brought out the signet ring Xain gave her as well, as she had little intention of abusing that position this time. The case in Ezram just happened because it had been the most convenient way for her to have handled the matter.

The two mages she identified amongst the guards checked the ring and tag for authenticity. Cal nodded approval when she saw that one of them had the special parchment used to confirm tags with him. The mages nodded and quickly conferred with one another before one politely bowed and proffered the ring and tag back to Cal. The other mage gave the guards a command in a local language Cal was not familiar with.

The guards then politely split into two lines that led to the door, stood at attention, and bid her welcome to Levain.
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Chapter 53: Nephew Mine

“Long-lived races are known to place great importance on familial bonds. This is likely because of their low fertility, hence the extra emphasis on family, for one would only cherish what one has difficulty achieving.” 

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

As a city, Cal had to admit that Levain was built with more planning and foresight in its construction compared to the anarchic layout Paradise had. It divided the town into neat, rectangular blocks of buildings, with roads that mainly formed straights and crossed each other perpendicularly. That said, the city felt cold to her, unlike Paradise, which made her feel welcomed. The city of Levain just felt indifferent instead.

After making a quick query with the mage-guards who welcomed her to town, Cal discovered they were familiar with Vark Greentusk. Orc-elf hybrids were a relative rarity, and there were few of them, even in big cities like Levain. The guard politely informed her that Vark worked as an institute instructor and that she could likely find him there.

When Cal made her way to the Levain Institute of Higher Learning and asked the gate guard about Vark, he politely informed her he would still be at work as a faculty member. After she explained she was related to Vark and had brought correspondence from his parents, the guard offered her direction to Vark’s abode so she could wait for him there.

A half-human, half-Elven woman, probably around her age, opened the door at Vark’s house when Cal knocked and bid her come in. She seated herself on one of the plush sofas in their living room as the woman poured her a cup of tea and brought a plate of sweets.

“Nice to meet you!” said the woman cheerfully. “News from Father-In-Law, I take it? Been a while since we last heard from them.”

“You can say that,” Cal said as she shook the woman’s proffered hand. “My name’s Celeysria, and technically speaking… Vark’s my half-nephew.”

“Oh my! Krystal’s my name,” the woman introduced herself. “Err… should I call you Aunt then?”

“Please don’t!” interjected Cal with a laugh. “Vark’s probably older than me, anyway. Just call me by name.”

“Don’t mind if I do then, Celeysria,” said Krystal. “No offense, but I didn’t know Vark had an aunt before.”

“I discovered I had a half-brother just recently myself,” explained Cal. “What can I say? My father has been around.”

“Vark probably won’t be back for another few hours still. Can you tell me how Father and Mother-In-Law are doing in the meantime?”

“Sure, might as well.”
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Cal traded stories with Krystal while they nibbled on the platter of dried fruits and sipped some tea. A minor interruption presented itself not half an hour after she arrived when a toddler, who Krystal introduced as her second child with Vark, named Ilena, woke up and shuffled her way to her mother.

They temporarily forgot their stories while the two women played with the adorable child, making her laugh cheerfully. To Cal's surprise, the toddler seemed to be fond of her, which was unusual, as most little children found her scary instead. She played with Ilena while talking to Krystal until the toddler yawned and ended up asleep with her head on Cal's lap.

"Sorry about her,” said Krystal apologetically.

"No worries," Cal said. Her left hand absentmindedly stroked the toddler's hair as she lightly snored and drooled on her lap. "She's an adorable one."

"It helps ease the surrounding loneliness, with Vark at work all day and Leila enrolled the past three years."

"Students don't return to their homes from the institute?" asked Cal with some doubt.

"They live in the dorms for the duration of their tutelage and only come home on holidays,” explained Krystal. "She only gets to come back twice a year."

"That's quite strict."

"They have their reasons,” said Krystal. "Tell me a bit more about yourself, Celeysria. You said you met my father-in-law two years ago. Where did you live before then?"

"Al-Shan," Cal answered. She saw understanding dawn on Krystal's face at her words. "Retired after the war ended, but I fought for most of the war."

"Those must have been horrible times."

"They were. But I guess it was necessary for the end,” said Cal as she reminisced about the past. "They're rebuilding back home, hopefully to a better future."

Cal made more small talk with Krystal until sunset, when the door was unlocked and opened. One look at Vark Greentusk made Cal realize she would have never missed the man since he looked remarkably similar to his father, besides his darker skin tone and pale brown hair. His hybrid features combined give the man an elegant face with elements of savagery, much like his father.

"We have guests, Krys?" he asked his wife when he noticed Cal in the living room, with his youngest daughter snoring on her lap.

"Welcome home, honey,” said Krystal as she welcomed her husband home with a kiss. "This is Celeysria. She brings news from my father-in-law."

"She's also your aunt,” added Krystal teasingly after Vark seated himself and shook hands with Cal. That last bit of information made him choke on his tea.

"Aunt?" he asked after he coughed to clear his airways.

"Well, half-aunt technically. Your father and I are half-siblings,” Cal explained once again. “Your grandpa got around, Vark.”

“That said, just call me by name. We’re likely the same age, anyway,” she added as she sipped her tea.

The package Khal-Est had asked her to carry turned out to contain a letter and a pair of embroidered shawls for the couple. Vark also complained that his parents always thought of him as a child even after all this time when he found a leather bag filled with hard candies made from the dried, fermented sap of a tree that grew in the Greentusk's forest. The kind he loved as a child.

Cal smiled as he popped one candy into his mouth, despite his complaints.

It turned out that Vark worked as an instructor for practical applications of magic in combat at the institute. From what Cal could tell, he was an earth magus of quite a good talent. His wife Krystal was of the fire affinity, and their eldest daughter had inherited both affinities, born with the magma affinity.

Ilena woke up from her nap shortly after her father returned home, and the three adults talked while they entertained the active toddler. Cal watched warmly when Vark fondly fed one candy he just got to his little daughter.

"What kind of trouble, specifically?" Cal asked after Vark complained that some new students had difficulties in his class.

"We got three blood mages this year all at once," Vark explained. "They are rare to begin with, and our curriculum had little suggestion on how to best train them. I haven't dealt with any myself either during my tenure."

"I'm one,” said Cal simply. "I can offer you some tips, at least, I reckon."

"Wait. If you don't mind, maybe you'd like to come with me on the morrow instead?" Vark interjected. "I have the authority to bring in guest lecturers if I feel the need. That's exactly how most of us handle affinities we have little experience with."

"I don't see why not,” said Cal with a smile.
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Chapter 54: A Guest Lecturer

“Here at the institute, we pride ourselves on our dedication to pursuing knowledge. Leave behind your statuses, your titles, your inheritances. For as long as you study here, you are just another student. Nothing more, nothing less.” 

—Acceptance speech to new students by Dean Garth Wainwrought of the Levain Institute of Higher Learning, Academic Year of 670 FP

“Tell me what you have taught them so far,” Cal said to Vark while they walked from his abode to the institute that morning. Perched on Cal’s right shoulder was a plump female tabby cat with a luxurious, long fur coat in mottled calico. Vark’s pet cat Ida, which he typically brought to work, apparently took a fancy to Cal immediately.

That was another unusual occurrence, for small animals usually avoided her, much like children. Probably it was her familial relations to Vark that made her smell similar to him or something, but Cal had not complained. She scratched the cat’s chin until it purred while they walked.

“As we have no blood mage instructor or lecturer at the moment, I had temporarily requested aid from the captain of the city guard,” Vark replied. “I understand that melee combat skill would be useful to them.”

“Not incorrect,” she said as the cat purred and rubbed its head to the side of her face. “But not entirely correct, either. I will know more when I see the kids in question later.”

As it turned out, the entry procedure for guest lecturers at the institute was straightforward. The fact that understanding of magic varied from person to person, plus the relative rarity of qualified teachers for certain affinities, meant that using guest lecturers to shore up the need temporarily was commonplace.

Guards at the gate had not even asked a question when Vark introduced her as a temporary guest lecturer and they let her through without fuss. The registration itself only amounted to a few forms that her nephew had pre-filled the night before, as well as a short interview with a staff member higher-placed than the one who brought her.

As Vark was recently made the head of his department, that ended up with him and Cal seated across from the Dean of the Institute himself.

Garth Wainwrought was a human of advanced age, with a long gray beard, balding head, and an amicable look on his wizened features. The man himself was no mage—which was no oddity, as the institute itself was more valued by scholars than by mages—and had devoted his life to studying civilized races’ social and economic conditions.

He nodded sagely when Vark explained his situation, which led to his desire to have Cal help him as a guest lecturer for a bit. Ordinarily, such requests would be accompanied by payment from the institute, though in this case, Vark had shouldered the costs himself since Cal refused the offer of remuneration he gave. She just accepted his house’s hospitality during her stay in Levain instead.

When the old dean asked Cal formally about her qualifications, she just bluntly admitted that the students in the institute likely knew far more theory than she ever would. Very few would be as qualified as she was regarding blood mages and practical lessons. When she proffered her signet ring as proof of identity, the old dean raised his eyebrows and muttered under his breath that he both envied and felt sorry for the kids about to go under her tutelage.
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The “Practical Applications of Magic in Combat” class was scheduled to take place after the lunch break that day. Cal spent the time until then with Vark, who gave his aunt—an awkward title for them both, as Vark was two decades Cal's senior in age himself—a tour of the institute itself.

When it was shortly before the class, Vark led her to a clearing that served as the area for practical lessons. She noticed that the clearing grounds were packed with dense soil and stones, which made sense when your main lecturer was an earth magus. Four of Vark's assistants were already present, three mages she identified as a light, fire, and wind affinity, respectively, and a sturdy man in armor who resembled one of the mage-guards who welcomed her the day before.

Cal introduced herself to the four and probed each with her mana to get a measure of them. The three mages were all quite talented, though dwarfed by Vark himself. To her surprise, the guard captain was a mage, one of light affinity but only of mediocre power. It explained why he made a living as a guardsman rather than a healer. On their side, all the assistants' eyebrows jumped in surprise when they returned her probe and detected her vast mana reserves that made theirs feel puny in comparison.

She asked the guard captain about what he had already taught the kids while they waited for the students to arrive, nodded at some, and corrected him on other methods. The guardsman deferred to her expertise and noted her corrections since she was the blood mage there.

The students entered the clearing right as the bell signaling the hour tolled. They held the practical class with students from all five years of study combined and separated into randomly assigned groups that each took their lessons at different times of the week. The current group had nearly one hundred twenty students, among which was a young girl of apparent Elvish ancestry who waved familiarly to Vark as she entered.

It did not take a genius to guess that the girl in question would be Leila, his eldest daughter, who was currently in her third year of study at the institute. She took so strongly after her mother that Cal instantly noticed the family resemblance.

The students lined themselves up neatly, forming five lines before Vark and his four assistants before Vark singled out three young students by name and called them over.

"Let me introduce them,” said Vark. He pointed at a somewhat chubby half-orc boy dressed in light leathers with a large warhammer strapped behind his back. "This is Ognar Bloodtooth, eighteen, in his first year. Life major."

"Giselle Aldenvar, nineteen years old and in her second year, also life major,” he continued, as this time he pointed to a short, skinny young human woman also dressed lightly, with a basket-hilted rapier and a main gauche sheathed in her belt.

"Willa Ùlfsmund,” he introduced the third figure, a woman who seemed to be of mixed orc and wolf-therian heritage—mostly therian—who, unlike the other two, was dressed in thick plate armor that looked uncomfortably heavy and was lined with many spikes all over. "Eighteen, first year. Water major."

Cal nodded as she stood before them with her arms folded. She let a bit of her mana and killing intent loose and approved as she saw how the three instantly tensed up at the perceived danger. Not just them but many other students further away turned at looked in her direction in surprise.

"You three, this is Miss Ambervale from Al-Shan," Vark carried on as if he had not felt a thing. Cal had warned him about what she planned to do, so he was prepared for it. "She will be your lecturer on practical combat for this season."

The three young students swallowed with some trepidation when they felt the gaze of their new teacher of them. It was a gaze that felt like a predator eyeing its prey which made their hair stand on end.
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Chapter 55: Harsh Lessons, Tough Love

“Many had thought that rivalry was aflame between Levain, City of Academia, and Paradise, City of Wonders. Those rumors could not be further from the truth, for we all are but pursuers of the endless knowledge that remains to be discovered ahead of us.” 

—Garth Wainwrought, during his acceptance speech when he was named the new Dean of the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

“Your instincts are functional. Good,” Cal stated bluntly at the three youngsters before her. “First things first… you, come at me.”

“Err… me, miss?” asked Ognar as it somewhat caught him off guard.

“Yes. You. Attack me as best you can. Bring out every trick you can think of. Hold nothing back,” commanded Cal in an authoritative tone. Some students further away turned to look their way out of curiosity.

“Uhh… okay. Here I come!”

Ognar took a deep breath and allowed his magic to course through his body. He gave a deep, loud animalistic bellow as he felt magic permeate through his muscles, as it granted him strength and endurance far beyond what he could normally do. His hands gripped his two-handed warhammer tightly, and he charged at Cal with a leap, his weapon brought down in a mighty diagonal arc aimed at the center of her mass.

As the young half-orc charged at her, Cal had not even circulated her magic and merely eyed the youngster clinically as he came. Her body twisted to the left, and she pushed away Ognar’s weapon with the palm of her left hand as her right arm bent and rammed her elbow straight into the youngster’s solar plexus.

The momentum of his charge had Ognar skewer himself on Cal’s elbow, and he dropped to the ground as he clutched his abdomen. Ognar barely managed to stop himself from vomiting his lunch all over the place.

“You have fallen for the most common mistake young blood mages make,” stated Cal coldly as she stood over the young half-orc. “You paid no attention to defense, likely believing your body will endure whatever comes your way. This is why so many blood mages find their lives cut short.”

“Go recuperate on the side for a bit. I’ll get into more detail after seeing what your friends have in them,” she said as she handed the half-orc his warhammer back. Her finger pointed at Giselle as she said her following words. “You’re next. Come.”

Giselle drew her rapier and dagger from their sheaths and channeled her magic through her body with extra focus on her legs. Unlike Ognar, she had not charged straight at Cal and instead chose to circle the woman with fast steps that made it look like she flickered from place to place. She dashed in to attack after rapidly flashing from Cal’s left to her right, her rapier pointed straight for the throat.

Whatever the young girl expected, she most definitely had not expected Cal to just calmly push her rapier aside with the palm of her hand. She was caught by surprise when Cal pinched the narrow blade between her palm and fingertips, then yanked Giselle off her feet with a single motion.

Even in mid-flight, Giselle had the mind to at least attempt a last-ditch attack as she stabbed at Cal with her dagger. She found herself stymied, however, as Cal’s hand gripped her wrist like an iron vice and quickly twisted her arm behind her back before a swift kick behind the knee brought her down. Cal then pressed her down and prevented the girl from rising.

“Better. Specializing in speed and agility and attempting to use your empowerment to avoid getting hit in the first place is a more workable style,” commented Cal as she released her grip and allowed the young girl to rise. Humbled, Giselle bowed in submission and sheathed her weapons before gingerly massaging her left arm with her right. “I know some tricks that you can well use, but let’s first see what your friend can do.”

“My turn?” asked Willa. The half-therian girl sounded eager, and a wolfish grin adorned her maw.

“Your turn. What weapon do you use?” Cal asked as the half-therian girl was the only one that had not carried her weapon in plain sight.

“I use these,” Willa said as she reached behind her back and pulled out her weapons. When she brought them out, Cal saw that the girl used what looked like gauntlets combined with punch-daggers, except they had three curved blades that extended from each gauntlet and looked like a beast’s claws.

Willa howled like a wolf as she charged her magic and rushed at Cal straightforwardly. As she was clad in heavy armor, she was nowhere fast or agile as her two fellow students, yet her empowered body rushed with speeds that still exceeded what most trained soldiers would be capable of. She brought her claw-gauntlets around in a crossed slash as she reached Cal.

Cal dodged it with a simple step to the back, and when Willa thrust her right gauntlet in another attempt, she snatched the girl’s gauntleted forearm with both hands and spun around as she threw the girl over her shoulder. Willa landed with a loud smash on the hard ground. Her breath was knocked out of her, and even after Cal released her arm, she only got up a couple of minutes later.

“Oooowie…” complained the half-therian girl as she gathered herself. “That hurt. Lots.”

“Using heavier armor to take advantage of your empowered state is also a valid method, arguably the safer one too, until you grow stronger,” Cal said as she helped the girl up. “You will need to learn how to control your own momentum better, however.”

“You three can rest for a while. I’ll get some aid for the first stage of your training,” Cal said after she checked the three student’s conditions and carefully probed them. Of the three, she would guess that Willa had the most potential, but it was pretty close.

Cal let the students rest and chat as she approached Vark, who had made practice targets for other students to train projectile magic.

“How’s it going?” he asked when he noticed her approach.

“I can work with them. Can you make an obstacle course around the perimeter of this clearing? I could use one to condition their bodies.”

“Easy enough. I’ll have it ready in five minutes,” said Vark with a smile. “Anything else?”

“It would be great if I could borrow ten of your students. Ones that are good with projected evocation ideally,” Cal said. “I need to light a fire under those kids’ butts. Somewhat literally.”

“Hah! Pretty sure I can arrange that. I’ll pick them out for you after I get the course ready,” replied Vark with a laugh. “Some live practice with moving targets would do my students well.”

“Exactly my intention,” Cal said as she grinned.
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Ten minutes later

Ognar, Giselle, and Willa looked at one another and collectively gulped as they eyed the massive obstacle course that now ringed the clearing. Cal and Vark had stationed a dozen of their classmates at various points near the course, which gave them a bad feeling. It only amplified the feeling when they saw their classmates' giddy, excited looks.

"Now, boys and girls," Cal said without preamble. "The first step to your training will be to condition your bodies to the rigors of combat. To that purpose, all three of you will run this course at your maximum speed until you can run no more."

"And in case you thought of running at less than your best…" she added as she allowed her words to hang ominously. "Your classmates around the course have orders to light your asses on fire. Or ice them. Literally."

The three youngsters collectively gulped as they heard that, and their worries were amplified when Leila—who was stationed nearest to them—turned their way with a shit-eating grin plastered on her face.

"So I recommend you run as if your life depended on it," Cal said with a smirk as she gave a sign. "And I mean now!"

At her sign, Vark created three spikes of stone aimed at the youngster's buttocks, which made them yelp in surprise as they jumped forward to avoid them. That was when they noticed that, as the first spike retracted, more kept chasing after them as they ran through the course as fast as they could.

As they passed by, their stationed classmates launched magical projectiles of every sort, which made their lives more difficult, as now they had to evade the multitude of attacks while they ran from the spikes that still chased after them.

Cal followed them from the outside perimeter of the course. Her pace at a leisurely walk allowed her to keep up with the students' desperate run, as she bluntly pointed out mistakes they made as they ran.

True to her words, the training continued until the three youngsters dropped from exhaustion and mana overuse.
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Chapter 56: Efforts Lead to Improvements

“Here in Levain, our foremost dedication is to the pursuit of academia of any kind, my young friend. Why would we consider one sort more important than another? They are all but knowledge to be pursued.” 

—Dean Garth Wainwrought, when asked why the Levain Institute of Higher Learning had not taken larger mage classes

Fortunately for Cal, the institute had the smarts to arrange their schedule properly. Students who enrolled for the “Practical Applications of Magic in Combat” course had the class for the entire second half of their school day, which was good, for she doubted any of her three students would have been in any shape to attend other courses after they were done. It took a good hour of rest before the three youngsters woke up after they collapsed from exhaustion. In the meantime, Cal gave some help to the other students and asked Vark about their schedules. The kids had their morning classes reserved for academic lessons and their afternoons for practicals, and she quickly planned out a training plan around it.

When the kids woke up, Cal clarified that if they wanted to have their bodies well-conditioned for future rigors, they would need to constantly train until they dropped from exhaustion, at least once a day. They groaned at the news and gulped as she listed various torturous-sounding ways with which they could intensify their training not to require too much of their time.

Vark and Cal brought the three kids to the institute’s cafeteria—it was past time for classes to end, but the cafeteria remained available for both students and staff’s perusal until the dinner hours ended—and ordered extra-large, filling meals for them. All three youngsters devoured their meals ravenously as if they had starved for a week, while Cal and Vark watched with amusement as they ate their meals by the side.

“We will now talk about how you should improve yourselves,” Cal stated as the three shoveled the last of their food into their mouths. Ognar had just leaned back as he patted his bloated stomach, while Willa gave out a loud, unwomanly burp, to Giselle’s embarrassment.

“Ognar. You will need some change to how you fight,” she started with no preamble. “How you do things will just end with you in an early grave. Maybe later, when your magic has grown to greater heights, you can afford to incorporate taking hits on purpose into your style, but as you are now? That is a mere overestimation of your capabilities. And a death wish.”

“Uh… what should I be doing then?”

“For now? I’d recommend at least getting yourself a fitting suit of armor. Maybe a shield, too. It doesn’t need to be to the extent of Willa’s, just something that would turn a blow at least. Learn to use it, and how to abuse it,” she explained. “To alter your entire method to one more akin to Giselle’s or Willa’s won’t work, but minute adjustments to what you’re used to can probably afford a happy medium to work with. Learn to take hits when you must, and to avoid them when you can, instead of having everything staked on offense.”

Ognar nodded at her words and seemed to mull it over in his mind. The other two looked thoughtful as well as they digested her words.

“Giselle, you should just work on polishing the direction you already chose,” Cal said next, to which Giselle nodded in satisfaction. “A suggestion from me would be to consider a heavier weapon with which you can inflict fatal wounds more easily. A rapier is excellent for a duel but far less useful on a chaotic battlefield. Also, it does not make the most use of the strength you gain when you empower yourself, does it not?”

“A suggestion I will consider,” answered the girl as she thought. “Do you have a specific example of the sort of weapon that might suit me better?”

“A longsword with a similar profile as this would work,” Cal said as she drew out one shortsword Aelfried gave her, which had a thin, tapered blade with a triangular profile, wide at the base and narrow at the tip. “You can still thrust efficiently with it, and the sides will cut better than a rapier would. It would be a far more durable weapon as well.”

“May I borrow that for a moment? I would like to sketch out its measurements.”

“Be my guest,” Cal said as she slid the shortsword over the table before turning to the trio’s last member.

“As for you, Willa… I have to admit that I’m impressed with your endurance,” she started with praise. “You lasted longer than those two, despite a much heavier load, and I feel that you should focus on that advantage of yours in the future.”

“That’s what I had in mind, miss!” said the half-therian girl with a cheerful grin.

“That armor is heavy steel, is it not?”

“It is. I would’ve loved some adamant steel, but who got the money for that?”

“Well, you three will be the first students I’ve taken. If you prove yourself well in our time together, I will pass on some gifts before my departure,” Cal stated. “For you, I had a new suit of armor in mind, and I know some good smiths.

“You all can consider that as some extra motivation if you like,” she added when she noticed the other two perked their ears and turned her way as they heard those words.

“You probably don’t feel the armor’s weight that much anymore nowadays, right?” Cal asked Willa.

“Not much, not even without the boost, yeah.”

“Train yourself with extra weights while you wear the armor. That will get you used to them, which will help when you have heavier armor in the future. Your method of focusing on using your empowerment to wield armor most would have found impossibly heavy is smart.”

The half-therian girl nodded at her approval with a grin adorning her maw.
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That night, Cal had asked Vark on their walk back to his house what the different classes did during their practical lessons on days where they were not scheduled with a lecture with the teachers. He mentioned they could generally practice independently, typically with targets and goals set by their teachers in their last class. When Cal interjected and asked if that meant she could just keep her three students under her watch during those classes, Vark mentioned it would be irregular but not unheard of. Besides, her responsibility extended mostly to those three only and not the rest, so he saw no problems with it.

So the next day, Cal had those three young blood mages brought to the clearing as Vark and his assistants gathered their class of students for their lecture. She noticed that two of the assistants were different today, as they had additional assistants for other courses to best match the students' affinities. Where the previous class had gathered the offensive-inclined affinities like fire, magma, and lightning, the current class was made up of the supportive ones, with water and life being predominant among the students.

Cal used the multitude of healers available to train their arts as she made the first half of her lesson for the trio into a sparring session. This time she had not held back as much, and her blows left the young students sprawled on the ground with broken bones and shredded joints, which were swiftly attended to by the healers amongst the gathered students. They even lined up for their turn to practice their healing arts.

Cal had them rerun the obstacle course for the latter half of the training. Still, this time the mages she borrowed were not there to attack them but to make their path as perilous as it could be, from various sinkholes to sections where the floor was so slippery no one could stand there. She also had Vark hit them with his spikes every once in a while, as today, they had healers available to patch up the injuries immediately.

The only thing that crossed the minds of the three youths before they collapsed from utter exhaustion for the second time in as many days was that they regretted the day they had complained to the institute about their lack of tutelage.
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Chapter 57: Brewing Troubles

“I wish we could say that we are perfect and that every one of our students treats one another as equals, my friend, but I know the truth. Many of our students still flaunt their positions over their lessers, just that they are clever enough to do it outside public sight. Should we have any caught red-handed, such offenders are to be expelled dishonorably.” 

—Dean Garth Wainwrought, when asked how his philosophy placed all students as equals

Over the rest of that week and the next, Cal designed training courses for her three students with the aid of the other assistants, students, and Vark. A week of training left all three of her students exhausted like they had never been before, yet they already felt their magic power improve as Cal forced out their potential and worked them to the bone.

The three students were quick to take on her suggestions once they felt the improvements. When their classes entered the second week, Ognar had a kite shield with him and wore plate over chainmail. Willa and Giselle had worn weights on their wrists and ankles as she suggested and only took them off for spars and rests. Giselle also bought a new pair of swords: a longsword and a shortsword. Both were proportioned similarly to the shortsword Cal showed her.

Pleased with their drive to improve themselves, she took her time and helped them as they adjusted to their new, still unfamiliar gear—or weight, in Willa’s case—though the training course at the end of class every day remained as exhaustive as it always was.

Perhaps it was because of the mutual suffering they experienced, but Cal noticed that her three students had bonded with one another. It was a development that pleased her.
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Come the weekend of her second week in Levain, Cal accompanied Vark and his family as they offered to give her a tour of the city in their free time. She had to admit that the institute's idea where they left the last two days of every week free for relaxation was pretty clever, and when it came to her students, they needed the rest anyway. Forced exhaustion was always required to be coupled with ample rest for effective training, in her experience.

They had strolled the streets peacefully, with Ilena in Krystal's embrace as she sat on a bench to rest and Ida perched on Cal's shoulder. Leila was chatting with her mother when she caught wind of noises of what seemed to be an altercation from a side alley. With the noises were voices she recognized, namely those of her students. Vark also heard the altercation at roughly the same time and exchanged glances.

"Hold her for a while," Cal said as she deposited the cat onto Krystal's lap, where Ilena immediately played happily with her. "We'll be back shortly."

Krystal had not asked what the matter was about and just nodded as she watched her daughter play with their cat on her lap. Her father ordered Leila to stay with her mother and keep her little sister safe, just in case.

It had not taken long before she and Vark located the alleyway where the altercation was occurring. There Cal found her three students, beset by at least fifteen thugs—there had been twenty of them, but the kids had laid out five of them already, despite being caught unarmed. The claw and bite marks that three of the downed thugs sported hinted at Willa's handiwork.

They were young, inexperienced students, though, and the thugs were not only armed—though based on how they used cudgels and clubs instead of knives, Cal figured they were not there with lethal intent—but also far more experienced. By now, each student was held tightly by three or four thugs, each while another beat on them violently.

Cal gave Vark a look and a gesture, and he nodded. She then strolled casually into the alley as one thug that held her students down noticed her and warned the rest.

Two of the rough men split from the group and accosted her. They even attempted to intimidate her, but Cal had no words to spare for their ilk. She walked past the men wordlessly, leaving them a screaming heap on the ground with broken arms and legs. Vark followed behind her and discreetly restrained the downed thugs in fetters of stone. He mercifully also made them double as a cast for those who had their bones broken just now.

By now, the rest of the thugs were thoroughly alarmed, and other than three of them who kept Willa and Giselle pinned to the ground—Ognar was already unconscious—the remaining ten rushed at Cal with weapons bared. She treated these men and women the same way she handled their compatriots, as her hands snatched and twisted any limb that approached her, and her legs snapped the bones of those that came too close.

Soon she kneeled next to her students and helped them up—the three that were left and had pinned them down surrendered as she approached, so she let Vark bind them in stone unharmed—and checked on Ognar's condition. Fortunately, the boy only had a light concussion, and he was alert and aware when she woke him up gently.

"So, care to tell me what happened?" she asked her students. They had been her students for less than two weeks, but she’d be damned if she let anyone that dared to assault those put under her care get off scot-free.

"Not sure, teach," Willa said as she spat out some blood. Her mouth had some cuts from the abuse she received, but nothing worrisome for a blood mage, even one as inexperienced as her. "We were just strolling with Giselle when those punks jumped us."

To the side, Giselle sighed loudly and looked apologetically at her two classmates. "It's my fault. I got them involved."

"Explain," Cal ordered bluntly. Some guards had arrived and noted the situation as Vark explained it to them. His identity as a lecturer from the institute and the fact that the assaulted youngsters were his students kept the guards from prolonged questioning.

"I'm sorry. It's a bit of a long story…" Giselle said in a depressed tone. "If you do not mind, can I say it at my place? We're nearby."

"Fine with me."

"We're friends! No need to apologize!" said Willa as she slapped Giselle's back as they made their way out of the alleyway.

"Friends, huh…?" Giselle mumbled under her breath at those words.
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Giselle's house turned out to be a medium-sized confectionery store that, while well furnished, had seen better days. However, one detail that instantly caught Cal's attention was how the store was built right across from a guard station and that the guard on shift looked at Giselle with a sad sigh when he saw her in a beaten state.

As they walked in, Cal and Vark's family greeted the middle-aged man who operated the shop counter. He greeted them back politely before he looked apologetically at his daughter's injuries and sighed.

Giselle led the group upstairs, where her family had their living space, and they gathered around a table in the dining room. A petite middle-aged woman with a strong resemblance to Giselle brought them tea and some confectioneries.

"Our apologies that you got dragged into our troubles,” said the middle-aged woman as she channeled magic into her hands and healed the trio's injuries. "Please have some. It's the least we could do."

Cal politely accepted the woman's—Giselle's mother—offer and sipped at her tea while she chewed on one of the flaky jam-filled pastries and swallowed it. Then she turned to Giselle and went straight to the meat of the matter.

"So, Giselle? We await your story."


58

Chapter 58: The World is a Small Place

“The only thing the union councilors ever agree on unanimously is to disagree.” 

—Prevalent saying in the Union of Free Nations

“It’s a long story,” Giselle sighed as she lay down her tale. “First, I should inform you of my family’s past. We are not from Levain originally. My grandfather moved his family here when my father was still my age. Originally, we came from Iznuguod.”

“I feel there’s more behind what you said so far,” Cal commented.

“Indeed. We were from a branch of the royal family,” admitted Giselle. “The king at the time—cousin to Grandpa—had just married a new consort, and things had gone downhill. Grandpa did not want to be part of the madness and left everything but his family behind.”

“So your troubles are related to these specters of your past, I assume?”

“They started two years ago… when I enrolled at the institute,” answered the young girl with a sigh. “The current crown prince of Iznuguod was in his third year and he recognized me, somehow.”

“Most of our customers have been driven away by harassment from those thugs since,” her mother explained. “That was also when the assaults on Giselle started, and they’re why nobody has dared to befriend her… we only make do since some of our older customers have a status that deters thugs from harassing them. Even when I go shopping these days, I have to request one guard to keep me company.”

“The guards were sympathetic to our plight, but even when they arrested some thugs like today, the trail always went cold. It likely was no coincidence that this started happening after the prince demanded we return and contribute to Iznuguod and we said no to his face, but we found nothing to link this to him,” added Giselle in a dejected tone. “The guards across the street helped us a lot, but laws and procedures shackled them and they can do little more.”

“Wait, by the prince, you mean that asshat Legault in the fifth year? The one with the fancy frills and hat?” interjected Leila from the side. “The one who ‘won’ the tourney last year?”

“The same one. You might remember that he left me badly burned during the preliminary round,” confirmed Giselle with a shudder. “They claimed it was an accident, but were I not a blood mage, I’d have likely walked out of there a cripple.”

“What do you mean by that, Leila?” Cal asked with some curiosity. The way her grandniece said the word “won” clued her in on some suspected foul play.

“Well, we have this tournament in the institute, held every semester before the holidays. Last year, Legault just walked in and won the title. Nearly half his opponents gave up or did not even show up,” Leila explained to Cal. “They all had valid excuses, but still… taking a bribe and keeping mum would be a valid excuse too, y’know?”

“Baudoin, the defending champion, actually confessed to me personally,” Vark added. “They offered him enough money for his sick sister’s treatment if he were to abstain from showing up at the finals. He took it since he was already in his final year, anyway. His sister’s well-being was worth far more to him than some title.”

“Before you ask, no, he will not stand to testify on the matter. He only confided in me privately because we had a good relationship, and I will not force him on this matter,” he added after a pause. “To be honest, I would have probably done the same in his stead. I would like to ask everyone here that we keep his secret unsaid.”

“Understandable,” commented Cal. “That leaves few avenues to pursue, however… other than a rather obvious one.”

“What do you mean, teach?” asked Willa from the side, a pastry still being chewed in her mouth.

“Simple. If Giselle were to sign up for the tournament this summer’s end, chances are you’d stand against him again, correct?”

“I suspected he would probably arrange that, so it is likely.”

“We will intensify your training soon,” Cal said to Ognar’s heartfelt groan. “When that time comes, I intend for you to be strong enough to wipe the floor with his face.”

“Is that even possible? He’s three years my senior, and I—” Giselle halted her words as Cal raised a hand to stem her question.

“I will need to arrange some things first, and you will end up with busy weekends, but it is very doable,” Cal stated firmly. “Where I’m from, we believe in exacting vengeance with our own hands when possible. I believe you would not like to be denied the opportunity, no?”

The grim, determined look on the young girl’s face answered her question clearly.
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That very evening, Cal made the trip back to Paradise. The students had already returned to their dormitories with Vark as an escort, and they would be safe there for the weekend. She headed straight for the smithy run by an unliving dwarf, where she had her weapons enchanted and placed a large order for her students without a second thought. She also purchased three storage rings with particularly dull, unremarkable designs, each as large as a wardrobe inside.

She had dined with Aideen that night and casually related the story of what happened when the unliving woman suddenly laughed when she heard her mention Iznuguod.

"What's so funny?" Cal asked with some puzzlement.

"You didn't follow up on what happened after you left Ezram, did you?" answered the unliving woman as she chuckled.

"Heard that an open rebellion broke out, and that's about it. Why?"

"Iznuguod threw their support behind the rebels openly,” explained Aideen. "In their words, because Ezram had unlawfully and unjustly arrested, injured, and humiliated a retired member of their royalty."

"Did they?" Cal asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Technically… you did," Aideen said as she fell back into a bout of laughter. "Lemme get that picture one moment… aha! Look at her. A familiar face, is it not?"

The sketched drawing Aideen unfurled depicted an aged human woman in a courtly dress, clearly of high stature. Yet it was the face Cal recognized immediately: that of the old crone she fought in Barzum.

"She was Iznuguod royalty?" she asked, somewhat baffled.

"The dowager queen. Stepmother to the current king,” replied the unliving woman. "For what it's worth, the rest of the union seems intent on staying away from this matter. So it's just them alone, kicking a fuss over this."

"Did Ezram let her go?" Cal asked. She would have been quite annoyed were that to be the case.

"Most of Ezram's higher-ups are corrupt, bloated bastards with sticks up their asses, but they're not idiots… yet," said Aideen. "They're not stupid enough to return a war archmagus to an enemy they're at war with."

"Think my students' matters might be related then?"

"Maybe, maybe not. Hard to say. That kid must be good at covering his tracks. Garth hates this sort of shit with a passion."

"Why am I not surprised that you know the Dean of the Institute on a first-name basis?"

"He used to handle the merchants for us till he moved to Levain. Creusens used to be his student, even."

"Should have guessed," Cal said as she forked another piece of her roasted fowl and brought it to her mouth. "Anyway, I'm thinking of bringing those kids over here on the weekends for more specialized training. Got any suggestions on teachers I can bug for that? I'm paying, of course."

"From how you describe them… I'm pretty sure I got some in mind. You check them out first next weekend. Then we talk about compensation," Aideen said. "You must be pretty fond of them to go this far."

"Honestly, this is the first time I've had students,” admitted Cal as she polished off her mug of mead. "They're honest kids with good potential. I feel like I'd be failing them as a teacher if I just left them at the first sign of adversity."

"They tickle your soft spot the way a cute kid does, don't they?"

"Yes… yes, they do indeed."

[image: ]

The next day, it somewhat surprised Cal when Aideen came along to Levain with her, and she led the unliving woman to the institute, where people ushered them to the dean's office with haste. Cal watched as the old dean welcomed Aideen with a friendly hug before he offered them seats.

A quick query revealed Garth was aware of the situation, which was one reason he had emphasized punishing any who made trouble in the dorms strictly, but much like the guards, those rules also tied his hands because of the lack of evidence.

"The Aldenvars are nice folks,” he said. "I wish I could help them more than keeping their business running with my patronage."

Cal saw as a mischievous grin formed on Aideen's face when she heard Garth say those words.
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Chapter 59: No Pain, No Gain

“To wish for improvements without corresponding effort is just a children’s pipe dream.” 

—Old folk saying

It turned out Aideen’s idea of “mischief” was to visit Giselle’s parents personally. She also bought out their entire inventory as “souvenirs,” ordered another batch to be delivered the next month, and made a show of walking back to the gate with a mountain of boxes in her hands. She even had Cal help her out with the boxes, and she too had a stacked mountain of confectioneries in boxes in her hands.

Almost as scripted, four thuggish types accosted them halfway to the gate since Aideen took smaller roads on purpose in the hopes of precisely this occurrence. The unliving woman gave a triumphant grin at Cal before she heaped her mountain of boxes on top of Cal’s stack—Cal stopped playing along and just deposited the whole thing in her pendant—and cracked her knuckles as she walked towards the thugs.

When the screams attracted some guards, the four thugs bolted and begged the guards to arrest them rather than be under Aideen’s ministrations even a moment longer. Cal had no clue how the unliving woman managed it, but she somehow got those thugs in so much pain that they cried for their mothers without a single bruise on their bodies.

The guards dared not even peep when they saw who the thugs had run from. Aideen was a relatively frequent visitor to Levain, and since some decades ago, they had warned the new guards not to trouble anyone that matched her description.

In the end, Aideen only teased the nervous guards for a while before she allowed them to carry away the thugs. She had Cal transfer the boxes to her storage ring, then left her with a formal letter.

“Give that to Garth,” she said with a smirk. “He’ll know what to do with it.”

When Cal had bid Aideen goodbye, returned to the institute, and passed the message to the dean, the old human chuckled as he read the letter’s content, and assured her he would handle it without further detail.
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Ognar, Giselle, and Willa were quite surprised when Cal gave each of them a storage ring with specific instructions to carry their weapons and armor in it. She also told them to clear their weekend schedules, as they would have special training on those days. The students groaned a bit at that but obeyed.

They spent the week in heavy training as usual, and Cal noticed that there had been much greater activity by the city guard of late. The city guard had arrested many thugs and other unsavory types, and the rest lay low for the time being. As usual, it took a formal complaint from the nominal head of a highly valued ally state to set some politician's butt on fire.

The increased safety meant no further harassment was aimed at Giselle or her family's shop for the time being. In the meantime, Cal took some time to check on crown prince Legault of Iznuguod. The man was relatively easy to recognize; in her eyes, he dressed and acted much like a fop and surrounded himself with sycophants attracted to his status and wealth. As Garth said, however, he was clever enough to have left no trace of any wrongdoings.

After checking the records on the prince's affinity and the affinities of those closest to him, she put that matter out of her mind.
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On the weekend, Cal made good on her promise to have special training for her students. She had fetched them early in the morning from their dorms—though Leila had wanted to tag along, which she allowed—and brought the whole group towards the teleportation gate.

All four teenagers were awed by the gate, as they had never gone through one before. The guards waved them through when Cal showed them the signet ring from Aideen, and with a step through the gate, the students found themselves in a different place.

Aideen had already waited for them on the other side of the gate and waved when she noticed their arrival. She waved for them to follow and led the group towards the Grand Stadium where the festival was held. It was not in use and would make a good place for training.

Cal saw several people were already awaiting them there. She recognized Fibuela instantly and had seen the one-eyed human woman that had leaned on the wall before. She had an orchard where she grew various fruits and was a friend of the couple that ran her favorite bakery in Paradise.

"This is Fibuela," Aideen introduced her to the students. "She knows every dirty trick in the book and invented some, so that's what you'll be learning from her."

"Ye make me sound like a daft cheater or something,” grumbled Fibuela. "There ain't no dirty tricks. There's only fighting smart or fighting stupid."

"Have it your way,” said Aideen as she moved on and introduced the other woman. "That one's Salicia. She'll teach you how to take hits properly."

The one-eyed woman waved as Aideen introduced her but otherwise remained silent.

"And you can call me Aideen. I'll be teaching you combat techniques,” she finished. "There's one more of you than I heard?"

"That's Leila, my grandniece. She wanted to tag along," Cal explained. "She won't be a bother."

"No, that's fine. There's four of us for four of them, one for each. We'll rotate them among us, I think,” said Aideen in contemplation. "You've been focusing on their physical conditioning, right?"

"That I have."

"Then do that with them. Just leave them enough strength for the rest of us. Okay, girls, take your pick!"
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A few minutes later, Cal had put Leila under a rigorous exercise routine. Her grandniece was reasonably fit but far from a match for the blood mages present, so Cal saw no harm in improving her fitness. In another corner of the stadium, she could see Fibuela as she opened a whole new world for the naïve Ognar. As a water mage, Fibuela had long learned every trick to turn an advantage her way, and many of those applied for even non-mages to use.

Giselle was in the middle of a spar—or rather, a complete and thorough trouncing—with Aideen. The vastly more experienced unliving woman dissected her every move for mistakes and points to be improved upon and was relentless in her teaching.

Willa faced Salicia from a distance. The one-eyed woman wielded a massive longbow taller than herself and used arrows the size of small javelins. She lectured Willa incessantly on methods to receive a hit so that it does minor damage, as well as circumstances where an attempt of deflection by armor would be workable. Willa had worn a set of training armor for the task instead of her usual set, which was a good thing, for even with blunt arrows, Salicia easily made large dents every time she landed a shot on the armor.

After an hour of training, they gave the teenagers a quarter-hour rest, after which they rotated students. It was noon after they each had a turn with all four students, so they stopped for lunch, which the tired students devoured like starved animals. They repeated another training cycle after the lunch break before the kids were allowed dinner and rest for the night.

Once they woke up the following day, the training continued, and it carried on every weekend throughout the spring. The students—Leila included—persevered through the harsh training, for the rapid improvement they felt spoke of the results already.
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Chapter 60: Tournament Preparations

“Why would an institute devoted to academia have a combat tournament, you ask? Why, my friend, what is combat but another field of study?” 

—Dean Garth Wainwrought of the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

Three and a half months later

Spring had ended, and before Cal knew it, she had spent the past three months with her students and formed a closer bond with the three youngsters—and her grandniece, who ended up thick as thieves with the trio. As the sun set that day, she eyed the four teenagers and considered their progress over the season.

“Congratulations,” she said, praise given earnestly, for the youngsters had toughed out training that she doubted many soldiers would have been able to. “Your training ends today, for now. Your path further on will rely on your efforts.”

The four teenagers looked at her half in relief, yet also half in disappointment. The training was hellish, and all four of them often regretted agreeing to it. They could not deny that they had significant improvements over the past season. Far more than ever before.

“As promised, I come today bearing gifts, as you graduated from our tutelage,” Cal added, as now all four teenagers perked up on hearing her words. To the side, Aideen and the other two who taught them over the past months just chuckled at the sight. “Leila? You count as well. Come over.”

All four youngsters eagerly approached Cal. Leila was still somewhat surprised, thinking the training was already a priceless reward. They had learned the identities of their teachers over the months, and the thought that several legends had trained them still boggled their young minds.

“First, Leila, these are for you,” Cal said as she extracted a few items from her pendant and gave it to her grandniece.

Leila looked with wonder in her eyes as she hefted the robe made of fine-spun bluish silk, interlaced with strips of jet-black leather which doubled as extra protection and decoration. Along with the robe was a pair of leather boots made from the same leather and a hooded cloak made from the same silk. A touch of the material told Leila very well that the items must have cost a large amount of money.

Cal handed the girl a sheathed blade with a long handle. While many mages relied purely on their magic for combat, Leila had always had a taste for swordsmanship. Over the months, Aideen and Cal had corrected her form and made her realize that a two-handed sword was not ideal for her.

They trained her with an Al-Shan weapon called a “dadao,” a single-edged blade a meter twenty in length, one-third of which was the handle, with a curved blade resembling a machete and a tip similar to a cleaver. The longer handle and shorter blade worked better for Leila, and Cal had such a blade forged from high-purity adamant steel for her use. The sword looked thin and flimsy at a glance, but its material ensured its durability, while the thin, fullered blade kept the weight manageable for Leila.

For her three blood mage students, Cal held nothing back. She must have spent roughly a quarter of her savings on purchased items, yet she had no second thoughts about it. After the months with them, she trusted these kids would do her proud in the future and that what she bought them would last them for a long time.

She gave Ognar a warhammer designed much like his old one and a kite shield made from adamant steel. She gave him vambraces and shin guards made from the same material, as well as a brigandine made with wyvern leather that covered layered plates of adamant steel beneath a silken inner layer. The boy still had room for growth, so she ensured all his armor had straps with which he could adjust properly.

To Giselle, she gave a suit of lamellar armor made of hundreds of scales harvested from a sea wyvern, interlaced with strips of its leather, overlaid on top of a silken base, and forearm and shin guards made the same way. They were far less protective than Ognar’s armor, but they barely weighed a thing, which was far more critical to Giselle. For weapons, Cal handed the girl a longsword and a shortsword, both crafted of high purity adamant steel and so heavy she would not have been able to use them without magical empowerment.

The swords were solid, with their blades shaped like a narrow triangle tapering to a needle-sharp tip. The hefty blade was very easy to wield despite its weight, as its balance point laid right by the hand guard, and its hefty construction allowed it to be used for thrusts, chops, and cuts with equal ease.

Willa was the one that had made her spend the most since, for the half-therian girl, Cal had ordered a custom set of armor—sized large enough for her to grow into in the future—made entirely from the same material as her classmates’ gifts. The material used for her armor alone was easily four, if not five, times as much as the rest combined, and the young girl could barely move around in the thick and heavy suit of plate over chainmail unless she empowered herself.

The chainmail underneath was thin and looked flimsy, although its material made it more durable than normal-sized chainmail of lesser material. However, the plates atop it were noticeably thick and bulky, with many vicious spikes adorning their outside surfaces.

Willa’s gauntlets ended in stylized fists that covered the outside of her hands, made from solid adamant steel. The knuckles had a set of three dagger-shaped claws that were built straight into the gauntlet. On the inside the gauntlet was a horizontal handlebar that allowed Willa to grip her weapon firmly, even with her paw-like hands.

“Take the rest of this week to rest properly, all of you. The tournament is next weekend, and you shall show your training results so far,” Cal said with a smile. “We will watch, so don’t you dare embarrass us.”

All four teenagers looked mortified when they learned their teachers—figures who were legends to many—would be there to watch them fight and nervously nodded.

“To give you some motivation, if you all do well, I’ll take you on a royal vacation myself over the summer holidays,” Cal added.

The youngsters cheered over her words as she smiled at their youthful energy.
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Chapter 61: A Creeping Suspicion

“It is a miracle that the Union of Free Nations has stood strong for as long as it has. One would think having over twenty voices that each wanted to head in different directions would have soured the alliance long before now.” 

—Anonymous political analyst

The following weekend, Cal was seated on a rather luxurious balcony on the stadium built within the institute. The institute regularly used the place for sports competitions at other times, with the area reserved for the annual combat tournaments before summer and winter break. It was just another sporting event for the institute’s students.

“This is quite the spectacle,” she said as she looked at the other occupants of the balcony, among which were Garth as the institute’s dean, Vark, Aideen, Fibuela, and Salicia, all guests of the dean since the balcony was the institute’s. All around the stadium were over twenty other balconies spaced equally at the same height, one for each nation of the union.

“Many representatives from the union visit during our tournaments,” Garth said proudly. “They’re looking to poach talent, you see?”

“The unaffiliated students,” Fibuela said as she pondered.

“Indeed. Those who aren’t yet attached to another nation and show promise will likely be poached by the representatives, with very generous offers,” the dean confirmed. “It’s messy. Just last year, representatives from Dazio and Ente got into a fistfight over one promising youth.”

“And where did that youth end up?” Aideen chimed in with a smirk.

“Why, he is garnering experience as one of my assistants,” replied the dean with an equally broad grin on his face. “Just because we let them poach doesn’t mean we’ll give them our share. Harumph!”

“That’s the fop who’s been a bother to your dear students, no?” Salicia asked suddenly as she pointed to a distant balcony across the stadium. The one-eyed woman rarely talked much unless talked to, so she must have grown somewhat attached to the students to speak out.

As for how she could see the inhabitants of the said balcony when Cal could barely make out human figures with the distances involved, it was because of her magic. Salicia was a space-affinity magus of only mediocre power. However, the one-eyed woman had developed a method that allowed her to spy on distant places more clearly with her magic. Cal also knew that the woman could similarly send an arrow through a tiny portal where it would reappear closer to its target, likely from a different angle.

Those impossible shots earned her the nickname “Silent Reaper” on the battlefield centuries ago.

“Can you describe them to us?” Aideen asked. “I don’t think even Cal can see that far away.”

“One fop in fancy, frilly dress with a punchable face. I think he’s the one Giselle described.” Salicia said as she squinted and shaded her eye with one hand. “Three males… another four females, all bootlicking sycophants around him. Some old fat fuck who looks like he’d have a heart attack if made to walk around the house…”

Even Garth chuckled when he heard Salicia describe the man who was likely the Iznuguod ambassador, despite the utter breach of etiquette. Then again, nobody could listen to them from outside the private balcony, anyway.

“No personal guards?” Cal asked. “Tall, muscly soldier types, four of whom I know of.”

“None in sight. Why?”

“That’s strange… never seen him go around without them before.”
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Cal had placed her doubt about Prince Legault of Iznuguod's missing guards aside, for the tournament started soon after. They pulled her attention from the two dueling students when Garth cursed from beside her, something she had never heard the old dean do before.

"You win," Garth said as he slapped a silver coin to Aideen's outstretched hand. The unliving woman had a broad, satisfied grin on her face. "Looks like I will need to fire some people tomorrow."

"What's wrong?" Fibuela inquired.

"The matchups got fixed, that's what,” grumbled the old dean, which just made Aideen chuckle some more. "All of your students—even Leila—are matched with Legault or one of his sycophants on the first round. All with advantageous affinity matchups too!"

"Talk about seeking death on their own accord…" Cal muttered. "Those poor fucks don't know what they signed up for, did they?"

"This will be a hilarious show," Aideen concurred. "Better get the booze here, Garth. It’s gonna be a show to watch soon!"
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The first of the students to go on stage was Ognar, who stood against one of the prince's female sycophants, a fifth-year student of the lightning affinity. Ognar looked somewhat nervous as he ascended the stairs to the stage, but when he looked at his opponent, some anger colored his features, and he gritted his teeth as he stepped forward.

Traditionally, void, lightning, and fire mages had the greatest advantage when the enemy was a blood mage. However, Legault's group likely never considered that his opponents might come into battle geared with equipment he could not afford.

It soon became apparent when the lightning mage cackled triumphantly and launched a lightning bolt at Ognar, only for the young half-orc to block it with his dull black shield lazily. The bolt fizzled out of existence the moment it contacted the shield as if it had never existed, much to the bafflement of its caster.

Cal had naturally enchanted her student's weapons and armor with anti-magic enchantments, for high-purity adamant steel was one of the few materials to support such an enchantment.

The fight soon devolved into a bit of a farce as the lightning mage frantically threw bolt after bolt of lightning while Ognar casually strolled towards her without a care in the world. He even made a show where he batted away a bolt with his hammer once.

His opponent backed away as she threw lightning with all her might, but soon she was cornered at the edge of the stage, as Ognar loomed menacingly before her.

"I normally don't like to hit women,” said the young half-orc. "But for what you said to Giselle yesterday? I will happily make an exception for you, in particular."

Before the lightning mage could cry out and yield, Ognar had brutally bashed her face with the flat of his shield, which caused an audible crunch and sent the young woman flying out of the stage before she fell into a crumpled heap, clutching her face. His shield bash had broken and deformed her nose and cheeks and knocked out many of her teeth. Some of the crowd were shocked at the sudden brutality, but many clapped as Ognar raised his arms and bellowed triumphantly.

Cal smirked when she noticed that quite a few students gave the young half-orc a thumbs up. The prince and his sycophants weren’t that popular, it seemed.

Leila was the next of the group who went up to the stage. She faced against a wind mage, whose swiftness was a hard counter to a magma mage's relatively slower attacks. The wind mage Leila met focused his magic into winds that pushed him around and made his movements much swifter, which made it nearly impossible for her to touch him with the globs of magma she conjured.

The wind mage did not look like he practiced his offensive spells much, as he instead used his swift movements to close the distance, at which point he pulled out a hefty wooden cudgel with embedded metal knobs. He swung the weapon at Leila's face with both hands as he entered melee range with her.

Leila had not even blinked as the wind mage charged at her. While it was impossible at that point for her to defend herself with her magic, the same had not applied physically. She unsheathed the dadao she kept behind her back, held it with both hands, and cleaved with all her strength at the incoming cudgel.

The thin blade of high-purity adamant steel parted wood and metal with barely any resistance and cut through the cudgel with ease before it carried on and severed the wind mage's right arm along with a chunk of his shoulder. The man screamed in pain and rolled around, his left hand clutched around the wound on his right, as a referee made haste and asked him whether he yielded the fight.

Leila stood proudly with one hand on her waist and the other raised high with her blade in hand as the referee named her the victor and hurried a couple of healers to reattach the wind mage's arm.
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"They did well," Aideen said.

Cal nodded in agreement and was about to add her own words when Salicia suddenly shushed them. All the people on the balcony quieted down before the one-eyed woman signaled to keep their voices down and spoke.

"Garth, is anyone supposed to be using the corridor right below our balcony now?" she asked in a low whisper.

"Huh? No. The corridors within the stadium should be closed and unused, other than during entrance and exit."

"There are four or five people down there. They're setting up something now. I can't tell what,” said the one-eyed woman. Her habits from her days as a mercenary assassin had ensured that she kept her surroundings monitored at all times via her magic. "What do you all say we check it out?"

"Sounds like a good plan to me,” said Aideen with a grin.
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Chapter 62: Bullying Bullies

“People always look for a reason for failure that is not themselves. Always.” 

—Anonymous saying

The corridors within the institute’s stadium were kept dim, with only sparse enchanted panels lit to provide magical lighting when not in use. When Cal had walked these same corridors earlier, when she entered the stadium, all the panels were lit, which made the passages bright as day.

Garth had remained on the balcony along with Fibuela as a guard. Meanwhile, Celeysria, Aideen, Vark, and Salicia had descended into the corridors and quickly closed to where the one-eyed woman had detected the intruders with her magic.

Because of the relatively cramped quarters of the corridor—enough for two humans to walk abreast but would be an uncomfortable fit for three—Cal had two of her Dwarven knives in hand instead of her trusty halberd. Aideen similarly wielded her staff in its three-sectioned form, and Vark had a mace in hand for self-defense. Salicia wielded a pair of weapons Cal recognized as ones that originated from Al-Shan, called deer horn knives, in a reverse grip since her bow would be hard to use in the corridor.

Salicia had told Vark when he asked that she gained the unusual weapons during the empire’s invasion of what was now the Coalition of City-States centuries ago and had used them ever since.

The four of them advanced with quiet steps as they neared the location where Salicia detected the intruders last, and as they crossed a bend, they saw eye to eye with said intruders, as one of them faced the direction they arrived from.

In an instant, before all hell broke loose, Cal took a quick glimpse at the four well-built, masked individuals, two of whom were in the middle of setting up an array of alchemical vials next to a blindfolded, bound, and gagged woman. The other two had stood guard with weapons already in hand, and the other guard turned towards them when he noticed the expression on his partner’s face from across the corridor.

Cal noticed that the earth had risen around one of the two masked men near the vials, so she threw herself at the nearest guard while Aideen headed for the other. Just as she took a couple of steps, she felt the wind blow as a javelin-sized arrow flew past her and skewered the other vial-setting masked man sideways through his shoulders. The arrow pinned him firmly to the wall as he screamed.

She saw the other masked man stumble as he rose since they had already encased his feet in stone, leaving him to Vark. She batted aside the guard’s sword with the knife in her left hand and hurled her other knife through the man’s left shoulder. With one swift motion, she drew a shortsword from its sheath with her now empty hand and severed the man’s right hand at the wrist.

The man collapsed to his knees when she followed up with a vicious knee strike at his nether regions. He then plopped down to the ground, reduced to a twitching mess.

As she took a quick look around, she noticed Vark had his target firmly encased in stone up to the neck, while the one Salicia pinned to the wall still screamed in pain. Aideen had treated her masked man as a stress relief tool when Cal considered how the man kneeled before her with his head clutched as he trembled.

Cal approached the masked man Vark had immobilized as Aideen checked the vials. Salicia took her place over the masked man’s prone form to ensure he stayed down. As she ripped off the man’s mask, an angry man faced Cal and stared at her with gritted teeth and loathing, a face she recognized. One of the Iznuguod prince’s guards.

Meanwhile, a quick inspection by Aideen informed them that most of the vials contained a relatively unstable—if powerful—alchemical explosive. One vial in the middle had a more stable solution that could be ignited gradually in a timed manner by introducing a different reagent. As Aideen quickly rifled through one man’s storage artifacts, she found said reagent and many more vials of explosive reagents within.

She estimated they had enough to set a similar array under half of the balconies in the stadium, and the explosion that ensued would have been more than enough to demolish the balcony in question.

The bound and gagged woman was unconscious and they couldn’t tell anything about her other than the fact that she was a young therian, so they carried her with them as they returned to Garth. Vark had shackled and gagged the four masked men with stone to keep them quiet and they were similarly brought along.

They reached the balcony just in time to glimpse the end of Willa’s match in the tournament, as the young half-therian relied on her armor, dropped on all fours, and charged through the fireball and wall of fire spells her opponent had set. The fire mage she faced was flabbergasted by her charge and got rammed head-on, which threw him out of the stage with several broken bones.

“Our intruders. Also, our dear prince’s missing guards,” Aideen said to Garth as she seated herself. “You recognize the girl?”

“Give me a moment,” Garth said as his brows furrowed in thought while scrutinizing the girl’s features. “I think I do, yes. A new first-year student from Boroes. That rare shade of fur is pretty hard to forget.”

The therian in question looked like a honey badger in features, but her fur had shades of bronze and gold instead of the standard white and black. The shade of fur hinted that she was related to the ducal family of Boroes, where it was most commonly found.

“Should we investigate them now?” Fibuela asked from the side as she eyed the captives.

“Nah, let’s do that later,” Aideen said. “I’ll eat my shirt if that prince of theirs ain’t related to this, and he’s up next, so why not watch the show first? After all, it ought to be amusing,” said the unliving woman as she finished her words with a smirk.
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Giselle was nervous, yet strangely eager, as she walked up the steps towards the stage. What awaited her on the stage was none other than prince Legault of Iznuguod, the figure she knew caused her family's misery over the past two years. She would take perverse delight in the fight as she trampled his smug face into the ground.

The prince had an arrogant look on his arguably handsome features as he waited for her to come up the stage. His multicolored, striped clothing with poofy sleeves and a flashy, tasteful codpiece ensured he would have attracted attention wherever he went. He wore a broad-brimmed hat decorated with large feathers to shade his face from the midday sun. In his hand, he held a mage's wand to show that he fully trusted his magic prowess to carry the day.

In contrast, Giselle looked more like a mercenary soldier than a mage in her leather lamellar armor. This picture only intensified as she drew her swords out of their sheaths, signaling her readiness to start at the referee.

Legault threw her a mocking leer once the referee signaled the start of the match, and with a flick of his arm, a fireball half as wide as a man was tall was headed Giselle's way.

Only to find thin air at the end of its path; the agile woman had leaped to the side and slowly walked towards her opponent with a grim look that promised vengeance in her eyes. A small part of Giselle screamed in fear at her, remembering the searing heat that tormented her when a similar fireball struck her head during the last year's tournament.

That timid, slightly cowardly, immature girl was long gone by now, as instead confidence and self-assurance filled her. She strolled casually towards the prince. Each fireball he threw her way, she avoided with ease.

Disdain filled her features when he panicked as she drew closer, and this time he focused his magic to his utmost and launched multiple fireballs packed close to one another, which gave her no room to avoid it.

So she sliced the fire apart with her swords instead and walked through as it parted before her.

The prince stammered in disbelief at the—to him—unthinkable scene that unfolded before his eyes. Giselle gave him no chance to voice out a surrender as she grabbed his throat with one hand and slammed him viciously into the ground with a brutal throw.

Whatever his following words were, they were cut off into screams of agony when Giselle stomped his knee until the joint broke, and she had no plans to stop there.

He threw a small fireball from his prone position, which she swatted away like a fly. The action had caused the referee—who was about to intercede—to pause, which gave Giselle all the time she needed.

Under the horrified eyes of most of the audience, she raised her foot and stomped down hard on the prince's nether regions. The stomp was so heavy that the stone of the arena below cracked apart, and she twisted her foot left and right for good measure.

A look of grim satisfaction flashed across her face as the prince wailed like a sow being slaughtered.
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"Oooo, nice!" commented Aideen with a grin as the referee ran into the arena and pried the combatants apart.

"You told her to do that, didn't you?" Cal asked as she eyed the unliving woman skeptically.

"Maybe~" was the noncommittal response she got.


63

Chapter 63: Political Fallout

“One accident is luck. Two accidents are a coincidence. Three? Then you check which of your enemies might be responsible for them.” 

—Anonymous saying

Ultimately, the institute’s tournament for this semester ended up being a showcase for Cal’s students, despite how Leila was knocked out of the running in the quarterfinals by a clever ice mage who kept his distance at all costs. Giselle was also disqualified because of her use of “excessive and malicious violence” in her match with the prince. However, Willa became the tournament champion, with Ognar in second place.

To be entirely fair, to have Willa fight against almost any other student and even many teachers in the institute would have just been an utterly lopsided match. The half-therian girl’s suit of armor—which Cal commissioned at a rather steep price—just gave her a thoroughly unfair advantage.

But then again, life was not fair. Cal was not against driving that lesson home to the other students, either.
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A couple of hours after the tournament ended, Cal had gathered all her students—along with Leila—in a side room near the balcony. Several representatives from nations in the union had attempted to poach them before Cal came over and fetched them. It thoroughly stymied them when they learned that Paradise bigshots had trained the students in question. Vark had accompanied Cal and congratulated his daughter, whereas Aideen and the rest went with Garth for more serious talks with representatives of the various nations.

"Good news first, students," Cal said as she loudly clapped her hands to get their attention. "You all did well, so go home and pack up for that promised vacation. We can depart as early as tomorrow."

The students perked up at her words, and even Giselle's conflicted face lightened up at the mention. The young human girl had never actually hurt someone else with malicious intent before today, and her actions had thrown her into self-doubt and confusion.

"Now for the things you should have done better," Cal added, which elicited groans from her students.

"Willa. You need to vary your approaches more. Charging directly is very effective, but if that is all you do, someone will get smart and counter it one day. Also, do not grow too reliant on your armor. It is but a tool in the end."

"Ognar," Cal said as her gaze shifted to the young half-orc. "You need to be more confident in yourself. You often erred on the side of caution when there was no need to. Strive to find a proper balance in the future."

"Leila? You will need to train your physique more. I think today clarified that a resourceful opponent might exploit pure reliance on magic far more easily."

"And as for you…" she said as she turned to Giselle, who swallowed nervously under her gaze. "You did well. Do not feel bad about what you did to the scumbag. I'd say you let him off too lightly."

"What?" the nervous girl stammered in surprise.

"I'd have fed him his dick and testicles in your stead, but that's just me speaking." Giselle blushed at Cal's vulgar description, while the woman in question had not even noticed it. "Never been good at holding back on those types."

"Uhh… would I be in trouble? I mean, he is a prince, and I assaulted him in public and—"

"Your other tutors and the dean are talking to make that a moot point," Cal stated bluntly. "We kinda found where his guards went during the show. Naughty boys were playing with explosives under the balconies."

"They what!?" exclaimed Leila in surprise.

"Set up things that would go boom right under where we sat. Also had a kidnapped girl with them. One of your classmates, that badger-therian with the bronze-gold fur."

"They had Adena with them? But why would they kidnap her?" Willa asked as she was familiar with the student in question. "That girl's the child of a ducal bastard, but pretty sure her family has no political pull."

"We're not sure either, to be honest. I imagine Aideen might get them to speak better than I could, so we'll see."

[image: ]

On the other side of the stadium, within a sequestered meeting room, the representatives of the various nations in the union were surprised and enraged when Garth brought them the news and evidence. The Iznuguod ambassador had initially strolled into the meeting confidently and intended to complain about the assault on their prince, but he sweated profusely when Garth brought his news.

They easily apprehended him when he tried to bolt away from the room.

His reaction more than sold the idea to the other representatives that the Iznuguod side might have had a hand in the matter. They agreed to Aideen's suggestion to interrogate the captives and keep the prince under house arrest for the time being. The representative from Boroes, a distant uncle to the kidnapped student, was especially adamant about enforcing a strict guard to prevent any escapes.

Fibuela handled the interrogation in question, and she did it with Aideen's magical aid. Representatives from the various nations and Cal watched the old Dwarven matron as she coaxed and comforted one of the captive men. After one session, she would replace the man while Aideen kept the other three men in a state akin to suspended animation, where they felt as if time passed faster and their minds were aware, yet they had no control over their bodies.

After a mere two days—though for the captives, they felt as if they had passed months in limbo—Cal watched flabbergasted as one captive cried his heart out on Fibuela's shoulder while she comforted him like a mother would a child.

The other three men broke down similarly the next day, and the information they confessed to was cross-checked and correlated for discrepancies. Their confessions pointed to a plot done in tandem with the Theodinaz Cult, currently active and rebelling in Ezram, of which the men were all a part.

Descendants of nobility from the dead kingdom the cultists named themselves for, the Iznuguod royal family saw the uprising in Ezram as a chance to increase their status and had supported the cultists covertly.

They planned a mass bombing of today's tournament, which they would have framed on Boroes separatists, hence the kidnapped girl. They would have even "sacrificed" some of their men to "heroically" stop the girl from her vile plot. At least, that was what the gathered ambassadors and leaders inferred.

The prince was part of the setup, with him and the ambassador throwing their political weight to direct the attention at Boroes should the plot succeed. The captives had admitted as well that should the scheme have failed, their instructions were to use the prince as a scapegoat and make it so it looked like he did it on his initiative—which was the first story they tried to sell to Fibuela—while the rest of the family was innocent. It was a second plan that the prince in question was purposely left unaware of.

It was also a plan that had been rendered pointless with the dowager queen's capture in Ezram the year prior, the news of which had been kept secret because of the still ongoing negotiations between Iznuguod and Ezram.

Aideen shared news freely with the gathered representatives, to rather explosive effects. When she left them to their deliberations, the representative from Boroes loudly called for war.
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"That was quite an eye-opening method of interrogation," Cal admitted to Fibuela as they sat down for tea that evening. "I doubt I could do something like that, however."

"Aye, lass. I've not been the chief interrogator of Göttmøræghthœthangmär for three centuries without some tricks in me,” said the Dwarven matron calmly as she sipped her tea. She eyed Aideen meaningfully as she told her the following words. "Would've taken a lot longer without her help, though."

"I ain't a soulweaver," Aideen said with a shrug. "But a millennium is a long time, and some of their useful tricks I found pretty replicable even as a fleshweaver."

"So what's it gonna be for you next, lass? Taking the kids on a holiday, as you promised?"

"In a sense,” Cal said. "Xain's wedding is in a week and a half. I'd take them vacationing to my homeland while I'm at it."

"Oooh. I wanna come with,” said Aideen cheerfully.
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Chapter 64: To the Imperial City

“The Al-Shan people called their nation an empire not out of a misunderstanding of the term or a preference for the nomenclature. The Al-Shan Empire is an empire by the right of conquest, for beneath its heels were the corpses of the dozens of small nations that used to populate the archipelago.” 

—Cao Wu, Al-Shan Imperial Historian

In the end, when she walked towards the gate that led to Paradise that fifthday afternoon, Cal had a larger vacation party than she had planned. Aideen tagged along as she said she would, while her three students were there as planned. Leila, being a tag-along, was an extra addition, and since she was already there, Cal offered Vark’s entire family the same, which they accepted. This would allow her nephew a little nice family vacation, at least.

The trip itself only took moments because of the convenience of teleportation gates. They simply walked through the gate in Levain, strolled across the chamber to the gate that led to Al-Shan, and walked through that one to reach the imperial capital. None of the workers and guards in the hub at Paradise even blinked an eye when they saw Aideen with the party.

The Silver Maiden seemed to have a well-known habit of taking strolls unscheduled and unannounced.

What welcomed them as they crossed the gate was a majestic vision of the Al-Shan imperial capital. The group emerged at the top floor of a five-story pagoda, with large, rectangular clear glass windows set on every one of its eight sides. They saw the sights of the rebuilt imperial capital and the Imperial Palace to the north through the windows. A team of guards was stationed in ceremonial attire at the corners of the floor and bowed as one when they saw the visitors arrive.

Cal looked at the sights and realized that Xain had built the pagoda right where the old city center was. The exact spot once housed a garish golden statue of the usurper that had been melted down into coins since.

After they greeted the polite guards—two of which Cal remembered seeing before—and were waved on without even a cursory identity check, Cal pointed out the various spots of the city to the group. They spent a few minutes taking in the sights of the city before they descended the pagoda.

They designed the second to the fourth floor of the pagoda to provide rest and refreshments. Those floors even contained a bath built inside the pagoda, which occupied half the third floor. Those were created just in case whoever crossed the gate needed some place to refresh themselves. Mosaics made of stained glass that doubled as windows decorated the wall. The stained-glass windows created mesmerizing patterns on the floor as the light passed through them, and Cal happily pointed out some local snacks and beverages she thought the students would enjoy.

“It still impresses me that your people rebuilt so well in just two years and change,” Aideen commented as she munched on a skewer of candied fruits—the same kind Krystal had in hand for Ilena to snack on. “I thought roughly half the capital was sacked during the last civil war battle here.”

“The bastard collapsed many towers on us and nearly set fire to the town,” Cal replied as she reminisced about the not-too-distant memories. “Although the wreckage of the noble quarters near the palace was mostly collateral damage from when I fought Salman there.”

“Convenient that there aren’t any nobles left to bitch about the damages after that, at least!” said the unliving woman with a laugh. “Nothing prattles more than a noble with a perceived grievance to complain about.”

“True that,” answered Cal with a grim smirk. “You’d be surprised how many of them still tried to cajole or threaten when their necks were about to get twisted off.”

“Either that or they pissed their pants, I wager,” Aideen scoffed in return. “The number of nobles who accepted the inevitable gracefully. I could count with the fingers of one hand, and trust me when I say I’ve seen plenty of them meet their end.”
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The small group walked down the street as they slowly headed northwards. Half the time, the students gawked at the vastly different architectural styles employed in Al-Shan, doubly so where buildings with different cultural roots—the archipelago was quite diverse before the unification—stood next to one another.

One such case was a grand bath house close to the entrance of what used to be the city's noble district, an opulent building with a domed roof and aesthetics that heavily employed gentle curves. Next to it stood a guard barracks: a long rectangular building with sloped roofs attached to a three-story pagoda, both done with more angular aesthetics.

The young students blushed until their faces were red like a tomato when Cal told them of the Al-Shan custom to bathe together regardless of gender. Other than Leila, that was, whose eyes widened in excitement instead.

"What's that fight about?" Krystal asked Cal suddenly as she pointed to a pair of men in the middle of combat. The men fought on an elevated rectangular stage with many people around spectating the fight in a disorderly manner. Neither man used weapons, and they skillfully exchanged blows with their fists and feet as they tried to pummel the other down.

"Oh, probably just some trainees settling their issues with a fight," Cal said. It was common in Al-Shan for people to settle issues with a fight when both sides mutually agreed on it, which was also why combat skills were a common pursuit regardless of occupation. "Or maybe they're representing their masters instead. Nothing unusual here."

"If any of you are interested in a spar, you can just walk up to a stage and say so. There'll be plenty of takers here," Cal added to the students. "No magic, however. And don't use weapons either unless you intend for a more serious fight."

All four youngsters nodded eagerly before they moved toward the stage. On her side, Cal just smirked. The students had learned a lot from herself, Aideen, and the others, but their training focused primarily on combat with weapons. Besides Willa, none of the students had much experience with unarmed combat.

In direct contrast to them were most Al-Shan people, who practiced different unarmed combat styles daily out of habit or for health. All considered, a lesson in humility would serve her students well, for they might have gotten ahead of themselves after the utter trampling they did in the tournament.
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Chapter 65: Past Remembrances

“One thing I honestly never understand about foreigners is how shy they are with their bodies. Why would one be ashamed to display what the gods had granted them?” 

—Abbas bin Mansour, Al-Shan Prime Minister circa 512 FP

Cal watched Giselle and Willa as they fought two local youths on the stage. She smiled in amusement as she took another bite of her snack—a thin, crispy pancake wrapped around meat and vegetables, all slathered in a strong spicy sauce—when the local girl knocked Giselle off her feet for the tenth time.

Ognar and Leila had taken a break an hour ago after they got tired from the humbling they received handily at the hands of the local youths. Giselle remained stubborn and fought on, while Willa won more fights than she lost, partly courtesy of her instincts and fighting style, which lent itself well to unarmed combat.

Those two had been on and off the stage for three hours now. Vark’s family didn’t mind the distraction as they shopped around the area or tried the many street food vendors. Cal just watched her students get much-needed lessons in humility while snacking on some foods she missed. Al-Shan cuisine was hard to find on the mainlands.

She munched on a flatbread sandwich filled with spicy braised tripe as an older local stepped in front of Willa. The older man looked vaguely familiar to her, but she couldn’t place a name to his face. The older man showed Willa how experience and skill trumped youthful strength and energy as he easily handled the half-therian girl half again his size.

Willa fought the older man for fifteen minutes straight before she gave up and laid down on the floor, her tongue lolling out as she panted in exhaustion. Giselle had gone down the stage and rested well before that, so Cal went up and thanked the old man for the lesson he imparted to her student.

It startled the old man as his eyes widened in recognition, and he suddenly stood straight as a ramrod. He gave her a warrior’s salute, his right palm over his left fist, held in front of his chest as he greeted her.

“This lowly soldier greets the Sàng Jiāngjún!” said the old man, as he used the Al-Shan term for the title Xain gave her after her departure. “How may this lowly one be of service?”

“At ease, soldier,” Cal replied. Military habits reasserted themselves naturally as she folded her arms behind her back and took a resting posture. “Your name?”

“This lowly one is Mo—Jìan, formerly a lowly Pīanshī in service to His Majesty, the Emperor,” the old man proclaimed proudly. “Jiāngjún does not know me personally, but the men of my squad and I owed you our lives back at Tang-Waleed.”

“No need to speak so formally, good man,” Cal said with a sad smile as she laid her hand on the old man’s shoulder. She discreetly steered him down from the stage as she wanted no commotion on her behalf. “Neither of us are soldiers anymore. Leave the formality behind. I am here merely as a guest for our emperor’s upcoming wedding. What do you do for a living now?”

“My family opened an inn with my pension, Jiāngjún. My wife is the cook, while my daughter and son-in-law run the business. I mostly help my wife to shop for items.”

“That’s perfect! We just happen to require an inn. Take us there,” Cal said as she gestured to Vark and her students to follow her.

None of her students or relatives caught on to the conversation as Cal and the old man had spoken in the local language, and none of them spoke it. Aideen likely understood it, judging from the mischievous look she gave Cal.
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Once they got to Mo Jìan's modest inn, the first thing Cal did was to order some food—after some quick words with the old man's family to stop them from kneeling before her—as the students were quite hungry after the exercise they had.

The old man's wife vowed to offer her best cooking and was thoroughly fired up at the thought of her cooking being served to such an honored guest. The feast she cooked up for the group was truly worthy of praise.

First, the old woman had her daughter and son-in-law served an appetizer of sliced jellyfish and cucumbers tossed in a tangy and spicy sauce. The students looked apprehensive at the idea of eating jellyfish, but Vark and Krystal were just curious, and soon after they gave it a taste, the students followed suit. Giselle enjoyed the dish as she ate the most out of them.

Soon a dish of thick soup with an unusual, fibrous yet gelatinous texture—Cal recognized it instantly as the texture of dried and rehydrated shark's fin—was served, the soup thick with the flavor of good meat and herbs. In contrast, the texture gave it a unique mouthfeel the group enjoyed.

When the platters of fried rice expertly cooked with eggs, minced scallions, and finely diced bits of smoked ham and lapcheong—a local sweet sausage—were brought out, Willa and Ognar soon asked for seconds as they polished their plates in minutes, to Cal's amusement.

They brought out several kinds of meats and vegetables along with a large amount of plain white rice, but the main dish of the banquet attracted the group's attention instead.

The old lady presented a perfectly roasted duck, its skin browned and crisped, and deftly carved it into delicate slices with a cleaver. She served the cuts of duck meat in a thin pancake with slices of cucumber and scallion, plus a slathering of sweet-savory sauce, and invited the group to partake.

Cal had to hold her laughter with some effort when most of the group blanked out for a moment, then gave out involuntary orgasmic groans or moans from the flavor as it danced on their tongue.
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Later that night, Cal sat around the dinner table with Vark and Krystal, as well as Mo Jìan and his wife. The old couple was almost crying when she poured them a drink from a bottle of decade-old shaōjiù: strong, fermented sorghum with a sweet, nutty taste and a very strong alcohol content.

She had let the students try a sip earlier, and it sent all of them into a fit as they coughed and wheezed. More liquor for the adults, then.

The four youngsters had retired to their rooms upstairs, with Aideen as their chaperone, which let Cal and the rest of the adults drink the night away as they told each other stories from their past. Old man Mo and his wife finally dropped off the formality and stopped calling her by her rank after the alcohol took hold. He even drunkenly sang a horrible, off-beat marching tune, which the drunkards just cheered on.

Cal reminisced on many old memories that night of people long gone, both those she called friends and enemies. Some faces had even been both at different times of her life. She looked back at the bloody path she had traveled, then forward to the results of her efforts, and loudly proposed another toast to Xain's emperor-hood that night.

When old man Mo woke up with a hangover near noon the next day, he found that Cal and the group had already left after breakfast. He also found a letter from Cal that thanked him for the hospitality and said that she would not accept a return of her money.

Along with the letter, she had left behind a bag with a hundred gold pieces inside, easily over ten times the worth of last night's feast.
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Chapter 66: Imperial Palace

“Pearl and jade laid and adorned the throne,

So that an empire’s might be shown.

But what they record in color and cast

Is—that we two passed…” 

—Love poem attributed to Al-Shan General Shang Shi-Huang, Circa 57 FP

“So, how do you kids like the city so far?” Cal asked the group as they sat down for lunch that day. Out of the group, Aideen was the only one who had not gawked at the city like a peasant on their first time in a city. Then again, she had been to Al-Shan in the past and probably had gone over occasionally when she felt like it since they opened the gate, anyway.

They had gorged themselves on a lunch of rice steamed with meats and spices, served on a large platter that barely left space for glasses on their table. The meats buried within the rice were so tender they fell off the bone when picked up, and the giant bones were full of rich, gooey marrow to be extracted. They served strong tea along with the meal, which all the mainlanders in the party—including Aideen—sweetened heavily before consumption. Cal was the only one who drank hers unsweetened.

Desserts were two types of pastries. They made one with alternating layers of flaky pastry and crushed nuts soaked in sweet syrup and cut into squares. That made the other from a layer of pastry flakes baked with a cheese filling that oozed out as it was served. Giselle had thirds of the sweets and even asked for the recipe from the owner.

“Never seen a city like this before,” Willa said honestly. “Think here’s bigger than Levain?”

“That big?” asked Ognar from the side.

“Levain’s a tad bigger at the moment,” answered Aideen from her seat as she finished her tea. “But Al-Shan will be bigger when the rebuilding is finished, I think.”

Cal nodded at Aideen’s words. They had cleaned the outermost areas of the city to the south and west of the wreckage, but rebuilding was still in progress. They left those areas as wreckage during the final battle of the civil war, as the usurper’s loyal troops made their last stand there. The civil war was a far closer fight than they made most outsiders to believe, and even now, Cal assumed that the Al-Shan military was still busy with recovery.

“You are taking us somewhere special, I take it?” asked Aideen as they paid their bills and made to leave. “We’ve been heading north so far, and there ain’t any touristy spot I know of… unless you count the palace.”

“Keep it a secret from them, please,” Cal said with a smile. “Just need to find—oh, speak of the devil. Hey, Lakhsman, over here!”

Cal waved at Lakhsman—Halmout’s grandson and Layla’s twin brother—as she spotted him in the lead of a guard patrol. She was puzzled to find him on patrol, though, as to her knowledge, he was in the naval forces.

“Gonna need you to take us to the palace, boy. You’ve just been conscripted as our guide!” Cal chirped as she laid one hand on Lakhsman’s shoulder. The rest of Lakhsman’s patrol had approached by now, and Cal recognized them as navy people. She remembered some of them, though she had never seen some of the younger ones. “What are you swimmer types doing on land patrol, by the way?”

“Master bade us stay here for the wedding,” said Lakhsman as he fidgeted uncomfortably. He was not as close to Cal as his sister and had a bad memory of when Cal spanked him until he could not sit down properly for three days. That was one incident that changed the naughty, bratty boy into the serious youth of today. “We were just bored, so we went on a patrol.”

“Good, that means you got nothing better to do. Lead on, then,” Cal said. Lakhsman bade his comrades carry on the patrol without him, and some of the older members looked at him enviously as he led the group away.

“This is Vark, technically my half-nephew. And his family,” Cal said as she introduced her group to Lakhsman on the road. The trip to the Imperial Palace would still take at least another hour. “And those four are my students from Levain.”

“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintances,” said the youth as he gave each a polite bow.

“Aideen you remember from spring, no?” Cal asked, to which Lakhsman nodded somewhat nervously. “Good. It wouldn’t do for you to be forgetful at your age.”
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As the Imperial Palace came into sight, it wowed Cal's entourage—even Aideen gave an appreciative whistle—with its grand appearance. They merged the two distinct aesthetic styles prevalent in Al-Shan in the massive palace, which blended both styles in harmony. The guards at the palace gate let them through even before Lakhsman said a word, as they were old soldiers and more than familiar with Cal. The four soldiers on guard gave her deep bows as she gave them a soldier's salute.

After they went through the heavy gates, they walked straight into the palace's landscaped gardens, providing a comforting sight with all its flowers and greenery. The lawn was perfectly trimmed, and the gardeners artistically placed even the stones in the garden so it looked natural yet artistic at the same time. 

They ran across Xain and Layla, who were strolling through the garden, when they were halfway to the palace. Xain flew to Cal's embrace as usual, as Layla gave her an apologetic shrug from the side, and Aideen chortled behind her back.

"You need to grow up soon," Cal said as she rubbed Xain's head affectionately. "Can't have you keep doing this in public. What would people think?" she added with mock horror in her voice.

"If they don't like it, they can go to the salt mines!" replied Xain in jest, even as Layla palmed her face behind him and Aideen laughed even harder. Xain blushed somewhat when he noticed the unliving woman but stayed calm. "And these are?"

"Nephew, students, Aideen, you know…" Cal introduced lazily as she pointed to one, then another. "Brought them over for a vacation since I'm heading this way for your wedding, kid."

"Gotta show them our best hospitality, then!" Xain said as he perked up. Layla smiled sadly behind him, knowing that Xain only acted his age around Cal. He projected a mature, serious air to just about everyone else. It was a heavy burden for a boy of eighteen. "Layla, let the cooks know to prepare a banquet for tonight. Have you all had a bath yet?"

"Nope, why would we when we're coming to borrow your nice bath, kiddo?"

"Ha! We'll have it filled and heated within the hour. Come, come!"
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Chapter 67: Wash the Worries Away

“The fixation of the Al-Shan people on frequent long baths, often to the tune of multiple times a day, is something scholars have never really understood. On the mainlands, they already considered it good if someone bathed properly twice a week in the summers and mostly cleaned their bodies with wet rags otherwise.” 

—A Social Study on Bathing Culture, by then-Professor Garth Wainwrought

“You two sure about this?” Leila asked with a deepening blush on her face.

The party had split by gender, as was traditional when they went to the separate undressing rooms that led to the baths. While they undressed, the students—and Krystal—learned of the Al-Shan custom to bathe together, regardless of gender, though Layla offered them towels for the baths as an alternative. It was not uncommon for foreigners to balk at that tradition after all.

Krystal and Leila had accepted the towels and draped them over their bodies after they washed. What they considered a proper “bath” in Al-Shan was a far cry from one on the mainlands, where it was customary for most people to just wet some cloth and roughly cleanse themselves with it. A bath where one soaked in hot water would be nothing less than a luxury.

In Al-Shan, the undressing room alone already contained running water and seats where bathers were to cleanse themselves before they stepped foot into the actual bath. The bath was set in a wing of the Imperial Palace, and it was a great, extravagant structure, with its floor tiled in marble and walls decorated with murals made of the same material.

That Aideen had not even paused at the idea of communal bathing in the nude with relative strangers had not surprised Cal. Neither had Willa surprised her when she declined the towel. Like her, people of strong therian heritage often felt more comfortable unclothed and had their fur for modesty. Giselle’s choice to go with the local customs surprised her, as she had pegged that girl as the shy one. Instead, the girl jested happily with Layla and Aideen as they teased her about her lacking breast size.

“Why not? Feels best this way!” Willa said boisterously to Leila’s question. To be fair, Willa inherited her therian heritage strongly, other than a few telltale signs that showed some mixed blood. She looked little different to a full-blooded wolf-therian otherwise, a figure that looked more like a wolf that walked on two feet and had a more humanoid build, with her hands still more resembling paws. Her bushy tail wagged behind her excitedly.

“All right, come on, you all. The boys must be waiting while we’re chatting here,” said Cal as she strode towards the door that led to the main bath chamber.

The main bath chamber was massive, of the size where a hundred men would be easily accommodated. Marble pillars supported the room, while on its floor were three pools. The two smaller ones to the side were filled with cold water, while a large pool filled with hot water dominated the center of the room. To the sides of the large pools were tens of raised benches, while over a dozen servants of both genders, clad only in loincloths, hovered around the area as they awaited orders.

Cal guessed right, and she found Vark, Ognar, and Xain already relaxing comfortably inside the main pool. It startled the men from their comfortable daze when the women entered, and both Vark and Ognar blushed red while they averted their eyes to the laughter of Xain and some women. Cal just shook her head at the men’s behavior. She sighed in comfort as she lowered herself into the waist-deep pool—steps on the perimeter allowed one to sit comfortably as well—and let the hot water’s embrace seep into her body.

Krystal had inched closer to Vark, who met her midway with Ilena in her embrace. The toddler was excited to have such a large pool to play in. A buff, mustachioed male servant approached and served them icy, sweetened tea with a small plate of chewy rice cakes filled with sweetened bean paste, all on a floating tray. They served similar refreshments to everyone else, and Cal smiled at the nostalgic taste of the sweets.

Despite her bravado in the undressing room, Giselle was still quite timid and had covered her breasts and nether regions with her hands until she dipped into the water. Aideen just flaunted herself openly without even a shred of shame and, after a few minutes, was the first to requisition one of the nearby servants to massage her on the nearby benches.

Others got interested when she moaned in bliss from the servant’s trained hands as they kneaded her back and limbs. And not long after, the group had moved from chatting in the pool. They chatted across the benches as strong, experienced hands kneaded sore muscles and loosened tight joints.

After the massage, Xain invited them to the bath’s sauna room, where they set up pots of hot rocks in the corners of the room. They sat on the benches as they poured water into the jars, which the hot stones rapidly boiled, quickly filling the room with steam. Sitting and sweating in the steamy room was a relaxing experience of a different sort and a new one for most of the group.

They stayed for fifteen minutes in the sauna before they left and separated again as they headed back to the undressing rooms. Along the way, Xain and Cal pointed out that they should have a dip in the cold-water pools first to cool down before they leave, which they did to moans of pleasure. Moans that redoubled when the servants brought cups of a milky, bittersweet, fragrant brew served ice cold to the bathers.

“A different experience to what you’re used to, is it not?” Cal asked the group as they lounged around in the cold-water pool.

“I swear when I get back, I’m importing some of your people to build me one of these in Paradise,” Aideen said as she stretched herself. “Or maybe ten. I can see this being popular.”

“Never felt so… clean… in my life,” Leila said with a relaxed sigh. “Or so relaxed… I’m going to miss this when we go home…”

“You spoiled us, teach,” Giselle said with a pout. “How could we return to tepid water in a wooden tub ever again after this?”

“Yesh~ Take responsibility, teach~” added Willa. The half-therian had thoroughly relaxed and was sprawled on her back in the pool. She looked much like a resting puppy when she acted that way.

“I’ll introduce you to some stores in Paradise that’ll help scratch the itch on our way back,” Cal conceded with a laugh. “You could always visit there after Aideen gets some built at her place, too.”

“Yep! You kids are welcome in my town,” confirmed Aideen. “I’ll have some free passes made for you on our way back. Just hop over by the gate when you wanna visit.”

“I didn’t know you had an acquaintance around the kids’ age here, Celeysria,” asked Krystal, who held the still-energetic Ilena as the toddler tread water with her chubby limbs. “Is he another of your students?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Cal replied with a grin. None of them had an inkling of Xain’s identity so far, and the ones in the know—Aideen, Cal, Layla, and Xain himself—had kept it so out of amusement and also to allow Xain to interact with people his age without the burden of being the emperor in mind.

She hoped their faces would be amusing when they revealed it during dinner.
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Chapter 68: Al-Shan Imperial Banquet

“One cannot think well, sleep well, love well, fight well if one has not dined well.” 

—Al-Shan saying

“You’re WHO!?” asked Willa in total disbelief. The therian woman had nearly dropped her cup in surprise, while next to her, Ognar choked on his appetizer as he swallowed it by accident in surprise. Giselle gulped nervously while Vark’s family eyed Xain with surprised eyes. Aideen, Cal, and Layla laughed their asses off when they saw the group’s faces, which drew some irritated stares from the youngsters.

“As he said,” Layla managed once she caught her breath. The young girl wiped her tears as she smirked at the fellow youngsters who had gotten friendly with Xain over the evening, something she was happy about. Xain had too few such opportunities. His position as emperor simply intimidated others, so she hoped these kids wouldn’t be too intimidated by it. It didn’t stop her from finding amusement in their surprise, though. “Formally, you dine today with His Imperial Majesty Xain Haroone, First of his Name, Emperor of the Al-Shan Empire, and Protector of the Al-Shan People.”

“Do call me Xain like before when there are no fussy old farts around,” Xain added, to which Cal chuckled some more, as she knew who exactly the young emperor referred to. He then continued with a mischievous wink, “It is a rare occasion that I meet people my age who treat me as a person, not an emperor. I would like to implore you to please carry on that way.”

“W—won’t that get us executed or something?” Ognar asked nervously as he finally swallowed down the food that had choked him just now.

“Ehh. Just pretend to be polite or stay quiet when there are some old farts around, and it’ll be fine,” said the emperor with a nonchalant wave of his hand. “Present company excluded, of course. I would never insult such pretty young ladies with that term.”

“I see your boy grew a bit of a backbone. I like,” Aideen whispered to Cal and Layla with a conspiratorial gaze in her eyes. Layla blushed shyly at that comment, which Aideen latched on to instantly, much like a lamprey that had found its prey. “Oh. Ooooooooh. Has your relationship advanced a few steps since last spring? That kid better not forget all I taught him back then~” she asked teasingly in a low voice.

“I have been meaning to thank you for that myself,” Layla stammered nervously, with a deeper blush. Fortunately, at that point, Xain was engaged in a conversation with the students as they nibbled on sliced fresh shellfish served with a tangy sauce and thus had not noticed. “I was wondering if I could ask you for some advice on that matter. You might have taught him a little too well.”

“Why? How could I refuse such a polite invitation? How about tonight we…”

By that point, Cal tuned out of the bedroom talk between the dirty old pervert—Aideen would have taken no offense at the label and would have owned up to it gleefully instead—and the young girl Cal suspected had just invited the wolf into the henhouse.

But then again, that was their lesson to learn, and it wasn’t like she was qualified to advise on bedroom matters, anyway. Instead, she focused on the food as they brought the next course before them. Ling Qi, the royal chef, had been an old friend of Samira’s from their civil war days and another old face Cal trusted with her life.

She gave a toast to the middle-aged woman as she passed by, to which the old chef nodded and smiled beatifically. The subsequent courses were cuts of meat, fish, and some shellfish, and all swam in a sweet-savory yellow sauce. They set the whole ensemble atop a large leaf, which itself was arranged on top of a lit coal brazier, the heat of which caused the sauce to simmer and cook the meats within.

They served a large bowl of pearly white rice with the course, and a platter of sliced pickled cucumber, radish, and onions on the side. Cal loved the way the dish opted for simplicity and focused on how the leaf’s aroma and the sauce made from fermented beans complimented the choice cuts of meat. The rice balanced the meat with its inherent sweetness, while the pickled vegetables provided a tart counterpoint.

Everyone in the dining chamber had seconds, which brought a genuine motherly smile to the old chef’s face.

The course that followed afterward brought cubes of fatty fish meat, lightly seasoned and seared on hot stones. Such a cooking method left the outside well-cooked while the inside of the cubes remained raw. The contrast of temperature and textures played a large part in how the simple dish tasted so good. Even Vark and Giselle—somewhat apprehensive about eating raw fish—were converted into fans after their first mouthful.

They served the soup next: a hearty broth made with dried fish and fermented bean seasoning. Slivers of seaweed, chunks of bean curd, and slices of mushrooms and shellfish floated in the murky soup. Along with the soup, they served a rolled omelet: a tightly packed one where the eggs were rolled into a solid mass, flavored with fish and seaweed broth.

Xain had made small talk with the students all dinner long, and Cal smiled as the kid that used to latch onto her seemed to have finally found some others he could call friends without his station weighing on them. For dessert, Ling Qi had brought out a frozen confection made with the help of an ice mage in her kitchen staff. The milky confection was so solid that the old woman had to hack at it with a cleaver before she served each diner a portion.

One bite into the confection had wowed most of the mainlanders—other than Aideen, who had a nostalgic look on her face as she ate. The frozen confection was cold and chewy, with a milky, nutty flavor that was sweetened by a syrup from flower petals.

By now, Cal noticed that most of the youngsters—other than Willa—had already veered close to drunkenness. The rice wine served with the meal was floral and fruity. It was easy to drink plenty of without realizing just how strong the liquor was, something the mainland students were utterly unaccustomed to. Even Vark and Krystal looked woozy already.

Cal attributed Willa’s alcohol resistance to her strong therian heritage, as large-bodied therians like her were usually quite good at holding their drink.

As they chatted and the evening turned to night, Vark and Krystal eventually took Ilena and Leila with them as they retired for the night. Xain had to order some servants to lead the dead drunk Ognar and Giselle to their rooms, as they were in no shape to do so themselves. That had not stopped the boy joining Willa in laughter while they watched how Ognar swayed drunkenly as he was half-carried out of the dining hall.

Willa retired for the night soon after as she yawned loudly. Her mouth was wide open and her multitude of sharp teeth were on proud display—including the two larger than usual fangs on her lower jaw that hinted at some Orcish ancestry. She bid them farewell as she too went to sleep. Unlike her compatriots, she was sober enough to walk alone, so the servant was only there to guide her to her room.

Cal watched with a smirk on her face as Aideen and Layla half-dragged Xain away from them afterward. The boy had a look that was half scandalized—yet, eager—on his face, so Cal just playfully waved him off as Layla and Aideen took him to the royal bedchamber.

She retired for the night into a room reserved for her. For once, sleeping in the royal palace had not brought the memories she wished she could forget—yet wished never to forget—and she slept peacefully through the night until rays of sunlight woke her up the following day.
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When she went towards the dining hall for breakfast, she ran into Xain, Layla, and Aideen on their way there as well. Xain and Layla looked tired and in need of sleep, and they blushed deeply when they noticed Cal, whereas Aideen just gave her a knowing smirk.

Cal just laughed out loud as she slapped Aideen’s back when she passed her, which deepened the other two’s blush.
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Chapter 69: Training in the Imperial Palace

“More often than not, ostentatious and overly luxurious decorations are displayed at royal castles to provide an illusion of wealth and grandeur. Often one that does not fit the reality of the people upon whose backs said illusion was built.” 

—Excerpt from a lecture by Garth Wainwrought, Socioeconomics Professor at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning

Students at the Levain Institute of Higher Learning have a month-and-a-half long holiday in the summer and winter. Cal had planned three weeks in Al-Shan for her students since Aideen had wanted to bring them elsewhere for the latter half of their vacations. Something she agreed to readily since the students were by now as much Aideen’s as hers.

They had spent the few days left until Xain’s wedding—the primary reason Cal went back to Al-Shan, to begin with—in the Imperial Palace since the young emperor eagerly offered its amenities to his new friends. Her students had taken the revelation better than she expected and had joked around with the young emperor like before during breakfast that day, something she knew would give old Halmout some fits if he noticed. It was also something she looked forward to.

While Xain was busy with lessons and imperial business, and Layla was occupied with preparations for her upcoming wedding, the students were left to roam free in the palace. Xain had left orders with the head servant to notify them to give the kids free passage, but to be honest, their status as Cal’s students was plenty, even without that.

Cal naturally used that little privilege and dragged the students with her to the imperial guard’s training grounds. Vark and Krystal were more attracted to the imperial library and art gallery, respectively. Aideen had gone along with Cal since she too was half a teacher to the kids.

To her surprise, she saw some familiar faces on the training grounds. Mustafa bey Leung was there, his once slim figure now slightly chubbier after some years of living in comfort. Next to him stood Zhang Hu-Lao, his husband and also one of the Al-Shan army’s top field officers, a man who led charges from the very front and was beloved by his men for it. Unlike his now-softer husband, Hu-Lao kept himself in perfect shape. He displayed his valiant musculature proudly as the man walked around topless in the sparring area.

Lakhsman bin Mansoor was his sparring partner, and Layla’s twin brother struggled to match the veteran warrior’s large glaive with his scimitar and shield. They pushed him to the defensive immediately before a brutal swing flung his scimitar from his hand. At that point, Lakhsman found the glaive’s point halted just before his face and yielded.

“Celeysria! You’re back!” Hu-Lao shouted when he caught sight of Cal approaching from the corner of his eye. “Care for a spar?”

“Lay off it, Hu-Lao. Ain’t like you ever won one yet,” Cal shot his request down with a smirk. Next to her, Mustafa cupped his face in exasperation at his husband’s behavior, as he had always been a bona fide muscle-head. “I’m here to borrow some of your students as sparring partners.”

“Not for me, no. For these kids,” Cal added as Hu-Lao gave her an incredulous look with a raised eyebrow. The human man did not look his forty-five years of age, even with his thin, well-trimmed mustache and beard, which made him look a decade younger than his husband, who aged less gracefully. “They’re my students. Wanna see which of us can teach better?”

“You’re on!” the burly man said boisterously. “Wish one of you could do me a good fight, though. I have found no one as fun to fight since you left.”

“Hey, Cal, mind if I take him on for a ride?” Aideen asked from the side with a mischievous look on her face.

“Hey now, don’t bully him too badly, okay?” replied Cal with some worry.

“No worries, I’ll just bruise his pride a little,” the unliving woman added with a grin.

Hu-Lao raised an eyebrow and made his way to the center of the sparring area, where he stood in a wide stance, his glaive held with one hand. Aideen stepped lightly across from him as she extracted her staff with one hand and spun it a few times around her as she walked with practiced ease.

What followed was less of a fight and more just utter bullying. Or, as Aideen would have put it, a lesson in humility. Hu-Lao was not a mage; thus, Aideen had played along and not used her magic, as that would have given her an unfair advantage. Even then, the gap in experience between the two was so wide she would not have needed it to begin with.

Aideen’s staff intercepted Hu-Lao’s powerful strikes mid-swing and deflected them away in a harmless direction. She never even matched strength with him, her skill more than plenty to turn his strength against him. It only took fifteen minutes before Hu-Lao kneeled on the ground with his glaive laid down powerlessly as he panted in exhaustion, sweat running in rivulets all over his muscular form. Aideen had never moved a single step from her position since the spar started.

“I yield,” he said as he panted to catch his breath. When he saw how his opponent barely looked like she had done a thing, he realized just how far the gap between them was. And he had thought that Cal was bad enough as an opponent before. “How does one pursue martial arts to your level, if I may ask?”

Aideen stepped forward and offered him a hand to grasp, which Hu-Lao accepted gracefully. He gave her a warrior’s palm-over-fist salute once he stood up straight. Aideen just smirked before she answered him honestly. “It’ll be a bit of a tall order, I’m afraid. Unless you got a millennium to burn ahead of you.”

The look on Hu-Lao’s face when his husband pointed out that to get trounced by the legendary Silver Maiden herself was nothing shameful was one of the most amusing things Cal had seen so far. The man looked like he could have had apoplexy at any moment for a while.

It was a productive day for the students—though they had grumbled a bit at having to train even during vacation—and they soon proved themselves beyond most of the Al-Shan trainees. Blood mages had a rather unfair advantage in that regard, after all.

By the afternoon, the rested Hu-Lao took on the students himself. His greater experience and expertise were still too great for the students to overcome, so Cal had them take him on two at a time to practice their teamwork as well. With Aideen around, they did not need to worry about injuries and could go all-out at will.

Cal and Aideen shared some tricks with young Lakhsman while the students sparred with Hu-Lao. The two women’s greater experience offered the young man a great boon.
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Chapter 70: Throne of Steel, Bounties of the Sea

“Unlike most monarchies, the Al-Shan people place no weight on crowns or scepters as symbols of royalty. Instead, the symbol associated with their emperor is none other than the imperial throne itself. It is not an uncommon practice for new emperors to alter the throne to their liking, even.” 

—Anonymous Historian Studying the Al-Shan culture

Cal had just explained to Vark what the throne meant for the Al-Shan people as she gave her nephew a tour of the throne room. It was past the hour where the room would be in use, and other than some guards—who perked up and stood extra straight upon noticing her presence—the room was devoid of inhabitants.

One of the first changes Xain made after they won the civil war was to remove the old throne. They had used the ancient throne for over a century, and it was an opulent object cast from gold and silver, inlaid with precious pearl and jade. Xain had it melted down, its precious metals cast into coins, and its precious gems stuffed into the royal treasury.

In its stead stood a stark, austere throne cast from steel. The throne still evoked an emperor’s grandeur, yet its stark facade served as a reminder to not fall into excesses. It provided not even a pillow for comfort on the throne, as the young emperor had desired it to be a constant reminder of the weight of responsibility an emperor held for his people.

It was also a move Cal approved of.

With Xain’s wedding scheduled for the weekend, the city bustled to prepare for the celebratory feast that would accompany it—all expenses paid for by the crown. The governors of the various islands also gathered in the imperial capital to celebrate the occasion, which allowed Cal to meet with many old friends again.

The nearby merfolk settlement had also sent a delegation to express their blessings. This delegation was one that Cal met earlier that day since the officials in charge also welcomed them to stay in the royal palace. To her surprise, the delegation included her friend Silas, captain of the good ship Kraken’s Bounty, and some high officials of the settlement.

Also with the delegation was a middle-aged Elven woman who happily chatted with Cal in Elvish. She learned that the middle-aged woman, Scaemille by name, was actually Silas’s mother and one of the wealthiest merchants in the settlement. She also doubled as their primary liaison to land dwellers since she was a rare land dweller who lived beneath the waves.

Not that it was much inconvenience to her, for Cal noticed Scaemille was a powerful water-affinity archmagus.

From Silas, Cal received the news that Xain had caught wind of Ragiula’s presence a year ago and, in an unexpected move, had offered the ancient kraken and her brood the hospitality of the empire. In exchange, the brood would make their home in the waters of the empire, which by default fortified it from any seaborne enemies.

A deal that benefited the empire for minimal expenditure—though it took quite a lot of good quality alcohol and delicacies to satisfy the kraken’s appetite. Still, a pittance to an empire’s finances, especially when it netted them protection from an ancient kraken and her brood.

Someone naturally notified the nearby merfolk settlements—there was no way to hide the passage of an entire brood of krakens from the merfolk—since the krakens would be their neighbors too. Fortunately, these merfolk were the settlement where Silas originated from, and his family had dealt with Ragiula for generations. The intelligent kraken’s existence was already an open secret among them.

It took some effort to calm down the delegates from other settlements, but between the empire that threw its weight around and good words from their kind, they accepted their new monstrous neighbors peacefully.

Cal asked Silas and his mother if she could bring her students on a trip to their settlement after the wedding. She was glad they approved, as she felt that to experience a wholly different world would do those kids well.

She also introduced Silas to her students, as the boisterous blood mage happily took on her offer to “train” her students a bit. Cal sat down by the side and chatted with Scaemille in Elvish as she watched her students get thrown around by Silas on the sparring field. Midway through the conversation, Aideen also joined in the chat, her Elvish tongue as fluent as a native speaker, which had not surprised Cal.

After all, if one lived for twelve centuries and had been around, to have many tongues mastered was nothing unusual.

Scaemille had met with Aideen before. She thanked the unliving woman for the aid she rendered back when the elf was still a youth searching for her path in the world. The three of them chatted like old friends while Silas guffawed as he threw around the students while they sparred.

Cal had allowed her students to go all out against Silas, so he reciprocated and used his magic, though not to the full extent of his strength. He used enough to let him easily toy with the students and flung them around like ragdolls with great amusement.

That evening, Scaemille and Silas treated Cal and her group to a feast of merfolk delicacies. Because of the difficulties involved with cooking underwater, the merfolk had their cuisine revolve around various raw food preparations, which relied heavily on the ingredients’ flavors.

After encountering several unusual foods in Al-Shan, Cal’s students went for the feast with only slight trepidation. They consumed an appetizer of brined baby eels in a soy-citrus sauce. If served underwater, they would have encapsulated the food in an edible membrane to prevent it from mixing with seawater.

They brought out live fish. The fish still twitched while Silas deftly sliced into them with a long, delicate knife, and before long, he had translucent slices of the fish’s flesh arranged like the petals of a flower on a plate. Seasoned simply with the freshly squeezed juice from citrus fruit and some pepper, the fresh fish melted in their mouths and left only a pleasant aftertaste.

They served a salad to end the meal, made of various sorts of seaweed and algae, which provided a rich flavor and wildly varied texture. This was served drenched in an orangish sauce Silas said was made from the gonads of the urchins Cal once ate, amplifying the rich flavor of the seaweed. Willa, in particular, could not get enough of the crunchy, chewy, decadent dessert.

When they split for the night, Cal reminded her students to have their best clothes tomorrow, for they would attend the emperor’s wedding with her.


Side Story 5

Side Story 5: Al-Shan Four Generals: The Wind Dragon of the West

“The titular four generals used to be the utmost pride of Al-Shan, the strongest warriors whose names struck fear into foes from before the imperial days. They discontinued the usage of the titles after the civil war, where all four generals sided with the usurper and perished in his service. As far as I know, I am the only descendant of the four generals left in Al-Shan, and that lineage will end with me. Good riddance.” 

—Mustafa bey Leung, current Marshall of the Army of the Al-Shan Empire

Al-Shan Empire, Bahn-Gwa island, Winter of the Year 657 FP

Mustafa bey Leung was a man with many conflicts in his heart.

He was but a boy, seven years of age when the civil war broke out nearly three decades ago. As the youngest son of the great Wind Dragon General of the West, Hassan bey Leung, he was raised on tales of bravery and loyalty to the crown from his earliest memories. He had never understood or accepted his father’s and elder siblings’ rationale to support the usurper, though he had learned not to show it after the “lesson” they taught him the first time he said so.

The young boy grew up an embittered man, one whose father and elder siblings, who he used to look up to as idols, committed the worst possible betrayal in his mind. He channeled the bitterness and disappointment in his heart into his studies, and while he was never that great with the martial arts, he found within himself a keen strategic mind. A brilliance he hid away from his parents and siblings on purpose. To all appearances, he was but a mediocre son.

When he was a teenager, his father granted him responsibilities. The one thorn on the reigning emperor’s side—the one now referred to only as the “usurper—”was the continued survival of one last daughter of the royal family. They hid the last princess on the more remote islands. She had occasionally struck back when the chance presented itself, almost always at the nobility or their minions—tax collectors were one of her favorite targets. These minor strikes kept her—and by correlation, the old royal family—in the people’s minds.

Efforts to root her out had failed miserably over the past decade, as amongst the princess’s allies were a cadre of space mages who balked at the usurper’s claim to the throne and defected en masse. The few times an assassin or a punitive force found the princess, none had ever gotten past her bodyguard, who was supposed to be a blood mage.

When Mustafa found himself assigned to aid the hunt for the “rebels,” he looked like the dutiful son who devoted himself to his task from the outside. On the inside, to no one’s knowledge, he instead leaked information to the rebels, as he had no trusted people by his side and did what he could to aid the other side.

He built around him a small base of officers who earned his trust over the next decade; though his secret aid to the rebels, he kept a secret from all. When he was twenty-five, his father arranged a marriage for him with a noble daughter, also of military background. It took little to ferret out they meant his new wife to monitor him and keep him in check instead.

There was never any love between him and Zara ibn Ossam, and the only thing he thanked the gods for about the marriage was that they had no children. Mustafa never had much interest in women—a fact he kept hidden from his family—and his wife soon tired of his lackluster enthusiasm in the bedroom and sought dalliance outside, which he turned a blind eye on.

After all, she could not interfere with his hidden activities while she pursued some boy toy outside.

They struck a tentative balance between them, as Mustafa further solidified a core of officers loyal to him alone despite his wife’s watch, and he kept his contact with the rebels, now through some men he trusted with his life. To the outside, he appeared to be just a mediocre man, neither competent nor incompetent, completely forgettable were it not for his father’s fame.

That was what everyone thought until Mustafa bey Leung struck for the first time during the civil war.

The usurper had intensified the search for the rebels after they found the third, and his favorite, prince dead just this summer. The rebels had left Ishak’s form on public display, and the grotesque conditions of his remains hinted at days of torment before he was allowed to expire. The intensified search seemed to be something the rebels had prepared for. Through their messages, he gleaned an offer to set up a trap aimed at one of the kingdom’s four great generals.

A deadly trap for Hassan bey Leung. The Wind Dragon General of the West. His own father.

Under those circumstances, he found himself in the lead of a thousand cavalrymen on the left flank of a ten-thousand-strong army. His wife Zara rode to his right with an arrogant look, while Ishmael was his lieutenant and second in command behind them. His father took control of the main force of four thousand elites in the middle, with his two eldest brothers commanding two thousand more men each. His third brother commanded the one thousand cavalry to the right flank.

Over the decades, the rebel army had grown. The army arrayed against them was nearly six thousand strong, several times what the rebels had back when the civil war started. Their numbers tied their hands, as their space mages were only good at evacuating a handful of the most important people.

To Mustafa’s surprise, he spied someone who looked like the rebel army’s last royal princess on the front lines. He could not make heads or tails of the situation and watched first before he carried on with the plan or stayed his hand. That said, he realized the rebels had staked their all in this fight, and thus he made his preparations accordingly. He gestured with his hand to summon Ishmael to his side.

“When I give the signal, have everyone charge in the direction I command, understand? Slay the disobedient,” he whispered in a very low voice to his lieutenant, to which the man gave a stern nod. His wife eyed him for a moment before she turned her eyes back to the front, where a spectacle unfolded.

A general from the rebel army had ridden ahead of the formation and challenged them loudly to a personal duel. It was an archaic challenge, one long discarded by the empire and one often told as a tale to young children, as an example of courage to emulate. Mustafa was not surprised when his second brother, Reza bey Leung, rode forward to meet the challenge, and his father had not stopped him.

Horses neighed, men strained, and pole-ax clashed with heavy glaive as the two men rode at and struck one another with lethal intent. Twenty exchanges passed with neither man at an advantage before the rebel’s horse bit at Reza’s horse. The rebel general, who cleaved away his opponent’s right arm in a vicious swing and took his head off on the backswing, capitalized on the minuscule opening presented.

The rebel trotted back to his army with his glaive held high and a victory cry reciprocated by his comrades.

Mustafa sighed as he saw what he expected from the side. Despite how he presented himself as the epitome of chivalry and bravery, Mustafa had learned over his years that his father, Hassan, was just a selfish, petty man. As he expected, his father drew his bow and infused magic into an arrow as the rebel general approached his side. The arrow he shot out flew with great zeal, its aim unerring from the rebel general’s back.

If there were one thing Hassan bey Leung was most proud of, it would be his archery. He was a rare wind archmagus who devoted all his magic to pursuing archery and forwent many of the traditional applications of the magic. This single-minded pursuit had earned him the moniker of the best archer in the empire. His arrows never missed, never failed to find their target.

So it was to everyone’s surprise when the figure they thought to be the royal princess drew out a crescent-bladed halberd and swatted down the arrow, much like how one would swat down a fly.

Mustafa watched in surprise as the figure turned and addressed the rebels—it was too far for him to hear her words—and they launched into a roaring charge soon after. The “princess” was right at the head of the wedge they formed as they rushed towards the imperial army formation. By now, the woman had discarded her outer robe, and Mustafa saw that they clad her in a suit of lamellar leather armor over a tunic, which struck him as oddly lightweight protection for someone of her position.

He knew the truth soon afterward when he saw the woman effortlessly deflect three more shots from his father. When his father fired three arrows at once, she took one of his arrows straight to the throat yet fought on as if nothing happened. That was the blood mage then, not the princess by any means. Not even healers showed such nonchalance to otherwise fatal wounds.

His father had an orderly raise a flag to signal the cavalries from the sides to pincer the rebels as their charge collided with the front lines held by his first and second brother’s men. Mustafa decided at that moment, as his hand firmly grasped the shamshir at his waist, drew it, and raised it high.

Then he brought the blade down to the side and slew his “wife.”

Ishmael saw the signal and brought a thousand cavalries to a charge, not at the rebels but at the imperial army’s flank. By fortune, nearest to Mustafa’s army, were the troops led by his second brother, and the leaderless men broke quickly under the unexpected treachery of their allies.

The rebels had not looked a gift horse in the mouth and capitalized on the distraction, as the glaive-wielding revolutionary general from earlier led their cavalry to block his third brother. The woman just plowed straight through the lines of soldiers before her as her halberd danced and slaughtered any unfortunate enough to face her.

Mustafa watched from his commanding position as his eldest brother struck at the woman from behind as she made her way to his father. He watched as his brother’s spear impaled the woman from the back, yet the woman just nonchalantly swung her halberd back around and crushed his brother’s head instead. The spear piercing her chest seemed nothing more than a minor inconvenience.

He watched, mesmerized, as his father finally shot the woman’s horse from under her, only to find that the woman had leaped away from her horse as it collapsed. His father’s single-minded focus on archery proved to be his undoing. Most wind archmagus were capable of flight—something his father never learned—and so it left him face to face with the woman with no avenue of escape.

He disdainfully threw his final attempt to fight bravely away as the woman broke his arms with a single swing of her halberd. She impaled him through the torso when he turned to run and raised his screaming, twitching form for all to see. The soldiers they brought with them today were their family’s soldiers, loyal and sworn to the family instead of the crown.

They naturally broke at the sight of their defeated master.

By the end of the day, Mustafa found himself the last remaining direct member of his family. After his father’s death, his third brother was pursued and cut down by the glaive-wielder. He had his men reorganize and watch from the side as the rebels gathered the surrendered soldiers as he awaited his fate.

It quite surprised him when the blood mage herself walked to him on foot while many broken spears and arrows still protruded from her body. Yet, for all that, the woman walked as if she merely took an evening stroll—a dissonant sight for a woman who just butchered her way through thousands of men.

“Sparrowhawk, I assume?” she asked. The name she gave was the code name he used to communicate with the rebels all these years. “When the eagles weep—”

“The heavens cry blood,” he said as he completed the passphrase they used most recently. “What is to become of my men and me?”

“What do you mean?” the woman asked with an incredulous expression. “You’ve always done right by us, so why would we mistreat you?”

“I understand the princess had a vendetta with the nobles who supported the usurper,” he explained calmly. “You killed my father today on the field, the Wind Dragon General of the West. I am his youngest son, Mustafa bey Leung.”

“Well, I don’t see a reason you can’t just join us instead. You’ve proven where you stand decisively today, my young friend,” the woman said. Mustafa felt odd for a woman who looked younger than him to call him a young man, but then again, she looked of Elvish heritage, which meant she was likely older than even his father. “What brought about such a decision, if I may ask? To throw away your family and position, even with no assurance of a future to follow?”

“Humans are just smarter animals who have a sense of what is right and wrong,” said Mustafa with a shrug. “Mine has never agreed with my family’s, and it was something I’d stake my life on.”

“Oh, you’ll fit just right in, all right,” laughed the woman even as she pulled an oddly unstained spearhead out of her torso. “Welcome to the loyalist army, Mustafa bey Leung.”
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Chapter 71: Marriage of an Emperor

“A peculiar aspect of Al-Shan culture compared to mainlands cultures was how they still actively sought after their parent’s blessings for marriage, a practice mostly discarded on the mainlands in this day and age. They considered filial piety one of the highest virtues for the Al-Shan people.”

—Anonymous historian studying the Al-Shan culture

Xain’s wedding was held in the morning the next day on a stage built by a seaside cliff, which granted the venue a fantastic view. The choice of a seaside venue was unorthodox, as they usually held imperial weddings within the palace. Still, since they had informed Cal of the planned events, she knew the specific reason for this choice.

Cal had dressed in her formal wear and was fully armed, with her halberd held in her left hand, as she escorted Xain towards the stage. The crowd who came to watch the event applauded, and she saw Samira was already waiting by the stage with a veiled Layla next to her.

Al-Shan customs dictated that both the groom and the bride were to be escorted by their parents to their matrimonial altar. Samira had accompanied Layla since her husband had passed during the civil war. Cal was the closest to a parent that Xain had, and she took up the parental role on his side.

She proudly took on that role and escorted the boy she watched grow up from early infancy until today to the ceremonial altar, where old Halmout, the prime minister, presided over the ceremony. The Al-Shan people were not religious, and civil officials typically handled such marriages for them. If a member of the imperial family was the one to marry, it was not uncommon for the emperor or empress to preside over the ceremony.

As in Xain’s case, he was currently the only member of the imperial family left; Halmout as the prime minister received the responsibility to preside over his marriage as the highest ranked civil official.

Once Cal had delivered Xain to the altar, she exchanged nods and clasped hands with Samira as a symbol that the parents approved of the union between the children. Xain and Layla held their hands together as they faced Halmout and repeated the solemn bridal vows after him word for word.

“And thus, I pronounce you, Xain Haroone, and Layla bin Mansoor, as husband and wife. May none lesser than death itself do this bond apart,” intoned Halmout solemnly as he recited the ceremonial words.

Xain raised Layla’s veil, embraced her, and kissed her deeply as custom dictated. Cal and Samira clapped their hands in celebration, and the crowd that watched followed their lead. At this moment, the event planned for the wedding took place.

Many spectators suddenly screamed in alarm and fright as a massive, bulbous head rose above the seaside cliff, though order quickly reasserted itself when the guards calmed them down. That none of the important people looked even the slightest bit flustered helped calm the populace down.

Bewildered, the spectators watched as two massive tentacles—each thicker than even the mainmast of the empire’s greatest ships—rose in the air, a long, dainty, finely woven shawl held tenderly by their tips.

The crowd watched half in disbelief as the massive tentacles gently draped the shawl around the shoulders of the newlywed couple. The shawl had been woven from a rare purplish silk, only produced by certain species of monsters deep beneath the sea. It was a luxurious fabric that was only gained through trade with deep sea merfolk settlements.

The multitude of pearls that were tastefully worked as decoration on the shawl made it a present fit for an emperor, and that was what it was. The crowd ceased their staring and clapped uproariously as the gigantic tentacles receded into the sea. The applause only grew wilder as the ancient kraken gave a slight, bow-like gesture before submerging beneath the waves again.

As the applause gradually died off, Xain and Layla made their way toward the tables set for them in the middle of the clearing. Servants packed the ceremonial altar away, to be replaced by a troupe of dancers from the palace who displayed their craft on the vacated stage.

Cal was seated at a long table next to Xain’s, with Halmout and Samira across from her. Her group shared her table on account of being her associates while they fitted a few more officials on Samira’s table to make up for the difference. Mustafa and his family—his three teenage adopted daughters, who were his nieces—sat next to Cal’s table, though Hu-Lao was not in sight since they slated him to perform soon.

Mustafa’s lineage was one of the very few old nobility lineages that survived the purge that followed the civil war. His nieces were still infants and toddlers when he joined the loyalists, and he was thus allowed to adopt them as his own. His older nephews and other relatives fought to the death and were dealt with accordingly.

Those three boisterous girls gave Cal nasty reminders of atrocities committed by her hands during the civil war and the purge that followed, but she shook the thought away as she looked back at Xain’s table. She hadn’t noticed that Aideen had discreetly placed her hand on her back when she saw Cal’s reminiscing look and channeled some magic to help relax her mind.

Hu-Lao and Ishmael—now also among the higher ranked officers in the empire’s army—appeared on stage next in full armor. They presented a martial dance to the emperor. Glaive clashed with the spear as the two danced a tightly choreographed fight that looked to be a real one to onlookers.

After they retired—both of them had seated themselves at Mustafa’s table afterward—a group of palace musicians took the stage and played as they served the feast. Servants busied themselves as they served not just the honored guests but also the thousands of spectators. Meanwhile, in the imperial city, teams of servants distributed food and drink for free to allow everyone a taste of the celebrations.

First, they served a thick, rich soup of shark’s fin with a multitude of seafood. Crab meat and innards cooked in its shell where it stewed in its juices followed. A gigantic fish was slaughtered live before the crowd before choice parts of its fatty flesh were seared and served to the guests.

They stuffed poultry with various herbs, wrapped it with lotus leaves, and then encased it in clay, in which they baked it. They broke the resultant clay eggs apart before the diners, and the fragrant aroma spread out as servants unwrapped the leaf package before them.

Whole pigs were roasted on spits until their skin crisped to a golden-brown sheen, at which point they were chopped up and served. Small steamed dumplings filled with various types of meat, seafood, and vegetables were served in baskets, the massive variety of which teased the taste buds.

Gigantic urns of fine wine were opened and poured as the revelry spread amongst the populace. A festivity that only intensified when Ragiula returned and helped herself to urns of wine, to which many of the crowd drunkenly toasted her.

It was not until the sun had set and the two moons appeared in the sky that the crowd slowly dispersed, many helped along by their friends or families, as they were too drunk to walk back on their own. That night, Al-Shan celebrated the marriage of their emperor.
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Chapter 72: Under the Sea

“Life with the merfolk? It’s a nice, tranquil life, to be honest, though not recommended if you hate raw fish.” 

—Scaemille Avudnia, Elven Water-Affinity Archmagus and long-time dweller in Gtou’rergh

After the wedding, Cal and her group stayed in the Imperial Palace for two more days before they split up. Vark, Krystal, and Ilena accepted Samira’s hospitality for a week since it would be difficult to care for Ilena where Cal planned to go. Leila, along with Cal’s three students, followed her and Aideen as they went with Silas and his mother, Scaemille.

The group went towards the shore, where Scaemille distributed crystalline blue potion vials to Cal, Aideen, and the four students. The potions were some supreme quality water breathing potions that allowed their user to effectively ignore water pressure in the relatively shallow waters most merfolk inhabited. The potion would last them eight days, a day extra from their planned week-long visit.

All her students had worn only light clothing since, much like the Al-Shan people themselves, most merfolk had next to no nudity taboo. Cal had just worn her chest wraps and shorts without the vest, while Aideen had something similar, though her shorts hugged her figure closer. Ognar wore a loincloth, while Giselle and Leila wore tight-fitting, knee-length shorts and vests. Willa didn’t bother with any, but to be fair, she had fur.

Silas and his mother similarly stripped to just shorts and walked into the water as a group. The students showed trepidation when the water reached their chest height, which doubled as some waves came by and fully submerged them temporarily. They calmed down after some reflexive gasps from the experience as they felt the effect of the potion they had imbibed. For Cal and Aideen, it was not their first visit to a merfolk settlement, so neither had such issues.

Soon the water was deep enough that they no longer walked but swam instead. Usually, a trip to the settlement where Silas originated from—merfolk attached the name of their place of origin to their names much like how other races did family names—would have taken half a day’s worth of swimming for merfolk. But the group had a water-affinity archmagus with them.

Cal and Aideen watched with some amusement as the students poked around at coral reefs and how Ognar eyed a starfish with some wonder in his eyes. They laughed when Willa poked at a tiny shrimp the size of her fist, only to get punched by the shrimp to the point that a bruise formed on her hand.

Adaptation to the underwater world also took time. It was one reason Cal let the students play around in the shallows for a couple of hours as they acclimated. When submerged, voices distorted easily even with the potion’s effect, and they needed to be far closer than on land to communicate unless Scaemille used magic to aid them. Merfolk communicated with noises beyond the human range of hearing but that were still somewhat audible to Cal, Willa, and Leila. None of them could replicate said noises, however.

Because of that, they mostly communicated with gestures. Scaemille did most of the talking as she acted as their guide to the underwater realm. After the students had acclimated, Scaemille used her magic and made water constructs in the shape of dolphins, one for each group member, and told them to hold on. The constructs then brought them to their destination at a far higher speed than they would have managed had they swum alone. It was far faster than any merfolk.

Gtou’rergh settlement was a vastly different sight to settlements on land. Unlike most cities on land, which were usually built in a roughly circular or square form, the merfolk settlement formed an extensive but narrow line. Cal noticed they built the settlement perpendicular to the flow of the undersea current.

“Downstream” of the current was a vast area where seaweed was cultivated in massive quantities, not unlike farms on land. She also noticed netted areas where fishes and other aquatic creatures were ranched to the sides of the settlement itself, whereas the “upstream” region contained what looked sort of like a residential and business district.

When Leila asked about the curious construction of the city, Scaemille was the one to explain the reason, and her voice was carried smoothly by magic. The main reason the merfolk built their settlement that way was for a very pragmatic reason: a desire to not wallow in one another’s filth.

For that reason, buildings that served as public lavatories lined the downstream end of the settlement, where the current would then naturally carry the filth away from the city. The farms were located further downstream since there was no reason not to use natural fertilizer.

The students looked at the Elven woman oddly until Scaemille ensured them that they thoroughly cleaned the farmed seaweeds before consumption.

Cal still reminded her students to hit the lavatories regularly during their stay unless they wished to embarrass themselves.

Scaemille invited the group to her house as Silas bid them farewell for the time being, as he had matters to handle. They built the merfolk houses with various materials, primarily corals or stones. They built her home with thick panes of glass, ones strong enough to make a two-story building at a depth of sixteen meters beneath the surface.

Cal noticed that the colors of greens and blues were most prominent within the city since reds and yellows were barely visible at this depth. The merfolk even slathered the colors in garish patterns and shades reminiscent of those found in poisonous creatures in nature, a precaution taken against the larger predatory creatures that inhabited the sea.

One of the main reasons the merfolk thrived in the sea was that most creatures that preyed on them soon came to regret it, as their flesh was quite toxic and unpalatable. For that reason, the gigantic ocean predators avoided them, while smaller ones hunted down instead.

Scaemille welcomed the group to her home, a lavish house that befitted her position as one of the best enchanters in the city. Besides her skill as a water archmagus, the middle-aged Elven woman was a skilled enchanter and a known artist who made prized carvings out of pearls.

She offered her guests plates of preserved undersea fruits and seaweeds as refreshments. They served beverages in bubbles of an edible membrane that just needed to be popped into one’s mouth.
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Chapter 73: Life Underwater

“Contrary to popular belief, the way merfolk live underwater is more often than not dictated by necessity instead of preference. It is one reason “land tourism” is a popular activity amongst them.” 

—Scaemille Avudnia, Elven Water-Affinity Archmagus and long-time dweller in Gtou’rergh

Scaemille offered Cal’s group her house to stay in, which they accepted. Merfolk settlements rarely had buildings meant for housing land dwellers as it was. While the merfolk loved to visit the lands, the reverse rarely happened. As it was, Scaemille’s residence was one of the few buildings in the settlement built more for land dweller accommodation.

Most merfolk “houses” were like a creature’s lair, just simple structures large enough to accommodate a family, with no function other than some spare room to store belongings. The concept of personal belongings was foreign for the merfolk, typically something only the merchants amongst them often employed.

For most merfolk, belongings were things that belonged to their settlement and were shared amongst themselves as needed whenever needed. That said, they understood well that land dwellers had very different views on the matter, and when they left the waters to visit the land, they would always do so with adequate preparations and funds.

Even their concept of “merchants” differed, for amongst merfolk, they assigned those who took up the trade to do their best to help enrich the settlement. They considered Scaemille as a representative amongst the merchants. She and Silas had been the best performers amongst the merfolk by a fair margin, primarily thanks to the unfair advantage Ragiula lent them.

After they had some refreshments, Scaemille showed them around the merfolk settlement. Besides the lair-like dwellings the merfolk favored, there were also more significant buildings. An extensive library/archive collected the equivalent of merfolk literature and the history of the settlement. Chisels or magic etched their hieroglyphic writing on slabs of stone.

Arts and crafts—be they meant for trade or beautifying the settlement—were produced in a large communal building, where artists worked their trade whenever inspiration struck them. A similar communal building was present for mages with applicable trades to work their crafts for the community.

Mages of mud affinity—relatively common among merfolk—helped turn the city’s collected waste into compost. Then non-magician laborers—aided by water-affinity mages—distributed the freshly made fertilizer on their seaweed fields.

Around the settlement, guards armed with harpoons and curious paddle-like swords lined with teeth of obsidian or bone patrolled the perimeter. They aimed to look out for large predators that veered too close to the settlement. Unlike most merfolk, who only wore a loincloth—if they wore anything at all—the guards on patrol wore armor crafted from what looked like thick cured leather under a layer of bone plates. Officers amongst them wore armor with a layer of scales instead of bone.

Scaemille told them their story while she brought the group around. She had first met Skae’rgh, the merfolk who later became her husband and Silas’s father, over three centuries ago. He took his trade ship far afield, all the way to the Great Emerald Forest, where she lived.

As a water-affinity mage, she had worked by the harbor. The sight of the merfolk visitors from afar—they had merfolk visitors from nearby settlements often—and the exotic goods they brought to trade sparked her curiosity and wanderlust. When Skae’rgh left the harbor, she had joined his ship as a crew member, and a water-affinity mage is always welcome aboard boats.

One thing led to another, and the relationship between employer and employee turned into lovers over the years. They were formally wed when they learned she was pregnant with Silas, and she became a daughter-in-law of the family.

She had lived in the settlement for a decade straight after the birth of her son, as it was not a good idea to raise a merfolk child elsewhere, at least during their early years, while her husband plied his trade. During those years, she applied her knowledge as an enchanter and gained a hobby of making carvings.

Over the years, she grew to love the tranquil way of life of the merfolk, and she stayed at the settlement even after her husband passed away from old age two centuries ago. She passed the trade ship down to their son Silas while mostly remaining in the settlement and enjoying her tranquility.

As part of the family, she became very familiar with their family’s unusual trading partner. She sometimes joined the ship on trips where they were scheduled to meet up with Ragiula just to chat with the kraken, whom she considered an old friend. That said, an old friend who had just moved in next door was a source of celebration for her.

Gtou’rergh was located north and west of the Al-Shan Empire’s largest island, after which they named the empire and where its capital stood. Ragiula and her brood made their home to the south and west, in a deeper section of the sea surrounded by islands of the archipelago. Several small uninhabited islands also dotted the area, where delicacies and booze tributes to the kraken were delivered.

As they swam through the city, Cal noticed that other than merfolk, several kinds of aquatic therians also inhabited the settlement. Merfolk and aquatic therians had coexisted for a long time, as their shared habitat and preferences and the abundance of room allowed easy cooperation.

Scaemille explained that some merfolk settlements were set in the deeper areas of the sea, which normal merfolk could not enter as the water pressure there would pulp them. The merfolk and therians who lived there lived a more isolated life, as only occasionally would they send representatives to shallower waters to trade with their cousins.

Cal had spotted Silas as he chatted amicably with two such representatives, one of whom looked like a bloated merfolk—Scaemille said that under the depths the deepfolk lived, they seemed barely different to normal merfolk—and a therian that had a large head. The therian’s head had large eyes, an antenna that ended in a light-emitting organ, and a massive jaw filled with horrific fangs.

It was quite a strange sight to witness such a creature of horrors laugh and chat in a friendly manner with others, though the merfolk were used to it, other than some children who stared or asked their parents.
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Chapter 74: A Chat Between Old Friends

“We know little about the deepfolk—merfolk and aquatic therians who live in depths where the water pressure alone would crush regular merfolk to paste. What few glimpses we have of how deepfolk live come from when their representatives visit to trade every year or two.” 

—Scaemille Avudnia, Elven Water-Affinity Archmagus and long-time dweller in Gtou’rergh

Scaemille used her magic as the group approached to help relay sound for the students. Silas introduced the two deepfolk as Ur-Go’rath and Baerdu’sai Fwur’gh, who had not just come by to trade but ideally to meet with their newest neighbor.

Since they had already planned to meet Ragiula, Scaemille volunteered to bring the deepfolk along. An offer Ur-Go’rath—the one with the gigantic jaw—accepted, while his partner stayed with Silas as they did business.

Like during their trip to the settlement, Scaemille formed constructs that looked like translucent dolphins out of the surrounding water, one for each group member, which took off at high speed once everyone had held on tight to theirs. The distance between the settlement and the uninhabited island, where the imperials left their tribute to the ancient kraken, was much further than the trip between Al-Shan and the settlement itself.

Whereas merfolk would have taken half a day to swim the distance between Al-Shan and the settlement—a distance Scaemille’s constructs easily covered in two hours—it still took them nearly thrice that long to reach their destination this time. When they crossed deeper regions of the sea, the students hugged their constructs tightly with apprehension, which elicited a chuckle from Aideen, who hung off the dorsal fin of her construct with just one hand.

Some large predators approached them twice during their trip, but Scaemille physically shoved them away with her magic until they gave up in frustration. It was a feat of strength that impressed Ur-Go’rath as he offered her a nod of approval.

When they were near their destination, an enormous specimen of a deepmaw swam their way, a beast nearly twenty meters in length from snout to the tip of its tail. It was too large and powerful a beast for Scaemille to shove away like before, so she took a more subtle approach. As it entered a certain distance from the group, the creature suddenly found itself stopped in place. No matter how vigorously it pumped its fins, the water refused to give it any purchase as it parted seamlessly in the wake of its fin.

It remained stuck until the group had gone further away before giving chase again. Once it got too close, the same phenomenon repeated as the creature kept its pursuit out of stubbornness. The stubborn creature annoyed Scaemille when this problem suddenly solved itself.

Without prior warning, a massive shadow rose from below, and as the group watched in awe, four massive tentacles wrapped themselves around the colossal deepmaw. The creature could not resist as the tentacles dragged it towards an open beak that awaited it.

When the beak snapped shut, half the deepmaw’s body vanished with it. Cal guessed immediately that the monstrous kraken before them must have been one of Ragiula’s brood. The kraken was smaller, its bulbous head probably only as wide across as Silas’s ship, whereas its broodmother made the boat look puny in comparison. She noticed how Scaemille used her magic to vibrate water in a certain way to reproduce the underwater speech that merfolk used and convey her words to the kraken.

The younger kraken seemed to have understood her as it gently extended one of its tentacles towards the group. Scaemille dispelled her constructs and grabbed onto the tentacle as she allowed a couple of sucker pads to hold her firmly in place. The students and Ur-Go’rath looked on with clear trepidation but followed suit after Aideen and Cal followed Scaemille’s example.

Before the kraken took off, it gently moved the tentacle, carrying the group closer to its bulk, where its form would partially shield them as it swam. With the rest of its tentacles, it pushed away and swam rapidly towards the uninhabited island it knew its broodmother was at.

Speed-wise, the kraken swam nearly twice as fast as Scaemille’s constructs, and in less than fifteen minutes, they saw the uninhabited island they were headed to. Next to the island was the gigantic figure of Ragiula, whose size dwarfed the island used as the tribute deposit location.

The gigantic ancient kraken had risen halfway out of the water as it enjoyed the—for its size—tiny bites of delicacies and sips of good alcohol the imperials had offered. Ur-Go’rath’s massive jaw hung open in awe as he laid eyes on the ancient kraken. The deepfolk therian had seen krakens before, but even for him, this was the first time he saw one of such a monstrous size. It was a comical look for someone with such a fearsome appearance.

To their surprise, Scaemille rose out of the water and hailed Ragiula. The ancient kraken turned an eye to the elf, and Cal watched as a shade of pleasure tinted its skin. To be honest, she wished more creatures and people showed their moods so openly as the kraken did. It sent the tip of one tentacle to the Elven woman, which Scaemille hugged as she allowed it to carry her over to the kraken’s pile of tributes.

Another tentacle waved Cal and the rest over, and they made their way to the tribute pile as the ancient kraken invited them to dine with it. What little they ate would have been minuscule anyway, as the tribute sent weekly to the kraken had enough foodstuffs and booze for an entire medium-sized city to eat.

Cal added a couple of urns of good wine to the pile as she and the rest of the group partook in the feast. Scaemille chatted excitedly with the kraken—not surprising since she told Cal that she had already known the kraken for centuries—in fluent Merfolk tongue. Ur-Go’rath extracted a small tribute pile of his own to add to the kraken’s pile. Ragiula spotted his gesture and returned him a gesture of approval, to which Cal thought the anglerfish-therian had swooned in gratitude.

What surprised Cal somewhat was how Aideen seemed utterly unsurprised to witness the colossal kraken, but she chalked that up to the unliving woman’s long life experience. She probably already saw bigger ones in her lifetime.

Her students looked wary at first—a natural reaction, considering her first reaction to Ragiula—but quickly warmed up and joined the feast with the rest. They partied on the uninhabited island until the sun had set.
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Chapter 75: Hunting Beneath the Waves

“Merfolk rarely hunt. Their society shifted to agriculture and ranching early in their development, and the armed forces they keep are mostly for self-defense. After all, unlike on land, there is more than enough room for everyone to live together beneath the waves.” 

—Scaemille Avudnia, Elven Water-Affinity Archmagus and long-time dweller in Gtou’rergh

Scaemille explained to the group that merfolk rarely hunted, other than occasionally when creatures considered delicacies appeared nearby. Or when they did it traditionally to entertain guests like what would happen today. The deepfolk hunted far more often, as it was more difficult to sustain agriculture and ranching at the depths they lived at, and when emissaries came, it was tradition to hold a hunt to entertain them.

The group returned from their visit to Ragiula, and the two days afterward had been spent touring the city and marveling at the underwater scenery. Since they were guests, Scaemille invited them over for the hunt. It was an invitation Cal accepted for the group.

As they set out for the hunt, Cal saw Silas participating along with Ur-Go’rath and his bloated, blob-like compatriot. Around twenty members of armed merfolk, much like the guards she saw on patrol before, also accompanied them, just in case.

Their target for the hunt was a bale of large sea turtles, each easily three or four meters in size. Unlike their known ponderousness on land, Cal watched as the turtles flitted about rapidly in the water, swimming far faster than merfolk could.

It was for that reason that the guards came along. They split into groups of four and spread large nets as they approached the turtles from five different directions, which would have corresponded to the five faces of a cube. They left the sixth direction open as the hunting party awaited their prey.

Cal looked with interest when Ur-Go’rath and his bloated friend pulled out their weapons, a long, barbed spear and an equally long polearm which ended in a three-pronged hook. It looked much like a fishing hook, just enlarged and attached to the end of a pole. Cal understood its general use, though, as it would be a handy tool to stay connected to prey faster than themselves.

As the turtles approached their way, Silas brought the two deepfolk emissaries along, as they were to be given the honor to strike first in the hunt. Scaemille stayed behind the group, ready to use her magic to keep the turtles in place if need be.

The first turtle that arrived had not feared the hunters and charged at them with its beak wide open instead. Ur-Go’rath swam forward and held his spear steady as he watched the turtle approach. An instant before the turtle would have reached him, he thrust his spear towards the roof of the turtle’s mouth. The creature’s charge helped the spear strike deep, and although the remaining momentum of the charge brought along the anglerfish-therian, the beast went limp and perished as his spear reached its brain.

His bloated merfolk compatriot handled the second one, even as Silas dispatched a third turtle that approached with a single thrust of his harpoon. The bloated merfolk used his fish-hook polearm to latch himself to the turtle’s shell, and he jabbed his spear through the creature’s neck from there, aimed at the major blood vessels in the beast’s thick neck. It took a while longer before his turtle died of blood loss.

Fighting underwater was a more difficult task for Cal and her students, though Aideen had some experience with it. The unliving woman simply pulled out a sealed vial as a turtle charged her way with its beak open, gave the flask a good shake, then tossed it straight into the creature’s gullet as she allowed it to pass by. They felt a low rumble soon after. The turtle floated powerlessly as blood and pieces of its guts leaked from its beak.

Cal followed the bloated merfolk’s example. It was challenging to fight underwater when there was no surface for one to support themselves on, so she treated the turtle’s back as a surface. She hooked her legs around the edges of the beast’s shell and charged her magic as far as she could before violently swinging her halberd at the beast’s head. It turned out that she had overdone it, as the turtle’s head broke apart into pieces as her blow devastated it.

Her students had to gang up on one turtle before they succeeded, where Ognar, Leila, and Willa kept the beast occupied to let Giselle drive her blade through the turtle’s thick neck. Scaemille watched them with some amusement from the back as she kept two runaway turtles in place with her magic. In the ocean, water-affinity mages like her became far more potent than they could ever be on land.

Overall, the hunt went smoothly, and they bagged a dozen of the large turtles before they called it a day. The guards regrouped with the hunters now that their task was over and done with, and together the group made their way back towards the settlement.

Shortly after they departed, however, their trip was interrupted by three massive sharks, each fifteen meters in length, which had smelled blood in the water. The guards deftly split into two teams of ten as they harried the massive beasts with nets and spears while they stayed well away from its maw full of dagger-like teeth. Scaemille held the third beast in place as she used the same trick she used for the deepmaw a few days ago.

Cal’s students watched with interest as she lectured them and pointed out how the merfolk fought the beasts. The guards focused their efforts to harry, bleed, and tire out the beast, and when the chance presented itself, one would latch onto its back and saw through its flesh with their paddle-like toothed swords. They kept this up for an hour as the massive beasts struggled in futility against their far more agile tormentors.

Willa commented she had an idea on how to kill such a beast faster, and Cal pondered for a moment before she informed Scaemille to let her student try her idea on the third beast. She figured that with Aideen and Scaemille there and Willa being a blood mage, it would be safe enough to let the girl either learn a lesson or gain some unusual experience.

Before Scaemille let the beast loose, Willa asked for a moment to ready herself, and Cal raised an eyebrow when she noticed the girl put on her whole armor set—its weight made her struggle to stay where she was. The girl would barely have any mobility with her armor on, but she got a glimpse of the girl’s idea soon enough and nodded.

When Scaemille let it loose, the third beast went straight for the nearest of the small creatures that had troubled its two fellows—Willa—with its gigantic maw opened wide. Willa readied herself and timed an aggressive push with all four limbs that, together with the weight of her armor, propelled her straight at the creature’s incoming maw. The push and the way she curled herself up was just enough to let her slip through the jaws as they bit down. Two teeth that caught her armor chipped themselves against the plates.

Ur-Go’rath was quite surprised to see the young girl send herself down the giant shark’s maw and asked about it with worry in his tone. Cal just told him to watch, as the show was just about to start.

Sure enough, mere moments later, the giant shark that ate Willa started thrashing wildly as it vomited most of its stomach contents. The wolf-therian was notably missing from its vomit; instead, Cal could see traces of blood in the vomit.

More blood leaked from the shark’s maw as its wild thrashing got crazier. It thrashed around for a good ten minutes before it spasmed and went still at last. A few minutes later, Willa’s figure—now sans her armor but with her clawed gauntlets equipped—pried open the dead creature’s mouth and extracted herself.

Cal praised her for the creative idea but also warned her not to do that again unless she was confident she could get the timing right or could survive being bitten in half. Also, not to try such a trick on a too-large creature.


Side Story 6

Side Story 6:Al-Shan Four Generals: The Ice Phoenix of the North

“Poets used to love to praise the four generals as the greatest symbols of loyalty and courage in Al-Shan. They rarely, if ever, mention the times when one betrayed the nation and had to be put down. Now that all four betrayed their liege, we just put the titles down for good instead.” 

—Halmout Mansoor, Prime Minister of the Al-Shan Empire

Al-Shan Empire, Diao-Nan Island, Winter Solstice, Year 664 FP

The thirteenth month had just passed, and the dawn of the winter solstice greeted the arrayed soldiers as they warily looked over the walls. Further in the distance marched the rebel army of at least fifteen thousand men, triple the five thousand that remained within the fort.

Bahram Levi, second in command of the fort, wondered how things had reached this point. The rebellion—more just an escaped princess and her loyalists on the run than an active rebellion for three decades—had taken a far more violent turn in the past few years. It started when they made more aggressive moves, ending with the third prince’s death four years ago. The retaliation for that was a botched one, as not only was the Wind Dragon General lost, but nearly half his army was folded into the rebellion instead as one of his sons turned out to be on their side.

In the four years that followed, the rebels had gained complete control over the easternmost islands by hook and crook. They assassinated some governors in their beds. Others were demolished more directly by the armed forces. In contrast, the emperor’s attempts to gather troops and quash the rebels were foiled because the nobles prioritized looking after their own necks first.

Short-sighted, selfish fools, the lot of them. The one attempt that successfully gathered a force of thirty thousand conscripted men failed disastrously as the rebels just fell back into the woods and relied on hit and fade tactics. Out of the thirty thousand sent out, only half returned home, with a decent portion of the missing ones turning to the rebel side instead.

As incensed as he was, Bahram found it hard to fault the deserters—some of whom might be among those that came to besiege his fort today—as they had every right to be dissatisfied. Since the emperor took his throne, he enforced stricter rulings that favored the nobles as part of his promise to those who supported him when he usurped the throne from his cousin.

Many of the rulings had favored the Aqwa people, the ethnicity that formed most of the current nobility of Al-Shan, the one to which the royal lineage belonged. The Huan people, who formed most of the populace, were further sidelined, leading many to side with the rebellion. The divide had been formed long ago, as the Aqwa established what became the Al-Shan Empire, although they never prevented the Huan from high ranks in the government or the military in the past. Unlike the current rulings.

Bahram never saw eye to eye with those rulings, but then again, he was an unwilling supporter of the current emperor and only did so because the rest of his family did. The civil war had cost him much so far. His son and two grandchildren had joined the army in youthful patriotic fervor and were lost in battle earlier this year. His wife died of anguish from losing her children. The only family he had left were his elder sister and her family.

To say that he hated the rebels would not be wrong, yet, Bahram Levi understood well that their emperor lighted the spark of the civil war they were embroiled in. The blame lay on both sides; he was just an unfortunate participant.

In the distance, he saw his sister, Pasha Levi, the Ice Phoenix General of the North, as she surveyed the rebel army on approach from the wall. Although the fort was her home ground, and they were deep in the throes of winter, which empowered her ice magic, Bahram knew his sister had little confidence.

His sister had been the one to lead the thirty-thousand-man expedition which failed, and she had only escaped by the skin of her teeth when the enemy’s blood mage assaulted her. That encounter seemed to have left some deep-seated trauma for his sister, and she looked at the rebels with trepidation ever since.

Diao-Nan was the second largest island in Al-Shan and had multiple small forts built around its perimeter, with the large central fort as the command center. The rebels had assaulted the smaller defenses simultaneously with precise timing, and if reports were to be believed, at least half if not more of the forts were betrayed from the inside.

Because of those reports and the specter of the rebel army looming over them, paranoia had run somewhat rampant in the central fort, and they had already incarcerated over a dozen soldiers for “suspicious” actions.

It was noon before the rebel army arrayed themselves near the fort, just far enough to be outside bow range. Bahram held command over the reserves of their troops, while his sister led directly from the walls, where she could make good use of her magic in the upcoming siege. His guess of fifteen thousand proved optimistic, as observers estimated the rebels to be closer to twenty thousand strong.

Conventional wisdom stated that they needed a force superiority of at least three to one to siege a well-defended location, notwithstanding force multipliers like siege mages. Bahram felt pessimistic about his family’s chances in the upcoming siege, but resolved to do his best with what life he had left in him.

After all, that was all he had left.

The siege started on a signal; sections of the rebel army charged forth with shields held high. Archers from the wall pelted them with arrows but only scored minimal successes. Only as they entered mage range was the charge slowed as his sister led the fort’s mage cadre to bombard the rebel formation.

Retaliation from the rebels was swift and came in an unexpected form. Pasha had soldiers with large shields stationed by her mages to prepare for when the enemy tried to snipe them off with arrows or mages of their own. Those soldiers proved less useful when a space magic portal opened on top of them and disgorged a single figure who dropped in their midst.

Bahram could not see what happened at the top of the wall from his station in the middle of the fort. He knew it was anything but good when he saw several heavily armored soldiers—his sister’s guards—tossed into the air before they fell to the ground below with sickening crunching noises.

He led the reserve troops towards the stairs that led to his sister’s location even as telltale signs of ice magic used at high power showed, a sign that his sister had gotten serious. Ice had frosted over some sections of the wall and battlements where his sister was, and Bahram rushed to her aid as fast as he could.

As he reached the stairs, he realized how bad the situation must be, as he counted most of his sister’s guards dead and crumpled beneath the wall. Some of them had significant indentations on their shields as if a force struck them beyond what a human should be capable of, and many still sported expressions of surprise and disbelief on their features even as they perished.

Halfway up the stairs, he received another unpleasant surprise, as a corpse toppled over from the top of the stairs and nearly bowled him over. The corpse was that of his grandniece, his sister’s only grandchild, dead from a lodged machete that went through her skull from behind. If his sister could not protect the child she doted on, the situation must have gone beyond bad.

Bahram had a horrible premonition when he heard his sister’s cry of grief and rage, coupled with a renewed burst of magic. A cry that ended in a wet gurgle, which made him wince. As he climbed to the wall, at last, the vision he saw was one that he would never forget. His sister laid on her back, with her body pinned to the wall by the crescent-bladed halberd that went through her torso, which she still grabbed at feebly with the last of her strength.

A tall, half-frozen figure skewered by many spears of ice stood over his dying sister, a figure he remembered well from his memories. A figure from his past he never thought he would ever meet again, much less in circumstances like these.

The figure lifted its face and looked toward him, and despite the fresh scars and cuts that marred the face, it did not differ from the one in his memories. The same face, seemingly unbothered by the concept of aging.

“Celeysria?” he asked tentatively as he strengthened the grip on his ax, which had loosened until it almost dropped.

“Bahram?” Cal asked after a moment of contemplation, which she needed to place the aged features together with the face of the youth she had once known very well.

Over fifty years ago, Bahram and Celeysria had known each other as friends, as her family had lived on Diao-Nan until her father’s passing. Their relationship as friends had grown more intimate for a time until she broke it off when she realized she craved neither the sexual relations nor the companionship he offered. They had parted on good terms and remained friends until she left the island and wandered after her father’s passing.

She had been his first love, and he had never truly forgotten her. Cruel fate had brought them together again this day, but as an enemy to each another. She had just wiped out the last of his family, too. He was not a fool, and the corpses strewn around testified that Celeysria had allowed herself to be teleported right into the midst of a cadre of hostile mages and soldiers.

Yet she massacred the lot of them and remained standing despite injuries that should have killed any man several times over. It had not taken a genius to put two and two together and conclude that she was the dreaded blood mage on the rebel’s side.

“Spare me no mercy,” he said as he stepped towards her with his weapon and shield ready. His soldiers followed behind him with intense trepidation on their faces. He felt resigned yet relieved of a burden. Life had felt burdensome since he lost his family, and some part of him rejoiced at how he would join them soon. “All soldiers! Relay the message and cease all resistance after I die. This is an order. There is no more need for blood to be shed.”

After Cal had charged the mages, they were naturally occupied with the danger in their midst, and the rebels had taken the chance, as they had already raised multiple siege ladders on the walls. The rebels had climbed and fought on the walls, and he knew the fall of the fort was merely a matter of time.

“May I have the last dance, old friend?” he asked at Celeysria’s battered figure as he held his ax and shield in a ready position. A faint smile adorned his face as he felt at peace with the death that would soon come to fetch him. Across from him, Celeysria looked at him with some reminiscence and melancholy on her face before she nodded grimly and held her halberd in a ready position.

“Thank you,” muttered Bahram in a low voice as he charged.

Despite his request, she showed him mercy in the end. His death was both swift and nearly painless. His expression was of one peace when death claimed him.
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Chapter 76: Hive of Scum and Villainy

“The greatest criminals were never the ones who broke the rules and did as they pleased, oh no. The greatest criminals were the ones who worked within the rules and abused them to their advantage at every turn. The truly great ones among these would even do it in a way that made them beloved by their people. Many emperors or kings were examples of these.” 

—Words attributed to the Silver Maiden, veracity undetermined

The rest of the group’s stay in Gtou’rergh was relatively uneventful, and they left on the seventh day as scheduled. Scaemille had escorted them back to the shores of Al-Shan, where they bid each other fond farewells.

They spent another couple of days on the island as the group fetched Vark and his family and bid farewell to Xain, Layla, and others they had grown closer to in their time there. Cal gave Xain another hug before they parted, and she spotted Aideen whispering with Layla for reasons she had not cared to learn.

They made their way back to Paradise through the gates, where they picked up two extra members, Salicia and her wife Grünhildr, who were more familiar with their next destination. Grünhildr was a tall, bulky woman, who many would have easily mistaken as a man, with visible scars on her face and limbs.

She had learned of the students from Salicia’s stories and quickly introduced herself to them. Like her wife, she was an unliving, primarily human, with some visible Orcish and Dwarven lineage, which likely contributed to her bulky musculature. Her skin was slightly tan, while her dark brown hair was primarily unkempt, bound roughly in a ponytail that reached below her shoulders.

Cal was not that surprised about the other woman’s scars. It was not uncommon to keep scars like they were medals of pride and honor among mercenaries or those of Dwarven descent. Grünhildr ticked both boxes at the same time. Much like Salicia, she was mediocre for a mage, though her void affinity made her “mediocre” into something quite lethal.

The group then went on through the gate that led them to Levain, where Vark, Krystal, and Ilena bid them farewell, as they would not be joining the next part of the trip. Cal herself was curious about their next destination, a city-state in the union that Aideen had suggested they bring their students to. In her words, it was to show them the darker side of the world.

Sev-Galas, their next destination, was located roughly four days away from Levain by carriage. With the return trip accounted for, they would have around a week to stay there before the students’ holidays ended. Aideen chartered an express carriage for the group, a larger one that easily accommodated the group of eight comfortably, and naturally declined the mercenaries who offered to escort them for the journey.

Since the journey by carriage was on the dull side, the group passed their time by chatting. Grünhildr and Salicia mentioned they had met when both were mercenaries who fought in the turmoil that followed Paradise’s founding in northwestern Alcidea. They noted that their becoming unliving together was probably dumb luck, but neither elaborated on the matter.

Aideen mentioned that the governor of Sev-Galas was an old acquaintance of hers, and theirs too, which made the city a good study case for the students. Many in the union disparaged Sev-Galas as a “Hive of Scum and Villainy” or as the “City of Sin,” which ended up being monikers that the city wore proudly on its sleeve instead.

It was a city where they legalized drugs, slavery, and death fights, and prostitution and gambling thrived. It was a well-known retreat for less savory underworld types, where many criminals legally made their base. Each union member had the right to handle their internal laws independently, so calls for censure had fallen on deaf ears.

Despite its horrible reputation, Sev-Galas remained a stylish retreat for the wealthy, both the legitimate and illegitimate types. It was a city where mortal enemies might willingly meet in a pub and share drugs and companions, and no one would blink an eye. As they said, “What happened in Sev-Galas stayed at Sev-Galas.”

Two days passed uneventfully as the group journeyed by carriage. They somewhat broke the monotony when they camped for the night. During the nights, Cal and Aideen had the students keep up their training, and Grünhildr happily helped with their training. The muscular woman was no blood mage, but six centuries of experience were far beyond what the young students could handle.

Grünhildr dual-wielded a pair of short halberds and used their many points to easily deflect and unbalance the students before she punished them with a whack from the shaft. With Aideen around, injuries would be of no concern even if the students were not mostly blood mages, and they all had portable baths with them, which helped keep the carriage from stinking up.

On their third day, in the afternoon, shortly before they would have entered territory demarcated as Sev-Galas land, a group of bandits on horseback—roughly twenty-five—accosted the carriage. They demanded coins and valuables as a toll for passage, and the sighing driver had just gone down to inform his passengers when eight pairs of eager eyes greeted him.

After three days in the carriage, the group was bored, and just on time, some bandits came to offer themselves.

The bandits found not the toll of valuables they usually received—they were smart enough only to prey upon poorly guarded carriages—but eight bored and eager, heavily armed people who viewed them as nothing more than some stress relief.

Aideen went for the three bandits who she assumed were their leader and vice leaders, as in her words, none of the others were any good at live capture. Cal told her students to hit the sides of the bandit group while she and Grünhildr followed behind Aideen. Salicia covered them from behind.

What violence ensued was not worthy of being called a “fight,” as it was closer to a one-sided beat-down of a massacre instead. It took barely five minutes before the once feared bandit group was reduced to corpses, other than their beat-up leaders, who Aideen deftly tied to their horses. They also gathered the other horses that survived and tied them to the rear of the carriage. The driver was awed by what his passengers just did and brightened considerably when Aideen casually tossed him a small pouch of coins as bonus “hazard pay.”

They went on with the trip, a trail of horses behind their carriage. They had burned the remains of the bandits, and Leila’s magic proved very useful there. Anything that had value and their heads for identification, they brought along.

They left four of the bandits as unidentifiable messes. One had his head splattered by Ognar’s hammer, another burned to charcoal by Leila, while the other two got run over by Willa. Her spiked armor and mass coupled with the charge left only a mess behind, and the wolf-therian had spent a good hour scrubbing herself and her armor clean after the battle.

They reached a small guard fort that belonged to Sev-Galas the following day, where they offloaded the horses and the captives to the appreciative guards. Aideen undid her little work of magic as the three bandits were dismounted, and all three men wet themselves explosively at the same time. She had fused their urethrae shut over the past day so the group would not have been bothered by their needs.

Most of the guards just laughed out loud at their one unfortunate compatriot, who got splashed by the urine. They handed the group a comprehensive list of the items, captives, and horses, stamped by the commander’s seal, for them to turn in when they reached Sev-Galas proper.
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Chapter 77: City of Sin

“Freedom and equality are nice words. They are the privileges the prosperous dangle to their people to make everything seem better. To those poor and oppressed, they mean little, as food to fill your stomach for the day matters far more.” 

—Azar’ēl Cèbrúnæ, Lifelong Mayor of Sev-Galas

By the afternoon of their fourth day, the carriage had reached their destination. Contrary to what Cal and the students expected, carriages and travelers formed two orderly lines as they waited their turn, with no sign of disorder. Other than the guards, who looked to be rougher types than most cities employed, the city gave a thoroughly orderly impression.

Since they were already there, and the line for travelers moved notably faster than the one for carriages, the group descended from their carriage and lined up behind those on foot. Aideen tossed the driver his remaining fees, which he accepted with thanks and a mouthed blessing before he turned his carriage aside and lined up on the other line.

Despite their roguish looks, the guards proved to be very efficient at their job, and it was only fifteen minutes before Cal’s group was near the front of the line. During that time, she watched how the guards meticulously inspected carriages and how one merchant whose goods were considered suspect tried to bribe the guards. In most towns, that would have gotten the merchant a pass, but the brute of a guard he faced laughed in his face before he dragged the merchant away into the city. Other guards secured the carriage and led it into the city proper.

When their turn for inspection came, Grünhildr and Salicia stepped ahead of the group, and Salicia gave a sudden, sharp whistle. The younger guards looked at her with puzzlement clear on their faces, but an older guard, their captain, straightened up when he heard the tone and somberly approached the group at a pace that could only be called hurried. All the while, he kept his back ramrod straight somehow.

He saluted stiffly when he faced the couple with a slight tremble that Cal barely noticed. The middle-aged brute of a guard captain was afraid of the couple. His trembling only intensified when he spotted Aideen, who teasingly waved at him.

“Ma’am! Welcome back to Sev-Gasal, ma’am! To what do we owe this pleasure?” yelled the guard captain, much like a soldier in the presence of their drill sergeant.

“At ease, Gus. It’s still another half a decade to the next training period,” Grünhildr said with a smirk on her face. “We’re just here to give ol’ Az a lil’ visit, ‘tis all.”

“Ma’am, certainly, ma’am! Please go right inside with your group!” the middle-aged guard captain said as Cal and her students looked on, unsure how they were related. Their group was waved through the inspection without a further word, and as they left human hearing range, she caught wind of how one of the younger guards asked what that was all about, only to be cut off by a meaty smack and a tirade of curses.

“So… what was that about?” Cal asked the three unliving women as she walked.

“Nothing much,” Salicia said. “We just help Az train his guards a little every couple of decades, is all.”

“Help keep ‘em disciplined, yea,” added Grünhildr with a smirk. “Most of ‘em be thugs and no-good wastrels, so a lil’ bit of fear helped make proper guards outta ‘em.”

“Az is an old friend of ours,” Aideen chimed in. “He’s been at it here for four centuries now, and I’d say he does a better job than most ever could.”

Cal couldn’t disagree with what Aideen said as she looked around the bustling cityscape. The city was downright prosperous, with healthy citizens who roamed the street without fear and many goods on sale. If anything was unusual about the city, it was probably how prostitutes—both male and female—openly advertised their services in broad daylight as they posed in risqué clothing. Another thing unusual was how a man hawked his slaves openly, right next to a stall that sold children’s toys.

Yet none of the citizens batted even an eyelid at the unusual sights. They saw it as the norm. And the way some children would play with the prostitutes and be given candies, all while their parents let them, showed how both sides were used to each other’s presence.

One stall openly sold various poisons, aphrodisiacs, and recreational drugs, which were something that would have gotten the vendor arrested anywhere else. Yet here, the citizens didn’t blink an eye. Some patronized the vendor just like they would buy groceries. Aideen even paid the stall a short visit and bought three vials from the smiling vendor.

The city guard patrolled the street openly, and the citizens made way respectfully for the thuggish guards, who returned the courtesy with polite nods. Cal even saw a little girl walk over and give a brutish, scarred, ugly guard a wreath of flowers, which the guardsman not only accepted but also patted the girl’s head gently as thanks, to which the little girl giggled in joy.

One thing Cal’s students found unusual as they passed by the third slave vendor was how they spotted no sign of enslaved children, despite the open slave trade. The youngest of the slaves in sight seemed to be in their late teens or early twenties. Giselle had heard stories from her parents about them since slavery was not illegal in Iznuguod, where her family originated from, and she asked Aideen about it.

“It’s simple, really,” Aideen replied to Giselle’s question. “Az loathes the idea of child slaves. While he certainly doesn’t give a damn if some adults are stupid enough to get themselves so in debt they are sold as slaves, the idea of children being sold off by their parents was and remains an abhorrent thing to him.”

“He even made it law that anyone who brought child slaves into Sev-Galas would—” Aideen’s words cut off when they approached what passed for a town square, except that at the raised platform in the middle was the merchant they saw dragged away from the gate earlier. Two burly guards forced him to kneel with his head rested on a cut log.

“Speak of the devil. An example just came up, girl. Watch and see,” Aideen said as the guard who played the drum by the side ceased his playing. The noise gathered the crowd’s attention, and the guard unfurled a scroll from which he read aloud.

“For the crime of attempting to smuggle child slaves into Sev-Galas, the criminal named Bastian of Ludveg is hereby sentenced to death by the authority of the Mayor of Sev-Galas!”

The gagged merchant tried to say something and struggled against his bonds, but the guards held him easily. Meanwhile, two more guards, one with an ax and the other with a sledgehammer in hand, took up their posts on either side of the log. The one with the ax laid his ax gently on top of the merchant’s neck, while the other measured the distance and then raised his sledgehammer high with both hands. They waited for the signal as the merchant trembled and soiled himself out of fright.

The guard with the drums frowned and showed disgust on his face when the stench reached him, and he lowered his hand as he gave the fateful signal. “Execute!” he yelled.

As they gave the signal, the sledgehammer descended, accurately striking the ax’s flat back with force. The force of the blow drove the edge of the ax cleanly through the merchant’s neck, and his head rolled over and fell into a prepared basket. Below the stage, the crowd applauded the execution. Some even cheered at the top of their lungs.

“As per regulations, the enslaved children in the criminal’s possession shall be freed and placed in the care of an orphanage. We shall auction the remaining slaves tomorrow evening in this square, with the auction results deposited towards their freedoms!” announced the guard to the crowd, which elicited more cheers from them.

“What does he mean it goes to their freedoms?” Giselle asked, somewhat puzzled.

“Unlike most places which allowed slavery, here slaves receive wages,” Salicia explained to the girl. “If they earned enough, they may buy their freedoms and be counted as a free citizen instead. Many of those who cheered loudly earlier? Likely used to be slaves themselves before.”

“This… is not exactly what I imagined when I heard stories of this place,” Giselle admitted.

“As they say, girl, seeing is believing,” replied Salicia with a smile. “Welcome, to the City of Sin.”
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Chapter 78: Lord of the Underworld

“Fair play? Hah! A jest, certainly! My friend, EVERY game is rigged, but let that not halt your step. One cannot win when one refuses to bet, after all.” 

—Azar’ēl Cèbrúnæ, Lifelong Mayor of Sev-Galas

Even as the students were baffled by the city, which broke most of their expectations, the group made their way to the mayor’s residence. Along the way, Aideen bought some local specialty, a ring of dough deep-fried in oil until browned and crisp, smothered in what looked like a generous syrup drizzle.

Cal snacked on the food and found its sweetness unusual, quite unlike anything she had tasted before, with an herbal tinge that reminded her of strong tea, which moderated the sweetness from being excessive. It had a delightful flavor, and she asked Aideen what they made it from out of curiosity.

Ognar nearly choked on his food when Aideen casually said they made the glaze with an extract from the cannabis plant. It was something more commonly known as a recreational drug elsewhere. It was not a surprise to Cal, however, that the place which legalized all the usually illegal drugs would be the one to find alternative uses for them. She asked to ensure that it didn’t have the usual addictive properties of the drug and, once assured, popped the rest of the sweet into her mouth.

The mayor’s residence was again one that broke their expectations. The students had expected a grand mansion that rivaled the palace of kings and instead found themselves before the gates of a very normal mansion, of reasonable size but not a large one. From what they could see from the gate, it wasn’t particularly luxurious either. Just normal.

The guards at the gatehouse opened the gates without question the instant they laid eyes on the three unliving women. They stood ramrod straight and saluted until the group passed through before they dared to relax and closed the gates behind them. Cal even noted how one of them sighed in relief as they passed.

When Salicia knocked on the door, an ancient goblin in butler clothes opened it and welcomed them into the mansion. Cal judged the goblin to be at least fifty years of age, which was nearing the end of their lifespan on average. As the old butler chatted with Salicia and Grünhildr as they walked, she heard how the butler mentioned he had prepared his nephew to take over his place when he passed on.

He introduced them to said nephew—a much younger goblin, probably still in his teens, similarly dressed in butler clothes—who bowed regarding the group. They made their way to the third floor of the sparsely decorated mansion—what few decorations there were, Cal found fitting and tasteful—where the old butler knocked on a wooden door three times.

“Enter,” said a dignified male voice from beyond the door.

As the old goblin butler held the door open for them, Aideen led the group in. They saw a tall, gaunt middle-aged Elvish male—Cal instantly pegged him as a pure-blood from how long his ears were—who looked up from the desk where he arranged many sheets of paper in an orderly manner. The elf had a silver-rimmed monocle over his right eye and kept his shoulder-length platinum blonde hair in a tight ponytail while his left hand absentmindedly twirled his long, thin mustache. He had a neatly trimmed goatee on his chin, one of the rare elf males who grew facial hair.

“Aideen? Sal and Grün too? What brings you all here?” he asked with some puzzlement. “Our schedule isn’t for another half a decade, I thought? And who are they?”

“Cal, and kids, meet Azar’ēl Cèbrúnæ, the boss of the town,” Aideen introduced. “Az, this is Celeysria Ambervale, from Al-Shan. And those kids are kinda our students.”

“We wanted to show them the other side for a bit, and hey, what better place than here?” chimed in Salicia from the side.

“That’s amenable with me, sure. And an honor to meet the Blood Demon of Al-Shan in the flesh,” said Azar’ēl as he gave a slight bow, which Cal returned politely. “What do you three have in mind?”

“Well, definitely a tour around the seedier parts, though a visit to the brats would be nice too,” said Salicia.

“A couple of matches in the pit, mebbe? It would be a good experience for ‘em. Ain’t like any of your fighters could drop a blood mage permanently anyway,” Grünhildr added.

“Add a couple of rounds in the gauntlet as well, and I might wanna bring some guards along. Let them see what’s coming their way in half a decade,” Aideen finished with a smirk while Azar’ēl nodded at their words.

“Let’s head for the pits first, then. You likely don’t know, but we got a new champ these last couple of years, a newcomer who could be knocked down a peg or three,” replied the mayor thoughtfully. “He’s a blood mage too, so I figured it’d be good practice for those kids.”

“How competent a mage?” asked Cal.

“Decent, but unpolished, as far as I can tell. He has a match in an hour and takes challenges afterward. I can easily slot you in there.”

“Works for me. Lead on.”

The largest arena in town where gladiatorial death matches were held—illegal in most lands, other than Dwarven lands and Sev-Galas—proved to be a reasonable distance away from the mayor’s mansion, and it took them over half an hour to get there. They sat comfortably in the private booth reserved for the mayor. They helped themselves to refreshments even as the mayor summoned the arena’s manager and had him handle the arrangements.

“So, which of your students will take on the champion?” the mayor asked as he casually sipped some wine. Below in the arena, three fighters armed with nets and tridents fought desperately against a slim, agile, flightless bird monster with a toothy maw where a bird would have had a beak.

“Depends on how competent the guy is, but likely Giselle,” Cal stated. “The other three are bad at holding back, and blood mage or not, I can’t guarantee your champion would survive them.”

Ognar, Willa, and Leila blushed somewhat at Cal’s warning, but they looked to the match as the crowd cheered. One fighter was down and clutched the stump of an arm that was now in the monster’s maw—but the other two entangled the beast with their nets properly. From there, it was a simple matter to put down the bound beast while the audience cheered them on.

After a five-minute break, in which workers cleaned the arena and sifted new sand over the worst bloodstains, the champion walked into the arena to the wild cheers of the crowd. The man was a tall and slender lizard-therian, with ridges along his spine and a short horn on his snout, armed with a pair of short swords designed for stabbing. His opponent was a big, burly orc armed with a two-handed ax clad in chainmail.

Cal had not needed to observe the fight for long before she knew the lizard-therian would be the winner. He was indeed a blood mage, one who fought much like Giselle at that, and from what she could see, her students had greater mana capacity by a good bit compared to him.

“Giselle,” Cal said as the lizard-therian brought the orc down with stabs to the back of his knee and swiftly had his swords crossed before his opponent’s throat. The crowd roared the champion’s name wildly at the spectacle. “You’re taking him on. Only use your self-enhancements at half power, understood?”

“Understood,” Giselle nodded as the arena manager called for the crowd to decide whether or not to spare the challenger. The crowd that night was rather pleased, and they raised their fisted hands, which signaled for mercy, to the orc challenger’s relief. “Anything else, teacher?”

“Nope. Besides that, go wild and knock him down a peg or two. He fights like you used to, so you ought to know how to screw him over,” Cal said nonchalantly. “Oh, don’t go for the head or heart. I don’t think he’s yet strong enough to shrug those off.”

Giselle nodded in understanding and left the private booth as she put her leather armor on. Her belt already sheathed her swords.

“So… all of you trained these kids?” the mayor asked as Grünhildr interrupted with a, “Not me! Yet!”

“The three of you? Together?” he asked again as he changed his question, to which Cal, Aideen, and Salicia nodded. “That’s good then. Our champ has grown arrogant as of late. A little setback ought to do him good.”

The crowd had roared wildly when the arena manager announced they were to have a special exhibition match, where a blood mage from Levain would take on their champion. Said champion stood still in the arena with his arms crossed confidently as he waited for his opponent, and his eyes lit up when Giselle walked out from the gate opposite him.

Both combatants drew out their swords as they circled one another, slowly at first. Suddenly, Giselle made the first move as she pushed herself at the champion with dazzling speed; her longsword swung towards his hip. The champion attempted to parry away her sword but was surprised when he found her stronger than he was and had to hop aside awkwardly to avoid the slash.

Giselle pushed her advantage and barraged the champion with rapid slashes and thrusts he barely avoided or parried. One bad parry he made allowed Giselle to strike at his blades with both of hers, which resulted in the champion losing his grip on his swords, and he looked at Giselle in despair as she held the tip of her longsword before his throat.

Neither of them paid much attention to the crowd’s wild cheers—and the jeers of those who lost their bets.
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Chapter 79: The Seedy Underbelly of a City

“No city is truly clean, even those that pretend otherwise. Beneath their pristine facade likely lies a seedy underbelly where malcontents and undesirables roam. The only place I know of that avoided this was Paradise, which had an unfair advantage since a bunch of immortal freaks founded it.” 

—Azar’ēl Cèbrúnæ, Lifelong Mayor of Sev-Galas

The evening was still young even after they had a quick meal in the arena—simple but lavish dishes of spiced roasted meat with wine—while Azar’ēl gave a quick admonition that left the champion quite chastened. Together, the group headed out towards the seedier parts of the city.

If it could be called that.

From Cal’s viewpoint, most parts of Sev-Galas seemed just as seedy as any other part. Whereas most cities grouped their less savory businesses like brothels and gambling joints in a single district, in Sev-Galas, all those were out in the open and freely available in every part of the city.

Places catering to recreational drug enjoyment were also commonplace, as the group had just walked by a storefront that sold exactly that. By the sidewalk in front of the shop was a section where some middle-aged gentlemen—well-off ones from how they dressed—inhaled herbal steam from a long hose attached to a container where they heated water and psychotropic herbs together.

Slave markets were common, as they noted earlier, and Azar’ēl led them towards the largest one, which included an auction hall. Over there, they sat in a private booth as slaves that belonged to the merchant executed earlier were auctioned to the public. Unlike most depictions of slave auctions they knew of, which were utterly demeaning to the slaves, the one in Sev-Galas was different.

For one, the slaves were recently given a bath and were dressed in simple but clean and undamaged tunics. The announcer would read out their names, ages, debt amounts, and specialties as they were led to the stage. After which, the people bid for the slaves.

Azar’ēl had explained beforehand that while slavery is legal in Sev-Galas, he had also made it temporary. Slave owners had to pay salaries to their slaves—notably less than they would have paid a free laborer, but still a decent sum—with which the slaves could buy their freedom when they accumulated enough money. The auction for these slaves had not involved actual money, and it was more a search for employers who wished to employ them, with their bids just cutting into the time the slaves remained as slaves.

Since the “proceeds” of this auction went to the slaves themselves, most of them walked out with half their debt already covered, which for many meant only five to ten years before they could afford their freedom. Cal even saw an obese old man who dressed luxuriously purchase a couple for the entirety of their debts, which made them free citizens on the spot and still offered them jobs as servants at his house, including a place for their child.

The mayor explained that in such cases, all the couple had to do was show up at the orphanage to claim their child back, with a letter from their employer as a guarantor.

After the slave auction, Azar’ēl brought them to one of the largest gambling joints in the city, where a weasel-like middle-aged goblin welcomed them warmly. They introduced him as the owner of the joint and bid them entry while he rubbed his hands together.

Cal exchanged five gold pieces for each student into tokens and let them roam the gambling joint to experience it while she and the three unliving women chatted with the owner and Azar’ēl. That they also demolished a good chunk of the ever-present buffet offered to the joint’s customers was incidental.

To her surprise, the owner and Azar’ēl assured her that the gambling joint would not have stooped so low as to cheat. They never needed to as the owner outlined the various ways they set the stakes and the games themselves, so that in the long run, while some people might win, the overall winner always remained the house. He further mentioned how most of the customers likely realized that fact since they had never hidden it, but of course, people often delude themselves and think of themselves as the lucky ones.

After a pleasant couple of hours that saw much talked about and that put some pressure on the joint’s kitchen crew, Cal called her students back and had them retell their experience so far. Ognar had little to say, as he went nearly broke early on with some too heated bets and barely had a few silvers worth of tokens left on him. Willa had good instincts and decent luck, as she broke even with minimal winnings, while Leila and Giselle both had won around a couple of gold each over the past couple of hours.

Their next destination was close to the gambling joint, right across the street. It was a large, lavishly decorated building, the largest and most popular brothel in Sev-Galas. Again, as the mayor led them into the building, the proprietor came to welcome them. Here, it was an older half-elf lady who must have been quite the beauty when she was younger.

The brothel’s madam exchanged some teasing banter with the mayor before she beckoned the group over to a large hall, where many well-dressed patrons of the establishment had already seated themselves. Light snacks and alcoholic cocktails were served, as there were still another ten minutes before the “show” started.

As they snacked and waited, it somewhat surprised Cal when she observed the eyes of the scantily dressed waiters and waitresses. Typically, prostitutes would have donned a fake smile with eyes that were often dead inside. These were lively and looked like they enjoyed their work.

When she asked about it, Aideen casually mentioned that with the city’s regulations and the amount the brothel paid them, quite a few people were more than happy to get paid while they had fun. Unlike brothels in other cities, prostitutes in Sev-Galas almost always joined the line of work voluntarily. They even enshrined the most popular ones as idols, and people bid fortunes to spend a night with them.

As a favor to the mayor, the madam invited the current most popular hetaera in her brothel to their table. She turned out to be an Elven woman—quite a young one overall, probably still in her third century—with a dazzlingly pretty face, who quickly charmed the table as she proved to be a very adept conversationalist.

They had just reached a pause in their conversation as the show started, and they drew their attention there. What they witnessed was an extravagant show, held on the richly decorated stage and performed by shapely men and women. They clad half the performers in attires so scant it left little to the imagination. In contrast, they completely covered others except for the usually covered parts, which created an effect more vulgar than if they were simply naked.

The show was a burlesque one, a caricature and parody that relied on scandalous humor and raw sexuality in its delivery. It would have made more conservative types faint in anger. Cal chuckled as she imagined old Halmout’s scandalized face if he were to witness such a travesty and quickly thought she should invite him over one day just to witness that.

After the show was over half an hour later—Cal had to admit it was entertaining, if unusual—the proprietor asked if the group would like to use their services further that night. Cal naturally declined politely, as did Giselle and Leila, though Ognar shyly said yes to the offer, which made the girls tease him endlessly. Willa had casually accepted the offer without deliberation, and so had all three unliving women and the mayor, who were old acquaintances with the hetaera herself.

They arranged an ordinary bedroom for Cal and the two girls that night. Despite being within a brothel, the room was luxurious, with a soft mattress that quickly lured them to sleep. The brothel must have invested in soundproofing since they heard not a squeak over the night.
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Chapter 80: To Treasure the Future

“Children are our future and need to be cherished wholeheartedly. Foolish bastards who have children but refuse to take care of them are nothing but trash, and trash only deserves to be cleaned up.” 

—Azar’ēl Cèbrúnæ, Lifelong Mayor of Sev-Galas

A young servant of the brothel knocked on their door politely and brought a modest but welcome breakfast for Cal, Giselle, and Leila the next morning. They chowed down on the simple but well-executed dish of white rice, freshly roasted fish, meat soup, and vegetables, chased by a dessert of fresh fruit slices.

As the same servant cleaned up the cutlery, another servant came by and asked if they would like to be brought to the rest of their group, to which Cal nodded her assent. They made their way to the fifth floor of the brothel, past scandalous yet tasteful decoration that elicited a blush from Giselle and a giggle from Leila, and were led to an ornately decorated double door.

When Cal knocked on the door, Ognar was the one that opened the door. The young half-orc had bags under his eyes, and somehow he gave the impression of gauntness despite his overall chubbiness, but the grin on his face was that of a man who regretted nothing. Aideen came up behind him and opened the door wider, which let Cal see that the rest of the group had already dressed and were ready to go. The mayor was not present in the room, however.

“Oh hey, Cal. We were just about to go down,” Aideen said as she walked out the door. She turned back to the doorway and waved fondly at the hetaera from last night, a smile on her pretty face as she lounged on the oversized bed that dominated the room. “Be seeing you again, Micah! We’ll come to play from time to time!”

“Your business is always welcome here, o Maiden of Silver,” replied Micah from her bed with her sing-song voice.

“Where’s the mayor?” Cal asked out of curiosity. She noticed how Ognar blushed as Grünhildr ruffled his hair when she walked past him and how Willa slapped his back while she guffawed loudly. They looked like they had a wild ride last night.

“He’s right next door, with the madam,” Aideen said with a conspiratorial wink.

“Huh, odd. I would’ve thought he’d be the type to join in your fun,” Cal said dryly.

“Because, Miss Ambervale,” said Azar’ēl as he walked out of the next door, apparently having heard Cal’s last sentence, which was no real surprise since Elvish hearing was notorious for its sharpness, and he was a full-blooded elf. He gave Cal an exaggerated mock expression of affront and horror as he said his following words. “While I might be a lord of criminals, there are lines I would never cross. Taking part in a wild orgy with my daughter would be one such line.”

Cal looked back and forth between the hetaera and the mayor. Now that he informed her, she could see some family resemblance between the two, and when the brothel madam came out from the same room the mayor had, she also noticed similarities to her if she were younger.

“Pardon. Didn’t know you two were related,” she said in apology, which the mayor accepted in good grace with a nod. He checked his suit jacket to ensure it was neat before he walked to the doorway of Micah’s room and poked his head in.

“Girl, we’re going to the orphanage. You coming with us?” he asked calmly.

“Sure! Give me a minute to prepare, pops!” answered Micah, her tone much more relaxed and playful as she spoke with her father instead of a customer.

Micah quickly got up from her bed and shoved the blanket away, revealing that she had been naked. She then walked openly towards her wardrobe by the side of the room. Cal had to give an appreciative nod at how the elf’s body had embodied what was close to their ideal of beauty: tall and slim, yet with notably more curves, courtesy of the human blood she inherited from her half-Elven mother.

“If I may be so bold to ask…” Giselle said from the side. “Why would the mayor’s daughter be working as a courtesan?”

“She’s an adult and wanted to try it out, so why not?” Azar’ēl replied bluntly, which visibly stumped Giselle somewhat. “Remember that us folks with long lives see things differently than your people do, girl. We’d often embark and try new things just to experience it.”

“Micah is mostly Elvish in heritage. She will live eight, maybe nine centuries long.” Azar’ēl added while his daughter dressed in some finespun dress that remained easy to move in. “Could you imagine the boredom of such a long life when you have nothing new to look forward to? Those like me, who have found their passion, are fortunate since our passions help keep our spirits up.”

Cal nodded and let Giselle stew a bit over what Azar’el had said. The views on life between longer-lived races—especially elves—had always differed from those who lived much shorter lives. The group made their way down with Micah in tow, although her mother, the brothel madam, had not joined them and bid her farewell when they left.

“Another question, if I may, Mayor Cèbrúnæ?” Giselle queried as they walked down the streets. The town’s citizens greeted their mayor respectfully as they passed, and many also greeted Micah as their “eldest mistress.” “Why allow the crimes to keep happening when you hold so much power that even the hardened criminals dare not break the rules here? Why not just forbid it in the first place?”

“You hail from Levain, correct girl? Where they’ve banned most activities we allow openly here?” the mayor asked Giselle in return, to which the girl nodded. “Tell me then? Do Levain’s bans and crackdowns mean your city is free of crime? That no black markets exist where they sell smuggled drugs and slaves? No underground where thugs rule the streets?”

The bitter expression on Giselle’s face was answer enough to Azar’ēl.

“People will always seek after things barred from them, and forbidden fruits are all the sweeter because they are forbidden,” he elaborated while politely waving to an old lady who greeted him as he passed. “It is far more beneficial to legalize them all, so we can regulate and tax them and make them lose their allure as a forbidden fruit. Maybe you disagree with this, but I challenge you to find a city with less illegal crime than mine in this world.”

That shut Giselle up as she pondered the implications for the rest of their trip. They reached the city’s orphanage not twenty minutes later, and as one, the students’ jaws slacked in surprise and awe.

“Orphanage” was not the first thing that came to mind when they saw the massive building—easily a match in size for smaller forts and castles—that occupied the entire city block it was at. The building was a four-story hollow rectangle, with the center area devoted to a park where the children they nurtured were allowed to play.

A couple of thuggish guards saluted and opened the doors wide when they saw the mayor, and they made their way straight to the park. Along the way, Cal saw some of the older children at work whistling while they cleaned the halls merrily. Azar’ēl said it was because the orphanage staff were mostly guards and administrators, so they taught the older children to help maintain and clean the building. It served as work training for when they would strike out independently.

In the park, they saw the slave couple from the auction yesterday evening, accompanied by their obese employer and a small child, probably only three years of age, who clung to them. The couple profusely thanked a young half-therian woman who resembled a kitten in features for having taken care of their child.

“Hubert! Nice seeing you, old fart!” Azar’ēl said as he greeted the obese old man. Now that she got closer, Cal was surprised to see that the old man was an elf. An obese elf was beyond rare, much less one that had let themselves go to that extent, as the old elf resembled a meatball.

“Az, my buddy. Fancy seeing you here!” replied the obese elf as he waved at the former slave couple to bring their child home ahead of him. “I see Ladies deVreys, Adenauer, and Sigvaldi too. What pleasure brings your honored presences here?”

Aideen, Salicia, and Grùnhildr waved politely at the old obese elf, who somehow performed a courtly bow despite his rotund body.

“They’re bringing students over for a tour,” the mayor said simply. “I also came today to check on the rest of the children that bastard brought. Miranda, dear? Where would the poor children be?”

“This way, Dad,” answered the half-therian woman as she led the group to where the children frolicked and played. Three children, in particular, looked on as the rest played, trepidation and worry still clearly etched on their faces. Cal estimated the oldest girl at maybe twelve years old, while the boy and the younger girl were around eight and five, respectively. They were siblings, and their parents were not among the auctioned slaves yesterday.

Azar’ēl and his two daughters walked toward the kids as Cal and the rest watched. The mayor calmly sat on the ground as he played with the smallest girl while his daughters coaxed the elder and more wary kids. They eventually won the kids over after a good while, and the kids smiled and waved back when Azar’ēl stood up and waved goodbye.

His features scrunched into an enraged frown when he returned to the group.

“Hubert, find a peasant couple, former residence near Sankt-Estas. Though they are likely moved by now, use those kids as references for their faces. Clean them up.”

The obese elf nodded as if it was the most normal thing and made his way out to enact Azar’ēl’s bidding. From how he said it, even the relatively naïve students knew that when he said to “clean” them up, he meant to have them killed.

“Is that… necessary?” Leila asked with some trepidation. Azar’ēl looked like he was about to scold her for a moment, but he mastered his temper and calmed down as his frown gradually relaxed.

“Those filthy excuses for parents sold their children as pleasure slaves for money,” he said in a frigid, furious tone. “The only reason the younger kids were still unharmed was because their elder sister had taken the abuse in their stead so far. You still think that filth like that deserves to live?”

Leila shook her head with some trepidation while Aideen and Salicia just nodded, as they were quite familiar with their old friend’s temperament. Grünhildr was away as she played with the children in the park, their innocent laughter juxtaposed with the serious argument just now.
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Side Story 7: Al-Shan Four Generals: The Steel-Winged Tiger of the East

“When the coup broke out, that the Dragon and Phoenix Generals supported it had not surprised me. Those two had close ties to the old nobility that supported the usurper. Neither had the Turtle-Serpent General’s capitulation to the rebels surprised me. Salman had always been a pragmatic man, foremost. As for the Winged Tiger General, she was one whose support of the usurper surprised me the least, for why would she not support her father-in-law?” 

—Halmout Mansoor, Prime Minister of the Al-Shan Empire

Al-Shan Empire, Shan-Hu Island, Winter 668 FP

For Asahim Haroone, eldest and only grandson to the current Emperor of Al-Shan, everything had gone to shit of late.

In the past eight years, the rebellion led by the runaway survivor of the royal family’s main branch, who survived the coup by chance back then, had blown up into a full-fledged civil war. And his was the losing side of it.

By now, the only islands still entirely under the emperor’s control were Shan-Hu, their gateway of trade with the mainlands, and Al-Shan. Hadj-al-Zafreed nominally still sided with the emperor, but the three governors there had turtled themselves in their fortifications and refused to answer the emperor’s call to sally forth.

At least they occupied a portion of the rebels who had to keep them under watch.

He, along with his father, the First Prince of the Empire, Mahmoud Haroone, and his mother, Rasheeda Taufiq, the Steel-Winged Tiger General of the East, had led thirty thousand men—half the emperor’s remaining armed forces—in defense of Shan-Hu island. This time, they caught the rebels on the move as they approached by sea, and their entire fleet had set out in a bold move meant to cripple the rebel forces before they could converge.

Hundreds of ships, both large and small, sailed out from the harbors of Shan-Hu and headed northwards, where they judged the rebels most likely to arrive from. If the information they received was correct, the rebels intended to pincer the island from both the north and the south, and should they defeat one prong of the attack prematurely, beating back the second would be far more doable.

After three hours of sailing from the port, their lookout in the crow’s nest signaled he had seen enemy ships, and sure enough, before long, Asahim could make out specks that were their sails on the horizon. Both his parents grunted in satisfaction at the same time. It sometimes made him feel a bit off to see his father, sixty-two and looking his age, stand beside his mother, who looked not a hair out of her thirties. But then again, his mother was a half-elf and nearly a century older than his father.

As a quarter-elf himself, he looked barely out of his teenage years, despite his age of thirty-four. Something that had made him immensely popular with the women in the capital.

Their lookout signaled the enemy fleet seemed to have noticed them and had attempted to turn tail and flee. His parents naturally gave the order to chase, and after another two hours where the winds favored them, their ships came close enough to the rebel ships to engage them in combat.

Arrows were nocked and fired from both fleets, while soldiers with shields covered the archers from the enemy’s return fire. Some larger ships, like the one Asahim himself was on, turned, aimed their onboard catapults, and flung heavy stone balls soaked in pitch set alight just before their flight.

The rebel fleet of maybe a hundred ships ceased their escape attempt as his side’s ships overtook them and turned to take the fight to them instead. Several ships rammed each other to mutual destruction in the chaos, while the rest abandoned arrows as soldiers boarded enemy ships and fought each other in the melee.

Asahim and his father remained on their ship as they commanded the chaotic melee, while his mother had leaped to a nearby enemy ship with her two sabers drawn. Her magic formed another dozen sabers that flew behind her back and moved with her mind, and even from his boat, Asahim could see how she annihilated the rebels on the ship she boarded with contemptuous ease.

That was when their plan—and the battle—went to the shithole.

While the chaotic melee occupied them, the imperial fleet had not noticed that two more detachments of the rebel fleet had flanked them, and now they were about to hit them from the sides. To make things worse, the new detachments flew a flag proudly, a flag that both Asahim and his father recognized and dreaded all too well.

A flag that depicted a sea serpent coiled around a shark in gold, over a black background, with red trim. It was Lady Sada Niesha who flew the flag, formerly the High Admiral of the Imperial Navy, who had disappeared shortly after the coup along with the empire’s cadre of space mages her husband led. She had never openly shown any hint of herself before this, but with her flag out in the open, there was little doubt left.

Mahmoud attempted to have parts of his fleet turn to meet the new enemies, but their current opponents doggedly pressured them at the cost of their lives. The rebel fleets that flanked crashed into the sides of the imperial fleet and quickly amplified the chaos of the melee.

Command over the fleet had broken down, and before long, Asahim found his ship engaged in boarding action from the enemy’s side. Fortunately, his large ship had many troops, amongst which were his parents’ guards, among the best-trained soldiers in the empire.

He watched in satisfaction as a platoon of personal guards pushed the rebels off the ship’s port side. Another small rebel ship had latched on by that time, but he deemed it to be of no consequence. Such a small ship only carried fifty men at most, and what could those do against his ship?

He was wrong.

A tall white-haired figure leaped from the small ship to his own. Within moments, they scattered the personal guards who had been so close to expelling the rebels off his ship. Most of them perished with their bodies separated into multiple pieces, while others pulled back with fear clear on their features.

The figure, a woman now that he had a closer look, strode forward. Soldiers that tried to stop her were dispatched efficiently by swings of her halberd as if she was mowing grass. Asahim knew things would go badly if their morale was ruined by the woman, so he gathered up his courage, drew out his sword, and let the rest of the personal guards stop the woman’s rampage and ideally kill her to raise morale.

He hadn’t heard his father’s panicked shout for him to stop.

Nor did he know what hit him.

The next thing Asahim knew, he lay against the ship’s mainmast, with no feeling in the lower half of his body. He looked down and gasped at the gruesome gash on his abdomen and the disgusting piles of intestines that had slipped out of the incision. With trembling hands, he tried to stuff the intestines back into his body as his bleary eyes took in the battle that raged around him.

He saw how the few remnants of his guards fought the woman and were torn asunder by her strikes as if they were children who fought an adult. His father had charged the woman with a bellow of rage, but his old body stood no chance, and the woman sent his head flying with a single strike. By cruel chance, the head landed near Asahim, who locked eyes with his dead father’s head, whose features were locked in rage.

His mother arrived with a scream, and he felt hope bloom in his heart. Surely his mother, the great general, could handle this rebel woman. After that, they would bring him to a healer, and all would be well except for his father. But shit happens.

Asahim watched joyfully as his mother slashed and skewered the rebel woman with her flying sabers; he thought the fight was decided then and there. His joy turned to disbelief and horror when the rebel woman struck back at his mother as if she felt nothing despite a dozen sabers piercing her body. Fortunately, his mother escaped the strike with only a shallow wound across the bridge of her nose.

His mother conjured another dozen flying blades; as she found the blades that had already skewered the woman refused to budge when she tried to pull them out. Her attempt to change their shape to strike her from the inside failed when the woman’s mana overpowered her own, which was little surprise.

Asahim watched with increasing horror and despair as his mother skewered the woman with another dozen blades, then another dozen. All of which the rebel woman took in stride and downright ignored as she pushed his mother back.

After the fourth set of blades, his mother had run low on mana, and the rebel woman pushed her back hard. One strike of the halberd his mother failed to block severed her left arm, and the distraction from the pain gave the rebel woman a chance she did not waste. As Asahim watched with horror, the rebel woman swung her halberd in a backhanded strike. The beak-shaped backside of the weapon struck his mother’s head and crushed it like an overripe watermelon.

Bits of blood and brain rained over the area, and the last thing he saw before he gave in to despair and darkness took him was how his mother’s headless body wobbled for a moment before it fell like a lump of flesh to the deck of the ship.

Then Asahim Haroone knew no more.
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Chapter 81: Criminal Rehabilitation

“Any fool stupid enough to break the law in my city gets a second chance, unless they broke one of the cardinal laws, in which case they’re dead. Otherwise, even the worst criminal will be given a second chance at life, a chance to serve the people. Are we not merciful?” 

—Azar’ēl Cèbrúnæ, Lifelong Mayor of Sev-Galas

For once, Cal allowed herself to relax and enjoy the peace as she joined the rest of the group and played with the children in the orphanage. The orphanage handled abandoned children from as young as infants and toddlers—though those were sparse—to those in their early teenage years. Children were cared for and trained in the orphanage until they reached the age of sixteen, at which point they were expected to strike out and live their own lives.

Cal played with a toddler as she raised him high in the air, which made him giggle happily. She kept the smile on her face as she entertained the child more, but her mind wandered elsewhere, to less happy days in the past where she had ended the lives of several children younger than the one she played with now. Whenever she saw small children, she couldn’t help but lament and wonder how those children might have grown up had they lived on.

She shook her head as she chased away the thoughts that disturbed her. The past was the past, and she could not alter what had happened. She played with the child a while more before she handed him over to Miranda, as the child had just filled his diaper. Fortunately, she had gotten none of the mess on herself.

Grünhildr and Willa had the most fun out of the group as they played with the children. The large, boisterous woman liked children and happily let them treat her large frame as a playground to climb and swing on. Willa had four children on top of her back as she ran on all fours around the park perimeter at high speed, eliciting excited shrieks from the kids.

Miranda explained to Cal, while she deftly cleaned the giggling toddler and dressed him in a new diaper, how they would be educated and assessed once the kids reached six years of age. At nine, they received small chores and other tasks as a prelude to work training, as well as a further stage of assessment to see where their talents were. At twelve, the children would enter full-time internships during the day that would hopefully have them prepared for life on their own.

The wishes of the kids themselves were also considered and factored into their training, which was one reason a burly guard with a scar that ran across his oft-broken nose was present in the park. He trained a group of young teenagers—the ones who wanted to be guards—through a series of physical exercises and weapon drills that looked very well structured to Cal.

Azar’ēl even hinted to Cal, once they were out of earshot of the children, that it was not uncommon for abused children—like the eldest of the siblings they met earlier—to opt for a life of violence. He further hinted that many such children ended up as members of his group of assassins and that they often derived great pleasure when jobs came by, especially when they involved people who abused children.

Cal had wanted to renounce his words but found she could not. To her surprise, Micah chimed in on the conversation and said bluntly that many people treated abused children as if they were damaged goods. They were treated with respect as Azar’ēl’s enforcers, rather than pity or scorn. That respect was often what most of those children desired above all else. She revealed further to Cal that she spoke from experience, as she was still the leader of Sev-Galas’s enforcers unofficially.

She was also the best assassin in the city.

That little revelation somewhat surprised Cal but also brought some of her doubts to light. She had wondered how the Elven woman had always crept along as she walked and how she barely extruded a sense of presence. That she was a trained and skilled assassin explained both.

As they walked out of the orphanage later that afternoon—Micah had bid them farewell as she returned to the brothel, which left Azar’ēl to be their guide—the mayor explained further how orphans helped staff around one-third of the city’s workforce. Free citizens covered most of the rest, leaving a portion for rehabilitated criminals to fill in.

While Sev-Galas legalized many things, crimes like theft, assault, and murder were still wholly forbidden in the city, and the guards were renowned for being highly efficient when it came to dealing with crimes. Punishments were severe, with rape and murder deemed as capital crimes. They gave those who committed lesser crimes two choices: to be “rehabilitated” and serve time as part of the city’s staff like the slaves or die, either in the rehabilitation process or on the execution platform.

Azar’ēl led the group to the rehabilitation camp, which had looked like an unassuming residential block from the outside. Inside, Cal saw that the building merged a few blocks and was designed similarly to the orphanage, with an open area in the middle surrounded by the residence. In the open space, they saw groups of people in shackles, who guardsmen were disciplining as they were made to do physical labor.

The way the guards cursed and yelled at the convicts reminded Cal of how some military trainers used similar methods. However, the guards here had far less tolerance for disobedience or resistance, as she saw some of them beat up convicts who resisted. She wondered whether such methods would have been effective in rehabilitating people.

“Of course, they try to pretend to be cooperative just to stab you later,” the mayor answered when she asked him about her doubts. “That’s why we have Miranda check over them every week, and every month we publicly hang ones caught to have such ideas before all the rest as examples.”

“Miranda is a gifted soulweaver, Cal. It’s child’s play for her to detect disgust and loathing beneath a smiling face,” added Aideen.

Cal fell silent for a bit, as she had some difficulty while she processed the juxtaposition of the image of the kindly cat-therian girl in the orphanage to someone who’d point out which people needed to be hanged in public.

“Those that are successfully rehabilitated from here are obedient and loyal people. Ones who dare not betray Sev-Galas know all too well what awaits them should they try to do so.”

This time, Cal couldn’t help but nod at the mayor’s confident words.
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Chapter 82: The Gauntlet From Hell

“Even the finest steel needs to be tempered well first.” 

—Old Dwarven saying

Some further explanations from the mayor confirmed that most of the time, only the repentant and the dumber criminals walked out of their rehabilitation. Most of the smarter ones were too smart for their own good and made examples of on the gallows.

They enrolled most of those who made it out to the guards or had them serve as laborers, while they might entrust repentant and skilled ones with jobs in the administrative staff. This explained why the guards in Sev-Galas had a lot of thuggish types in particular.

They had dinner that night at Azar’ēl’s place, where his chef preened at another chance to serve the unliving legends and cooked up a storm in the kitchen. Paper-thin slices of seared meats drizzled with oil infused with spices were served as an appetizer, eliciting a chuckle from the mayor as he commented his chef was never so enthusiastic about cooking for him.

What followed was a course of coarse wheaten noodles, cooked in broth until just right, where they were soft but still kept a pleasant bite, tossed with a sauce made from eggs, cheese, and bits of smoked meats. Thin shavings of prized mushroom—a rare ingredient chefs in the capital cities often bought for its weight in gold—then completed the dish. Its pungent flavor complimented the savory sauce and was balanced by the noodles.

The main course was a whole river fish, baked in a salt crust, which the chef broke apart and sliced into portions for them. It was served with boiled potatoes, then mashed with milk, salt, copious amounts of butter, and cheese until it formed a goopy texture. The chef placed a dollop of sour cream on top of the fish to accentuate its flavor further.

A tray with seven kinds of cheese, from soft, fresh ones with a mild taste, to pungent blue cheese, to strongly flavored, savory, and nutty hard cheeses was served next. Small dollops of jam, fruit preserves, and toasted bread were also prepared as accompaniment.

For dessert, the chef served an unusual cake. It had a base of biscuits soaked in strong coffee-tinged liquor, layered with a whipped mixture of eggs, sugar, and cream cheese, while they sieved fine tea powder on top. The admixture of sweet and bitter flavors brought an unusual yet pleasant flavor to their mouths as they ate.

Once the students had settled in for the night, Aideen explained to Cal that she—along with Salicia and Grünhildr—usually visited Sev-Galas every two decades and specially trained promising members of their guard. One method they used to weed out those with weak wills was a training course they affectionately called the “gauntlet.” They planned to subject the students to it for the rest of their stay in town.

At first, Cal felt slightly worried when she saw the grins on the three unliving women’s faces, which meant some people were about to have a terrible time soon. But then she shrugged and agreed, since those students of hers were pretty tough, anyway. They might as well see if they have what it takes.

Early the following day, the group headed out of town together on horseback, with a group of fifty guards behind them. The guards were not there for their safety, but they were fortunate—though some would have called them the unfortunate—ones chosen to undertake the trial early.

Their destination was a relatively large fortification, not an hour’s ride from the city. Near the fort were remnants of dense jungle, which used to cover most of the area before they cleared most of it for habitation. Sev-Galas, along with the cities of Ludveg to the northwest and Hassmeier to the east, formed a triangle that encapsulated a mana vein. The fertile lands served as the region’s breadbasket, and since they were located deep within the union’s territory, safety was of minimal concern.

It was near the jungle where they did the gauntlet.

The guards who rode with them lined up neatly, and Aideen had the four students line up with them. Cal told Willa, Giselle, and Ognar to put their armor and weights on, though Leila was spared from the same. They distributed heavy backpacks to the line full of sand and stones. Salicia had especially requested that the blood mage students be given extra bags to compensate for their greater physical capabilities.

With the weights secured, Grünhildr led the group into a jog around the fort. Guards in the fort cheered the joggers atop the wall as Aideen, Azar’ēl, and Salicia watched on with smirks. Everything went smoothly for the first five laps they ran around the fort.

By the seventh lap, several guards had slowed down and fell behind the pack, eliciting mockery and jeers from the spectators. Grünhildr carried on with the run regardless, and as she caught up and lapped the ones who trailed, she added to the insults, which at least motivated the guards to a momentary burst of effort.

By the tenth lap, more than half the group had fallen behind the rest. The students were in the group that held on so far, which did not surprise Cal. The blood mages notwithstanding, Leila was mostly Elvish in heritage, and elves were, by nature, endurance runners. She was also quite used to running with weights, as she had joined the other three in their training under Cal and Aideen.

Fifteen laps in, and only five guards kept up with Grünhildr and the students. Most of the rest trailed behind, while others had collapsed in exhaustion already, serenaded by the jeers and mockeries of the spectators from the fort. Even the five that kept up so far were showing signs of fatigue.

By the twentieth lap, only the students and a dog-therian guard still ran, as everybody else had given up and laid down to rest. They watched and were humbled by the five who still ran on. Fatigue had set in by then, even for the students, but the training they were used to was harsh as well, and they kept on as they ignored it.

The last guard finally dropped out by the thirtieth lap, followed by Leila fifteen laps later. Giselle gave up next on the fiftieth lap, while Ognar followed her on the next lap after. Grünhildr had to make some effort to tire Willa out, though, as she increased her pace from a jog to a sprint. Willa followed suit as she dropped to all fours. Even then, it took another twenty-five laps before she tired out Willa, and even Grünhildr herself felt tired from the exertion.

She looked at Willa and paid attention to her heavy armor and the weights she wore underneath it. She knew blood mages were capable of amazing physical feats, and the girl had combined therian physical prowess with it, but what she was capable of—at such a young age, no less—was quite absurd.
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Chapter 83: This Was Not the Vacation We Had in Mind

"Adversity makes character. Most fops and assholes are usually from rich or noble lineages, who have had their every whim catered to since birth. It is of little surprise that so many of them end up rotten, spoiled filth."

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

After a mere hour of rest, the gauntlet continued with a round of brutal spars, where the only thing being held back was straight-up lethal damage. They paired Ognar and Giselle against one another and told them to go all out, while Grünhildr handled Willa herself in a bare-handed spar. None of her contemporaries were a good match for the half-therian girl.

Cal winced as she watched how Grünhildr tossed Willa over her shoulder and twisted her arms behind her back until her tendons tore and snapped. The young blood mage only whimpered a little despite the pain, which impressed her. A quick pass by Aideen had Willa’s arms fixed in no time, after which she got up and eagerly went for another go with Grünhildr.

She nodded, quite satisfied that the young half-therian was in such good spirits even after the abuse, and saw that Giselle and Ognar also gave their all in their spar. Aideen flitted around back and forth and healed whoever required healing, which amusingly caused looks of despair to form on the faces of a few guards. Injuries would not be a reason for rest today, it seemed.

Salicia took Leila on as her opponent since they were one person short because Grünhildr handled Willa. She had not held back either, and more than once, Cal saw eyes poked or gouged out, only for Aideen to have everything fixed as if nothing ever happened moments later.

The training they had subjected the students to in the past few months primarily focused on practical skills and having their bodies conditioned better. This training, however, was meant to push them hard over their limits and temper their mental state. Whether they had it in them to make it through said training remained to be seen.

Half an hour into the spar, they rotated partners, as Salicia swapped to Giselle, and Grünhildr went to Ognar. Cal volunteered to handle Willa herself while they called for a guardsman from the fort to make up the numbers. Fatigue had shown on the faces of many guards, and quite a few of the grown men and women looked like they were about to cry.

Whenever one trainee did too well and beat up another one-sidedly, they switched their partners for more skilled ones. When even that failed, Salicia or Grünhildr went over to personally beat in a lesson in humility. Sometimes Aideen joined in herself, and how she effortlessly tore apart joints and twisted limbs taught even Cal a thing or two.

Willa had given an outstanding effort for one of her age and experience, even with the therian’s superior physicality and instincts accounted for. Still, it was her attitude that pleased Cal the most. Her stubborn refusal to surrender and eagerness to have another try was to Cal’s liking, though she would need a lecture about not biting off more than she could chew.

The girl was fond of risky tactics since she relied heavily on brute force, her durability as a blood mage, and her heavy armor. The combination had indeed mitigated her risks to lower levels than most, especially with her new armor. Still, it would avail her poorly should she attempt it against something truly out of her reach.

Cal relaxedly stepped aside from one of Willa’s charges and pushed the girl down even as she struck with her shin at the back of the girl’s foot joint. The joint snapped, and Willa fell on her face with a surprised yelp, but to her credit quickly flipped herself over and crouched on her hands and remaining foot before she relaunched herself.

“Perseverance is your best quality,” Cal said as she calmly grabbed the girl’s outstretched arm and violently threw her over her shoulder. She heard Willa’s shoulder joint as it dislocated during the throw and slammed her so hard against the ground she heard the noise made when at least some of her bones cracked. Cal stomped on Willa’s opposite shoulder for good measure and broke that joint as well. The girl remained on the ground this time and hadn’t moved her legs, so she probably cracked her spine with that throw.

“You should remember that discretion is the better part of valor when you’re out there for real,” Cal added as Aideen strolled by and fixed the girl in a couple of minutes. “Many things out there will have you as a snack if you only know how to charge at them. And while you likely would survive getting eaten and digested, I don’t think you’d enjoy being excreted.”

Willa made a disgusted face as she slowly got up and stretched her arms and legs. Her face scrunched up as she digested the mental image before she spat to the side in disgust.

“Something along the scale of the shark you killed might be the most I’d advocate attempting that trick on,” Cal elaborated. “A creature too large, and chances are you wouldn’t be able to get anywhere that would hurt it. Assuming you could even do a thing to it first, that is.”

“Noted, teacher,” Willa said with a serious nod. “So when something’s just too big to fight…”

“Run,” Cal simply said. “No shame to live to fight another day when there is no hope to win. Remember Ragiula? “First time I met her, all I could think of was how to escape without attracting her attention,” admitted Cal bluntly after Willa nodded. The half-therian girl’s eyes bulged in some disbelief at that statement. “To be honest, I’m not sure there’s anyone out there that could take on a creature of her caliber unless maybe a void mage of the caliber that supposedly made the great gap pulled off the same suicidal trick from inside her.”

“People are far from the strongest thing in this world, girl, so keep that in mind for the future,” she continued as the half-therian girl contemplated her words. “If you four stick together as a group, Leila or Giselle should be there to veto more impulsive ideas, but if you wish to strike out on your own later, it would be good to keep this in mind.

Somewhat chastised, Willa nodded as she also thought about the future. What indeed? They would still spend the next few years at the institute, where they had more time to train and grow. But what about after that? Would their little group of four stay together? Would they go their separate ways? Things with Ognar had also been awkward since the fun night they had in the brothel a couple of days ago, as the boy blushed when he ran into her or any of the unliving women.

“If you all intend to stick as a group,” Cal continued, “I would recommend trying to scout another member or two. As a team, you lack people who can track and are well versed in the wilderness. Another ranged combatant would also help balance things out.”
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Chapter 84: Vacation Ends, and Fond Farewells

“For most, no relationship lasts forever. Farewells and goodbyes are part of any relationship you will ever forge in life, so get used to them, for they will be ever-present. This applies less to those who live technically forever, though.” 

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

There were six days left before they had to take a ride back to Levain since the students’ vacations would have ended by then. Those six days were full of utter exhaustion and extreme exertion for the students in question, along with the fifty guards who had tagged along. The mayor left them by the night of the first training day since he had a city to run, the group to handle the training on their own.

Leila, Ognar, and Giselle would later remember these six days as among the most challenging times in their lives, where every waking moment was filled with fatigue and pain in equal measure. Willa, the oddball she ever was, wholeheartedly enjoyed the brutal training. The three unliving women shrugged in the end and kept her piled with more and more arduous training.

Despite the pain and fatigue, none of the students complained. They were sober enough and saw through the suffering. They noticed how they pushed their bodies over their limits over and over and how said limit slowly but surely increased and improved with time. As the one who worked the hardest, Willa showed the most improvement, which made Ognar and Giselle worry that the half-therian girl might run circles around them in the future.

However, some guards dropped out of the training by the third day, as they couldn’t take any more punishment. By the fifth day’s evening, when they declared the training finished, less than half of the fifty guards were still part of the group. Not a single guard complained that the students got “special” treatment during the training since theirs was of the variety where they received the most challenging workout.

Everybody left cheered when Grünhildr announced they had officially survived the gauntlet. Guards from the fort walked out and congratulated their comrades as some rolled out barrels of beer while another set up a spit atop a bonfire. They roasted two whole pigs on the spit as they filled mugs with booze and everyone partied away for the night.

To the side, Grünhildr and Salicia consoled those who dropped out during the gauntlet and mentioned that they could always do better the next time. That elicited both relief and dread from the poor guards.

Relief that they had another chance to prove themselves. Dread that they had to go through the torment all over again.

They partied hard that night, and Cal turned a blind eye when some young guards brought Ognar and Willa to the fortress’s barn. Those two were old enough to decide for themselves anyway, and neither Orcish nor therian culture emphasized sexual relations, unlike humans.

Cal’s group and the fifty guards accompanying them rode back to Sev-Galas the following day. They had an uneventful journey, and they reached the town by noon. They separated from the guards, bid Azar’ēl farewell properly while they had lunch with him, and immediately chartered a fast carriage to Levain.

No bandit was stupid enough to bar their path on the four-day journey back. The only excitement on the road was when a monster bear ran into Willa while she relieved herself in the woods. The bear proved a poor match to the young blood mage, as Willa tore its throat out with her bare hands and dragged the corpse with her back to the camp.

That night they had freshly roasted bear for dinner.

Once in Levain, the three unliving women bid their students farewell as they departed back to Paradise. Cal also bid her students farewell as she headed towards the next leg of her journey. She watched their backs for a while as they separated and went to their respective abodes before she shook her head to clear her mind. Maybe it was because this was the first time she had students, or perhaps she had become sentimental with age.

Once they were out of sight, Cal turned towards the northern gate of Levain and departed the city from there. She strolled as she headed north, her route plotted out long ago. Levain was located at the heart of the Union of Free Nations, and she would need at least a week of travel to leave their territory.

Her trek northwards was a straight line, as she paid little heed to areas marked as dangerous to ordinary travelers and simply rushed her way through. She crossed the territories of half a dozen nations that week, more often than not without the authorities’ knowledge, as most of them simply had not stationed guards and checkpoints in less traveled areas.

She spent her nights in her tent or atop tree branches half the time, while other times, she borrowed a room in a village that was along her path. The trek was a peaceful one, mostly. The union’s member nations at least policed their respective areas thoroughly, and banditry was relatively uncommon overall.

Cal ran into one banditry attempt, albeit not one aimed at her. On her fifth day of travel, she witnessed a group of close to thirty bandits besieging a merchant caravan with barely half that number of guards. The bandits were truly just misfortunate that day, as they were in her way.

The twenty bandits that besieged the caravan noticed the oddity when they heard faint shouts from the forest where the rest of their members hid. The sudden lack of ranged support also clued them to the fact that something had gone wrong. That feeling was punctuated when Cal walked out of the forest with an injured bandit in each hand and casually threw them at the bandit group.

She threw those bandits with so much force that a couple of their bones snapped on impact, and a bunch of the bandits that unwittingly cushioned their landing also fell. She casually walked through the group of bandits and broke the limbs of those that tried to move against her. Other, more intelligent bandits dropped their weapons and surrendered in fright.

As she walked by the caravan’s guards, she mentioned the bandits were all theirs to deal with and left on her way to the gawks of the caravan guards.
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Chapter 85: Feathered Lizards and Some Bandits Out of Luck

“Throughout written history, the northern parts of Alcidea, with its rolling plains and abundant wildlife, have always been tribal lands. Orcs inhabited the northwest, goblins the center-north, and elves the northeast. Alliances and conflicts had happened equally between the multitudes of tribes that called Northern Alcidea their home.” 

—Excerpt from History of Civilization in Alcidea

As she neared the northern border of the union, Cal noticed the villages grew sparser, as the union and the goblins that inhabited the vast savanna—often just called the Goblin Lands by others—rarely bothered each other. Their contact mainly was that of trade, and between the two areas was an area, roughly spanning a half-day’s travel by carriage, that was considered a no-man’s-land.

Because of its nature, several bandit groups made their base in the no-man’s-land since patrols from either side rarely strayed into the area. Most bandits that had been in the business long enough knew that lone travelers—especially ones on foot—were bad news more often than not. However, one of the newer—and larger—groups of bandits thought of the lone traveler that had just strolled into their territory as easy prey.

So Cal was accosted and surrounded by approximately eighty dirty, smelly, uncouth bandit types.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she asked no one in particular with some exasperation over the unasked-for disturbance.

“Now, now, lady, no need for such crude words~” said a muscular but obese bandit with a prominent bucktooth. “Just hand over your valuables all nice and tidy now; the boys and I will show you some good times afterward ~”

Cal cringed with some disgust at the leer the bandit aimed her way, and, with a sigh, decided to just let these bandits serve as stress relief since they had already delivered themselves. Usually, she would be much calmer, but these bandits caught her right when she was in the middle of the throes of her yearly period. She had been in a somewhat cranky mood these past few days.

“Yeah, might as well get this over and done with…” she muttered in a low voice. Her left hand reached behind her back, unsheathed one of her Dwarven-made knives, and flung it at the leering bandit in an underhand throw. The recurved blade whirled through the air and embedded itself right in the bandit’s face, directly between his buck teeth.

Cal gave a little smirk of satisfaction at the sight, grabbed her crescent-bladed halberd with her right hand, and drew a few throwing knives with her left as she charged at the bandits much like how a wolf would have charge into a flock of sheep.

The poor bandits never stood a chance. Lucky ones found instant deaths by decapitation or throwing daggers to the head. She left the unlucky ones in piles on the grass as they slowly suffocated from their own blood or desperately tried to cram their scattered organs back inside their bodies. One unfortunate bandit crawled away a distance with only the upper half of his body since it was severed just above the waist.

When one bandit ran a little too far away, she whipped out the large windlass crossbow she bought back in Knallzog, loaded a bolt, and fired all in a smooth motion. The bolt whistled through the air before it embedded itself firmly at the back of the runner’s head, who toppled dead to the ground after he took a couple more steps.

Some bandits trembled and tried to surrender, but Cal gave them no quarter, and one sweep of her halberd sent heads into the air.

“C’mon now, assholes! If you want to bandit, bandit properly, for fuck sakes! Stop being sniveling cowards crying for your mom’s teats!” she cursed as she chased after the now thoroughly spooked bandits and hunted them down one by one.
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A reasonable distance from the bloodshed, two male humans sat astride their horses atop a small hill. The older of the two, a middle-aged man with fine but roughened features, handed an expensive spyglass to the younger male, who resembled him enough that to guess they were family would likely not be incorrect.

"Quentin, my son, do you see why I have always forbidden preying on lone travelers?" asked the older man. The younger one still looked at the ensuing carnage far away through the spyglass with utter awe on his features. "One bit of bad luck, and you might share Bheg's fate today. Those who travel by their lonesome are poor and desperate and thus not worth the effort, or the powerful who need no escort."

"But come now, let us make haste and be off. We must have the men ready and marching to Bheg's lair to claim his riches before others beat us to the punch."
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Cal was not unaware of the presence of spectators. While the distance was too far for human eyes to have noticed, she could barely make out the silhouettes of the two horseback spectators. However, she decided not to bother with them as long as they minded their own business.

Out of the bandits that had surrounded her, none remained. A few were still in the agony of slow death, but those were not of her concern. She calmly went around the carnage and collected her throwing knives and bolts that were still usable. She had not forgotten the knife she threw first either, as she extracted it from the bandit leader's face with a squelch.

The stench in the area was carnage: a horrific mixture of blood, shit, piss, and guts that stunk to high heaven. The stench also attracted predators as Cal saw a pack of ten creatures approaching. The creatures were bipedal lizard-like creatures with tiny, underdeveloped arms. They stood about as tall as her chest atop a pair of powerful, muscular legs that ended in wicked claws and had maws with rows of dagger-like fangs.

They also had brilliant plumage covering their entire bodies in shades of colors that seemed to shift based on the sun's rays' angle. The lizards sniffed cautiously as they neared the carnage before they feasted on the bandit corpses furthest away from Cal.

Out of curiosity, Cal approached the creatures. They snapped their heads up and looked at her warily but made no moves to threaten her. She had not realized it, but ever since she was in a cranky mood, her control over her mana had slipped a little, and wild animals were susceptible to it. They eyed her much like they would an apex predator, with resignation and fear.

She walked over to the lizard with the most brilliant plumage. The creature stiffened at her approach and even trembled a little. Cal plucked around five choice feathers off the stiff creature, which she stored, because she suddenly had the urge to grab some souvenirs for Xain. She then left the creature behind without harming it.

If it had been a human, the feathered lizard she plucked the feathers from would have exhaled in utter relief once she had left. The lizards looked blankly at one another, unsure what to make of the unusual development before they collectively gave a metaphorical shrug and busied themselves with the grand feast before them.

The few bandits who had the misfortune to be still alive somehow after the carnage found their ends in the mouths of hungry feathered lizards, or worse, were dragged back by the creatures to their nests, where the lizards fed them to the small lizards that had just hatched a short while ago.


Side Story 8

Side Story 8: Al-Shan Four Generals: The Crystalline Turtle-Serpent of the South

“Salman was always an old pragmatic fool. He chose the usurper’s side after all the other generals switched sides, so he deemed it the best to follow. After decades, he dug himself into a hole too deep to escape from, for even should he declare his willingness to switch sides, the loyalists would not have trusted his words. He knew of it too, which led to his disastrous final stand in the capital.” 

—Ren Hao-Xiang, Space-Affinity Archmagus, and Head Royal Court Mage of the Al-Shan Empire

Al-Shan Archipelago, Al-Shan, Capital City, Autumn of Year 671 FP

Salman ibn Aziz, an old human man who neared his eighty-fifth year of age, pondered where everything went wrong. He stood alone in the center of the capital’s noble district with his arms folded. The district had long been emptied. Many of the nobles had either fled or died by now.

He sighed as he watched a high tower crumble down, one trap he had set to delay the rebel army’s march into the capital. They had heavily trapped most of the southern and western sections of the city, as that was where the rebels had attacked from. Despite how the battle raged on the front line, he remained where he was.

All the emperor’s loyal soldiers remained at the front line as they fought desperately against the rebels that outnumbered them. The old general had realized something since they lost the Ice Phoenix General. The rebellion they mainly had thought of as a mere nuisance for three decades had bitten them back over the last decade.

Usually, he would have switched to the winning side in such a case, but now it was an impossibility. The past three decades had made him too entrenched on the current emperor’s side, and the rebels were unlikely to spare him either way.

It all mattered little by now. He was old. His children and grandchildren were all already swallowed by the maelstrom of this civil war. The once ambitious and extremely pragmatic old man had turned apathetic to most things, and as he stood alone in the mostly deserted noble district, he pondered his plan in his mind.

The rebel’s successes in their early decades—when they were constantly on the run and only occasionally struck back—mainly were attributed to their cadre of space mages. The entire cadre of court mages had defected to their side shortly after the coup, which gave the rebels a lifeline since they had the option just to teleport their leaders away in emergencies.

Later, when they struck back with force, their cadre of space mages was combined with their ace in the hole, the blood mage. The space mages would simply have the blood mage teleported over to the commanders of the emperor’s army, after which carnage ensued. It was a crude and simple tactic, yet also highly effective.

It was a risky maneuver, to be sure, but when Salman considered how none of his fellow generals survived their encounter with the blood mage in question, it became a moot point. That was also why he waited alone in the noble district rather than fighting with his men on the front line. He reserved his mana, for he would need every drop soon.

The grounds by the noble district were the most usable for his needs, and that was where he prepared to make his stand. The blood mage’s record of invincibility had also made her into someone the rebels looked up to. Her mere presence alone raised rebel morale to the roof.

So Salman planned to fight her to the death at his chosen ground. Ideally, with him at full power and the blood mage depleted from the effort it took to get here. If he could kill the blood mage and join the front line with her corpse to show, turning the tides of this losing battle might still be possible.

If he failed? In that case, it would doom the emperor, but it would no longer be his problem because he would be too dead to care about it.

He calmly waited; his old body shivered a bit as the cold autumn wind blew past, and he rubbed his hands together for some warmth. His long beard, once luxurious, had now grown sparse with age. He heard a strange sound, like what wind makes when sucked forcefully through a narrow opening and saw a teleportation gate open about a hundred meters to his left.

A figure curled in a fetal pose passed through the portal, which closed shortly after. Salman just watched and waited until the figure of the rebel blood mage made her way toward him. He noticed that the woman was tall, her body slim, yet it was a slenderness packed full of toned muscles. He saw blood all over the woman’s unnaturally pale skin and white hair and several injuries that looked fresh on her body.

He remembered he had seen the woman before, more than half a century ago when the previous emperor still reigned. Her father was an ancient elf who was a trusted healer and physician who often came to the royal family’s service. He had thought she would be a healer like her father. She clearly was not.

Salman erected a hasty shield of quartz. Most earth-affinity mages that pursued combative careers focused on stones, but he had polished his skill with quartz since he was young, the hard but brittle crystal a lethal tool in his hands. It stopped a handful of throwing daggers in their path. In the same motion, a pillar of quartz rose from beneath him and brought him aloft into the air, safe from his opponent’s reach.

Spikes of sharp crystals rose from the ground from all angles, aimed at the woman beneath him. Salman’s hands danced as if he conducted an orchestra, as he conveyed his magical power through the gestures he was used to. The woman below proved slippery as she evaded most of his spikes with inhuman speed. She shrugged off the spikes that struck her as if they did nothing, and the wounds he scored on her were shallow ones so far.

The woman leaped away from the ground, landed with one foot on a second-story windowsill, and used that leg as support to jump further to the house's roof across the street. On the rooftops, she was too far from the ground for Salman to attack her effectively, but she could not pose a threat to him either.

It was a stalemate, except time was not on his side.

With a thought and a gesture, Salman changed his strategy. He seemed to fall into the pillar of quartz, but the pillar soon remolded itself, and before long, a five-meter-tall humanoid golem of quartz stood in the noble district, Salman encased in its center. He directly encased his arms and legs in the quartz, though an air bubble surrounded his torso.

His opponent took his challenge he intended since she launched herself from her rooftop perch and slammed the beaked hammer-spike of her halberd against the golem’s chest with horrific force. The blow forced the golem to take a step back, and it chagrined Salman when he saw how much damage the woman did.

Damage to his golem he could fix with an expenditure of mana, sure, but he could not keep it up forever. The woman had leapt off his golem’s chest after her stroke, but he was fast enough that one of his arms swatted her into and through the wall of a nearby residence. It chagrined him once more when he saw the woman walk out of the building, several fresh cuts on her, but otherwise, she acted as if nothing of importance had happened.

She flexed her neck a little before she charged at him once again.

What followed was an exchange of blows that left Salman frustrated. He swatted and kicked the woman successfully a few times, and twice even caught her off guard as he sprouted spikes spontaneously out of his golem’s fists, but nothing had even slowed the woman down. Not even a quartz spike the size of a human thigh through the middle of her chest had made her pause, and instead, she took advantage of his surprise to cleave one of the golem’s arms clean off.

Salman burned more of his mana to repair his golem from that blow alone compared to the entirety of the damage he had taken so far, while everything he did to the woman—he had once crushed one of her legs between his fist and a wall, yet somehow the leg kept its shape despite being a mushy pile of meat, blood, and bones—failed to stop her. Nothing he did seemed even to do more than mildly inconvenience the woman.

And his mana ran low after they fought for thirty minutes.

Not fifteen minutes later, Salman wheezed in fatigue as his golem crumbled beneath him from the woman’s blows. His sight swam as the crystal-clear torso of the golem turned into a blurry white when crack lines spread around it. He soon found himself held up in the air by the woman’s hand, too fatigued to fight and out of mana, regardless.

They had reduced the noble district around them to rubble during their duel, with nary an intact building in sight. Under some wreckage, crushed limbs protruded, relatives of nobles who were not smart enough to have evacuated beforehand.

He just gave a deep sigh as he looked up at the blue sky and gave an understanding nod to the woman who would be his killer soon.

She seemed to have understood his meaning as she snapped his neck swiftly. It was a relatively painless death. As his consciousness faded into the dark, dark humor overcame him when he considered how the emperor would soon accompany him to the afterlife.

He never liked that stuck-up ass.
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Chapter 86: Goblin Tribe and Mercenaries

“Goblins are hunter-gatherers by nature, and their instinct usually leads them to form tribes with the collective of tribes ranging from twenty to thousands of members. They are far from the strongest race physically, but their sense of unity and camaraderie means that you seldom face a goblin alone.” 

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

Contrary to the Orcish Lands in the Xewaur Plains, the Goblin Lands to its east looked almost like a different world. Where the Orcish Lands were temperate in climate and mostly boasted vast savannas punctuated with the occasional forest, the Goblin Lands had lush rainforests in many places, with the grasslands also packed with dense shrubs. The climate was tropical, high in heat and humidity, which was quite unpleasant to someone accustomed to colder climates like Cal.

Once she passed the border, she followed the path of the nearest river she found, as it was likely that they would build any settlement near a river. It also helped that the river meant she could just plunge into the water when the afternoon heat felt unbearable.

The river wasn’t too deep, as the water reached only to her chest. Despite the tropical heat, the flowing water was decently cool. Unfortunately, it was not even five minutes before her bath was disturbed. A swarm of fish around the size of her palm had approached and flocked around her as their maws opened to reveal two rows of knife-like teeth.

They were too small for their bite to have possessed much force, and their teeth couldn’t penetrate her bare skin after she circulated some of her magic around. So she went on with her bath unbothered while the swarm tried to bite her all over. It was rather ticklish, however.

Unfortunately, the next intruder was less ignorable since it was a three-meter-long alligator. It opened its jaws wide as it lunged at her and found, to its surprise, that Cal had caught its jaws with her hands and prevented them from closing. She had to exert some magic to overcome the beast’s jaw muscles, but a strong push did the trick and dislocated the beast’s lower jaw.

She caught it by the tail when it turned around, trying to flee, and kept it in place with some effort. Then she heaved, her arms raised, holding the tail high as she spun the alligator over her head. Once she felt she had enough momentum, she flung the beast towards a large tree, and a loud crack sounded as the alligator’s back impacted the tree. The beast fell and twitched, trying to crawl away but failing as the rear half of its body suddenly turned to unresponsive dead weight.

Cal finished her bath before she walked out of the river. She plucked a couple of fish that hung on with their teeth, tossed them back into the river, and then dressed. The alligator she dispatched with a quick blow to the neck, and since it was already past noon and she hadn’t eaten lunch yet, she decided not to look a gift horse in the mouth.

She butchered the alligator by the river and set up a fire pit over which she broiled cuts from the beast’s meat. The first slice, she tried without seasoning other than a bit of salt and pepper, so she had a baseline on how to prepare it properly. To her surprise, it tasted like chicken or fish, or instead, both, just with a bristlier texture.

She slathered the following slices with a pungent condiment made from fermented fish, adding a sharp tang to the flavor that meshed pleasantly. She had allowed her mana to go loose while she ate, as its presence drove beasts away before they could bother her meal time.

She continued to follow the river for the day, and by the evening, she noticed smoke far in the distance and adjusted her path to match. The night passed uneventfully in her tent, and she continued on her trek the next day in the smoke’s direction.

Shortly before noon, she saw the tribal village in a man-made clearing beside the rainforest. A perimeter of wooden stakes formed a rudimentary palisade circled the settlement, which looked larger than she expected. As she got closer, she counted at least a couple hundred mud or wooden huts within the perimeter.

“Hail, stranger! Another mercenary for the mission?” asked a goblin guard in accented Common as she approached the gate in plain sight. The goblin was short and rather scrawny, as was typical for his kind, and dressed only in a short skirt made from dried grass and what looked like an oversized, utterly exaggerated codpiece closer to a penile sheath made of carved tree bark.

“Mission? Afraid not. Just traveling on my own. May I come in?” Cal replied.

“Sure, sure, go right ahead,” said the guard nonchalantly. “Might wanna avoid the plains to the north, though. Tyrant lizard has been raging there of late. What we got the mercs for, even.”

“Good to know,” she replied with a smirk.

Inside the settlement, she saw primarily goblins dressed similarly to the guard outside—females went topless and sans the silly penile sheath—and some therians who had adhered to a similar dress code or just strolled around buck naked except for their fur.

It was a reasonable way to dress, considering the climate. The heat and humidity together made most clothing downright uncomfortable to wear.

She found the mercenaries pretty easily since they stuck out like sore thumbs with how they dressed. As she walked toward them, one dwarf sighed loudly and removed his shirt and trousers. He sat in his underwear and fanned himself with his buckler to the other mercenaries’ chuckles.

From the way they seated themselves, there were three separate parties of mercenaries. A group of seven dwarves sat to one side as they fanned themselves with whatever was at hand. The second group was mixed, with eight members, most of whom were of such mixed lineage that it was hard to tell what exactly they were descended from.

The last group of six had four elves and two elephant-therians as their members. Curiously, most mercenaries busied themselves with weapon maintenance, and Cal saw predominantly heavy ranged weapons, with the melee weapons likely meant for self-defense.

It was a rather curious choice, but when she considered that the mission was likely to hunt an animal, it made sense as well.
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Chapter 87: Hunt for the Tyrant

“How tribes of goblins not only survived, but downright thrived, in an area where many large predators roamed was not only because of their rapid reproductive cycle but also the niche they carved out for themselves. For large predators, to prey on goblins often proved to be more trouble than it was worth, while smaller predators often found themselves the prey when they ran into some goblins.” 

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

Cal spent the night in her tent, set up beside those of the mercenaries in what passed for the settlement’s city square. The goblins were keen enough to offer hospitality, but their mud or wooden huts were typically built according to their size and would have been an uncomfortable place for most other races.

She was at least glad that she bought a tent with soundproofing enchantments included, as the goblin’s reputation for promiscuity and willingness to fuck almost anything seemed to be pretty close to the mark. She heard many noises that permeated the night air when she went out during the night to relieve herself.

The mercenaries had worse tents as she saw the four elves looked like they had little sleep the following day. The dwarves came more prepared as she saw one pluck out earplugs from his hairy ears while he prepared breakfast.

Breakfast was simple fare. They served cooked vegetables and meats on a spongy flatbread, with wide leaves as the “plate.” The flatbread had a somewhat sour flavor that was unusual, but the food was cooked to complement that sourness, and it all meshed together well. Small cups of a strong, bitter coffee were served as well: a local brew heavy on the aromas and one that would make one wide awake when ingested.

Cal especially liked the heavily spiced and minced raw meat served with the spongy flatbread.

When the hunting party departed shortly after breakfast, Cal walked along with them. The goblins had not refused an extra hand, but they also clarified that they would not be responsible for her safety. The party comprised twenty-one mercenaries, around twenty-five therians from the settlement, and a good hundred goblins.

During the trek towards where the rampaging tyrant lizard was last spotted, Cal chatted with an older goblin couple amongst the village’s elders. Two of their ten children followed the couple—the ones who were hunters—as well as a young hyena-therian girl.

Hyena-therians were a rarity in Alcidea, as their kind was more commonly found in Ur-Teros. The young therian had lost her parents—traveling merchants who lost their lives to bandits—when she was very young, barely a toddler. The old goblin couple had adopted the girl and the other two surviving siblings from her litter and raised them as their own since.

Fheeri, as they named the young girl, had followed her adoptive parents’ footsteps and ranked amongst the best of the young hunters of the village, hence her participation in today’s hunt. The young girl was also inquisitive about the outside world, as Cal saw her yesterday when she chatted up one of the elephant-therian mercenaries and bombarded him with questions.

The eager girl also bombarded Cal with questions, to which she answered as best she could. The girl looked positively enamored with tales from the world outside the Goblin Lands and said she too wished to head out to the world someday.

They cut conversations short when they felt the ground tremble, showing that an enormous creature was not too far away. Everyone in the hunting party grew serious, and some goblins split from the party into groups of ten as they scouted out the surroundings.

Around fifteen minutes later, the scouts returned and led the party in a particular direction. As they got closer, the party split into three equal groups, with one of the mercenary teams in each group, and triangulated the area where their target roamed.

As they approached the edge of the forest, Cal saw their target, the tyrant lizard, for the first time. The beast was massive, around fifteen meters from head to tail and nearly half that in height. Its massive, strong hind legs had three joints, and the legs looked not unlike a bird’s, except these ended in three toes tipped with wicked, curved claws.

Its bulky arms reminded Cal of those that belonged to monkeys, as they were as long as its legs, with three thick clawed fingers and a bony spike of a “thumb.” Thick bony plates that started from just behind its nostrils to the tip of its tail covered the lizard’s back. The tail had six curved bone spikes, three on each side, that jutted out near its tip.

A single horn grew from the creature’s snout, and its large maw full of dagger-sized fangs was in plain sight as it feasted on an adult thunder lizard it had killed—a specimen as large as the one Cal hunted with Bogdan back at Xewaur Plains. The massive creature before her was an apex predator, a deadly one, yet Cal found it hard to take seriously.

Because the downy, pink, fluffy feathers that covered the rest of its body lent the intimidating creature a somewhat comical look.

The hunt seemed simple enough. One group lined themselves up on trees and by the edge of the forest while the creature was busy with its meal, while the other two crawled low in the grass and positioned themselves, forming a triangle with the creature in the middle.

On a sign from the old goblin, all the hunters from the village unpacked a sling and placed a round, lead projectile in its pouch. The mercenaries—the group with Cal at the forest’s edge were the mixed ones, armed with greatbows and longbows—were instructed to shoot after the goblins so they didn’t end up accidentally hitting each other’s shots in midair.

Almost as one, the goblins and therians spun their slings around and loosed simultaneously a short moment later as they flung lead balls through the air with great force. The mercenaries followed a heartbeat later, and a crossbow bolt joined their arrows as Cal added hers to the mix.

A hailstorm of lead projectiles struck the beast. Most of them bounced ineffectively against its bony plates and thick skin, but at least a few hit more sensitive parts as the beast stopped its feast and raised its head towards the forest. At about the same time, eight arrows and a bolt struck and embedded themselves into its flesh. The injury was far too small to incapacitate the beast, but it garnered attention.

When the creature turned towards the forest and had just taken a step forward, the second group of hunters to its back and left rose from the tall grass, and within moments, another rain of lead projectiles pelted the beast. The dwarf mercenaries added a septet of heavy crossbow bolts to the mix.

The creature roared in anger at the new attack, though its roar was closer to a loud, high-pitched screech not unlike those of birds of prey. It turned towards the second group, but they already hid in the tall grass once again when it turned to face them.

The third hunting group struck from yet another direction. The Elven mercenaries and their elephant-therian partners had large atlatls in their hands, loaded with full-sized spears. They took a short run before they hurled their spears with all their strength at the beast.

The beast screeched loudly as the six spears stabbed deeper than the previous projectiles, yet when it turned, another hail of lead and arrows came from the forest as the process repeated itself.
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Chapter 88: Feast After a Hunt

“One word of advice for those who venture into the goblin plains: either come with iron stomachs, leave with one, or die a very embarrassing death. While there is nothing wrong with goblin cookery itself per se, some animals they hunt and eat might not be as agreeable to the stomachs of outsiders.” 

—Old warning common in union territory near the Goblin Lands

As ineffective as the barrage might have seemed to observers, it was quite useful against the not-too-bright creature. For nearly five minutes, the tyrant lizard spun around as groups of hunters took turns to distract and annoy it, and even when it finally charged at one group, Cal realized it was not a fast creature.

Despite how it loped in its gait with all four limbs, the creature moved barely faster than a goblin running all out and was far less flexible. Several times it chomped down only to find empty air as its target had long run away. Its clumsy attempts with its arms also grabbed no goblins.

The tyrant lizard was a beast built for power and hunted equally large prey where it could make good use of its strength. It was ill-suited to handle a horde of agile goblins that never stayed still while nipping at it.

While the tyrant lizard’s size meant that the arrows, bolts, and spears embedded in its flesh were barely an annoyance, it still bled from the wounds. Thinner bone plates also showed the beginnings of cracks as the rain of lead projectiles slowly but surely tried their integrity.

As strategies went, the strategy used by the goblins for the hunt was simple. They aimed to tire the creature before they went in for the kill.

Plans rarely survived contact with the enemy, and in this case, something had indeed gone awry after a while. After another ten minutes, the creature ignored the second group when they provoked it and rushed straight towards the forest—something it had not done before—where the first group was. Goblins and therians hurriedly vacated the trees they used as firing positions and moved deeper into the forest as the tyrant lizard’s snout led the way, and the creature crashed into the forest.

Trees broke and splintered in its wake, and the creature let out a screech of frustration as it failed to grab anyone. Its hands grabbed fallen trees and threw them at the other two groups, which had barraged it during this time. The groups scattered from the unexpected counter bombardment but still fired shots as they ran. Cal saw one of the Dwarven mercenaries swallowed by a tree’s canopy as it crashed down, but he walked out none the worse from the experience, other than how he spat some leaves.

Since the creature had difficulty moving between the trees because of its size, some brave hunters took the chance to approach and stab it with spears before they backed away again. Cal joined one such group and struck a blow with her halberd to the back of the creature’s ankle, which elicited a screech from it.

The tyrant lizard nearly fell as one of its legs suddenly gave way beneath its weight and only stopped its fall when it caught itself with its hands. It had only turned its head to look when more goblins had stabbed it with their spears from the other side.

Cal joined in from time to time, her blows aimed at the weaker joints, mainly the back of the creature’s ankles. Before too long, neither of the creature’s feet were functional, and it rested on its haunches as it tried to strike back with its arms. The mercenaries kept their distance and constantly pelted the creature with projectiles, and the goblins took fewer risks now that they had immobilized the creature.

They kept up the harassment while waiting for the creature to weaken and tire itself out.

It took three more hours of harassment before the creature petered out in the end and collapsed from exhaustion. A few hunters were injured, but none died throughout the hunt. It was not a hunt to boast tales about, but it had been an efficient one to Cal.

They finished the creature with spears jabbed into its thick neck, where they repeated many attempts until they found a large artery. They just waited until the creature bled to death at that point.

Cal offered to carry the massive carcass in her storage for the way back, an offer the old goblin hunter accepted happily since it saved them the trouble. Otherwise, they would have spent more time, as the carcass needed to be butchered on the spot into pieces small enough to fit inside the few larger storage artifacts they had.

As a bonus, Cal also stored the thunder lizard’s carcass since the goblins mentioned it was a fresh kill and thus perfectly edible still.

The trek back to the goblin settlement was uneventful. Cal spent the time on the journey back chatting with either Fheeri, even as she busied herself and applied some ointments on bruises her adopted father gained when he fell from a tree, or with the Elven mercenaries.

She deposited the two massive carcasses on a clearing outside the settlement since they were far too large to be worked in the settlement itself. The goblins cheered and welcomed the hunters back with food and alcohol or in a more intimate way. Most of the hunting party went with goblins and therians of both genders into huts as others swarmed out and busied themselves with the massive carcasses.

Cal tuned out the moans and groans she could still hear from the settlement—sometimes having a sharp sense of hearing wasn’t all good—and focused more on the butchery instead. Like the orcs, the goblins used practically every part of the massive carcasses.

The work proceeded much faster than with the orcs since they were not on the move this time, and more people busied themselves with the butchery. Some hunters also returned and helped with the work after an hour, along with others with whom they had spent the past while.

Predictably enough, the mercenaries mostly still enjoyed themselves.

Cal only saw most of the mercenaries again—many of them with some goblin ladies coiled around their arms—by dinner time. Large slabs of the choicest meats from the tyrant lizard grilled atop hot rocks, and the smell of the spices they rubbed them with made her salivate as fat oozed out of the meat and brought the aroma to new heights.

They served slabs of rare roasted meat atop carved wooden plates, with the first portion served to those who went on the hunt. They included Cal in that group, and she happily sliced the meat with the knife, pierced a slice, and ate it.

Tyrant lizard meat had a strong, gamey taste, which was not unusual for a carnivore. The meat was also beyond tender in texture, with veins of sweet fat heavily distributed throughout its flesh. The spices used by the goblins cut through the richness nicely and kept it from being overwhelming. Slices of spicy, marinated ginger and a paste of sharply flavored horseradish helped draw out more of the unctuous meat’s savoriness.

It was a meal Cal enjoyed thoroughly, and like many others, she went for seconds. Local moonshine chased the meat down, which the goblins made from foraged berries. It tasted similar to the Orcish arrack but stronger yet sweeter simultaneously.

After her meal, though, she noticed a slight discomfort in her full stomach, which passed without issue before long. She had heard rumors that some goblin food was incompatible with foreign stomachs, so she wondered if tyrant lizard meat was such an example. She was fine, but she was a half-elf. Elves were known to eat almost anything like goblins and therians, even more so when others considered their cannibalistic roots.

She guessed correctly, and that night, the Dwarven mercenary team and half of the mixed one had a rather unforgettable time, spent mostly crouched over the latrine pits.
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Chapter 89: Curiosity Killed the Hyena?

“Like the animals they resembled, therians were territorial and rarely left their home areas. That said, when wanderlust did strike, it struck them hard, and it was not uncommon for them to depart for other continents, en masse even. One nation in the union was formed by several tribes of therians who migrated together to Alcidea centuries ago.” 

—Excerpt from A Deeper View On Therian Culture And Habits

Come dawn the next day, Cal watched as the mercenaries departed the settlement, their task finished and paid for. The goblins kept a store of coins for when mercenaries wanted to be paid in them, but these groups happily accepted payment in the form of the tyrant lizard’s harvested parts.

The most expensive part of the tyrant lizard was its pink, downy feathers. They were feathers that the goblins themselves had little use for and were more than happy to use as the mercenaries’ payment. Now that she thought about it, Cal had recalled a couple of rich-looking ladies in feathery dresses of that shade back in Levain.

The goblins were happy that the mercenaries wanted less useful feathers and offered them a few packaged slabs of the beast’s meat as a bonus. The Dwarven team refused politely as their faces paled. Half of the mixed team also paled, but they and the Elvish mercenaries accepted the gift.

They exchanged farewells while some young goblin girls kissed the mercenaries full in the mouth and told them to visit again. Cal snickered at the sight since if the mercenaries came by again the next year, they might have toddlers that called them “daddy” awaiting their arrival.

Goblins were the most fertile of the civilized races, and their proclivity to reproduce with nearly anyone was known to all.

Now that the mercenaries had departed and she was the only outsider in the village, Cal shed off the pretense of modesty and stored away her vest and chest wraps. She also replaced her shorts for a loincloth that was simply a long strip of cloth wound around the hips and secured with a knot at the small of her back. She then brought the excess cloth back to the front between her legs and tucked it through the cloth belt in front. The remaining extra fabric hung there like an apron.

None of the goblins even took a second look her way when she walked past after she changed. The feel of the wind on her bare skin helped make the clammy climate more tolerable, at least. The way the goblins lived communally was like the merfolk, yet also different. She also saw how the goblins divided their labor.

The settlement’s women gathered communally every morning, and a portion of them cared for every child in the community for the day. In contrast, other women busied themselves with cooking and cleaning, yet others helped the males with their work. They exempted those visibly pregnant from harder work and spent their days relaxedly as they weaved baskets or other similar items.

When Cal asked about it, Fheeri noticed her and explained that this way, they shared the work between the community. Each woman only needed to work hard for around two days every week and did lighter work for another two days, while the remaining three days were their free time. Fheeri was not part of it because, as a hunter, they grouped her up with the men, who either worked the fields or went out to hunt every two or three days.

The young hyena-therian girl enthusiastically showed Cal around when she mentioned she could use a guide. They talked with her adopted father, where she asked his permission, which he happily granted.

The goblins—now that she looked closer, she noticed some obvious half-breeds or other hybrids among them as well—and the therians mostly planted a mixture of corn, rice, and yams in the areas they had cleared. Their diets were supplemented by hunted animals, fruits, and herbs foraged from the surrounding forest.

To be sure, it was a bountiful place, though with the many predators that roamed the forest, not without its own dangers. Fheeri said that supposedly deeper into the land, larger creatures roamed freely, and she had heard stories of how some even attacked cities built by the goblin tribes there.

The girl herself had never taken a trip to another settlement since she was adopted. She only turned fourteen this year, the age the therians considered an adult, and had not had the chance yet. She had spent the past twelve years of her life in or around the settlement. To the girl’s excitement, Cal happily regaled the girl with tales of the lands beyond the forest while Fheeri showed her around.

When Cal mentioned that she only planned to stay a few days and would roam the Goblin Lands afterward before she continued to the next part of her journey, the young therian girl asked if she could come along for part of it. Cal was not against the idea, probably because she had recently taken some students under her wing.

They went to the hut where Fheeri’s adoptive parents lived—she and her siblings lived in a different hut, more suitable for their size—and broached the topic with the old goblin. The old man and his wife had some trepidation about the idea but acknowledged that their adoptive daughter was an adult and agreed to her request. Cal vowed to them she would have Fheeri’s safety guaranteed while they traveled together.

Four days later, they departed together from the goblin settlement, while Fheeri’s adoptive parents and her siblings bade them farewell at the gate. One additional benefit she got when she let Fheeri travel with her was that the girl was a wind-affinity mage. She was not powerful, but the ability to conjure a cooling breeze was plenty for Cal.

Cal also taught the girl quite a few things since the girl could benefit from some tricks about fighting. Cal found she had little to teach in ranged combat. She was a decent shot with the crossbow if given time to aim, but the way Fheeri could have her sling loaded, swung, and loosed with eye-opening accuracy all in moments was a whole different thing altogether.

The girl was also a deft hand with her throwing knives—if she could call them that. The weapons in question were oddly shaped, with several blades that protruded at angles from the main shaft. She said the goblins called them “hunga mungas” in their tongue.

What Cal taught her as they walked was mainly about close combat, a field the young therian was lacking in. She had not even possessed a close combat weapon other than a knife, though her hunga mungas would serve in a pinch. Still, Cal decided they should rectify the situation as soon as they reached a settlement with a weapons shop.
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Chapter 90: Girl’s First Trip Abroad

“Age of adulthood is a tricky topic. Most races define it as the age at which a child sexually matures, but this age varies between races. A goblin matures as early as seven, and an orc at twelve on average. Humans, therians, and merfolk usually mature between fourteen to eighteen. Dwarves rarely mature before their sixties, and most elves mature after they are over a century old.” 

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

As they traveled through the plains and forests in the Goblin Lands, Cal learned the locals called the plains the Ougad’ougou Plains but used “Goblin Lands” rather than twist her tongue.

Fheeri proved to be a capable hunter, especially for one so young. Her senses of hearing and sight were better than Cal’s own, probably close to par with a full-blooded elf. Her sense of smell, probably only Willa came close to. Then again, none of the civilized races had a good sense of smell other than certain types of therians. Her superior senses, combined with her experience in hunting since she was young, honed her into an efficient and effective hunter.

She proved it again that night when she walked out for a hunt into the woods while Cal set up a bonfire at the edge of the woods. The girl returned not twenty minutes later, and she dragged a dead lizard behind her. Cal recognized the lizard, the same sort she ran into when bandits accosted her nearer the borders. It was the same sort of medium-sized lizard with the brilliant plumage.

When she looked closely at its injuries, she was surprised and impressed to find only a single injury. The lone injury the creature suffered came from a lead ball the size of a baby’s fist that had punched through the lizard’s left eye, broken through the socket, and turned its brain to mush—an instant death with a single shot.

That the girl had struck a likely moving target in the eye with a sling impressed Cal the most.

They plucked the dead lizard clean of its brilliant plumage—Fheeri told Cal that while they weren’t that precious, most would still trade happily for them—before they butchered it. The offal they wouldn’t use—Fheeri pointed out one organ she asked Cal to remove carefully since it was a poison sac—were dumped into a shallow hole to be later buried while they collected the skin, claws, bones, and fangs for trade.

They simply stored most of the sizable creature’s meat in Cal’s storage pendant so they would not lack food for the next week. A few slabs she skewered on branches and broiled over the fire after she rubbed them with spices.

The scene where Fheeri dragged the lizard’s corpse through the woods reminded Cal. She asked the girl how large her storage was, and the girl obediently showed her. The storage necklace she wore had only a small space inside, a cube roughly half a meter to the side, which explained why she always had her knives by her waist. Fheeri said most adults had a storage of the same size, with larger ones usually reserved for elders.

Cal was having none of that, and after she fished inside her pendant for a moment, she pulled out her father’s old storage ring. One could only store storage artifacts in another storage artifact when they were empty, which the ring was since Cal had moved all its contents to her pendant. She eyed Fheeri’s clawed fingers and thought the ring—made for a slender elf’s finger—would be far too small, so she looped some string through the ring and made a makeshift necklace out of it.

“Use this instead for storage for the time being,” Cal said as she tossed the ring to Fheeri. “Try not to lose it, though. It used to be my father’s.”

Fheeri was surprised but still deftly caught the ring as she looked over it and pondered. “I promise to keep it safe with all I can,” she said somberly.

Cal busied herself with the meat as it cooked while Fheeri transferred her sling, its ammunition, and various other items from her necklace to the ring, including her two hunga mungas. When she saw that, Cal mentioned that Fheeri should get used to pulling a knife out of the ring and instantly throwing it, and she showed with some of her throwing knives.

The hyena-therian girl practiced the maneuver with one hand—though she merely tossed the knife right next to her—while they ate. Judging by how the girl ate with her left and practiced the knife with her right simultaneously, Cal suspected the girl to be ambidextrous, so she thought up some ideas while she ate.

As food went, the plumed lizard’s meat tasted like the tyrant lizard’s but much leaner and far less unctuous to the tongue. She also felt some very slight discomfort in her stomach as she ate and suspected it to be another of the goblin foods that were unsuitable for foreigners.

Between her Elvish lineage and being a blood mage, though, the meat failed to bother her, and she happily munched on the gamey meat. Fheeri also munched on the meat ravenously, and they finished up their meal only after all the cooked meat was finished.

Fheeri patted her slightly swollen belly with satisfaction as she gave a loud burp.

After the meal, Cal had Fheeri do a few exercises to have her conjecture confirmed or disproven. When the girl drew out a circle with her right hand and a square with her left with minimal difficulty, Cal knew she was surely ambidextrous.

For the rest of the evening, she had Fheeri train to throw her knives at different targets with both hands at once. The girl had some issues at first, as she often missed one or both of the trees she used as targets, but as the hours passed, her accuracy improved.

By the time they were about to turn in for the night, Fheeri had landed both her knives at the exact spots she aimed for nine out of ten times. The darkness barely bothered the girl, as her kind in particular had excellent night vision. Cal praised her for the effort before they tucked in under their tents to sleep.


Side Story 9

Side Story 9: Another Blood Mage In Al-Shan?

“How different regions of the world spawned people with predilections for different affinities has always been a question for scholars. Was it the differing environment they grew up in that was the cause? Or was this something more hereditary? The question of nature against nurture is still oft debated to this very day.” 

—Angus MacLeod, Dean Emeritus of the Levain Institute for Higher Learning, speech in FP 665

Al-Shan Empire, Shan-Hu Island, Autumn of the Year 674 FP

“We must say, city magistrate, that your men and children have shown some truly deplorable behavior. It does not impress us.”

The city magistrate, a slim old human man with gray hair and beard and a balding head, prostrated on the ground as he trembled visibly. He struck the ground with his head as he bowed deeply with enough force that his forehead bled, and begged for mercy with a look of genuine fear in his mien.

“This servant deserves death! This servant failed to raise his successor right! Please grant this sinful servant the mercy of a blade!” the old man pleaded with true horror in his voice. In his mind, he scolded his foolishness, blind trust in his pampered only son, and his lack of suspicion about his son’s behavior. The calamity that befell the family today was one he dared not blame on others but himself.

And that rotten scumbag his son turned out to be.

Before the prostrating magistrate stood a youth, only eighteen years of age, who carried himself with a regal air that would not have felt out of place in a much grander personage. Besides the youth was a young woman who looked at the magistrate’s son with a look of utter disgust on her beautiful features.

Said son clutched the stump of his right arm as imperial guardsmen who had appeared out of nowhere forced him to his knees. His many cronies—the magistrate recognized many of them as sons of wealthy merchants or other influential people—were similarly forced to kneel with their faces pressed to the ground.

The lackeys and thugs who worked for the magistrate’s son were taken down by either the guards or by the buff man who had stood beside the youth when the altercation started. The buff man had slaughtered people as easily as if he was only strangling chickens. His heavy glaive swung without mercy—it sent aloft limbs and heads where it passed.

The young man received a sheet of paper from one guard, who saluted after she delivered the missive and left. He read through the report as a frown formed on his brow. There was now some visible anger in his noble mien.

Both the magistrate and his son, as well as his son’s cronies, sweated profusely when they noticed the changes in the youth’s features. The son even fainted out of fright when the youth crumpled the paper in his hand out of anger and fixed him with a baleful stare.

Yet to the magistrate, the youth looked with eyes that conveyed pity and sympathy. He beckoned to some guards, who helped the old magistrate as he rose, trembling, to his feet.

“Your son, and all his cronies, are to be executed in public in three days. We deem their deplorable actions worthy to qualify them for death by a thousand cuts. Do you have any objection?” asked the youth as he stared the old magistrate in the eyes with his piercing, clear, gray eyes.

“This sinful subject accepts the punishment! The emperor is wise!” said the old magistrate haltingly. Death by a thousand cuts was a punishment reserved for those who committed truly deplorable crimes or those to be made examples of. His son and the cronies had the unenviable distinction in that they ticked both qualifications at once.

Some cronies yelled in protest, only to be violently made to shut their mouths by the guards, while others blanched when they realized just what kind of mess they had gotten into. A few fainted out of fright when they heard the old magistrate call the youth “emperor.”

“As for you… Magistrate Huang, your records showed few faults, and we asked the people. They vouched and begged for mercy on your behalf,” the youth continued casually as if he had not just sentenced a dozen young men to horrible deaths. “We deemed your faults were that of a parent who failed to see their child’s flaws. We have found you not complicit in their crimes, yet your ignorance of it demands punishment to sate justice. You are hereby stripped of all official ranks and removed from your position. Please have your office cleaned for replacement within one week.”

“This subject gives thanks to the emperor’s mercy! May the emperor reign for a thousand years!” said the old magistrate as he bowed deeply, so deep that his torso was level with the ground.
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Xain Haroone, Emperor of the Al-Shan Empire, sighed deeply as he laid back on the bed while his head rested on Layla’s thighs. It looked like they would have to cut their trip short, for there was little chance that today’s incident would remain unknown.

He had made that a certainty when he sentenced that filth that paraded as men to a very public and gruesome execution.

“Do you think I did wrong today, Layla?” Xain asked his wife. “Wife” still felt like an odd term for him to call her, as he had once thought of Layla as an older sister when they were young.

They had gone on a trip around the empire incognito, as he had wished to see how the people lived their lives with his own eyes. Halmout had vehemently argued against it on the grounds of safety but relented when Xain agreed to be escorted openly by Hu-Lao, and discreetly by a cadre of space mages paired with a squad of imperial guards, who could be teleported to him instantly in times of need.

Most of the journey was uneventful. Over the past month, they had toured the southern islands of Hadj-al-Zafreed, and the smaller islands near it, then turned east towards Shan-Hu. They ran into the current situation in a smaller town to the north of Shan-Hu.

A local tyrant, the second generation of a wealthy family, or a “fù-ér-dài” as the masses commonly and mockingly called them, had taken a fancy to Layla. Xain had politely avoided conflict at first, as he naively thought a complaint to the magistrate might have solved the situation.

He never got the chance to make such a complaint when the fù-ér-dài returned with friends and thugs in tow and tried to do things more violently. One of the “friends” was the magistrate’s son, and Hu-Lao had not taken kindly to their approach.

His imperial guards were also promptly teleported to his side, and they delivered a brutal beat down so swiftly that neither Xain nor Layla needed to have raised a finger. News of the altercation reached the magistrate, and unlike his rotten son, he recognized the young emperor by sight.

His guards had swiftly investigated in the time the magistrate had taken to arrive, and their findings were damning. The magistrate’s son, and his cronies, had run an underground brothel that catered to many sick fetishes—mainly their own.

Xain had no regrets that he condemned that filth to a horrific death. Even now, as he laid and rested, his guards worked with the city guard and stormed the brothel, where they were to collect evidence and free the poor souls within.

“I get why you sympathized with the magistrate,” Layla stated kindly while she gently stroked his hair with one hand. “Many people are blind to the flaws of their precious children. We must ensure this fault will not befall us in the future, my dear emperor~”

Her words were light and her tone playful, but Xain heard the steel hidden behind the silk in her voice. He patted her hand reassuringly, determined in his heart that should one day a child of his turn rotten like that, he would put them down himself.

The trip had been pleasant for the young imperial couple at first, but this latest episode had sobered them and allowed them to realize the truth. Even as peace reigned and the country was rebuilt, there would still be places where cruelty and injustice had free reign.

It was something he wished to change during his lifetime, at the very least.

A polite knock on the door interrupted their private moments, and Xain rose from the bed. He called out for the person outside to enter and saw that it was Hu-Lao, who had a disturbed look on his valiant face.

“What is the matter?” Xain asked the man bluntly. That Hu-Lao made such a face must have meant that something was very wrong, as Xain had rarely, if ever, seen the stoic general look disturbed like that.

“We… might have a bit of a situation, Your Imperial Majesty,” said Hu-Lao as he bowed politely. “We have stormed the brothel and freed the captives, but…”

“But what?” Xain cut in somewhat impatiently.

“One captive… might well be a blood mage.”


Side Story 10

Side Story 10: An Emperor’s Fury, a Girl’s Deliverance

“Blood mages used to be a rarity in Al-Shan, nearly unheard of other than amongst the merfolk. It was not until the civil war that much of the populace came to revere one in particular, for Celeysria’s exploits were known far and wide. With her rise to prominence, so did a general reverence for blood mages come to be amongst the Al-Shan populace.” 

—Halmout Mansoor, Prime Minister of the Al-Shan Empire

“Elaborate on the situation while we walk,” Xain commanded. He and Layla walked alongside Hu-Lao as they made their way to where the imperial guards temporarily housed the brothel captives. A squad of five imperial guards followed behind them. “And tell me how such a situation left nearly no noticeable trace. The magistrate doted on his son, but he was competent. He would have noticed something overt.”

“They legally bought most of the people we rescued. He had bought prostitutes from brothels and paid them extra to ask no questions, or they were children born to prostitutes sold along with their parents,” Hu-Lao explained, disgust clear on his face. “They kidnapped some others when they moved out of town. Nobody here realized they disappeared, and their relatives elsewhere probably thought they ran afoul of bandits on their journey.”

“And the blood mage you mentioned?” Xain asked, somewhat angered at how such things happened with none the wiser. He felt impotent as an emperor when some individuals could abuse others like this under his watch.

“We have so far that the girl was the child of a whore, sold along with her mother to the magistrate’s son two years ago. The sick bastard got a kick from strangling his partners or worse during intercourse, which was how he discovered that the girl was special.”

Layla cursed out several uncouth phrases under her breath while Xain took a deep breath as he reined in his boiling anger at Hu-Lao’s words. He decided that he should add some “extra” punishments for those to be executed.

“I sense you have more to say?” Xain asked after he calmed down and recollected himself. He somewhat dreaded what Hu-Lao still had to say, as his look suggested it was unpleasant to hear.

“She was the only survivor of all the partners the magistrate’s son had ever taken. We suspected he got a kick out of an undying toy and found inventive ways to hurt her,” Hu-Lao continued with a very dark look. His utter and palpable disgust and anger were clear as the usually stoic man failed to control his features. “She… has not been receptive to others and only remained silent so far, and as far as we could tell, she is physically in fine shape. Mentally, however…”

Hu-Lao had not finished his sentence, but Xain knew what he meant. One look at Layla told him that his wife was furious, and her fury was one he shared.

“Castrate the sick bastard before they subject him to a thousand cuts. Have the cuts rubbed with lime and salt as well,” Xain uttered in a deadpan voice that hid cold fury.

Hu-Lao nodded grimly to the order.
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When Xain and Layla reached the inn the imperial guards had co-opted to house the brothel captives, he regained his calm and tempered the fury that still smoldered in his heart. He schooled his face to present a kind look and went up the stairs as Hu-Lao guided the way.

His fury resurged when Hu-Lao politely opened the door where they had kept the girl, as Xain saw that the girl was no older than him. Then he recalled that Hu-Lao said the girl was sold alongside her mother two years ago, and it took all his effort to keep his face from a grimace. He quickly calmed himself when the young girl stared at him frightfully and flinched.

Layla came to his rescue when she slowly stepped towards the frightened girl with arms wide open and a kind look on her face.

“Calm down, girl, calm and ease,” she said in a gentle, soothing voice. “We will not hurt you. The bad people who hurt you will never hurt you again.”

Xain watched as Layla slowly kneeled before the young girl and touched her face. The girl flinched away at first. Her eyes still conveyed a look of dread and disbelief, but Layla’s gentle ministrations slowly took hold.

Before too long, the girl allowed Layla’s hands to hug her gently, and eventually, the young girl returned the embrace with a tight hug before she cried her eyes out into Layla’s embrace.

Xain noticed that Layla’s face twitched a little from pain as the girl hugged her, but she gestured with her arm to leave her be. He trusted her judgment and watched as the girl drained her tears on his wife’s bosom.
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Half an hour later, the imperial couple left the room together. Layla’s chest was drenched with the young girl’s tears and snot as she had cried there, and she clutched the left side of her torso with one hand. She occasionally winced as she walked until the healer of the imperial guards attended to her.

The young girl cracked two ribs in a slightly overzealous hug, as she had not known how to control her strength. Layla had not been distressed during the past half hour and silently borne the pain. The young girl had muttered incoherently while crying and eventually collapsed and fell asleep after weeping for half an hour straight.

They had allowed her the rest. Gods knew the child needed some. The idea of the abuse she had withstood in the past two years made Xain feel revolted. With a cold voice, he decreed his following words to the imperial guards in earshot.

“I changed my mind. Have the sick bastard castrated, then have him watch as his cronies are given a thousand cuts and then drawn and quartered. Keep him alive after his thousand cuts, heal him, then castrate him once more. Slowly. With a dull blade. After that, I want him drawn and quartered,” Xain stated coldly.

Layla looked at him with some trepidation from the side but soon hardened her mien and nodded grimly as well. In this situation? She felt it wiser to allow Xain his fury, as it was directed at someone who well deserved it.
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“What’s your name, child? Fear not. You will not be harmed by those men ever again. This oath we swear as the emperor,” said Xain as he coaxed the young girl the following day.

It might have been paradoxical for an eighteen-year-old boy to call a girl roughly the same age a child, but the young girl was thin, malnourished, and short. She could have easily passed for a child of twelve. Her black hair—cleaned adequately for the first time in who knows how long—looked silky and fell to her shoulders.

The girl looked at Xain with some trepidation, and her pretty eyes widened when he said “emperor,” as she almost gasped in surprise. She pinched the skin on her left arm with her right, a sight that nearly made Xain and Layla chuckle until they remembered why they had brought the young girl before them.

“I—no—this dirty subject’s name is Ying, Your Imperial Majesty!” said the girl as she gave a hasty bow of respect. Even a girl who lived her whole life in a brothel like her knew what the emperor meant, and she dared not show disrespect before such an august personage. “Ying as in shadow, the madame once told me.”

“Never call yourself ‘dirty’ again. What those filthy excuses of men have done is not your fault, nor should you ever be disparaged for it!” Xain said sternly, with an angry frown. “Is that understood?”

“This d—this subject understands, Your Majesty,” Ying said as she quivered when she saw Xain’s angry mien. “M-my apologies!”

Layla nudged Xain discreetly and reminded him of it, and he schooled his face to a neutral expression.

“Rise, you are not at fault, child,” Xain said as he studied the girl. “Are you aware of what you are?”

“This subject does not know, Your Majesty.”

“Surely even in the brothels, they have told stories of C—the Blood Demon, have they not?” Xain asked, as he almost slipped and called Cal by the way he usually did. He continued after Ying answered him with a nervous nod of the head. “You, Ying, are likely a blood mage, much like the Blood Demon of renown.”

Ying gasped at that revelation and looked at Xain wide-eyed—as impolite as it was to gawk at the emperor that way—for a while before she nervously looked between Xain and Layla. “This subject humbly asks the emperor what that would mean?” she managed haltingly after she mulled over her words for a while.

“You have two options before you, Ying,” Layla answered her question. “Should you wish to live your life in peace, we shall respect your decision, and we will either provide you with work or arrange a job to your preference. You shall be free to do as you wish with life.”

“M-may this subject be so daring as to inquire about the other option?”

“To serve the empire,” Xain answered this time with a calm, majestic tone. “Should you choose this path, we would train you for battle, and you will likely be made to risk your life on the battlefield. The choice is yours, and we shall allow you to ponder over it for as long as it takes.”

“This subject t-thanks His Majesty for the benevolence.”

“As for those horrible men, by this time tomorrow, they shall hurt no one, anywhere, ever again,” Layla added as she tried to soothe the young girl. “You might want to skip the execution, though. It is not a pretty sight.”

“No, Your Ladyship,” said Ying, her voice firm for the first time. “I would like to witness their end with my own eyes.”
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When the magistrate’s son and his cronies were executed in public the next day, Ying stood beside the seated imperial couple as they watched from a balcony. Throughout the whole gruesome ordeal, the girl kept her eyes wide open, and Layla could have sworn that she had not blinked even once throughout the time.

As the magistrate’s son was torn into four pieces by horses, Ying turned towards Xain and Layla, bowed low, and gave a palm over-fist salute to them before she said, “Your Majesty, this subject serves the empire with her life.”
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Chapter 91: City of Sogasha

“While most settlements in the Goblin Lands usually measure their members in the thousands, Sogasha is an exception. Traditionally the capital where the Goblin Emperor, the Chieftain of Chieftains ruled, the massive city sprawls in the center region of the rainforest, and well over two hundred thousand inhabitants call it home.” 

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

Even though Cal held her pace back somewhat, Fheeri kept up with her during their journey. They still reached their destination in two weeks. The hyena-therian girl kept up with Cal well, as she had great stamina and did not mind the runs they took during the daylight hours of each day. Her speed when she ran on all fours came quite close to Cal’s casual travel pace, so she had not held back much other than how she consciously slowed down from time to time.

The way she ran resembled Willa’s since both were therians and had similarly structured forms. While Willa was bulkier and built more for explosive sprints, Fheeri was an endurance runner who could keep her speed up for half the day while barely tiring. The girl even showed amazing dexterity, as Cal noticed how during her run, she sometimes grabbed a bit of jerky with one hand, popped it in her mouth, and kept her running pace unbothered.

Their destination, the grand city of Sogasha, was a sight to behold. They cleared vast tracts of land out, the wildlife kept at bay by three layers of wooden palisades which were manned by alert guards—primarily goblins, though other races were also present—atop its walkways. The guard waved them in after Fheeri spoke to them in the local language—which included noises that sounded like clicks—and they were allowed in without a fuss.

Some passerby looked at Cal oddly for a moment but soon turned and minded their own business. When she asked Fheeri what that was about, she answered that they probably weren’t used to someone with pale skin like her. That made sense to Cal since most of the city’s inhabitants had tanned or darker skins, and even the goblins leaned more to a brownish shade than the usual greenish or yellowish shades.

The city itself was smaller than what the palisades suggested. Much of the area enveloped inside the fortifications was devoted to farmland or ranching space, while the city only occupied the center portion of the area. Many simple mud or wooden huts adorned the farmlands, as the farmers built their homes next to their fields in most cases.

As per local customs, visitors to the city went to a hut where a city official was stationed. The hut they visited turned out to have the mayor himself within as he made his rounds, so they reported themselves as they greeted him politely.

The city mayor was an old goblin in his fifties whose skin was dark brown, and he politely welcomed them to his city. He introduced himself as Ksinau and wished the visitors a pleasant stay in town. Amusingly, other than the feathered headdress—decorated with plumed lizard feathers—the mayor dressed no differently than other goblins.

The first thing on Cal’s list as they departed from the hut was to search for a local weapon shop. Several questions got them directions, and before long, Cal found herself before a simple building, just a roof with supports and no walls. The smiths worked further in the back of the building while they set a long table in the front, which served as a display case for the weapons they made there.

Cal looked somewhat askance at the weapons, many of which had utterly foreign designs. Then again, it was not her decision, so she let Fheeri come forward and pick some weapons she fancied. When the girl protested that she had not enough to trade for them, Cal simply countered that they were part of her fee for being her guide so far.

While Fheeri was initially reluctant, the girl soon grew excited as she browsed through the weapons on display. She tested how one felt in her hand from time to time and gave a few test swings with those she particularly fancied. Cal had not limited the girl, though she had suggested picking two to make the most of her ambidexterity.

Fheeri narrowed down her choices to two kinds of weapons in the end. One was an unusual hybrid of a spear, sword, and ax. The weapon had a wooden shaft around half a meter long, definitely for one-handed use, and a curious blade attached to the shaft. The blade was long and straight, double-sided at the top and single-sided at the bottom, with the top part far longer than the bottom. Its overall structure looked like a sword blade that ended in spearheads, yet its mounting resembled an ax more.

The other was a sword with a curved, sickle-shaped double-sided blade called a khopesh. The curious construction of the blade granted it great chopping power and the ability to loop around shields when needed. Fheeri was undecided between the two until Cal gave her a simple suggestion: Simply pick one of each.

Fheeri covered her face with her palm when she heard the suggestion and grabbed one of each weapon. As with the settlement Fheeri called home, the goblins in Sogasha also accepted gold and silver as currency but preferred to barter when possible. The brilliant plumage from the plumed lizard they killed on the road proved desirable, and they traded a portion of the plumes for the two weapons.

Cal frowned a bit as she inspected the weapons. The workmanship was fine, excellent even, but the material quality left much to be desired. She put the matter behind her, as she meant the weapons to be placeholders, anyway. Should Fheeri be agreeable to the idea, Cal wouldn’t mind the therian girl as another student.

She had no intention of that topic being broached yet, however. Maybe she would do so when they were on their way back out of the Goblin Lands. Perhaps because the experiences she had teaching students were fond ones, she found herself more agreeable to teaching others.

It was a curious thought, as for the decades during the civil war, she too had taught others, but most of those she taught had perished during the long war, which left bitter memories instead for her.

The feeling she felt when she taught energetic youths who cherished every slight improvement and went on with their lives happily gave her a sense of satisfaction. One that she had long missed from her life.

She shook her head and cleared her thoughts as Fheeri had finished admiring her new weapon and had them stored within her storage ring. Cal beckoned at the young therian girl as they walked off into the city.
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Chapter 92: Goblin Ritual and Wyverns

“A quick word of advice should you ever decide to visit the Goblin Lands and participate in one of their rituals: have some form of birth control ready.” 

—Common advice anywhere near goblin territory

By dawn the next day, Cal and Fheeri left their tents—goblins did not possess a concept similar to inns and usually shared their houses with travelers—and breathed in the morning air. She stretched a bit and enjoyed the slightly cooler air in the morning while she could. As soon as the sun rose higher, the weather would turn into the sweltering morass that defined her stay so far.

They had a simple breakfast by a roadside stall, which was a soupy porridge of rice flavored with many strong spices. They served it with chunks of fried meat and fatty sausages and washed it down with a local alcoholic beverage made of fermented sugar cane juice.

For the rest of the morning, they toured the city and looked around for souvenirs, or at least Cal did, as Fheeri spent most of her time gawking at all the things she saw. Cal had a private moment of amusement and had to suppress her giggles when she saw some carved wooden idols. Without fail, they sported exaggerated phalluses or mammaries and buttocks, much like the idols Clan Grandtower supposedly had.

Lunch was simple yet robust and delicious fare. The food was simply chunks of meat, freshly chopped in front of them by the butcher before they grilled it over coals, with a liberal dousing of spices. While they waited for the meat to cook, they served a thick, hearty soup made with the animal’s innards.

Cal wasn’t sure what meat the animal was from, but the structure of the skinned leg she saw and the ignorable discomfort the food gave her hinted it was likely another kind of lizard endemic to the area. The soup was hearty and filling, with a spicy aftertaste and a sharp tang from the spices.

The roasted meat was tougher than the plumed lizard meat she had, yet more flavor came out of the meat the more she chewed, which was rather addictive. The spices, which imparted hints of fiery spiciness, balanced the lizard meat’s strong flavor out and brought a sweet-sour tinge to the savory meat.

A satisfied pair left the stall an hour later, and Cal was just about to ask Fheeri what she had in mind to do until the evening when a loud horn sounded.

Alerted by the noise, Cal turned and looked at the watchtower, which sounded the horn, and heard other towers replicate the noise. Around them, parents grabbed their children and hid inside the huts, while other adults came out and readied ranged weapons.

The reason for the alarms soon came within Cal’s sight as multiple winged silhouettes in the sky approached the city. Many armed citizens had lined up atop the walkways of the fortifications as they waited for the flying monsters to come.

Cal and Fheeri followed suit and climbed the ladder to the walkway. Cal had brought her crossbow out, a bolt loaded and ready to fire, while Fheeri had a larger lead pellet in the sling pouch.

When the flying creatures approached, Cal saw they were wyverns but different from the sort she saw in Knallzog. The type she encountered in Knallzog were slender, long-necked lizards with wings that resembled bats and long tails, often with venomous stingers at their tips.

These wyverns had smaller bodies and no tails. Most of their size was from the massive leathery wings they had. They rarely flapped their wings and mostly glided through the skies, and long straight beaks filled with sharp teeth dominated their heads.

When two of the wyverns dove at a section of the wall further away from Cal, she saw the defenders there—predominantly goblins—whirl their slings in unison and loose them as one. A literal cloud of solid projectiles rose and met the diving wyverns halfway. The balls of lead punched holes through their leathery wings, and Cal nearly winced when she saw how one creature took so many hits half its beak broke apart.

Those two wyverns plummeted to the ground and never rose again.

Three other wyverns chose a section of the wall nearer Cal’s to attack, and this time, she fired off a bolt. Her shot only punctured a hole through the beast’s wing, while Fheeri’s was more effective. The lead ball she fired off her sling struck her target right by its left shoulder joint. The heavy projectile pulverized the hollow bones and rendered that wing useless as the creature spiraled uncontrollably on its way down.

The rest of the wyverns were smoothly downed by concentrated fire from the defenders on the walkway.

A few people were injured, primarily due to sling projectiles that struck each other in mid-flight and were diverted their way or poorly fired shots that went straight up and hit them on their way down. Fortunately, goblin skulls were tougher than the hollow bones of a wyvern.

An impromptu barbecue party was then held, where the wyverns that weren’t too severely crushed by their fall were roasted and feasted upon. They gave Cal a wingtip with a crisp sheet of the wing still attached, supposedly a delicacy, and she took a bite with some curiosity.

There wasn’t much meat on the leathery wing of the wyvern, but the wing they had cooked to a crisp gave a pleasant crunch similar to cartilage when Cal chewed it. The flavor was relatively plain, with a light savoriness and spiciness from the spices they dusted it with.

Fheeri was offered several thick, roasted bones full of marrow. The therian girl happily gnawed on them as her strong jaws crunched apart the bones. She devoured her portion with obvious relish, and the way she chewed bones as if they were crackers somewhat impressed Cal.

Later that evening, Cal and Fheeri observed the traditional pre-harvest ritual the goblins held every autumn. The old mayor led the ritual as they prayed for the blessings of the gods while nubile dancers gyrated their bodies around the pyre. Cal had heard rumors and stories about such practices but wished to observe one herself to see how accurate the reports were.

They fed symbolic offerings to the pyre as a sign of gratitude while singers sang praises in the Goblin tongue. Cal heard that long in the past, the offerings were less symbolic and had included live animals and enemies from rival tribes. Fragrant incense sticks were lit while they set torches at intervals, which made the fields nearly as bright as daytime despite the late hour.

Then followed the part most stories told. Thousands of citizens flocked to the fields, cheered wildly, and then fucked one another wildly in the open. Cal declined politely when some locals invited her to join in the massive orgy that took place, and after a while, she left with Fheeri for their tents as the night grew late.

The young therian girl turned around and stole looks at the ongoing carnal frenzy as she left, though.
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Chapter 93: Forested Shores

“Shores. When they hear the words, most people think of sandy beaches or steep cliffs that drop into the seas. The Goblin Lands have forests for their shores instead. The central northern shores of Alcidea are home to the largest mangrove forests in the known world.” 

—Evus Quenton, Botanist

Early the next day, Fheeri left her tent and had a simple breakfast with Cal. It comprised a large lizard egg the size of her head scrambled on a griddle with some herbs and tomatoes as a flavoring. Chewy flatbreads were also served, freshly baked from a nearby communal oven.

Today would be their last day in Sogasha, as they planned to continue their trek northwards in the afternoon. Cal had wished to travel the entire berth of the Goblin Lands, which was a prospect Fheeri found wondrous.

And was the main reason she volunteered to be her guide for the trip.

They left as planned near noontime, and their trek northwards progressed quickly. Cal walked faster than Fheeri could run, which was something she rarely saw, and never seemed to tire either. The pair made their way north at a speed unimaginable to most.

It helped that they had no need to fear the large predators that roamed the plains. For most of the journey, Fheeri felt an instinctive sense of pressure emanating from Cal, reminding her of an apex predator. Most beasts gave them a wide berth, other than when she retracted that pressure and had Fheeri hunt for their food.

One time, as she hunted, Fheeri caught the attention of a large predatory lizard, a beast three meters tall and more than twice as long, with black plumage and wicked sickle-shaped claws between its toes. The beast caught her scent and followed Fheeri back to the camp as she ran for her life.

Fheeri watched in awe when Cal hadn’t run away when she warned her. Instead, the half-Elven woman stood up, drew a long polearm with a crescent-shaped blade attached near the spearhead, grinned, and casually approached the incoming beast.

What ensued was less a fight and more a case of animal abuse.

The hyena-therian girl gawked as she saw how Cal toyed with the beast. The way she casually stepped around whatever attempts the beast made at her before she jabbed or hacked at it with her weapon. Before long, the beast’s plumage was ragged and tattered, with many bleeding wounds, and the creature had enough.

So it turned tail and fled for its life.

With more surprise, Fheeri watched as Cal caught up to the fleeing beast, grabbed its tail with both hands, braced a leg against a large tree, and yanked. The beast came to a sudden halt before trying to flee again, but its powerful hind legs only scraped a layer off the ground while Cal remained unmoved. She stood firm, one foot pushed against the ground and the other braced against a tree, as she held the beast’s tail in a vice-like grip.

At least until the beast’s tail suddenly detached at its base.

Cal was caught by surprise and fell backward as the length of the tail suddenly gave no more resistance. By the time she returned to her feet, the beast had run off into the forest and out of sight. She shook her head and just carried the two-and-a-half-meter-long tail with her back to camp.

They had sections of the tail grilled for dinner that night. Fheeri enjoyed the ripe, pungent flavor of the very gamey meat a lot, and it looked like Cal had not minded it, which was a rarity. Most foreigners couldn’t stand the spicier meats the goblins and therians especially enjoyed.

Maybe Cal had not enjoyed it as much after all, as Fheeri noticed her make a run for the latrine later in the night.

Another two weeks passed as they trekked northwards before the feel of the wind changed. Fheeri could taste it, how the winds now carried a salty tang, and her sharp nose caught a briny scent.

The terrain had changed as well. Lush tropical jungles and plains with tall grasses and dense shrubs gave way to wet swamplands, and dry ground became a rare commodity. The water grew in depth as they trod their way through the swamps, and from time to time, Fheeri caught sight of sharks or alligators as they cavorted in the clear water.

As shorelines went, the one in the Goblin Lands was less “shore” and simply more a line where the water became too deep for the mangrove to grow. It was an odd juxtaposition of a lush, swampy forest and the open sea, and Fheeri felt awe at the sight. She imagined nothing of its like.

Cal also admired the view by her side as she effortlessly balanced herself on a thin, swaying branch.

They camped in one of the rare drier areas for the night and left the next day southwards. During their travel southwards, Cal also broached an unexpected topic with Fheeri.

“Fheeri,” said Cal as she called for the girl’s attention. “Would you like to see the lands beyond?”

“Yes!” Fheeri answered spontaneously. The girl had not even thought before she answered, as the answer had always been clear to her from long ago. “Of course, I would! I’d love to!”

“We’ll swing by your house on the way back. Talk with your parents about it,” Cal said with a gentle look on her face. “Should they approve, I’ll show you around and introduce you to some people who’ll make traveling the world a much simpler matter.”

Three weeks later, they reached Fheeri’s home settlement once again. Their return trip was more expedient as they had taken a straight route to their destination. Something only made possible by how Cal scared off all the predators along the way.

Fheeri spent a couple of days with her family as she had long, serious talks with her adoptive parents and siblings about Cal’s offer. Her adoptive mother was worried, but her parents accepted her as an adult now, allowing her to pursue what her heart wished for in the end. Her mother made all her favorite foods on the last night she stayed home.

She got up early the next day and joined a warm group hug with her family as she said farewells to them. She also promised to visit with souvenirs in the future and wished them the best. Her family escorted her to the settlement’s gate, where Cal awaited, and sent her off cheerfully as they waved until she disappeared from their sight.


94

Chapter 94: Fheeri and the Bandits

“Therian culture has given scholars one unusual question that plagues them to this day. While therians of any sort will happily intermarry successfully with other races, a hybrid between two different therian types is nearly unheard of. Most such pairings are childless, and the few with offspring often have sterile offspring. Only specific combinations—usually amongst those that strongly resemble each other—result in healthy offspring. Why this is so remains a mystery to this day.” 

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

On their way out of the Goblin Lands, Cal set her course southeast instead of straight to the south—the way she came in—because she had Boroes in mind for her next destination. The Grand Duchy of Boroes was one of the largest nations in the union, populated predominantly by therians that migrated together to Alcidea from Ur-Teros.

Fheeri knew of no life outside the Goblin Lands so far, so Cal thought the girl would need time to adjust before she brought her to Levain or Paradise. Boroes was not just nearby but also a land of therians, which should ease the change.

Since the path was a longer trek and they moved slower than when Cal came alone, the trip took longer. After three days of travel, they informedly approached the no-man’s-land that served as the land’s border.

Cal dressed back to normal and lent Fheeri a tunic and a spare pair of shorts for her to dress in. The tunic failed to fit past her shoulders, so Cal replaced it with a vest. Fortunately, the shorts she bought were loose, so they fit Fheeri just fine.

The next afternoon, as they crossed the no-man’s-land, a group of riders crossed their path. Cal had readied herself to fight but relaxed slightly when she saw the young human in the group’s lead call for them to halt and trot his horse ahead on his own.

“Good afternoon, ladies. What brings you to these wastes, if I may ask?” asked the man. Now that Cal had a closer look, she noticed him to be around his thirties, with a thick handlebar mustache on his rugged face and his chin cleanly shaven. “Me name be Quentin Sklaff. We kinda run a sort of vigilante group in these parts.”

“Celeysria, this is Fheeri,” Cal replied politely while she kept herself halfway on guard. It was unlikely for the man to mean something terrible if he rode in alone without the rest of his team. “We’re just passing through, on our way to Boroes.”

“Ah, Boroes, a fine land if you don’t mind the snobs,” commented Quentin offhandedly. “Take care near their border. Last I heard, a new therian bandit crew made their home in that area.”

“Oh?” Cal asked with a quirked an eyebrow as she mentally noted the information. “Thank you for the warning, Quentin. We will keep an eye out on our way.”

“I bid you a good trip, ladies,” said the man as he flourished an awkward bow from atop his horse.
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“What was that all about, young boss?” asked a gruff, scarred man from behind Quentin after Cal and Fheeri had disappeared. Even as a bandit, he was not stupid enough to ask while they were in earshot.

“Remember when we took over Bheg’s lair a couple of months ago?” asked Quentin in return to his underling.

“Of course! Not every day you get a gift like that,” said the bandit. He remembered how the boss had led most of their group and secured their rival’s nearly empty lair. Less than twenty of Bheg’s hundred men were there, and it was a smooth takeover. The loot earned helped the Sklaff gang become one of the top gangs in the area.

“You can thank that lass with the white hair for that,” Quentin said.

“What d’ya mean, young boss? How’s that lassie related to Bheg’s men just disappearing?”

“That woman,” Quentin said before he paused for a deep breath, “took on the missing members of Bheg’s group. All eighty of them. She butchered them as if they were dogs and chickens!” By now, the hint of dread was obvious in Quentin’s voice.

“You-you’re kidding, right, boss? Don’t scare us like that.”

“I wish I was, Jimbob, I wish I was,” lamented Quentin as they rode. “There are just ten of us. She would have just butchered us even easier. Then you’d be lizard food with nobody knowing why.”
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Cal had put the riders she met out of her mind. They looked like rough folk but were undoubtedly polite enough. After her visit to Sev-Galas, she had a more flexible view of things and had not thought too poorly of them, even if the way they looked screamed ”bandit.” Similarly, she taught Fheeri not to judge others based on their appearance.

They made their way towards the border without interruption and had just set up camp for the night. They had just set slices of meat atop a rack over the fire when Cal and Fheeri heard something in the wind. It was a slight rustle, like a careful footfall on dry grass.

The young therian girl concentrated on her magic and willed the winds to carry more sounds to her ears. Before long, they both confirmed that at least a dozen people had encircled their camp and approached under cover of darkness.

Cal gestured for Fheeri to ready herself and to stay close to her. She didn’t need to see these intruders to guess who they might be. What other purpose would people have to sneak toward someone who put no effort into hiding themselves?

Discreetly, Cal drew several throwing knives out of her pendant, and Fheeri did the same with her sling and a lead pellet, which she kept concealed in her hands. The sounds crept closer, and the intruders cared not that they alerted their targets.

So Cal gave Fheeri the signal.

In a single smooth, practiced motion, the therian girl unfurled her sling to its full length, deposited the lead projectile in the pouch, and forcefully swung the sling around hard. A moment later, she loosed the projectile after only one and a half revolutions and simultaneously deposited the sling back into storage.

Hunga mungas were gripped in her crossed hands the next moment, and she tossed both out horizontally in different directions before she switched to her melee weapons. Cal was less fancy and simply flung four throwing knives as she swung her arm. Then a backhanded movement launched another four out.

Yelps and cries of pain resulted from the surprise rain of projectiles, and seven figures stood up from the tall grass, all pretense of stealth forgotten. Cal threw a few more knives at two of the three bandits on Fheeri’s side and took them down before she allowed the girl to take on the last one.

Cal made very short work of the four bandits across from her before she turned to see how Fheeri was doing with hers.

It turned out that the therian girl had not needed her help. The last bandit was quite thoroughly demoralized by how their group was decimated and had fought poorly. Fheeri had pushed his two short swords away to the sides with her weapons before she lunged and tore his throat out with her fangs.

Then she spat out the blood and flesh disgustedly, gargled with some fresh water, and spat it out again. She also washed the blood on her face while she was at it. Cal inspected the bandits and understood why. They were therians: most resembled some sort of cat or weasel, but the one Fheeri tore the throat of resembled a skunk.

Cal chuckled a bit as she walked into the grass and collected her throwing knives from the bodies of another three therian bandits. A fourth one still lived, so she quickly put him down. Along the way, she collected their heads and stored it in her storage as proof in case they had bounties on them.

She was about to walk over to Fheeri’s side and do the same. To her surprise, however, the therian girl already handled the matter and nonchalantly handed her six heads. The goblin tribe where Fheeri lived had had their fair share of bandit troubles.
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Chapter 95: By Therian, for Therian

“Have you ever been chided by a massive, humanoid bear for the uncouth manner with which you ate? Or scolded by a lizard lady for not removing your shoes when you entered a house? Well, visit Boroes, and you’ll understand how it feels.” 

—Aster Len Ina, Human Adventurer based in Levain

Not two hours after they resumed their trip the following day, Cal and Fheeri saw a small guard fort, a compact wooden structure that was solidly built and large enough to maybe house a hundred soldiers by Cal’s estimate. She hailed the guard on duty and offered her identification tag while asking if there were any active bounties on bandits.

The guard—a bulky rhino-therian who towered over Cal—widened his eyes at her identification tag and went inside to consult his superior after respectfully returning the tag to her. A few minutes later, a neatly dressed hound-therian with eyeglasses perched on his snout came out with a list on hand.

Cal deposited the fourteen heads she collected last night when the hound man asked her to, and he closely peered at the faces while he scratched off names on his list. In the end, he nodded approvingly while he summoned the fort’s logistic chief, who was also responsible for paying out bounties.

Overall, for next to no effort, the little visit earned Cal a good seventy-five gold coins, paid in a bank slip stamped by the fort’s commander and the owl-therian that served as the logistic chief. All Cal had to do was to visit the nearest bank to cash it out. She asked them for directions to the nearest major town before she left with a smile.

Xarte, the nearest major town in Boroes, was roughly a day’s travel away for Cal and Fheeri. They traveled mostly eastward and south and saw the city by the following day. Fheeri gawked at the town’s stone walls and some more at all the sights once inside.

Some would have mocked her for acting like a village girl on her first trip to a city, but she was precisely that.

The first stop Cal made in Xarte was the local bank, which cashed the slip from the fort with no issue. Then she brought Fheeri into a clothing store. The clothes she lent the girl were a poor fit, and it showed, so she wanted to buy the girl some clothes that fit her correctly.

Fortunately, Boroes was a nation for therians, and it showed, as the clothes on sale were mainly intended for their kind. Finding Fheeri garments that fit her frame comfortably and didn’t hamper her mobility was easy. She went to change and wore a short-sleeved tunic and knee-length shorts as she returned. The rear of the shorts had a hole for her tail as well, and the back of the tunic was wide enough to accommodate her hunched posture.

Cal bought half a dozen sets for the girl, though they did not buy footwear, as the girl preferred to walk barefooted. That was a preference many therians shared, as Cal saw more people walk barefoot than otherwise.

They stopped at a local eatery for lunch, and Cal ordered their specialty. The server brought out plates filled with large meatballs, served with sliced fried potatoes, simply salted, as well as a rich, sweet, and tangy sauce made from berries and meat broth.

The unusual sweet sauce kept the meaty, fatty flavors of the meatballs reigned in and prevented the meal from being too heavy on the stomach. The potato wedges were fried perfectly—crisp outside with a fluffy inside—and sprinkled with just the right amount of salt.

Dessert came as a large slice of pie with a flaky pastry crust and a densely packed filling of sliced apples stewed until soft, spiced with cinnamon, and sweetened with honey. They added a dollop of cream whipped until it formed stiff peaks on top of the slice as they served it.

One thing Cal noted immediately once she entered the city was how everyone was dressed in neat clothes. Her much more casual and revealing wear made her stand out, though she had not allowed that to bother her.

However, it was definitely a different atmosphere compared to the Goblin Lands, which was good. Fheeri would need her time for adjustments to life outside the Goblin Lands, so this would be a start.

They stayed in Xarte for three days before Cal continued on her journey. This time she headed southwest, straight towards Boroes, the seat of the grand duke and the city they named the nation after. They took a more leisurely pace this time and toured the lands.

Halfway through their journey, they stayed in a small village for a few days. The village mainly was a tea plantation, and Fheeri watched with interest as the villagers harvested the tea leaves. She found the beverage pleasant enough but preferred stronger tastes in her food or drinks. Cal’s hartbloom tea was one she liked better.

Carnivorous therians like her had a terrible sense of taste, which was why they leaned towards stronger flavors. Cal had also noticed how dishes sold by some therians were much stronger in flavor or spiced more heavily. Now she knew the reason.

They had a full breakfast the day they left the village, where a large platter was piled full with a couple of slices of toasted bread, eggs, sausages, fried tomatoes, cuts of smoked pork, a pudding made from blood and oats, and sauteed mushrooms. The large portion was plenty to keep them sated well into the evening, which they appreciated.

After another two days of uneventful travel from the village, they saw Boroes as they crested a hill. From afar, the city looked majestic. The inhabitants built its walls entirely out of granite blocks. The city was near the largest granite quarry in the union and was surrounded by a wide and deep moat. The four gates were the only ways into the city, which had drawbridges that spanned the moat and allowed travel into and out of the city.

Cal allowed Fheeri to gawk at the city for a while before she led the way and leisurely walked down the hill.


Side Story 11

Side Story 11: Shadow of the Firmament

“It is typical for people to attach meanings to names. Every culture in the world does that. Few do it as literally as the Al-Shan Empire’s Huan people, who directly use the actual words or parts of the words from their language as their names. No other culture except the merfolk uses this nomenclature, and many assume that the practice comes from extended interaction with merfolk.” 

—Zhang Guan-Zhu, Al-Shan Scholar

For only the gods knew how many times that day, Ying pinched the skin on the inside of her left forearm with her right hand and twisted it until she felt pain. The pain helped jolt her mind. Its presence assured her that this was not a dream, and she needed not to fear that she would suddenly wake up from it.

It was all still so hard for her to believe, though. Even as the warmth of the water in the bath embraced her body and as the trained hands of a masseuse kneaded away aches from her shoulders, she still had a hard time believing it.

The doubt was further reinforced by how she was currently inside a lavish bath inside the Imperial Palace. The bath itself was so large it could have fit the entire brothel she lived in during her childhood inside. The identity of the pretty woman who bathed beside her and absentmindedly played with strands of Ying’s hair as they floated in the water was no help.

Layla bin Mansoor al-Haroone, the twenty-three-year-old girl who was also the current Empress of the Al-Shan Empire, looked at the younger girl beside her fondly. The girl they rescued off Shan-Hu had slowly opened up more during the short trip they took between the islands as they made their way back.

She knew that the younger girl needed time. She needed the time to heal the scars left on her mind by the inhuman torment they had subjected her to the last two years. Even now, the girl was still quite fidgety. It was one reason Xain had not joined them in the bath.

It made horrible sense that the mere sight of a naked man would have made the girl hysteric with what she had experienced.

Because she was averse to men, Xain had left her rehabilitation mostly in Layla’s and Samira’s hands. He only made periodic checks to ensure the girl that he remembered and worried for her. Layla knew that her husband-emperor’s bleeding heart would have liked to help comfort the girl, but with how she was, this was for the best.

Ying looked at Layla’s kind eyes and smiled back in reply. In all her life, the girl had never had such kindness. The older women in the brothel she was raised in were curt and indifferent to her. At worst, they used her to vent their temper, and her mother stood aside, often just for a handful of coppers.

Life was better at first when she and her mother were sold to the magistrate’s son. They fed her well, and none of the older prostitutes bothered her anymore. That peace was broken soon. After a week, her mother went with the magistrate’s son and never returned. New people kept being added, while older ones disappeared.

After a month, they also took her to serve the magistrate’s son. The pain she felt that day would forever be seared in her memories, as well as the depraved smile on the man’s face when he choked her with both hands. She had wished for death to take her that day, yet it never came for her. She had not known why until much later.

The two years that followed that accursed day were full of days where pain and humiliation became her constant companion. The magistrate’s son had become more inventive in his methods and derived sick pleasure from her torment and pain. Some days he beat on her with his bare hands. Other days, he would stab her with blades that glowed red hot and laugh uproariously when she screamed as the blade cooked her insides.

She had not said it to anyone so far, but she felt a cruel, perverse feeling of pleasure in her heart when she watched how he was subjected to a thousand cuts. His every bawl and whimper sent a surge of satisfaction through her. How he screamed when the horses tore him limb from limb almost made her embarrass herself before the imperial couple.

Those were subjects she’d keep a secret to her grave.

Since the imperial couple rescued her, everyone treated her politely. She understood the meaning of the emperor’s words. She also understood that her constitution allowed her to survive the years of hellish torment.

She was a blood mage.

That meant a lot in Al-Shan, with the Blood Demon’s exploits known widely nowadays. Even in the brothel, she’d heard tales of her. A woman respected for her selfless courage and equally feared for her ruthlessness. Some women in the brothel even invoked the moniker to make their children behave.

The thought that she might one day even be a fraction as great was beyond the young girl’s imagination. Her young mind, however, realized that if she wanted to be of use to the emperor, to repay the life debt she owed for his kindness, to stay as she was now or used to be wasn’t an option.

As they dressed after the bath, Ying braced herself and asked the empress if it was possible to receive an audience with the emperor. She expected rejection and was surprised when Layla smiled and nodded and brought her towards the emperor’s study after they were dressed.

The austere yet tasteful decorations of the Imperial Palace—a shift that Xain had enforced once he was crowned—flew past as Ying walked absent-mindedly behind the empress. None of the palace’s many guards accosted them. Many even opened doors politely when they saw Layla approach.

They soon arrived before ornately decorated wooden double doors, and Ying straightened and smoothed her clothes nervously. She had worn the clothes given: an article of long-sleeved clothing that hugged her body comfortably, the long dress cut by slits on both sides of the legs up to the waist, and simple trousers under it.

They were made of expensive, smooth silk, and she had at first argued that surely she was not worthy of such luxury until the empress forced them on her. She and the emperor had kindly but forcefully reminded her she should never view herself that way again.

The door opened gently, and Samira’s motherly face greeted them. She and Layla traded knowing looks at one another. Then she bid them enter the room. Ying walked past the doorway with trepidation and nervousness, yet she steeled her heart and solidified her resolve.

Before them sat the emperor behind a worn mahogany desk, a book still in his hands. The young emperor lifted his head and looked at Ying kindly, with some worry and expectation apparent in his youthful, noble mien.

“What brings you here, little Ying?” asked the emperor kindly.

Ying steeled her resolve, and to some surprise from Layla, Samira, and the emperor, she kneeled on the ground, gave a respectful salute to the emperor, and looked him straight in the eye.

“Your Imperial Majesty,” she said with a firm tone, or as firm a tone as a nervous lowborn girl before an emperor could manage. “This subject wishes to be of use to the empire. This subject beseeches Your Majesty to forge this worthless subject into a blade for the empire!”

“Good resolve,” said the emperor after a moment of silence. “Are you fully aware of what this would mean for you? This we ask you out of kindness. You still have the other option.”

“This subject is aware,” Ying said while she did her best so her voice did not waver. “This subject swears to dedicate her life to the emperor, for whatever purpose Your Majesty demands!”

“Understood,” said the emperor, standing up from his seat. The atmosphere felt heavier somehow, for reasons Ying could not fathom. “Do you have a given name, Ying?”

“They had never given this subject a name, Your Majesty. I was my mother’s third child, so she usually just referred to me as third,” she explained, her voice nervous.

“That is inappropriate,” said the emperor, as Ying shivered with some dread. “It would be uncouth for a subject of the empire to have not even a proper name. From this day forth, I bestow you the name ‘Xiao’ for the firmament. May you hold the name with pride in your life.”

“Now rise, Ying Xiao, Shadow of the Firmament, and let us discuss how you shall serve the empire.”


Side Story 12

Side Story 12: A New Beginning, Shadow Empress’s Dawn

“Life-debt is a concept that carries much importance in Al-Shan culture. Both ethnic groups view it as among the most important and highly respected of all debts. To show ingratitude to those you owe a life debt to is considered revolting, and those who renege on their life debts are openly ostracized. For what worth does one have when considering life’s debt so trivial?” 

—Zhang Guan-Zhu, Al-Shan Scholar

“Do you think I did the right thing?” Xain asked while he pondered at his desk after Ying Xiao had left with General Zhang Hu-Lao. Layla looked at her husband with sympathy and understanding while Samira eyed her son-in-law and emperor with a more critical eye.

“That girl needed a purpose in her life,” Samira stared sternly. “One so abused like her would have had a hard time finding peace in her life had she chosen the easy path. Others would remind her of her shame and disrespect her for things not her fault.”

“I saw it in her eyes. That girl craves a purpose and direction. I can see her desire to stand tall on her own merits,” she continued as both Xain and Layla turned their attention her way. “It is better this way, Xain. When she stands tall and strong, most will not dare disrespect her. And those foolish enough to, she shall teach a lesson with her own hands.”

“It still felt abominable to me,” Xain admitted with a sigh. He always preferred to drop all formalities like this when they were in private unless Halmout was present. “She is but a youth, Samira. And we sent her to a path of pain and violence.”

“Life is often unfair, my dear husband,” said Layla. She gently hugged Xain from behind and allowed his head to rest on her bosom. “What we can do is to make the best out of the hand it deals us.”

“I know, I know…” said the emperor dejectedly. “I just wish… that things like what happened to her never happened to anyone, ever again, as long as I am emperor.”

“Yet even that wish is a tall order, is it not?” he asked in a somewhat resigned tone. “We still lack manpower after the war, and to root out all such corruption and depravity will take time… time their victims rarely have.”

“We do what we can do,” Samira said in a serious, somber tone. “Your desire is admirable, and your kindness warms my heart, yet this sort of matter… cannot be rushed.”

Xain nodded somberly at her words and hardened his mien. In his heart, the young emperor had steeled his resolve to change the empire for the better in his lifetime or die trying.
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Zhang Hu-Lao looked at the little girl who walked beside him, and anger clouded his features when he remembered what the poor girl had been through. Ying, no, her name was Ying Xiao now, was just eighteen, younger than his second daughter. The girl looked at him nervously, especially when she noticed his anger.

“I offer you my deepest apologies, Ying Xiao,” Hu-Lao said after he took a deep breath to calm himself.

“This subject feels the esteemed general has nothing to apologize for,” said the girl, somewhat nervously.

“What happened to you… should not have happened,” answered Hu-Lao with a sigh. “We had thought that peace would reign when the war ended. That everything would be fine again. But life was never that simple.”

“Those who were rotten remained rotten and simply hid better,” he continued as the girl kept pace with him. Ying Xiao looked healthier now, with more meat on her bones, but she was a small girl for her age and barely reached Hu-Lao’s chest in height. “We should have found you sooner. For that failure, I apologize.

“And just call me Hu-Lao. You wish to serve the empire, do you not? On the battlefield, useless formality is the first thing you throw away.”

“Understood, G—Sir Hu-Lao.”

“Good girl,” Hu-Lao said as they reached a building with large double doors. He pulled open the heavy doors effortlessly and led Ying Xiao into the building. “Now, feel free to look around and try them out. Find some that you like.”

Arranged on the building’s walls and floor were rack after rack of weapons of all varieties. Ying Xiao looked around in wonder for a while before she timidly approached a rack, picked up a sword, and gave it a few test swings.

“If you favor a long weapon, also pick out some shorter ones along with it,” Hu-Lao reminded as the girl went around the room, now with some excitement in her gait.

A couple of hours later, they left the weapons hall and headed toward the training ground. The weapons she chose were in Ying Xiao’s storage artifact—Xain had given her one before he summoned for Hu-Lao. She had chosen three in the end, as per Hu-Lao’s suggestion.

Known by the Al-Shan people as a “fang tian hua ji,” the main weapon Ying Xiao chose was a long polearm over two meters in length, with a spearhead set between two crescent blades that protruded from just behind the spearhead itself. Mainlanders would have called it a kind of halberd, and she chose it partly because stories of the Blood Demon always depicted her with a similar weapon.

Up close, she opted for two different weapons. For her off-hand, she chose an unusual dagger, one with two wavy blades on both ends of the handle and a semi-circular hand guard from which a third blade sprouted.

She went for a large blade for her main hand. The blade was nearly rectangular and slightly tapered, while the top part ended in a diagonal section. The blacksmith that created it had sharpened the blade only on one side and it was heavy enough that most people would have wielded it with both hands, but it was quite light for her.

The first thing Xain and Layla had taught her was to control her strength better, and nowadays she realized she was indeed stronger than she had thought possible.

“We will focus on reconditioning your physique for the time being,” Hu-Lao explained to Ying Xiao when they reached the training grounds. “By winter, Dame Ambervale should be back, and you will follow her tutelage then.”

“Understood, Sir Hu-Lao,” said Ying Xiao.

Physical training was very repetitive and tiring. They made Ying Xiao run laps while she carried heavy weights and performed other muscle exercises with even more weight piled on her back. By the end of her first training day, she felt sore, and her body ached in places she never knew could hurt. She was so tired that she fell asleep while a masseuse massaged her back in the bath that night.

The following day, Hu-Lao found Ying Xiao already at work on the training ground when he reached there. The soldiers he asked said that she had started her training at the break of dawn and had not stopped since, other than to take a quick and simple breakfast.

Pain and aches from the training, Ying Xiao felt, yet those were nothing compared to what she suffered in her years of torment. She welcomed the pain and used it to motivate herself, to improve further, faster, better, so that she would not disappoint the empire.

Hu-Lao respected her drive and, as he was quite familiar with Cal, allowed Ying Xiao to push herself to her limit and beyond. Most trainers avoided that in fear of irreversible damage from over-exhaustion, but Hu-Lao knew that blood mages needed to be pushed that far to improve.

In the rare times when Ying Xiao neither pushed her training to new limits nor rested, Hu-Lao taught the girl the basics of using her weapons and occasionally sparred with the girl. She was a complete beginner with weapons, but the basics she grasped fast enough.

Two months later, as winter came and the first snow fell on Al-Shan, Ying Xiao stood before the gate that led to Paradise, where she, General Hu-Lao, and the empress would await the Blood Demon’s return. It filled her heart with excitement as she stepped through the gate.
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Chapter 96: Boroes, Inside and Out

“Despite a long history of secessionist movements that took place in the duchy at different times of their history, Boroes never actually seceded from the Union of Free Nations. The profits and mutual protection membership in the union provided outweighed the desire to be their own masters. Bordering the Great Emerald Forest and the Kingdom Down Under might also have been a factor in that decision.” 

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

Since it was already past afternoon and they had just had a long walk, the first thing Cal looked for in Boroes was an eatery. The city itself showed people from all over. Its stature as the seat of the duke unequivocally also made it the capital, and many traders and travelers from neighboring regions visited it.

Among those travelers were also many elves from the Great Emerald Forest to the north. Cal exchanged greetings in Elvish with those she ran across, as was tradition when meeting others in a foreign land. Many dwarves—from the Kingdom Down Under—were also present. It was these dwarves she paid attention to, and she chose an eatery many of them flocked to.

She was mighty thirsty, and a store where dwarves flocked was bound to have something good to drink.

When she entered the eatery—which doubled as a tavern and bar—with Fheeri behind her, she saw that many local therians also frequented the establishment. More than half the seats were occupied by dwarves, though. They kept the floor meticulously clean, which was a good sign indeed.

They had just sat down at a table when a rugged dwarf who wore a checker patterned kilt came over to their table.

“Aye, lassies, welcome. What’ll ye be having?” asked the dwarf cheerfully with a grin hidden behind his thick, bushy facial hair. His laughing eyes and jovial tone made him look friendly, though.

“New here. What’s good to eat?” Cal asked in return.

“Och, aye! We got some nice batches o’ cullen skink an’ hairst bree just off the stove. Haggis wit’ nepps an’ tatties be our ‘pecialty,” elaborated the dwarf with a jovial tone.

“Bring each of us a portion of all those, then. And a couple of mugs each of whatever’s on tap,” Cal said. She did not know what those dishes were like, but she was never against trying new things.

“Fine appetites ye lassies got! Me like it! Gonna be back in a jiffy wit’ yer order.”

When the dwarf returned to their table not five minutes later, he had four mugs of ale balanced on a platter in his left hand, while his right hand had a platter filled with four bowls that let off steam and two flat plates. He deftly set the food down in the middle of the table and set the mugs by Cal and Fheeri. After he placed the bowls and plates, he left with words to just give him a holler should they wish for anything else.

Cal did not know which of the two bowls of stew was which, but she enjoyed both either way. One was a hearty stew full of mutton, potatoes, cabbage, carrots, and onions that was warming and filling. The flavor was homey and pleasant, the sort of food that made one think of home-cooked dishes.

The other stew was a creamy fish stew served with toasted bread. The fish tasted as if they had smoked it before it was stewed, while chunks of potatoes and onions also filled the stew nicely. The thick cream they stewed them in thickened and enriched the stew.

As for the house specialty, Cal had no certainty about what meats went inside the stomach pouch it was cooked in. She had detected flavors inherent to livers and lungs, so she assumed they minced the offal and mixed it with onions, oats, and spices. They served the food with two generous piles of mashed potatoes and turnips, leaving Cal and Fheeri with full stomachs after they polished everything up.

The ale served was excellent stuff, and she had ordered more during their meals.

“Hav’ sum cranachan, on da house!” said the dwarf when he returned after Cal asked for the bill. He deposited five bowls on the table and placed two empty ones before Cal and Fheeri, along with wooden spoons. “Mix ‘em up however ye like, enjoy!”

He filled the bowls with whipped cream, honey, oatmeal, raspberries, and a strong liquor. Cal divided the contents between herself and Fheeri, stirred the mixture in her bowl before giving it a taste, and smiled widely.

Sweet honey and tangy raspberries melded with the base of crunchy oats and fluffy whipped cream, while the hard liquor gave everything a smoky tinge that harmonized the dish. They finished the dessert quickly and left their bowls as clean as if they had licked them, which was actually what happened in Fheeri’s case.

Cal paid the bill and told the dwarf to keep the change—nearly half a gold coin—with a smile before she left.

Unlike her usually targeted trips, Cal took Fheeri on a leisurely walk around the city instead. She intended to let the girl get accustomed to living in cities since she would need to if she wished to stay for long periods outside the Goblin Lands.

They also visited a local museum. The museum displayed old therian artifacts and many paintings and scrolls that told the tale of the therian’s migration from Ur-Teros. The story told was of escaping tyranny and depravity, of how the brave pioneers sought new frontiers where they could be free.

Fheeri had a skeptical look when she read the stories, a detail that had not escaped Cal’s attention.

Later that evening, after they found an inn to stay in, Cal asked Fheeri about it in their room—she had booked a larger room with two beds since it was cheaper than two single rooms. Fheeri said that the tales she had heard from the older therians in her settlement differed.

Instead, those tales told the story of people who fled with their tails behind their backs after losing several territorial fights. People who moved to another continent because they were tired of losing in their original homes.

Cal did not know which of the tales were the real ones—if any—but she joined Fheeri in laughter when the therian girl burst into yip-like laughs.
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Chapter 97: A Gentle Giant

“Books shouldn’t be judged by their cover alone. Similarly, people should not be judged just based on their appearance. Many a first impression went horribly wrong because of this habit.” 

—Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden

On the second day of their stay, Cal had been touring the city with Fheeri when the latter accidentally bumped into someone. She had walked while gawking at the city, so honestly, Cal was surprised something like this had not happened sooner.

“Sorry, sorry! That was my fault!” Fheeri apologized as she bent down and helped pick up the man’s fallen items—they looked like souvenirs to Cal, wooden and metal statuettes carved to resemble mythical beasts—along with the man.

“Not your fault, ma’am,” said the man politely as he collected his fallen statuettes. “I was a bit too engrossed in the carvings myself. I shouldn’t be doing that while walking, I guess.”

Now that the man had straightened himself, Cal saw his huge figure in its entirety. His lineage was quite mixed, with his towering height nearly two heads taller than Cal herself and the thick growth of facial and body hair hinting at a mix of Elvish and Dwarven ancestries.

The round, fluffy ears atop his head were a telltale sign of bear-therian ancestry. Cal thought the bulky, bearded man looked familiar, but she couldn’t quite recall from where.

His bright blue eyes sparkled with recognition when he saw Cal, so clearly, the feeling of familiarity was mutual.

“Madam Ambervale,” greeted the man politely and cheerfully. “I had not expected to see you here. The world is certainly a small place sometimes.”

“Pleasure to meet you too…” Cal said in return, a little awkwardly, since she could not place where she had met the man so far. “Pardon me for the question, but have we met?”

“Oh no, madam, my bad. I had seen you from afar and heard stories from great-great-great grandpas about you, and to be honest, you are pretty easy to identify,” answered the man, somewhat flustered. “Fyodor Bronzmeier at your service. Archmagus Magnus and the respected mayor are my elders.”

“Oh! No wonder you looked familiar,” exclaimed Cal as she made the connection. The boy had resembled both Hans-Grell and Magnus, which just made sense if he was descended from both of them. Now that she knew of it, it looked obvious to her eyes. “So what brought you here to Boroes? It’s a long way from Paradise.”

“Visiting some relatives from Pa’s side of the family and getting some souvenirs for my little sisters too,” Fyodor said. “These statuettes are supposedly figures for a board game they are into. I don’t really get it myself, but they’re easy enough to find.”

“And who might this charming young lady be?” he asked as he referred to Fheeri. He had noticed that she traveled with Cal and that the woman looked out for her.

“I’m Fheeri! Fheeri of the Boghunter Tribe,” said Fheeri as she introduced herself. “Nice to meet you, and sorry again for not looking ahead while walking.”

“A pleasure, Fheeri,” Fyodor said as he shook the girl’s hand.
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That evening they dined in a restaurant Fyodor suggested, the big man joining them. To befit the descendant of a chef, he picked out a restaurant he vouched for because of the authentic cuisine they served, the sort the therians brought from their former homeland.

The appetizer was an unusual hybrid of a soup and a salad, the bowl full of shredded raw vegetables with some boiled potatoes and slices of ham. They doused it all with a beverage called “kvass” made from fermented bread and kept chilled with a helping of crushed ice. It was unusual but refreshing.

What followed was a hot stew, colored a dark pink from the copious amount of beets used to make it, and a chock full of meat, potatoes, onion, cabbage, and carrots. A dollop of sour cream on top gave a sour accent to the sweet-savory stew and kept it hearty but not too heavy.

They served what looked like small pancakes next, each covered with a spoonful of brined fish eggs harvested from the nearby lake. The soft pancakes’ relatively plain, slightly sweet flavor meshed with the fish eggs' strong saltiness, and the mixture of flavors juxtaposed an exciting contrast.

Fried pastries filled with a mix of potatoes, onions, and meat were served next, a more rustic flavor that satisfied in baser ways. Plates of meat-filled dumplings drenched in butter and sour cream, which was more of a symphony of stronger flavors, followed this.

The main dishes were grilled skewers of beef and vegetables—cut into large chunks—seasoned simply, and a dish where they cooked strips of beef in a creamy sauce of mushrooms and tomatoes, served over chunks of potatoes.

They drank more of the excellent kvass throughout the meal, but Cal also ordered a bottle of strong liquor that looked clear like water but had quite a kick. They flavored it with lemons to cut the taste, giving the drink a pleasant sourness to cut the alcoholic heat.
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Cal and Fheeri left Boroes two days later, and Fyodor came with them. Cal was headed for Levain, where she would take a trip via the gate to Paradise, which suited Fyodor as well since he was returning to Paradise.

Hitching a gate transfer with Cal would save him a lot of time.

She had asked whether he could keep up with her own and Fheeri's pace of travel or if they should hire a carriage for the trip to Levain. He assured her he had no issues with long-distance travel at speed, and as they left the gates of Boroes, Cal saw how he had that confidence.

Fyodor hadn't precisely walked or run along them at all. Instead, he extracted a fist-sized lump of metal from his storage, formed it into a flat disc, and simply stood on it. He propelled the disc at speed by his magic and easily kept up with Cal and Fheeri's pace, and he assured them he had enough mana to sustain that speed for each day's travel without issue.

The three chatted as they walked a straight line between Boroes and Levain—a trip Cal estimated would take at least another week and a half, even at their pace—and traded news. They should reach Paradise by the first month of winter. A couple of weeks later than Cal had initially planned, but she hadn't exactly planned for Fheeri either.

To no surprise, Cal heard how the Kingdom of Iznuguod received heavy sanctions from the union and, at the moment, mainly had isolated themselves from their neighbors. They also intensified their dealings with the cultist rebellion in Ezram, no longer hiding their support of it.

The northern and western regions of Ezram upped their disobedience of royal summons into a formal secession movement. That left the Ezram royalty in a dilemma, as they were now pincered between two rebellions, with nowhere near the strength needed to handle both.

Should they attack one, the other side was bound to take the chance to strike them from the back. They lacked the force needed to reliably beat one rebellion while being guarded with enough strength to repel the other.

The neighboring regions made the matter worse as they meddled. Paradise stayed neutral as usual, but the Orcish tribes, city-states, and Knallzog all sent envoys and formally acknowledged the secession of northwest Ezram. None of them bothered with the cultist rebellion in the southeast, though.

As it was, other countries' issues weren't exactly Cal's problems, and she soon steered the topic to more cheerful matters.
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Chapter 98: Rabid Beasts

“Rabid animals, or animals that have succumbed to a disease that induces madness and extreme aggressivity, are amongst the most dangerous threats to travelers. Even a scratch from such an animal may transmit the disease to people, and unless promptly cured by a healer, the disease is almost always fatal. For this reason, most travelers travel in groups and try to have healers with them.” 

—Sempronius Adamanthus, Head of Levain Adventurers’ Guild, FP 672

Cal smiled as she watched Fheeri interact with Fyodor as they traveled. The hyena-therian girl had always had an outgoing character, and she quickly made friends with the tall, but gentle man, Fyodor. They were roughly at the same relative age as well. Fyodor was thirty-four, and for a mixed-up hybrid like him specifically, that was just around the age one matured.

That the already massive man might not be done with his growth baffled Fheeri for a good while.

The first week of travel mainly went uneventfully, as they made a good pace and rested either in their tents or in villages that crossed their path. As they neared Levain, however, the atmosphere in the towns they saw grew tenser.

There had been a very recent outbreak of rabid animals near Levain. In a couple of villages, Cal even saw people who cried as they put down dogs and cats with disease symptoms. In one village, Cal even treated one little girl who a rabid animal had scratched, to her mother’s tearful gratitude.

The village was too far away from larger cities where healers usually were, and they would not have made it if they had tried to bring the girl to the nearest city. The girl’s father had taken a horse and gone to the nearby villages in search of a healer, but had not returned yet.

Cal’s blood magic lacked the healing properties needed, but what lessons on herbalism she received from her mother gave a solution. Al-Shan never had issues with rabid animals because they had a remedy. The problem was that a crucial ingredient for said remedy grew sparsely in specific conditions, and what the Al-Shan herbalists had had mainly been traded from the merfolk.

And another crucial ingredient was a flower native to only Al-Shan’s northwestern islands, making that remedy one mainly unknown to the world. Fortunately, Cal kept doses of said ingredients with her and quickly concocted a remedy for the girl.

Maybe she should suggest to Xain to spread the recipe for the remedy to Paradise and see if they could find substitutes for the ingredients absent from the mainlands.

They departed the village the next day to another series of tearful thanks from the girl’s mother and continued their trip.

They ran across their first rabid animal a day out from the village. It was a small fox with red eyes that was frothing at the mouth. The way it aggressively ran their way instead of away made it pretty clear it had gone rabid. Fheeri just picked it off with her sling, a stone she picked up off the ground for ammunition.

Later that same day, a pack of rabid wolves accosted them. Cal mostly allowed Fheeri to use them as target practice. Even after so many times, the way the girl was so accurate with a sling still impressed her. This time the therian girl used her lead projectiles since Cal promised to buy her better ones later.

Three of the wolves got too close before Fheeri could kill all of them, and Cal went to accost two of them on the left after Fyodor said to leave the other one to him. One quick swing of Cal’s halberd reduced both slavering wolves to chunks of giblets, and when she turned to see how Fyodor handled his, she saw he was finished.

A large metal trident firmly nailed his wolf to the ground. With a gesture from Fyodor, the trident’s tines shrunk and elongated and easily pulled itself out from the wolf’s head before the metal twisted around itself into a ball and floated back to him.

Honestly, that performance was about what she expected since he kept up with her and Fheeri for over a week of travel with ease on that disc of his. Cal guessed he was not at archmagus level yet, but when his young age and his current prowess were considered, that seemed a certainty in the future.

His metal manipulation was very smooth and done with rapid speed, and she guessed that he probably stored multiple chunks of raw metal in his storage to save mana. He could manipulate them instead of wasting his mana by conjuration.

Cal had mostly given the rabid animals they came across to Fheeri to allow the girl to train a bit. Something Fyodor followed as well. She rarely stepped in to clean up a creature or two that Fheeri didn’t get when there were too many.

A day out from Levain, however, a situation occurred where Cal had to step in seriously. It was a small horde of rabid animals that had burst out from the forest, and amongst them was a massive bear, at least four meters long, probably more. She judged that neither Fheeri nor Fyodor had the firepower to handle the creature in time, so she stepped forward with her halberd.

She warned the two behind her to keep their distance and take out those beasts that went around or avoided her.

Call herself stood before the beast horde and went to work. Blood, guts, and unmentionables filled the air and splattered all over the grass as she swung her halberd. She clove beasts in twain, or downright pulverized them with her strikes, while from time to time, projectiles from Fheeri’s sling or Fyodor’s magic flew by and took out a beast that had given her a wide berth.

The smaller creatures were easy enough, but the giant bear proved a bit more of a challenge. The beast turned out to not be a regular large bear, but a monster, as evidenced by how its wounds closed at a visible pace after Cal landed a blow on it.

To make matters more complicated, the bear showed initial signs of rabidity but mostly still had its mind intact. That made it a more challenging opponent than if it had gone entirely rabid. Fheeri’s sling projectiles were too light and small to injure the beast, while Fyodor’s weren’t fast and agile enough as the bear swatted a metal spear he threw off to the side.

As she noted the issue, Cal took the fight to the beast more aggressively. She went close to it and struck hard, only to withdraw at the last moment. The bear’s injuries healed itself swiftly, but she noticed that its healing slowed as she piled injuries on it, and severe wounds healed notably slower than lighter ones.

After one missed swipe from the bear, Cal spotted an excellent chance and struck the side of its right knee with the hammerhead on her halberd. The blow held nothing back, and the thick bone and cartilage broke apart before it. The bear stumbled and fell on its forepaws as its leg gave way.

Fheeri and Fyodor took that chance to attack as a pellet from Fheeri lodged itself in one of the beast’s eyes. Fyodor bodily hurled a large spear of metal that landed on the bear’s front left paw and nailed it to the ground.

Cal took that chance and struck the beast’s head hard with her weapon. Three brutal strikes and its skull broke apart and gave way, and a fourth blow sent the beast to the ground once and for all.

After the carnage, she carefully ensured that Fheeri and Fyodor were not injured. Even a scratch from a rabid beast could prove potentially fatal, so she took no chances. Cal took several scratches during the fight and took a portion of the medicine she made in the village back then. She had made extras just in case she would need them.

They camped for the night once they were far enough away that the horrible stench of death was no longer noticeable even to Fheeri, and the first thing Cal did was to take a good, long bath.

Being covered from head to toe with animal blood and guts felt utterly disgusting.
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Chapter 99: Unexpected Reunion

“Cherish those you love and care for while you have them, for the river of time is an unforgiving taskmaster that takes one to meet their maker against one’s will. Those fortunate enough to climb its shores find a different challenge before them. A life often needs a purpose to have value, much less a life unending…” 

– Saying attributed to the Silver Maiden.

After a good night’s rest, Cal, Fyodor, and Fheeri continued on their journey. By late morning, they had already seen Levain in the distance. However, what also caught Cal’s attention was how many parties of adventurers roamed the woods.

Frequently, she saw them butcher some rabid animals, so clearly, Levain took the rabid animal outbreak seriously enough. The adventurers politely waved when Cal’s group passed by and once thanked Fheeri when she helped take down an escaping beast with a well-placed shot from her sling.

Roughly an hour from Levain’s gates, Cal saw her students—many of the more combative institute students had joined the hunt along with the adventurers—as they stalked the woods in a party of four. Willa was the first to have noticed her as she sniffed the air and quickly turned her way, which brought the other three along.

“Teacher! Back already?” Willa asked as she led the rest of the party to her. Ognar, Giselle, and Leila waved happily at Cal as they approached. “And who are these? New friends?”

“Just got back from the Goblin Lands, yes,” answered Cal when all four students had assembled around her. “That’s Fheeri, from the Goblin Lands, and that’s Fyodor. He’s a descendant of Hans-Grell and Magnus. I’m sure you still remember them?”

“Oooh, a descendant of the mayor? Yeah, I can see it. He’s an even bigger dude, though! Wonder if he’s as big down there…” Willa said her last words in a low voice but still loud enough for Cal to catch as Fyodor blushed slightly at her words. Fheeri already mingled with the other students, her outgoing personality on full display.

“On that note, you kids are hunting rabids as well?” Cal asked her students.

“Yes, teach. Practical class for all those in our class. Some guys and girls in other classes even joined voluntarily,” replied Leila. “Heard the guild head was worried because someone sighted a big monster bear that’s gone rabid or something, but nobody’s run across it so far.”

“Big rabid monster bear, you say? Try having some of them search around about a day and a half that way,” Cal said as she pointed in the direction she came from. A look of understanding dawned on most students’ faces, except Giselle, who was preoccupied with a chat with Fheeri. “Yeah, we ran into it, or one like it, at least. Shouldn’t trouble anybody anymore, though.”
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Cal chatted happily with her students as they returned to Levain. The students had taken down more than enough beasts, and a healer promptly handled any scratch or bite they took at the adventurer's base camp. They soon met Vark along the way.

Vark was out in the fields to supervise the students—primarily those not in the practical class—to ensure they were fine. Leila reported they were returning to the city, along with their tally, and he nodded and waved them through.

Fheeri had made fast friends with the students, and Fyodor also joined in the conversation from time to time. The idea of the institute seemed to interest Fheeri greatly, as, in her homeland, most forms of training were a matter of apprenticeship to an experienced practician of the desired craft.

That people gathered experienced tutors and made a school for sharing the craft was both foreign and intriguing for her. She even asked Willa whether the institute had a course for hunters and was happy when given an affirmative reply.

"Yes, of course, you may enroll if you're interested," Cal said with a smile when an excited Fheeri turned her way, having already guessed what was on the girl's mind. "Don't worry about the fees. I intended you to look over the courses first, but if you already have something in mind, I don't see why not?"

"Really?" the excited therian girl stammered for a moment. "I owe you much. I know not how to repay the kindness…" she added with some worry.

"When I offered to show you the world, I always had it in mind to give you some further education as well, Fheeri. Think nothing of it," Cal said kindly. "And besides, after you see what I mentioned about a way to see the world more easily, you will probably understand."

Fheeri looked slightly skeptical but nodded anyway.
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They arrived on Levain on the sixthday, which meant the students technically had their weekend free time. When Cal asked if they wanted to come along to Paradise, all four agreed, and they chose to later reconvene in an eatery near the gate.

In the meantime, Cal showed Fheeri and Fyodor around the city while the students went to their respective homes or dorms to get their baggage for the trip. They met at the eatery they agreed on twenty minutes later and had a late lunch there.

The eatery served a rustic dish of chicken cooked in a wine-based sauce, with good bread and gooey mashed potatoes mixed with cheese, as well as more of the wine they cooked the chicken with. It was good and filling fare, and they left with their bellies full and satisfied.

When Cal entered the building that held Levain's gate inside, the captain of the guard—who she met when he helped serve as a temporary lecturer at the institute just earlier this year—was on duty. They were all waved through the checkpoint without even a cursory check.

That said, the sight that greeted Cal when she walked out of the teleportation gate in Paradise was not one she expected to see.

To find Aideen in the gate room? Not a surprise, as she often took trips on a whim to begin with.

Layla was not a face she expected to see in the gate room or Paradise. What brought the Empress of Al-Shan there?
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Chapter 100: News From Home, and Yet Another Disciple

“Another thing foreigners often view as an oddity is how the Al-Shan people greatly respect their teachers. Such respect is unheard of in most other cultures, often approaching the respect one shows one’s parents.” 

—Zhang Guan-Zhu, Al-Shan Scholar

“Layla? What are you doing in Paradise?” Cal asked with some surprise and worry in her tone. “Don’t tell me something bad happened to Xain.”

“Everything’s fine back home, Cal,” Layla assured as she came forward and embraced Cal warmly, an embrace Cal returned. “But we need to speak for a bit… Can we speak privately?”

“Sure, I guess?” replied Cal with some confusion in her voice. By now, her students—as well as Fheeri and Fyodor—had crossed the gate and gathered behind her. “Wait, give me a bit,” she added to Layla.

“Aideen,” she called, to which the unliving woman walked over. “Can you do me a favor and show the kids around? This one is Fheeri. I met her in the Goblin Lands.”.

“Sure thing, leave them to me,” Aideen said as she walked past Cal and towards the students. As she passed by, she whispered in a voice so low that only Cal could hear her, “Talk properly with Layla, but don’t be angry with her or the boy. What happened was not their fault. Or yours.”

Cal pondered what Aideen meant but kept it in the back of her mind for the time being. She followed Layla out of the gate building and into a small mansion she recognized as Shi-Huang’s residence. It was easily recognizable since it was one of the few Al-Shan-styled buildings in Paradise.

A noise Cal was intimately familiar with, one made by a clash of metal on metal, greeted them as they crossed the gates. She saw the unliving blood mage in his yard as he sparred with a young girl, probably one around Xain’s age, judging from her features.

The old blood mage’s spear clashed with the young girl’s double crescent halberd. When the girl tried to catch the spear’s shaft with the gap between the crescent blades and the spearhead, Shi-Huang just expertly retracted his weapon, weaved around the girl’s defense, and struck her hard on the chest.

It had not escaped Cal’s notice that Shi-Huang used a training weapon of wood with a padded tip while the girl used a real weapon. The girl got up quickly from her fall and wanted to continue, but Shi-Huang hinted at Cal and Layla’s presence with his eyes and turned to them instead.

“This servant greets Her Imperial Majesty!” the girl said, saluting at Layla, her petite body ramrod straight as she stood.

“At ease, Ying Xiao,” Layla said kindly. “You can continue your spar. We will call for you when needed.”

“This servant thanks Her Majesty.”
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Cal kept silent while they entered the mansion and went to the living room, where the lady of the house—Shi-Huang's wife, a half-therian woman—greeted them cheerfully and went to brew some tea. They allowed the silence to stretch until the lady of the house returned, poured them tea, set a plate of snacks, and left them so they had privacy.

"So, what is the matter?" Cal asked somberly as she sipped her tea. It was strong tea made from her favored dried hartbloom petals, only slightly sweetened by a hint of honey.

"You saw Ying Xiao outside," Layla said. It was more a statement than a question, and Cal saw a hint of guilt in her expression as she spoke. "She is a blood mage we recently discovered."

"I suspected as much. Otherwise, she wouldn't be sparring with Shi-Huang, of all people," replied Cal, as she pondered what Layla could have felt guilty for. "There's something else to the story, isn't there?"

"Yes, there is," Layla admitted as she sipped her tea and calmed herself. "Xain and I went on a trip around the empire shortly after you left. In disguise."

"Go on," Cal said as she listened, sure there was more to the story.

"Most of the trip went fine. We saw how the people lived and how they rebuilt from the devastation of the war. Happy faces had greeted us, and we thought all was good now…" Layla told Cal as she struggled to contain her emotions. "But then in Shan-Hu, at Ren-Guang, the northernmost city… we found her."

Cal had a very good inkling of where the story was headed. Layla and Xain, for all their studies, were practically naïve youngsters, protected and raised with care all their lives. Little different from flowers grown within a glass house, safe from the depredations of the elements.

Cal was not just far older, but also far more familiar with the uglier side of people. A side she would not deny she was likely a part of herself, especially after the purge that followed the civil war, where she had slain men, women, and children, all for the sake of a safer and hopefully better future.

She just nodded and bid Leila to continue her story.

"We had her liberated from a brothel, Cal. An underground establishment made for quenching the fetishes of depraved people! That girl had been under their mercies for years before we saved her!" Layla said with visible emotion. "They made her undergo all sorts of torment and humiliation for the perverse pleasure of people better off drowned at birth! How come this still happens in our times!?"

Cal embraced the empress warmly as a form of a reply and rubbed her back as Layla broke down and sobbed on her chest. She waited and allowed the girl to work out her emotions before she drew back and looked at Layla.

"We are not gods, Layla," Cal said as she held the empress at arm's length by the shoulders. "We are just mortals, and no nation is perfect. What we can do is to do our best to prevent such incidents from repeating themselves."

"I know, but…" Layla said dejectedly. Her eyes still glistened from the tears she shed. "I just wished we could have done more for her. Instead, she chose a life of hardship and violence for herself…"

"Hardship for some might be salvation for others," Cal retorted. "I assume you would like me to guide her, then? Otherwise, you wouldn't be waiting for me here."

"If it's not too much to ask, please," said Layla as she bowed to Cal. She might be empress now, but to the young girl, Cal was someone who watched her grow up from infancy and also as close to a mother as Xain had growing up. "If she wishes to go down the martial path, then at least we wish for her to receive the best guidance to walk that path."

"Understood," Cal said as she took another sip of her tea. She drained her cup and carefully placed the fragile porcelain teacup back on its saucer. "Consider it done."
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When they returned to the yard, they saw that Ying Xiao had gone straight back to her spar, and Shi-Huang skillfully fought the girl while pointing out where she made mistakes or left openings. They waited until the two finished their bout before they walked forward and made their presence known.

"No need for formality, Ying Xiao. Come over here," Layla said to the girl before she could salute her. "Let the lady examine your mana."

Ying Xiao walked over and raised one of her arms. Cal placed her right hand on the girl's wrist, with her thumb right over the large artery in her arm, and carefully projected her mana to the girl. What mana she felt from the girl was much like her own mana. A turbulent current which had been repeatedly tempered by pain, suffering, and potential that had not fallen shy of her own.

She nodded and smiled at the girl before she turned to address Layla.

"She definitely has the potential and is very tempered for one her age," Cal said plainly, as her right hand absentmindedly ruffled the girl's hair. Ying Xiao looked like she wanted to protest but stayed silent. "Yes, I will teach her as well as I can. You can assure Xain of that."

"Thank you, again," Layla said to Cal, while Ying Xiao grew wide-eyed at someone addressing the emperor so informally.

"Ying Xiao," Layla said with a more commanding voice. "This is Sàng Jiāngjún Celeysria Ambervale. Better known as the Blood Demon."

The young girl gaped with her eyes wide as she looked at Cal in surprise and with a hint of idolatry in her eyes.

"From today onwards, she will personally train you in the martial arts and in blood magic. Please strive to do your best. We trust you shall not disappoint us," Layla added with a melancholic smile on her lips.
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Chapter 101: Winter Training, Friends for a Girl

“Winter means time to stay indoors and live off the foodstuff you stockpiled for most of the year, or at least that’s how it is for most people. Some places never experience winter, while others continue their business unbothered. Paradise is an example of the latter case, which makes sense when one considers how they keep their city under the umbrella of a massive enchantment that warms the ground and air in the wintertime.” 

—Ebner Blasy, Economic Journalist from Levain

Cal pulled no punches in her efforts to train Ying Xiao as best she could. She gave very intense training to the young girl, and since her students were around, she made good use of their presence as motivation. She also figured interaction with others nearer her age would be a good thing for Ying Xiao, considering the experiences the girl suffered.

Even her students, who had gone through the brutal training of the gauntlet back at Sev-Galas, cringed when they saw how much training Cal subjected the small girl too. They were even more surprised at how the small girl stoically endured the harsh training and gave her utmost until she collapsed from exhaustion without a single complaint.

Another thing Cal focused on was to have the girl supplied with copious amounts of highly nutritious food. Money was of no concern, as Xain had handed Layla a budget she passed to Cal to be used for Ying Xiao’s needs. Of more concern to Cal was how much damage could be undone.

Abuse and malnutrition somewhat stunted Ying Xiao’s growth for her age. Although the excellent treatment she had under Xain’s care had put some meat back on her bones, she still needed more if she were to finish her growth correctly, much less build some muscles.

So one thing Cal ensured was that the girl regularly ate her fill every day. Heavy training often drove a blood mage’s appetite up as well, which she made good use of since the girl was so used to surviving off meager rations. Once Cal worked her up well, she certainly had enough appetite to finish everything laid out before her.

She had to hand it to Ying Xiao, though. The girl had the drive needed to succeed. Every moment the girl was awake, she spent with either heavy training or in her rest periods, either in a spar or in the dining hall. Cal asked for Shi-Huang and Aideen’s help for spars with Ying Xiao to vary the opponents she faced.

During those spars, they quickly realized something they had not noticed before. Ying Xiao was left-handed and had hidden it or been made to forget it from childhood. Al-Shan still had some old stigmas about left-handed people; apparently, the people who raised her still believed in those.

Once Cal ensured her it was perfectly fine and that the girl could switch her stance to a left-handed one, she improved quickly.

Another change they made was when both Ying Xiao herself and those she sparred with felt that the dagger she chose for her off-hand was ineffectual. Shi-Huang was the one who gave the girl an option she liked, a one-handed mace with a ball-shaped mace-head. It was a much more impactful weapon in the hands of a blood mage.

After a couple of weeks of practice, Cal had ensured that Ying Xiao had taken to her weapons well. After a consultation with the girl, she ordered those same weapons, made of high purity adamant steel, to the same unliving Dwarven blacksmith who did the weapons for her other students.

The armor she held off for now since the girl would still grow some more. She had her trained to wear a heavy armor of the sort cavalrymen would wear, however, to allow the girl to get used to its weight. She had the girl train, spar, eat, and even sleep in armor until it felt like an extension of her body.

The beginning of the twelfth month gave Cal a pleasant surprise as her students came to Paradise for their winter break. She was all too happy to have them help with Ying Xiao. That was a task her students agreed to enthusiastically, especially after Cal told them of her past and how she expected prolonged contact with people her own age would hopefully positively influence the girl.

In her spare time, Cal gave pointers to Fheeri in melee combat. The girl was far ahead of her in other fields, which would probably improve even more after taking classes at the institute. Her enrollment for the next year’s class was already processed, and to some slight surprise, Fyodor also enrolled, albeit in a class that focused on metalworking.

Then again, even someone like Cal noticed the occasional tender glances the big man threw Fheeri’s way when she wasn’t looking, and those two had grown quite close and friendly in their journey together.

Ying Xiao’s condition also improved, as she had opened up to friends close to her age, instead of how she used to be utterly stiff and formal all the time. The most challenging thing Cal succeeded in was how she finally talked the girl into dropping most formalities with her.

The girl still insisted on addressing her as “Shīfù” (Teacher/Master), though.

Layla and Xain came to check on the girl’s progress around the middle of the month. They were thrilled to see that the girl had opened up and made friends and encouraged her to keep up the good work when they met. Xain also discussed with Cal and agreed that the girl should probably stay and train in Paradise for at least two or three years before they bring her back to Al-Shan.

For the rest of the winter months, Cal stayed and guided Ying Xiao. She had quickly grown fond of the girl since her sheer stubbornness and refusal to quit at anything she put her mind to reminded her a lot of her younger self. By the thirteenth month, the unliving dwarf had finished the weapons she ordered for Ying Xiao, and Cal had her switch weapons to get used to her new weapons faster.

After a few more weeks of sparring with the girl and her other students, Cal went to the blacksmith herself. One reason was to order a set of items—two melee weapons, two throwing knives, and a bag of sling projectiles—for Fheeri. Another was to fix her own halberd.

Mithril was very sturdy, but after many clashes with high purity adamant steel, there were still many instances of minor damage that formed on the blade of her halberd. The shaft was ironically in better shape since Elven ebony heartwood was prized for its sturdiness and ability to repair damage when supplied with mana.

After some thought, Cal splurged another portion of her savings and placed an order for the head of her halberd to be coated with a fine, paper-thin layer of pure adamant.
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Chapter 102: Crafting Adamant, Departure Plans

“Mithril and adamant be the two most expensive metals around, and most desired too. The former be light, holds an edge like no other, and is sturdy as hell, but ain’t even workable unless ye got an Elven mage channeling mana to it while ye work it. The latter just needs excellent mages, at least one fire ta heat it, an’ one metal to shape it. No hammering that shit, no siree!” 

—Hogarth Blitzschlag, Expert Blacksmith and Champion of Metal, Circa 202 FP

The following day, Cal went to the smithy because she wanted to watch the smith at work. The smith had fixed the minor flaws that had built up with the aid of an Elven mage the day before. Today, they would coat the mithril with a layer of adamant, at all areas other than the very edges, to allow the mithril’s keener edge to do its work as intended while reinforcing the weapon’s structural durability.

When she entered the smithy, she found Aideen waiting there, along with Magnus. The half-therian, half-dwarf chef was also the strongest fire-affinity archmagus in Paradise. The task left for him today would have been impossible without a cadre of lesser archmages elsewhere, for few reached his caliber.

When he saw Cal enter, the unliving Dwarven smith, Hogarth by name, greeted her with a smile and asked her if she was ready.

Cal nodded, placed her halberd on the anvil, and stepped back. She stood and watched with her arms folded as the smith took over and went to work.

The smith first went to a chest at the back of the shop, where he rummaged, and returned with a small block of shiny metal in his hands. The pure adamant looked almost like onyx or obsidian, with a brilliant luster despite its jet-black shade.

“Ye want durability and anti-magic enchanted on these, rite?” asked Hogarth as he reverently placed the metal block on his anvil.

She nodded at the question. Yesterday she had her halberd re-enchanted for a keener blade and more force while she had it fixed. An outer layer that was highly durable and repelled magic would grant her more options.

“All right then. Archmagus Bronzmeier, if ye please?” said the blacksmith.

Magnus nodded to those words and created a flame in his hands. The fire was of a brilliant blue hue that nearly hurt the eyes of those that witnessed it. He wrapped the nugget of adamant in the fire and heated it while a smaller flame heated the surface of the halberd.

Before too long a time had passed, both the halberd’s surface and the adamant glowed a bright orange from the heat. Hogarth went to work and stretched the heated outer layer of adamant with magic. He repeated the process until a paper-thin sheet of heated metal was created and floated that sheet to Cal’s halberd.

The sheet wrapped around the head of the halberd as the heated metals came into contact with one another. Hogarth worked his craft and fused the two metals while shaping the sheet to wrap perfectly around the halberd. He worked on the enchantment after he got the sheet properly in place.

Enchantment itself was a meticulous and time-consuming process. That step alone saw Hogarth spend nearly a quarter of an hour with his brows furrowed in concentration before he nodded in satisfaction.

At that signal, Magnus made the flames—which he had kept alight all this time—disappear.

Hogarth then grabbed the halberd by its shaft and brought the still red-hot blade towards a long rectangular trough filled with what seemed to be oils. He swiftly dipped the blade into the oil, and a burst of flame ensued. After the fire subsided, he drew the quenched weapon and reverently cleaned it.

“Have a look-see. Should be ta yer liking methinks?” said the blacksmith as he handed the halberd back to Cal.

Cal received the halberd in both hands and sent a mana pulse into the shaft, just in case. She needed not to have worried. Magnus’s control over the fire was so fine that he only heated the outer layer of the halberd’s head, leaving the wood inside unbothered.

Not that the heat would do that much to the heartwood, anyway. Ebony heartwood was easily as prized as mithril and was only workable via nature magic and naught else.

When she inspected the head of the halberd, she saw that most of it was covered by the brilliant dark sheen of adamant. Exceptions were right by the very edges of the blades, where the keen mithril edge peeked through the adamant layer.

Hogarth engraved many runes upon the paper-thin layer of adamant—a feat only doable by metal mages of the highest expertise—and she could feel the potency of those enchantments.

“Give it a try,” Magnus offered as he formed a fireball the size of a man’s head that hovered in thin air a couple of meters away from Cal.

She obliged and sliced through the fireball with her halberd. At roughly the same time her blade cut through the construct of magic, it popped like a balloon and vanished without a trace. The anti-magic enchantment had disrupted the construct and had the magic undone.

“Amazing work, Master Hogarth,” Cal said as she looked fondly at her trusted weapon. “My highest compliments.”

“Me pleasure, lass. Oh right, here’s the stuff ye ordered for that girl as well,” Hogarth said as he brought a leather bag out. Fheeri’s new weapons—all carefully wrapped in cloth—and a pouch full of sling projectiles were inside the bag.

“My thanks,” Cal said as she handed Hogarth a pouch with several platinum coins as payment.

“You got your new toy. What’s the next plan?” Aideen asked. She was the one that suggested the procedure to Cal when they talked two days ago. “Gonna stay longer? Or continue with the road trip?”

“I’ll be here till spring,” Cal said in reply. “Ying Xiao will be here for another two or three years… Can I entrust her teachings to you while I am away? I will be back by winter, as usual.”

“That’s a given. The same course those kids had before?”

“Yes, but I think you can push even harder with Ying Xiao. She has the drive, and her potential is the best.”

“Noted. Consider it done,” Aideen said as they walked out of the smithy together. “So, what’s next on your itinerary?”

“I’m heading for Égørisvænovãēnæl next. Not sure if I want to explore north or south first from there, though.”

“If you don’t mind a tip? Head north. If you can make it there by summer’s first month, one of my old acquaintances should be making port on the northern shores,” replied Aideen. “He runs a ship between Alcidea and Ur-Teros since his love is for the oceans. You can have a trip at sea and pick a destination in Ur-Teros next before you borrow their portal for a hop back here.”

“That…” Cal said as she thought about the prospect, “does sound like an intriguing plan, thank you. I believe I’ll do that.”

“Nice! In that case, I’ll write up a letter for Archie. Just pass it on to him when you meet him, okay?”

“Certainly, that’s not a problem.”

The story will continue in Blood Demon’s Retirement Volume Two: Family, Lost & Found
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