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 Chapter 1: Sour Soil 
 
      
 
    Wind crawled quickly through the low hanging branches of trees, stirring the leaves and rattling twigs. I rolled through the forest, wary and constantly on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    Every time some unusual sound grumbled out from the darkened woods I tensed, gelatinous body ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.  
 
    At length I found a spot where some roots had dug out a small burrow in the ground. I could sense no life coming from it, and so slipped inside after only a small amount of hesitation. I needed shelter. I needed sleep. 
 
    A loud snap echoed through the unnaturally still forest, and I quivered in the hiding hole. When nothing happened for a few seconds I turned my attention to the tiny red and grey figure on my head. 
 
    “Do you sense anything, Rosa?”  
 
    (No, master.) 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief and reached out with a purple tendril, patting her on the head in thanks. The miniature lead grey humanoid hummed with pleasure at my affection, gently nuzzling me in return. Her beautiful glass-like wings fluttered and stirred motes of dust. In her chest, a plump red ruby glowed faintly, lacking its usual luminescence due to her own fatigue. 
 
    Rosa the Carbuncle yawned cutely before curling up like a kitten on top on my head. I patted her once more.  
 
    “Go to sleep, Rosa. I’ll be right here.” She nodded mutely and I felt her succumb to her weariness. 
 
    I could feel my own drowsiness approaching rapidly, but I held off on sleep’s sweet embrace for the moment. I extended another tendril and began to draw sigils and symbols into the dirt and upon the bark around us.  
 
    The runes gave off a hum of power as my mana filled them, and I burbled proudly at the wards I had erected around the hole for the evening. It was a rushed job, but it would do for now. If anything approached us in our sleep I would know. 
 
    ~I can detect no movement outside, and the wards are stable. I shall take over from here.~ 
 
    “Thanks Tara, you’re a life-saver,” I yawned. At last, I closed off my myriad senses to the world, and let sleep finally come. 
 
    . 
 
    ~Wake up!~ 
 
    Tara’s shout, as well as the blaring in my head from the Alarm wards I’d set-up, roared into my mind and I jolted awake. 
 
    “Damn it!” I swore as I felt the barriers I’d made crumble into nothingness. I shot out of the burrow, fully aware of what was going to happen next. 
 
    And not a moment too soon! Behind me the roots creaked and groaned before constricting, crushing the empty space. Had I and Rosa still been inside, we would have been pulped! The sudden motion and burst of magic woke Rosa, and she clung to me for dear life. 
 
    (Look out!) I obeyed Rosa’s scream and narrowly missed being impaled by a long, black root covered in thorny protrusions that shot up from beneath me. 
 
    I jumped again, dodging more of the twisted roots erupting out from the ground. Each one aimed for my core, but I was fast enough to evade. Some of the thorns did tear at my slimy flesh, but they were minor wounds, instantly healed by my rapid regeneration. 
 
    By now my flight had taken me further into the trees, and they now loomed sinisterly over me. This was no panic induced illusion, or a magical one. The trees really had become twisted and monstrous in the short time I had been asleep. 
 
    One of them moved, a branch lashing out at me, the bark sharper and deadlier than was natural. Thin grooves were torn into the packed dirt where the branch struck.  
 
    Another tree shook violently and fired its leaves off at me. They were sharpened as well, like blades of iron. Instead of dodging the swarm of them I held out a tendril. 
 
    “Let nothing that flies strike me! Arrow Shield!” I cried, and a shimmering purple disc of energy appeared before me. Although normally for stopping arrows and other similar solid projectiles, it worked well enough on the magically enhanced leaves, scattering and deflecting them before they could get closer. 
 
    (The earth is sour) Rosa muttered and I gave a grunt of agreement.  
 
    I could feel the roiling, nauseating magic that now permeated the forest in my very core. It was unnatural. No ordinary being could bend so many trees to their will, or use such dark magic without a care. 
 
    As a Carbuncle, Rosa was far more attuned to the natural world than I was. I had no doubt this magic was hurting her even worse, and that she could see far more clearly how deep the corruption went into the soil and wood around us.  
 
    As I was planning my next move several of the trees ripped themselves from the earth and scuttled forth to block my escape routes, their roots acting like obscenely bloated spider’s legs. 
 
    I raised my tendril again and coated it in potent acid before I lashed out at a nearby tree. I tore through the trunk and toppled it, giving me an avenue of escape. Holding Rosa close to me I darted through the underbrush, avoiding more thorny roots, jagged branches, and bladed leaves. 
 
    ~Keep going! It’s only a few more feet! Then we’ll be out of the region that is being influenced!~ Tara instructed in my mind. I obeyed, pushing myself to squirm even faster through the cursed section of forest. 
 
    Another tree dared to bar my path and I let out a growl of annoyance. 
 
    “This is getting on my nerves!” I shouted. “Melting Lance!”  
 
    The high level Acid spell blasted a gaping hole straight through the trunk and I dove through it, finally clearing the tainted region. 
 
     “Freaking evil trees,” I grumbled, sending a glare back at the forest. Behind me, I could feel whatever had possessed the trees fade away. As the dark magic left, the trees died. Roots withered, bark cracked and oozed black, tar-like sap, and leaves turned brown and crumbled to dust. 
 
    As the surge of excitement and danger passed I whimpered, feeling my earlier weariness return with a vengeance. 
 
    “Tara, how long did we get to sleep this time?” 
 
    ~Two hours and nine minutes,~ the Spirit of Knowledge stated. 
 
    “How considerate! He gave us six more minutes compared to last night,” I replied, sarcasm dripping from my tone. 
 
    Rosa ignored our conversation and yawned again before she curled up on my head.  
 
    “Fine. Get some rest,” I said kindly, shifting my form slightly so the tiny Fey would not slip off while I traveled.  
 
    I elongated and became more oval shaped than my previous spherical form. Dozens of stubby little nubs appeared beneath me, acting as legs. All in all, I looked like a massive purple and gold centipede. Hopefully I wouldn’t come across any adventurers this evening. I hated being mistaken for a giant, grotesque insect. 
 
    Not that being in my original form helped much, either. Honestly, it’s like they’ve never seen an Ooze carrying a jewel-studded fairy-thing before! 
 
    I looked up at the moon wistfully. 
 
    “How much further, Tara?” 
 
    ~The town of Volden is nineteen miles from here. You should reach it sometime early in the morning if you keep up a steady pace.~ 
 
    I swore to myself but began moving nonetheless. I had places to be, and another sleepless night just seemed to be inevitable. 
 
    . 
 
    From the shadows a silver mask engraved with a stylized image of a tree with splayed roots and branches appeared and stared after the purple and gold slime that had managed to escape the ambush yet again. Then, a form draped in a robe blacker than night pushed itself out of the tree. 
 
    A smile, unseen by all, was the response to the Ooze’s flight. He was having far more fun tormenting the little creature than he probably should, but he couldn’t help it. The Hierophant wanted the Chosen Ones of Nia to suffer, and this Royal Ooze was the only one yet discovered.  
 
    So far neither Sword nor Spiral had found their Chosen Ones yet, which meant he had all the honor of being the first to test his assigned ‘hero.’ And if he constantly attacked at night, depriving it of rest, well, that was just a bonus. 
 
    The masked figure shifted in darkness, avoiding the beams of moonlight that now bathed the forest. The Goddess of the Moon was so very protective of her daughter’s minions. If she found him, she would doubtlessly retaliate.  
 
    He could feel the anger and distaste of the Four Faced Goddess of Nature as well while he tainted and tore down a portion of her domain for his own amusement. 
 
    It was time to go. No need to further antagonize the deities. And there was always tomorrow for the slime’s torment. The shadows swallowed him, and the dread that had consumed the woods vanished as if it had never been. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Gnomes and drinks 
 
      
 
    (Are we there yet? Are we there yet? Are we there yet?)  
 
    “No!” I cried for the umpteenth time at the giddy Carbuncle on my back. Instead of being chastised like I’d hoped, she giggled and began asking the question all over again. 
 
    “Please, Rosa, bother Tara,” I begged, urging the Fey-kin to speak with our other companion instead of me. After a moment to think it over she acquiesced, and I could hear a faint vowing of vengeance from the Spirit of Knowledge as the chatty gem bearing fairy started to talk to her. 
 
    Finally given a moment of peace I sighed in relief and continued to trudge forward, my oddly shaped body leading us onwards. 
 
    It was shortly after dawn. Rosa had been up with the sun, and had been incessantly happy and talkative. I was glad she was feeling better, and had gotten over last night’s incident, but it wasn’t very helpful to me. I was forced to endure her cheerfulness without much sleep beforehand. It was unpleasant to say the least. 
 
    Still, the new freedom I found gave me time to think over what had happened recently. 
 
    I, Jelly the Royal Ooze, was on a training mission. Ever since my beloved owner Princess Liliana Roan was nearly turned into a magically lobotomized slave by her aunt I had been on the road. 
 
    Some of my friends and companions back at the Royal Varian Mages Academy thought it was a foolish idea to quit my education and abandon the well protected city. 
 
    They didn’t understand that I was putting everyone there in danger. No matter how strong the headmaster, Arnolt Cantos, was, it was not safe from those who hunted me now. The World Rebellion was not just a minor backwaters cult run by wackos. No, they were a powerful, far-reaching cult run by extremely powerful wackos.  
 
    So I moved on. Constantly traveling around Orria disguised as an adventurer let me hone my survival skills and my magical talents in the field against actual foes. 
 
    And despite their arguments about dropping out of the Academy after only one year, I knew this had to be done.  
 
    Besides, I hadn’t actually dropped out. I was still attending classes through ‘distance learning.’ And, I had a trick for visiting the Academy no matter where I was in the world! 
 
    (Jelly, guess what?) 
 
    “What, Rosa?” I replied, biting back on a groan. 
 
    (We’re there!) 
 
    “What?!” I shouted, looking around in panic. Two pairs of laughter greeted me, and I winced at being tricked. I should have known we hadn’t arrived at Volden without my senses picking it up. 
 
    Although now that I was focusing on my surroundings more actively, I could detect a large amount of living beings moving around, as well as numerous structures. 
 
    ~Actually, we have arrived. At the town limits, of course. We thought you might want to put on your disguise before you got any closer,~ the feminine voice in my head spoke up, and I wobbled my body in thanks. 
 
    Rosa flew off me as I underwent my transformation. My centipede form receded back into my natural spherical shape to start with. Then, I expanded, growing larger. 
 
     In appearance, I was a blob of royal purple slime shaped like a ball. In the center of my squishy body was a fist sized golden orb, visible through the opaque mass surrounding it. That was my core. My soul and power made manifest. All Oozes had one, but mine did far more than theirs. I was the only one of my kind, after all. The only sapient Ooze in all of Erafore. 
 
    Once I was about six feet in diameter, I began to extend five tendrils. As they grew outwards they pulled my gooey body with them, so my mass was distributed among them. Four were longer than the fifth, though, and my body flattened out somewhat as well, becoming more oblong. Not unlike when I’d been imitating a centipede, come to think of it. 
 
    The whole process took only a couple of seconds, and when it was done, I looked like a vaguely humanoid being made of purple jelly with a golden orb resting where a regular person’s heart would be. 
 
    Now that I was sort of shaped like a human I started to work on the second step of my disguise. Reaching into my essence, I rummaged around for a bit before withdrawing a long black robe.  
 
    A few months after I was picked up as a pet by Liliana she and her brother Julius were attacked by members of the World Rebellion. They thought she had been the subject of a prophecy and wanted her out of the picture.  
 
    Long story short, I killed one of the assassins and in the process ended up eating a Bag of Holding, an enchanted container designed to hold more than it normally could. After consuming it my body assimilated its magic, allowing me to store my excess matter and other objects inside of myself in a sort of separate reality only I could access. 
 
    It was incredibly useful for storing everything and anything. While on the road I could just leave all my camping supplies inside my body and only remove them when necessary.  
 
    The robe I removed from my Pocket Dimension was thick and heavy, worn by mages who were on the road. It was waterproof and durable, and did not show off my features. I slipped it on, the long sleeves covering my ‘hands’ while the hemline covered my ‘feet’ almost completely.  
 
    Next was a big, wide brimmed pointy hat, the stereotypical ones worn by witches and elderly wizards. It was large enough to cover my ‘face’ in shadows, which meant someone had to look really close to see any features from underneath it. 
 
    The third and final step was perhaps the most important. Even with arms, legs, and a head I did not look remotely human. Even covering up with a robe and hat would not fool anyone. I was simply too unnatural looking. 
 
    So, to fix that, I cast a complex illusion over my entire body, using the robe and hat as the anchors. Illusory flesh covered my body, and made it appear as if I was an ordinary human. I now had brown hair and brown eyes with pale, slightly sunburnt skin. All in all, as I observed my new form, I felt and looked like an average young mage who had only just recently become an adventurer. 
 
    It was not a perfect disguise, however. Illusions are one of my weaker talents. The Element of Dream, where illusions fell under and drew power from, was just not my strong suit. The other seven were alright though. I could fling acid, raise shields, shake the earth, and shower enemies with torrents of raw magical power, but I lacked the finesse to make my illusion spells completely believable.  
 
    If anyone were to look closely, they’d see flaws. I did not need to breathe like a human, and my illusory form couldn’t mimic the rise and fall of a chest. My eyes were dull, lifeless, and did not blink. Unless I focused on that part of the illusion my face looked like that of a cadaver. 
 
    My hands were another problem. The illusion gave me fingers, which were something I did not have normally. They were too small and complicated for me to replicate, so my ‘arms’ just ended in smooth nubs. Making the illusion mimic fingers was important yet consuming, and took a lot of effort to pull off correctly. 
 
    At least my feet were easy enough to cover. No one really looked at boots, and I could easily shape my ‘legs’ to fit inside a pair without issue. They were good boots too. Nice solid ones made of Wyvern hide. I’d stripped the corpses of enough of those blasted Lesser Dragons when they’d assaulted the Academy, I could have gotten rich making dozens of pairs of boots, shoes, jackets and handbags. 
 
    In regards to my fake form, those observations could all be made by anyone with a sharp, scrutinizing eye. All it would take to tell I was wearing an illusion was a basic Detect Magic cantrip and I would light up like a bonfire to anyone with magical senses. A decent mage could see through my disguise no problem. Hells, even a simple anti-illusion Break Image spell could shatter it. 
 
    But it was good enough to pass through gates and get through crowds without drawing any attention. And that was all it had to do. 
 
    My disguise complete, Rosa fluttered down and alighted on the brim of my hat, dangling her legs over the edge of her new seat. I chuckled at her antics but let her stay where she was.  
 
    ‘One foot in front of the other,’ I thought to myself, my dance lessons with Lady Rene Bluemont, one of my owner’s instructors, coming to mind as I began my elaborate farce of pretending to be a human. 
 
    Before I could forget though, I removed my adventurer’s tag from my Pocket Dimension and put it around my neck. My bronze D-rank badge glittered in the early morning light as I made my way towards the town that was slowly waking up nearby.  
 
    Volden was a simple farming community set near the Red Road, and served as a major stopping point for travelers and traders. Lush greenery could be seen everywhere. Fields dotted the landscape. They pushed up against the woods nearby. Since it was late spring shoots and stalks were pushing up the soil while other fields were being plowed, or prepared for rotation. 
 
    After a few minutes of walking the terrain changed. The fields gave way to flat ground which became a winding, packed dirt road. I knew that this path led from Volden to the Red Road based on the maps I’d seen. I was glad there was no one out yet, except for the farmers. And they only paid me the tiniest amount of attention as I passed. I was just another passerby, and they had more important things to do than stare at a mage. To be honest, Rosa was drawing the most looks. And she was just basking in the attention.  
 
    In no time at all I was within spitting distance of the wooden walls of the town, and came to a stop in front of the gate. A sleepy looking young man stood near the entrance, idly holding a spear. 
 
    “Pass or permit?” the guard inquired as I approached. 
 
    “Pass,” I said, showing off my necklace. He glanced at the bronze tag and nodded, marking its details down in a thick ledger at his side. 
 
    “Please avoid making any trouble while in Volden. The Adventurer’s Guild branch is down the main street. It’s in the Terracotta Pavilion. Just look for the red roof,” the watchman said in a bored tone. “And if you need accommodations, there are rooms available at the Fountain House.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I replied with a short bow before making my way past the gates. Rosa waved politely at the man as we entered. 
 
    Finding the Guild’s base in Volden was easy, the red roof easily distinguishable, and we slipped inside. 
 
    Like most Adventurer Guild houses, it served as a bar and diner, both for adventurers and their clients but also the townsfolk who lived nearby. Only two people were awake yet, though. An elderly woman in the back preparing breakfast, and a teenage boy cleaning off the tables. 
 
    “Ah, welcome!” the boy said when he spotted me. “We’re not open for breakfast yet.” 
 
    “That’s fine, I’m actually here to drop off some items that were requested,” I said, waving off his concern. “Is there anyone here to whom I can turn them in?” 
 
    “Do you have the quest receipt?” he asked, and I nodded. The movement caused Rosa to get dislodged from her seat on my hand she flew up, smacking me lightly on the shoulder to show her disapproval.  
 
    The young child stared in surprise at the graceful Fey-kin before shaking his head. “Please come this way. I can take care of it.” 
 
    He led me to a counter in the corner of the room. Next to it sat a wooden board with numerous requests stuck to it. As the boy fished out the files looking for my quest information I browsed the missions available. 
 
    Most were D-rank requests for simple pest extermination. It seemed there were some minor Dire-breed running amok. That made sense, of course. The Dullwilds were nearby, and the massive forest was chock full of Ambient Mana. Perfect breeding grounds for magical mutations. 
 
    “Um, excuse me, are you Jellik, by any chance?”  
 
    I turned back to the boy, musings interrupted. In the back of my head I could hear Rosa and Tara trying to muffle their giggles at the name. I held back a snort. Don’t know why they’re always making fun of my fake name. 
 
    “I am. Is my paperwork in order?” 
 
    “Yes. You had two D-rank quests: one delivery of alchemy reagents, and one order for a hair growth potion?” 
 
    I nodded, and removed the requested items from my Dimensional Pocket. Of course, simply making the items pop out of my hands would look odd, so I reached into my robes pockets and made a show of rummaging around in them for the requested items. Let bystanders think I had a Bag of Holding or some other method of transportation. 
 
    First came the pale brown hair growth serum, all bottled up nicely. The boy checked it with a magic item to ensure it was authentic before smiling. After that I removed a bundle of tumbleshrooms and pink-foot clover. Again, they were examined to check for freshness and once that was over the young clerk handed me my payment. 
 
    “Here you go, sir! Two silver and three copper.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, scooping the coins into my pockets. I’d slide them into my body later. 
 
    “By the way, I was supposed to meet someone here? Has a gnome with wavy yellow hair stopped by recently?” 
 
    “Do you mean mister Marl? Yes, he’s here. I believe he is staying at the Fountain House. But he usually comes by for lunch. Did you want to wait?” the boy asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure, why not. Do you have any E-rank requests that’ll only take up the morning?” 
 
    He nodded and fetched one from the board, showing it to me. Hmm, fixing a well, huh? Shouldn’t be too hard.  
 
    . 
 
    Apparently wells and their pulleys are not that simple to fix. Who knew? 
 
    I walked into the Terracotta Pavilion around noon soaking wet. I’d fallen into the well when I was trying to repair the pulley system that raised and lowered the bucket for collecting water. It took a while to escape; I was forced to resort to stretching out my limbs to pull myself out.  
 
    Afterwards I consulted Tara for advice on fixing the mess I’d made, since when I had fallen I had ripped the winch from its socket. After chuckling at my expense she helped by looking up a ‘How To’ book on building, and I finally finished the repair work just in time for lunch. 
 
    I wasn’t particularly hungry, but my contact was here, and that was what mattered. 
 
    “Over here, Jellik!” An energetic waving arm beckoned me towards a small table where a gnome was sitting.  
 
    “Hello, Marl. Good to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise, Jellik. Or should I say, Jelly?” The diminutive blond gnome giggled at his jest.  
 
    Marl was a traveling artist and painter who acted as an occasional spy for the headmaster of the Academy. I’d been surprised when Arnolt had introduced him to me, since I remembered meeting him way back when I was newly born during a festival. He’d painted Liliana a beautiful portrait. 
 
    To find out he was an informant for the City of Magic and its lord was a shock to say the least. 
 
    Still, we got along well. He helped me find places where I could train safely, and in return I mixed up exotic paint for him. It was easy to produce all sorts of things from my Pocket Dimension. It was like a workshop inside my soul where I could brew potions and other substances. Paint was thus an easy enough material and price to pay for his assistance. 
 
    “Anything new?” Marl asked as he dug into a hearty lunch. 
 
    “In my studies or in my personal life?” I asked, waving over a waitress. After she took my order I turned back to the well-traveled gnome. 
 
    “Both,” he said around a mouthful of salad. 
 
    “Well, in my studies things are going well. I should be able to take my qualifying exams for the Alchemist’s Circle next month. They’re impressed by the sheer number of potions I can produce at once, as well as the quality. I really need to thank the headmaster for setting this all up with them.” 
 
    “Having a portable workshop that is literally inseparable from you must have helped with that,” Marl pointed out. I nodded my head.  
 
    “Indeed. I can do the work of a dozen men all on my own without having to lift a tentacle. That alone has caught the eye of the alchemists. Still, I’m a bit hesitant in accepting their offer for membership. If I do join them I won’t have as much time to spend at the Academy, and my traveling would be somewhat curtailed,” I griped.  
 
    “But on the other hand, you’d have access to their more exotic ingredients,” Marl reminded. I bobbed my head in silent agreement. 
 
    “I’ll deal with that problem when I have to,” I decided with a sigh. Rosa sensed my mood and patted me on the shoulder comfortingly. She was completely dry, since she had avoided falling into the well with me. She’d then spent the time I was trying to escape laughing at me. 
 
    “How goes your field studies?” Marl asked, washing down his meal with a tall mug of ale. I shrugged, the motion causing my gelatinous body to jiggle underneath my illusion.  
 
    “It goes,” I said evasively. The spy raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s hard trying to study Oozes,” I admitted. My food arrived, and I carefully picked up a fork and popped a chunk of chicken into my ‘mouth.’  
 
    I mimed chewing, carefully letting my illusion mimic fingers holding the utensil and cheeks bulging as I ate.  
 
    “They’re surprisingly elusive,” I said, ignoring the snort of laughter from Marl and Tara.  
 
    (You said ‘elusive!) Rosa giggled. (It’s funny because it sounds like ‘illusion,’ and you’re wearing an illusion!)  
 
    I wished I had real eyes. If I did, I would have rolled them. “Yes, yes, Rosa, it’s hilarious. Why don’t you go see if anyone will feed you? That young couple over there looks like fair game.” 
 
    With a squeal of glee, the ruby Carbuncle shot off, leaving Marl and I alone at the table. 
 
    “Anyways, as I was saying, Oozes tend to be very adept at hiding. They are weak and skittish by nature. I mean, a toddler can step on a new born one and kill it, they’re that pathetic,” I continued. “So, they avoid appearing before people. While they like to congregate in places with ample magical energy, they also like to make their dens in dark hidey holes. Ferreting them out is a chore.” 
 
    “Alright, makes sense,” Marl admitted. “But something tells me that’s not the only problem with them.” 
 
    “They’re drawn to me,” I revealed, voice low. “Because of my ‘unique’ nature Oozes of all kinds are drawn to me. Once I find them they sort of latch on, like over-eager puppies. It’s hard getting them to leave me alone once I’ve collected all the data.” 
 
    “Again, that makes sense, given your, um, ‘royal’ disposition,” Marl agreed, keeping his voice quiet as well. “But can’t you control them?” 
 
    “Not very well,” I said, unable to keep a hint of melancholy from my tone. “I can tell they’re trying to speak with me, but I can’t return the favor. I’m far too different. They don’t understand me, and I don’t understand them.” 
 
    I ate some more of my food. It was a well-cooked chicken dinner, but I didn’t have the heart to enjoy it.  
 
    “I don’t dislike what has happened to me, and I would never be angry at Liliana for giving me a soul, but I can’t help but wonder what it’d be like if I’d never become self-aware. Would my kin recognize me? Would I be able to communicate properly?” 
 
    I sighed and put down the fork. “It’s all conjecture anyways. I’m far too advanced now to ever consider myself a typical member of their species. It’s hard straddling the fine line between two different worlds.” 
 
    Marl nodded sympathetically. “Preaching to the choir. Gnomes are a minority wherever we go, even in our homeland these days. Plus, we’re not even treated like real people a lot of times. In Orria we’re ‘too elfish,’ and in the Domain we’re ‘not elfish enough.’ It’d make a lesser man cry.” 
 
    I nodded absently before turning around in my seat. 
 
    “Rosa! Put that down right now! That is not for you, young lady!”  
 
    At the bar the crimson Fey was holding a bottle of wine out of the reach of a waiter, whom I recognized as the boy from earlier. She was laughing airily, content to torment the poor kid. At my words the Carbuncle pouted but complied, returning the drink to the bar top. 
 
    “Sorry about her,” I apologized.  
 
    “It’s fine, she didn’t do anything harmful!” the boy replied, hastily waving it off.  
 
    I nodded before turning my attention back to the tiny delinquent and addressed her through our mental link. ‘What have I told you about not playing around when it might make someone else angry?’ 
 
    (Only do it if they are a bad guy?) she replied, tilting her head innocently.  
 
    ‘Well, yes, but only prank someone in a way that won’t cause them too much annoyance. If you’d let go of that wine bottle, accidentally or otherwise, it could have been dangerous. Certainly would have made a mess. And then I’d be the one who’d have to pay them back for the damages.’ 
 
    Rosa looked down sadly. Her hurt expression gave me a pang of guilt, but I reigned in my impulse to forgive her immediately.  
 
    ~Come now, she didn’t mean it like that,~ Tara replied, joining in on the telepathic conversation.  
 
    ‘I know, but her antics could be a problem in a town or city. Some people don’t have her sense of humor.’ 
 
    “Don’t do it again, OK?” I scolded Rosa out loud. She nodded and I patted her on the head. I reached into a pocket and withdrew a copper coin.  
 
    “If you’re hungry or thirsty, actually pay for it. Here, get yourself something.”  
 
    Her smile quickly returned and she flew off, the copper disc held close to her chest. A few quiet chuckles came from the other patrons at the sight of Rosa carrying an object that was about a fourth her size. 
 
    “Sorry for getting distracted,” I said to Marl who shrugged it off.  
 
    “No worries. Anything else to report?” 
 
    “Unfortunately. That person who uses cursed plants attacked me again last night.” 
 
    “That’s the fifth time this month!” Marl exclaimed. He quickly looked around the room after his outburst before gazing at me in worry. 
 
    “Are you still being followed?” 
 
    “Probably. But I can’t detect him unless he strikes first. His magic makes the soil ‘taste sour’ according to Rosa. As for me, it’s vile and greasy on my senses,” I revealed. “But we know that he never attacks when I’m in a settlement or around large numbers of other people. He’s tormenting me, toying with me. It’s all a game. I can tell.” 
 
    “Headmaster Cantos agrees with that assessment. He also asks that you keep a very close eye on anything out of the ordinary. He’s making inquiries about this odd kind of magic, but until we know who and what we are dealing with we must remain vigilant.” 
 
    I nodded at Marl’s comment.  
 
    “So, anything on your end?” 
 
    Marl scratched his chin. “I might have something. It’s just a rumor, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell you about it, but it might make you interested.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Marl leaned in and I drew closer.  
 
    “A while back I was in the town of Tywood in Brune and I heard people talking about a bunch of talking Oozes.” 
 
    I froze and stared at Marl in shock. 
 
    “Talking Oozes?” I repeated. He nodded. 
 
    “Yes. I did some looking into the rumor, and I discovered that apparently strange Oozes capable of speaking Common had been sighted around the Cove Reach region, down south near the Blue Salt Gulf and Arv Prith. It seems to have some basis in fact. People around southern Brune have reported this over the past few years, but they’ve increased in sightings recently.” 
 
    “If they can talk, then they might be like me,” I whispered. A part of me was in disbelief, but another, stronger part wanted to ditch everything and go looking for them. 
 
    “I don’t think there is anything like you,” Marl said with a playful laugh. “But if you want to look, I won’t hold you back.” 
 
    I felt a sensation of giddiness bubble up in my soul. But I had other things to do before I could go searching. 
 
    “Hey, Marl, do you know if the Fountain House has any rooms available? I’d really like to have a real night’s sleep in a real bed after so long.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: On the road work 
 
      
 
    Evening could not come soon enough, I decided. After having lunch with Marl I took another simple E-rank job from the Guild’s request board to keep myself busy. I was not a fan of idleness.  
 
    So after weeding an elderly farmer’s field I was ready to relax and have a nice evening in a real bed. Dusk was just barely beginning to fall across the land as I returned to my lodgings. 
 
    The Fountain House was a lovely two-story building with a fountain next to it. The cute stone babies and angels that decorated it spewed water into a basin, which could be collected and used by guests. 
 
    The room I had rented for the evening was small. It had a single bed and a narrow strip of a window, and that was it. But, it was all I needed. 
 
    “Alright Rosa, be sure to wake me up if anyone tries to enter the room,” I said, lying down on the bed and reverting into my spherical form as I did so. I snuggled into the pillows and sheets, creating a comfy nest of sorts, and one by one closed off my senses to the outside world. In no time at all, I was blind to everything, and could perceive nothing. 
 
    With no distractions I began to meditate and sank into my Mindscape where an opulent bedroom awaited me. It was based on Liliana’s room back at Palestone Castle in Sanc Aldet. A huge four poster canopy bed dominated the center of the room, with finely made wooden dressers and shelves placed around it. The window above the bed showed off memories rather than the actual outside world, and a set of doors were at the far end of the room. 
 
    “Been awhile since you’ve stopped by, Jelly,” a feminine voice called out to me from a corner. A tall bespectacled beauty stepped away from one of the bookcases and walked over to me. I greeted her with a fond hug. 
 
    “Hello, Tara.” The Spirit of Knowledge hummed as she returned the gestured. As she pulled herself away I took a good look at her. 
 
    Tara had the appearance of a stern young woman, her parchment colored hair drawn up into a bun. She wore librarian robes and a pair of black rimmed eye glasses perched on the bridge of her nose. From behind them piercing black eyes gazed out at me and the world I had crafted as my mindscape. 
 
    Once, she had been an artificial being created when I accidentally fused with a magical artifact known as Akasha’s Brain, which was able to instantly record any book that passed through it. In time though Tara had grown into her own independent being. Her pseudo-soul had evolved into a true Spirit of Knowledge, and she and Rosa had been my constant companions since I’d left on the journey. 
 
    She was unable to exist outside of my Mindscape, however. Tara’s true form was a magical monolith, and though she was still connected to it and the vast amount of information the Mage’s Academy possessed, she could not move without my assistance. We were working on a solution to her limited mobility, but sadly certain issues had cropped up that kept us from researching further. Namely, the constant attacks from the mysterious mage. 
 
    “So, off to visit the princess?” she asked as she returned to the bookshelf and her cataloging.  
 
    “Yup,” I replied as I headed over to one of the doors. One was white, the other a pale purple. I opened the lilac door and stepped into the shadows beyond. 
 
    I felt myself float out of my inner world and enter a squishy vessel. Tentatively I opened my senses and hummed with joy when I saw where I was. In a glass tank. 
 
    “Hello?” I called out. Almost instantly a pair of hands reached down into the container and pulled me out. Soon, I was being cradled in a hug, and I nuzzled close. 
 
    “Oh, it’s been so long, Jelly! I missed you so much!” 
 
    “I’m sorry it took a week for me to visit. Things have been hectic on my end,” I said soothingly to the young woman who was holding me.  
 
    Princess Liliana Augustine Roan smiled like the sun at me, overjoyed to have her pet back. I felt my mind and soul release all the stress they’d accumulated as I stared up at the angelic features of my owner. 
 
    “So, was my body double a good boy while I was gone?” I asked.  
 
    “He was no trouble whatsoever,” Liliana assured me as she carried me over to the door of her room. It had been some time since I had seen it, but her dorm room in the Academy looked unchanged. 
 
    Just to be sure my copy had not done anything wrong, I did a quick check of its recent meals as well as its short-term memory. If it could be called as such. 
 
    Last year I had consumed a vast quantity of Wyvern carcasses after they had dared to attack the Academy en masse. They’d been heavily altered with magic and tasted outrageously foul. 
 
    The result of ingesting that much magically and alchemically altered organic matter was two interesting abilities. First was being able to grow purple scales all over my body. Not very useful seeing as my slime-like body could easily ignore most damage done to it. 
 
    The other was the ability to separate a portion of myself and create a miniature Ooze. I could control it remotely, but the further away from it I was, the harder it was to make it do anything. 
 
    It also lacked a core, which meant it was not a true Ooze at all. And it was dumb. Incredibly so. Left to its own devices my pale purple clone would either sit still, doing nothing, or move erratically and consume everything in its path.  
 
    The abilities had seemed a bust. That is, until Headmaster Arnolt taught me the arts of Astral Projection and Planeswalking. Respectively, the power to walk the world as a ghostly figure, and the skill to traverse the Aether itself, exploring the vast dimensions of pure magic and thought that existed beyond Erafore.  
 
    Both skills required delving into my inner world, and I discovered that I could remotely take control of any copy I made using a bastardized version of Astral Projection from my Mindscape.  
 
    As such, I had no qualms about leaving Manatrem and the Academy behind. After all, I was now able to be in two places at once.  
 
    By depositing a dumb clone of myself in a glass tank in Princess Liliana’s room before I’d left, I was now able to move back and forth between my original body and this spare copy. I could attend classes and play with my owner whenever I felt like it. 
 
    Plus, it had the bonus of tricking my owner’s enemies that I was still protecting her. She would carry my copy around at times, showing me off. And whenever I visited via Astral Takeover, as I’d dubbed the new skill, I enjoyed seeing all the people I knew around campus.  
 
    Interestingly, even though my clone was a voracious idiot, it refused to harm Liliana in any way, so she was safe when she held him in her arms. Anyone else who tried to hold me? Their fingers would get eaten. 
 
    “I have the work and assignments you’ve missed right here!” Liliana said as she cheerfully plopped me down on her desk next to a towering stack of papers. 
 
    “Couldn’t we play first?” I asked pitifully. The imposing pile of homework I’d missed made my entire body quiver with fear. 
 
    “No. You have to finish your work before we can do anything else,” my owner said sternly. She then smiled and offered me a carrot to go with the stick. “The sooner you complete it all, the sooner we can go see Kine. She’s missed you too. All of us have.” 
 
    “Alright, I give in,” I replied. I grew a couple of tendrils and plunked a few quills from the desk and turned to the stack.  
 
    “Let’s do this!” 
 
    It took me fifty-nine minutes to do all the homework that had accumulated over the course of one week. Even with judicious use of Tara’s vast repertoire of knowledge the actual writing aspect took up most of the time. 
 
    At last I had finished and was on my way to see Kine! She was the single most adorable student in the Academy. And my owner completely agreed.  
 
    A petite, black haired half-elf from the far eastern land of Distant Qwan, Kine Ro was a fellow second year student at the Academy. Liliana and I had met her when the three of us had just arrived for our first year, and instantly became friends.  
 
    There were some bumps along the way, such as bullies, secrets, accidents, and kidnappings, but we were closer than ever thanks to it all.  
 
    The young Qwanese girl’s room was directly across from Liliana’s, and when the petite figure opened her door her face lit up with glee. 
 
    “Jelly!” she exclaimed. My owner passed me over to her waiting arms, and she bit back a girlish squeal. Immediately, Kine began to stroke the top of my head fondly. 
 
    “So soft and squishy,” she sighed dreamily. Liliana let out a demure giggle. 
 
    “Please come in,” Kine invited, and the princess of Varia stepped inside the fellow student’s room.  
 
    It was identical in design to Liliana’s, but had a few additional effects, such as a water-color painting done in her homeland’s flowing style, and a blue decorated vase on her desk. 
 
    “How is Rosa doing?” Kine asked as she and Liliana sat down on her bed. 
 
    “Fairly well. She loves Erafore’s freedom and open spaces. Compared to the cramped, sky-less confines of the Elemental Plane of Earth, our world is a treasure trove of interesting things and places,” I reported. 
 
    The girls nodded in understanding.  
 
    “And what about yourselves? How are your studies going?” I inquired. 
 
    “Excellent! Studying all about magical creatures and monsters is so fascinating! There is just so much to discover! And best of all, Verde is almost fully healed now, and he should be able to assist me with more complex spell work in no time,” Liliana happily informed me. I bobbed up and down a bit with glee.  
 
    Verde was an Emerald Carbuncle, and Rosa’s father. He had been badly wounded during a kidnapping attempt where Liliana’s aunt, the Countess Darpel, had sought to manipulate the princess with a powerful ritual. It had failed spectacularly for the disgraced noble woman, but not before injuring both Liliana’s familiar and her personal maid, Orleen. 
 
    “What about Orleen? I assume she is still doing well?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s well. Her arm is still a little stiff at times, though. It’s a good thing the cut was so clean. The Academy’s Healers were able to fix up her arm as good as new!” Liliana said. Despite her smile the undercurrent of sorrow in her voice was palpable, and I decided to shift topics onto something less troublesome. 
 
    “How are your studies going, Kine? Still doing alright with Runes and such?” I asked, bringing the focus to the young mage. She bit her lip as she thought over her answer. 
 
    “I am doing well, thank you for asking,” she said after a bit. “They are difficult, but I enjoy them. Runes are so much easier for me than regular spells. I don’t have all that much mana of my own, and so being able to ‘write’ my own spells with Runes is very fun and exciting.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. Everyone should have something they love doing,” I praised. Kine smiled, cheeks pink with a blush at my kind words. 
 
    “Oh, that reminds me, Liliana, I have a few notes to give you about some new Oozes I found,” I said. 
 
    “Really?” my owner asked excitedly. I nodded. 
 
    “Kine’s pink cheeks reminded me of them.” Ignoring the darker hue that now came to the diminutive half-elf girl’s face I continued. 
 
    “They were called Berry Oozes. No larger than an apple, and about the same color, with varying shades. They lived alongside a nest of Green Oozes. They used the larger specimens of the Green Oozes to grow the berries and fruits they ate while protecting the colony of Green Oozes with a sweet perfume-like excretion that could put rodents and curious badgers to sleep. A truly unique symbiotic relationship between Ooze species.” 
 
    “Fascinating! Did the Oozes work as an insect colony, or a mammalian pack?” Liliana inquired, leaning forward with interest written over her face. 
 
    “More like a herd of herbivores,” I mused. “Anyways, I’ll be sending you those notes in the mail soon. I think I have a lead on a new line of inquiry.” 
 
    “Another Royal Ooze sighting?” Kine asked. Her tone suggested how little she thought of that. “Remember what happened last time?” 
 
    “I go running off a few times to check out rumors and fail to get any results, and you never let me hear the end of it,” I said with a wobble of my body. 
 
    “Twice it just turned out to be an unusually large regular Ooze. One time it was a huge, polished amethyst some noble was showing off, and five times it turned out that the so-called ‘Royal Ooze’ was you all along that some villager or traveler had seen when you were traveling at night across the countryside,” Liliana pointed out, counting off the times on her fingers. 
 
    “Well this time it isn’t about a Royal Ooze!” I huffed. “It’s actually about someone who claims they saw talking Oozes!” 
 
    “Impossible,” Kine asserted, Liliana nodding her head in agreement. 
 
    “That’s right, Jelly! You’re one-of-a-kind! Special and unique!” 
 
    “And that’s why I want to check it out for myself!” I retorted hotly.  
 
    I immediately regretted it when I saw the hurt expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Look,” I began, softer this time, “what if I am not unique? Not just the only Ooze capable of speech? Of thinking and feeling? What if I’m not alone?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know what to say to that,” Liliana admitted with a stammer. “Is there a reason you feel this way?” 
 
    “You always seemed content when you were with us and the rest of the Stranger Faction,” Kine noted. I bobbed up and down in agreement. 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve seen the world now. Before, I was, to put it bluntly, cooped up. I had little to no real freedom. And I have come to realize just how utterly alien I truly am.”  
 
    I warbled sadly, feeling myself shrink a bit in my melancholy. 
 
    “I love you all, I truly do, but I am a monster with the mind and soul of a human. I don’t belong anywhere. Even here, with you, I am more of a sideshow than a real student. Only a few people treat me like I am ‘me,’ not an ‘it.’” I sighed deeply. 
 
    “And that is why I want to look. Even if it’s a slim chance that I will find anything, I want to at least try. I don’t want to be alone. Not like this. Not anymore.” 
 
    Kine and Liliana reached out and began to pet me tenderly, their warm thoughts and kindness suffusing me. I could feel it all through my empathy. There was no need for words. 
 
    I leaned in to their touches, content to spend my evening like this. All the while, I steadfastly ignored the tears in Liliana’s eyes. 
 
    . 
 
    (Welcome back!) 
 
    I groggily stirred from my slumber. Rosa’s chipper voice was my wake-up call almost every morning. She took pride in her job as my alarm clock.  
 
    “Any problems crop up while I was out?” I asked. She shook her head. 
 
    (No problems. Marl already left, though. Said he was going to meet someone.) 
 
    “I see,” I mumbled. “Any idea where he was headed?” 
 
    (West, towards the Crawling Coast.) 
 
    I nodded absently. My mind was still full of thoughts from last night. After spending a few more hours with my owner I had returned to my own body to rest. As a Royal Ooze I did not need much sleep in order to function, but I had been run ragged the last few days. I needed the rest as much as the girls did. It was close to midnight before I properly retired. 
 
    “We’re heading out to Tywood today,” I announced. Rosa tilted her head questioningly. 
 
    ~Is this because of the rumors of talking Oozes?~ Tara inquired. 
 
    “Yes,” I replied simply. The Spirit of Knowledge hummed a bit in thought. Rosa just looked excited. Either for the trip or for the thought of meeting more creatures like her beloved master, I wasn’t sure. Probably both, to be honest. 
 
    ~Tywood is a major trading hub on the Red Road. Very close in size and population to being a city as well, all things considered,~ Tara informed me as I pulled out a map from my Dimensional Pocket.  
 
    “It also lies in Brune along the curve of the Dullwilds. Which means we may face more ambushes,” I pointed out. Rosa frowned and Tara muttered something impolite.  
 
    (That magic is wrong. It feels sick and broken. It makes the soil suffer,) Rosa said. (Do you know anything about it, Tara?) 
 
    ~It seems like a twisted mockery of a Druid’s abilities to control plants, but nothing in the Academy records has anything about dark versions of such spells. We may just have to wait for Headmaster Arnolt to finish his own research.~ 
 
    “And wait we will. Until then, we’ll have to be on our guard and even more alert. Rosa, can I count on you to keep us apprised of any shifts in the ground?” I asked. She gave a mock salute along with a nod of affirmation.  
 
    “Tara, I think it would be best if you researched some new ideas for barriers and wards to keep us safe on the road. This stalker of ours has never gone after us when we were around other people, but I don’t want to take that risk. See if you can find any spells that will protect a large number of people.”  
 
    ~Of course, Jelly.~ 
 
    I bobbed up and down, pleased that the planning had gone smoothly. Now it was time to leave. I straightened out my body and took on my bipedal Gel Doll form, then slipped on my robe and hat. Last but not least, my illusion carefully covered me up. 
 
    I posed in front of the window, using its faint reflection to check my appearance.  
 
    “I believe we’re all set, now,” I said and a chorus of ‘yeses’ confirmed it. I left the room and made my way to the exit. I had paid for the room last night and gave a merry wave to the woman running the front desk of the Fountain House that morning. 
 
    I took in a deep breath of the crisp morning air. Fall had only just arrived, but it would not be long before Lady Gaea would blanket the world in ice and snow, ushering in winter.  
 
    An involuntary shiver ran through me. I hated the cold. Hated it with a passion. Oozes are not built to withstand below freezing temperatures. I had plans to head as far south as I could before it set in. Maybe visit the golden dunes of Saluda.  
 
    Until then, though, I merely pulled my robe tighter around me and set off through the town towards the road.  
 
    Outside of Volden I felt myself tense up imperceptibly. It felt like someone was watching me all of a sudden. A feeling of dread welled up inside, and I held back a groan. So, it seemed I was already being observed. I had a feeling tonight was going to be another sleepless one. 
 
    ‘How far are we from Tywood?’ I asked Tara through our mind link. Her answer came almost immediately.  
 
    ~A few days by foot. A week at most. Tywood is close to the border between Varia and Brune, and we are not that far from it right now. We’ll reach the Red Road first though, and head south along it. Tywood was built directly along the highway so we’ll have no problem seeing it from the path.~ 
 
    ‘Excellent.’ Things were looking up right now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: To the Wooden City 
 
      
 
    The sound of a twig snapping sent a twitch running through my body. After confirming that it was due to a wild animal and not the machinations of our mysterious assailant, I relaxed, only to immediately tense up once more when the sound of leaves crunching sent me into panic mode. 
 
    ~Calm down, Jelly! It’s just another deer! Not an attack!~ Tara admonished. I bent my ‘head’ in shame. Rosa leaned over and hugged me from where she sat on my ‘shoulder.’ 
 
    For the past two days I had been walking along the edge of the Red Road heading south. And for the past two days I had been jumping at shadows, and wary of every creak, crack, and noise made in the nearby woods. 
 
    To my left were the outskirts of the Dullwinds, the massive forest that took up a large portion of territory in both Varia and Brune. It was an enchanted place, filled to the brim with ambient mana, and numerous types of wildlife.  
 
    The Red Road, the single largest highway system in Orria, skirted around the western edges of the magical forest on its way to and from Brune and Varia. It was constantly trod by people, and that might have alleviated my worries.  
 
    But for two days I had felt the eyes of someone watching me. Constantly and unwaveringly. Ever since I had left Volden, in fact. And my nerves were shot to the Hells from constantly thinking every sound was the prelude to an attack. 
 
    Nothing had happened though! Two days of endless wariness and mental torment! Whoever he was, he was content to let me stew in my own fears. 
 
    A part of me wanted to congratulate the stalker on turning me into a nervous wreck without so much as a single spell. The rest of me wanted to strangle him while melting his flesh with acid. 
 
    But all misery had to be put on hold. I was nearly at Brune’s border, and Tywood was just another three or so days away. If I could make it that long without any issue, I would be glad. 
 
    I also had to keep up my disguise and my acting. Several passersby had shuffled out of my way when they saw me twitching and nervously glancing this way and that. Apparently, I came off as ‘creepy’ and ‘weird.’ 
 
    ‘OK, Tara, I’ll try to take it easy. Please keep an eye out for me, though.’ 
 
    ~What do you think I’ve been doing in here the whole time? Knitting?~ Tara joked.  
 
    (Oh, can I try knitting? Can I? Can I? Please, Jelly?) Rosa begged, giving me puppy dog eyes. 
 
    I tried to resist. I really did! But my will was weaker than her cuteness, and I slumped a bit as I gave in. 
 
    “Fine. When we stop for the night I’ll see if a peddler or someone has spare needles and thread,” I said. Rosa cheered and flew into the air for a victory dance. 
 
    ~This makes what, the fourth hobby she’s picked up since we left the Academy?~  
 
    ‘I think so,’ I thought back to Tara. ‘At least knitting is slightly less dangerous than fencing. And I still have no idea how she managed to find a sword her size!’ 
 
    ~Dolls these days comes with lots of little accessories,~ Tara pointed out. I conceded the point to my mental passenger.  
 
    Dolls and toys often were made in the likeness of famous heroes and adventurers, so including miniature weapons and such was a must for anyone trying to sell them. Though I felt it was going a bit far when the make-believe weapons and armor were actual weapons and armor. The tiny iron blade she’d scrounged up hadn’t hurt me, but it was a nuisance fixing all the holes the rambunctious Carbuncle had put in my robe. 
 
    Still, if it would make Rosa happy, I was fine with her trying her hand at something new. 
 
    I cast a quick cantrip, Timekeeper, to check the time. Late afternoon. Dusk wouldn’t be for another hour or so. An excellent time to start winding down for the day, and picking a spot to rest.  
 
    There were numerous hostels and stables along the Red Road, making it so a traveler could stop every night at a safe place to rest, regardless if you traveled by foot or by horse.  
 
    Up ahead I could see one of them. A simple boxy wooden structure for housing both animals and people. 
 
    “Rosa, we’re going to stop for the evening here,” I called out, and the red Fey nodded her head, swooping back down onto my shoulder. 
 
    (Will they have anything tasty to eat?) she asked hopefully, her mind already distracted with something new. 
 
    “Probably not. Just black bread and watery soup, if they have any food for sale at all. These sorts of small roadside stops don’t tend to have all that much to offer aside from shelter,” I said. Rosa pouted but was instantly distracted by a shiny object in a nearby cart.  
 
    ‘Something tells me I’m soon going to have to apologize and pay for something Rosa did,’ I thought to Tara. 
 
    ~Do you even have to question that at this point?~ The Spirit of Knowledge asked. I mimed a shrug. The act looked unnatural on me, due to my lack of bones and actual shoulders.  
 
    ‘It can’t hurt to hope it won’t happen.’ 
 
    A sigh of disapproval was all I heard from her. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes, but hope springs eternal,’ I replied. A loud crash followed by tinkling glass tore through my dreams of a peaceful evening like a fire enchanted sword through butter. 
 
    A deep groan of despair left my lungs as my senses told me what had happened. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir mage, but is this fairy yours? She just broke a case of supplies on my wagon.”  
 
    An innocent giggle overlapped an even deeper sigh of defeat. 
 
    . 
 
    “Again, I’m sorry for Rosa’s antics,” I apologized profusely. It was dusk, and I was at the roadside hostel near the wagon parking zone. I had decided to stop for the night after Rosa’s little accident. 
 
    Across from me was a dwarf merchant whose goods Rosa had decided to investigate and play around in. He’d been transporting several cases of crystal and glass vials for use in bottling potions and other alchemical concoctions. The ruby Carbuncle had accidentally spilled the contents of one of the wooden boxes all over the ground, cracking most of them. 
 
    “No harm, no foul. You were polite enough to repair the damaged pieces and pay for the inconvenience. Most people wouldn’t bother with either,” the merchant waved off. “Still, I’ve never seen anyone pull off so many Mend spells at once before. You must have an inordinate amount of magic.” 
 
    “Mend is a fairly basic Level Two spell that just uses a bit of mana to carefully seal up cracks. Like a magical glue of sorts. Not a perfect fix, but it does the job. Still, this should teach a certain someone not to toy around with other people’s belongings without asking first.” 
 
    Rosa put on a sheepish grin from her spot on my hat. The merchant, a middle-aged man with a bald spot, smiled indulgently at the troublemaker. 
 
    “She’s just curious. Children are at that age, after all. Why, I remember my daughter as a baby girl. Always getting into mischief!” 
 
    A tiny rumbling growl echoed a tad, and everyone turned their eyes on Rosa, who blushed deeply, her entire body lighting up in a beautiful scarlet aura. 
 
    The merchant chuckled and gestured towards a table. “Would you care to have some dinner? We can split the bill.” 
 
    “Don’t see why not,” I agreed. I was slightly worried he might see through my disguise, since merchants tended to have sharp eyes. They also often learned the spell Appraisal to check the condition and validity of items and money, which could pierce minor illusions. 
 
    My worries appeared to be put on hold for the moment though. The older man had eyes only for Rosa, who was glad to have another admirer. Though that did give rise to another concern: that the man might want to buy her. More than once I had been approached by people with more money than sense asking me to part with Rosa for a sum of gold. Some of them took the hint when I said no. Others didn’t. 
 
    I decided to give the traveling merchant a look over. The dwarf only came up to my chest, but he was broader in the shoulder and far more muscled. Despite his bald spot his beard was a glorious beast, well maintained and filled with intricate knots and braids. 
 
    I knew from my studies the different designs in his beard signified his rank and status in dwarven society, but I didn’t know what exactly they meant. 
 
    “I hope you don’t consider it rude, but I’ve taken an interest in your beard,” I admitted, gesturing vaguely towards his hairy chin. The merchant stroked the dark brown beard gently. 
 
    “You have a good eye, lad. Ever considered one yourself? I know you mage types tend to like having flowing manes of hair somewhere on your body. Playing to the stereotype, and all that.” 
 
    “Maybe someday,” I said dismissively. “Though I will admit Headmaster Cantos had some interesting designs in his beard. I always wondered what they meant.” 
 
    “You met the Ritual Master?” he asked, surprised. He then shook his head. “Of course, you have. A student from the Academy?” 
 
    “Yes. Currently doing distance learning alongside field study,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Well, those braids in his beard are different from mine,” the merchant admitted, fingering one of them. “They’re related to his work in Runes. He studied under a Runesmith if I recall correctly. Only someone who has completed their training can wear that particular style of braid. As for mine, they’re not as special.” 
 
    He pointed to the one he was fiddling with. “This is my marriage knot. My wife braids it every morning, and I do the same for the one in her hair. Well, she does so when I’m not on the road, at least. And the one next to it, with the yellow beads? That is proof I completed my apprenticeship under my master and earned the right to trade freely.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” I murmured.  
 
    “So, you met the legendary mage, did you? What exactly do you study?” He asked. 
 
    “A little bit of everything,” I admitted. “Currently though I’m focusing on Alchemy. But I am doing a bit of work on Oozes.” 
 
    The dwarf raised a bushy eyebrow. “Slimes? Whatever for?” 
 
    “I have a… rich, well connected friend who is interested in them,” I said, unwilling to reveal my involvement with the princess of Varia. “I go around studying them in the field and send notes back. They are a surprisingly complex species.” 
 
    An odd look flickered over the merchant’s face. Disbelief, for the most part. But there was something else that was quickly buried. 
 
    “Can’t say I understand the fascination with them. Kind of annoying, honestly, especially when they try and eat my supplies,” he said, leaning back.  
 
    Our meals arrived shortly after, so we spent some time filling our bellies. 
 
    “So, where are you headed?” 
 
    “Tywood,” I said. “Probably hang around for a few days, then I’m heading down to Arv Prith.” 
 
    “Really? I wasn’t aware of any slimes that popped up around the gulf that would be too interesting,” the merchant noted. 
 
    “You never know. Maybe I can find a rare Ocean Ooze or two. I’ve always wondered how they handled salt water.” That was certainly true. Salt was not as disastrous to me as it had been when I was a younger, weaker Ooze, but it still stung, and dried me out quickly. 
 
    If I could figure out the secret to how that particular subtype of Water Oozes managed to survive in a substance that was diluted with a partially lethal substance then I could make myself immune. Then I’d never fear beaches or boats! 
 
    The merchant just shrugged slightly. “Wouldn’t know. Never been on a boat in my life.” 
 
    “But isn’t Arv Prith a dwarf city?” I asked curiously. 
 
    “Not all dwarves like being on a sinkable piece of wood,” the merchant retorted. “In fact, most dwarves don’t have sea legs of any kind. Still, the Clanholds recognize the need for a port, either for food, resources, or trade.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. Waterways were often the fastest method of travel.  
 
    “So how about yourself? Will you be staying in Tywood, or do you live in Arv Prith?” I inquired, changing the topic. 
 
    “I live in Arv Prith, but I have a lot of orders to pick up. I’ll probably finish dropping off the current delivery then head back up the Red Road to Sanc Aldet. Hopefully I can finish all my deliveries before the end of autumn and make my way home before the snows set in.” 
 
    “I wish you all the luck in that regard. I hate the cold.” 
 
    Further discussion was interrupted by a shout of surprise, followed by a thud. With a start, I realized I had taken my ‘eyes’ off of Rosa and she’d slipped away. I sighed. How was she able to avoid my omni-directional sensing ability so easily? This is what I get for relaxing and trying to have a nice evening I suppose. 
 
    “Rosa, put that mace down! No, not like that, don’t drop it!” I shouted, standing up in a hurry. 
 
    I was too late though, and the crunch of splintering wood filled the room, accompanied by a guilty giggle. 
 
    Face met palm, and I reached into the pockets of my robe to fish out some loose change.  
 
    One major reason I planned on staying in Tywood for a while was to build up my funds. Carbuncles were surprisingly expensive to take care of. And to clean up after. 
 
    Behind me I could hear the merchant I’d shared a meal with choking on his laughter. I made my illusory face roll my ‘eyes.’ It was a waste of magic, but felt appropriate for the situation.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Ride the moose 
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the Wooden City of Tywood! If you like rustic mixed with city life, you’ll love this place!” a boisterous voice exclaimed. I nodded absently at the merchant’s words. 
 
    The dwarf I’d met a few days back on the Red Road had offered me a lift on his wagon. It was a good deal. I could keep monsters and bandits away from his goods, not that there were many of either on the densely traveled highway, and I got to keep my ‘feet’ up.  
 
    I disliked walking as a biped. It was too unnatural for someone like me, and my walking speed suffered greatly because of my lack of familiarity with it. A day’s walk for a human became about twice that for me since I had to actively focus on lifting my fake legs.  
 
    Whenever possible I traveled by shifting my gelatinous body into something suited for fast movement. But at the moment the Red Road was simply safer for me, what with my maniac stalker. 
 
    Who, by the way, still had not attacked me, but continued to observe everything I did. My theory that he’d hold off on going after me when I was around lots of people continued to hold up. 
 
    Another thing that held up so far was my disguise. I’d expected to be called out on something that was off about me, but apparently, I was better at pretending to be human than I’d thought. Good to know. 
 
    “Do you know where the Adventurer’s Guild is located inside Tywood?” I inquired, and the merchant nodded. 
 
    “It’s fairly close to the main road and the gate. Makes it easier for you traveling types to come and go. The building is two stories with a yellow and red checkered roof. Can’t miss it. The tavern part of it goes by the name The Brass Beaver.” 
 
    “How surprising, you remember the name of the part of that serves food and drink,” I said with a teasing tone. 
 
    “Oh, you wound me, sir mage! Calling me out on my love of eating and drinking! You wound me, sir, wound me!” the dwarven merchant said with a wink of his eye and a playful slap of his belly.  
 
    “When you talk about the local delicacies the whole ride here I tend to make assumptions,” I shot back. With both shared a laugh at that, and as we drew closer I got a good look at the place. 
 
    Tywood was a logging town that had expanded massively thanks to the vast amount of traffic on the Red Road. Nestled atop a set of hills and surrounded by a large, thick wooden wall the settlement faced the Red Road as well as the Dullwilds. On a clear day you could see the sprawling forest extending to the horizons. 
 
    Lumber and wood work were the main trades, so most of the buildings were made of wood, with slate tiles making up the roofs. It was a fire hazard though, so numerous charms and enchantments had been layered over the town to keep blazes contained. The magic glowed an icy blue before my senses, and I decided to take a closer look at the wards when I got a chance. Being fireproof was just as good as being salt proof. Perhaps more so since fire spells and enchantments were easy enough to use by anyone. And they could be a threat on land and sea. 
 
    As we neared the gates I saw more and more people with weapons and clad in an eclectic array of armor. Many of them also carried animal parts, or entire monster carcasses.  
 
    This was another side effect of being so close to a magical forest; there was plenty of work for adventurers to hunt down monsters and retrieve bits and pieces of raw materials.  
 
    “Do you think you’ll be doing much hunting of your own?” the merchant asked, following the gaze my illusory face. I was ‘looking’ at the adventurers, most of them D and C-rank. 
 
    “Maybe. Going solo is more of what I’m used to though. But there’s always room in groups for a competent mage,” I mused. 
 
    “If you do decide to hunt with a party why not try and find my daughter and go with her?” the dwarf offered. “She’s around your age and rank. Could be fun!” 
 
    “Hmm, perhaps,” I said noncommittally. I was not interested in going around with a group. It might be safe, but odds were as soon as we stepped into an isolated region my stalker would attack. Or, more likely, my group would find out my secret. And attack me instead. 
 
    ~Your thoughts are becoming rather depressing,~ Tara spoke up. I mentally huffed at her interruption.   
 
    ‘Worrying about such things is completely natural for me!’ I protested. 
 
    ~Yes, but you’re going a bit overboard with them. I understand your secret is a bit… odd, true, but if you never put yourself out there, you’ll never make any friends. Besides, you were fine with meeting people as an Ooze back at the Academy.~ 
 
    ‘I was hiding behind Liliana’s skirt, and most of them were mages who’d been exposed to weird magical things already,’ I replied bitterly. ‘Being on the road has made me realize it would be wiser and safer to think that everyone would be horrified by what I am.’ 
 
    ~Are you still on about that incident back in Norhelm?~ Tara demanded incredulously.  
 
    ‘Yes, I am still on about that,’ I muttered testily.  
 
    ~You should let go…~ 
 
    ‘What I should do is pay attention to what I’m doing. Right now I look like I just spaced out for no reason.’ I cut the connection and returned my attention to the merchant beside me. 
 
    “I do enjoy fresh food. Never tried any ripple fruit though. Should be a neat experience,” I replied. The dwarf had been chatting to me about this and that, and had questioned me on a few things. Thank the Divine Family I had a good ability to multi-task! 
 
    “Then that’s settled! We shall stop off for dinner at the Guild and celebrate our friendship!” 
 
    I nodded at the dwarf’s words and plastered a smile onto my fake face. “Sounds like fun. I’m looking forward to it. You’re paying for the first round of drinks, after all.” 
 
    He spluttered indignantly at that, and I let out a cheerful laugh. From nearby Rosa joined in, chortling along even if she didn’t understand why I was laughing. Such a go-with-the-flow kind of girl.  
 
    Hearing the Carbuncle’s laughter reminded me I had not seen her around for a while. Silently praying to Cynthia’s mercy that she hadn’t gotten into more trouble with other travelers, I turned to see what she was doing. 
 
    ~Oh dear,~ Tara said for me, since I had suddenly become catatonic. Confused as to why I had frozen stiff, the merchant raised an eyebrow before twisting around to take a look at what at stunned me. His jaw fell open. 
 
    “Is, is your familiar…?” 
 
    “Riding a Dire Moose? Yes. Yes she is.” 
 
    At some point Rosa had flown off beyond the range of my senses. I was not particularly worried since we shared a telepathic link that worked regardless of distance. She could just contact me if she was in danger, and our bond as Familiar and Master would alert me to any danger she was in regardless. 
 
    And so she had flown into the Dullwilds. Unaccompanied, and unprotected. Probably because she was bored. And returned riding a massive black furred behemoth of a moose.  
 
    Red eyes glared at the humans and pack animals as they parted before the Dire breed as it trotted up the road towards the wagon I was in. The bulky, mutated moose was steered by its antlers. Rosa directed the animal by grabbing onto its horns and using them as handles. 
 
    “Rosa, why did you bring a Dire Moose out of the Dullwilds?” I asked slowly. At the edges of my senses I could tell guards had started to pour out of Tywood, while the adventurers scattered around were tensing up and reaching for weapons. 
 
    (Because he looked lonely!) she replied, throwing her arms into the air as if it was obvious. 
 
    I cast a critical gaze over the Dire Moose and could detect only muted annoyance coming from the beast.  
 
    “He looks like he’s contemplating the best way to gore his way out of here,” the merchant retorted dryly, a few people nearby nodding in agreement. 
 
    Traffic had ground to a halt thanks to the unexpected appearance. People were gawking like there was a circus attraction. Though to be fair, this was probably the most excitement they’d experienced in a long time. Or the first time many ordinary people had seen an actual Dire breed that wasn’t trying to kill them. 
 
    At last though a small group of guards from Tywood pushed their way through the crowd and confronted us. 
 
    “Alright, who is to blame for all of this?” the leader of the patrolmen demanded as he waved his hand at the traffic jam and enormous black moose with very large and sharp antlers. He was the oldest of the group and had the look of a veteran, yet retired, soldier.  
 
    Rosa raised her hand into the air. The guards shared a look. The leader let out a deep sigh. 
 
    “Well. That usually doesn’t work,” he admitted. He glanced down at his waist where a pair of handcuffs were, then back up at the diminutive form of the Feykin, then back at his restraints which were sized for humans. 
 
    “Anyone of you brats have a sack or something?” he asked his fellow guards. Before one of them could answer I spoke up. 
 
    “Excuse me, but I’d prefer it if you didn’t stuff my Familiar into a sack,” I spoke up, which drew their attention to me. 
 
    “So, she’s yours, then?” The lead guard asked. From the way he was smiling when he looked from his handcuffs to my wrists I had a feeling I knew what he was so happy about. 
 
    “We signed a Contract, yes. She’s my responsibility, so I apologize for any problems she’s caused,” I replied, trying not to be unnerved. 
 
    “The little fairy hasn’t done anything wrong, sirs. Made a commotion of course, but it didn’t hurt anything. If perhaps she returned the beast to the forest we can put this all behind us?” the dwarf merchant spoke up from where he sat next to me on the wagon. 
 
    The guards shared a look with their superior who had a look of disappointment flicker briefly across his face. I held back a whimper as he stared longingly at my unadorned wrists. 
 
    Finally he relented and nodded. “As long it doesn’t rampage or anything. Fine. Send it back.” 
 
    I nodded and turned to Rosa.  
 
    “Time for your friend to go home, Rosa.” 
 
    (But he just got here!) she cried. She flittered down and began squishing the Dire Moose’s cheeks. (Look! He’s so sad! He needs friends!) 
 
    “Rosa, no,” I said shortly, crossing my ‘arms.’ “Send him back.” 
 
    (You could ride him! He could be our valiant steed!) she whimpered. She gave me sad puppy eyes. I resisted by turning off my sight. If I couldn’t see, I couldn’t fall for what I was certain was a kind of hypnosis ability. 
 
    “He is a Dire Moose. They don’t let people ride them.” The Carbuncle responded by flying onto his back and posing. 
 
    “Fine, he lets you ride him. But that’s you, and not me.” 
 
    (Please! I’ll brush him and feed him and love him!) 
 
    “No! You cannot have him as a pet!” I said firmly. I then pointed off towards the Dullwilds. “It’s time for him to leave.” 
 
    She whimpered softly but finally relented and flew in front of the Dire Moose. 
 
    (I’m sorry, Mr. Sullivan, but you have to go home now. It was fun while it lasted, but our time is at an end!) she cried, hugging its face. 
 
    The Dire Moose snorted, the gust of breath sending Rosa tumbling. It turned around and lumbered off, and I sensed a hint of relief from the ungulate as it wandered back to its habitat.  
 
    (Bye-bye, Mr. Sullivan! I will never forget you!) she cried while waving her arms in farewell. 
 
    Once the Dire Moose had left the road everyone let out a sigh of relief. A few even began to chuckle, amused at the antics my Familiar had gotten up to. 
 
    “Well, that’s something you don’t see every day,” the merchant muttered to himself. I nodded absently, focusing instead on patting my Familiar comfortingly as she returned to her seat on my ‘shoulder.’  
 
    “There, there. I’m sure you’ll have a chance to make new friends in Tywood,” I assured her. She perked up at that, and her smile returned immediately.  
 
    “As long as she doesn’t befriend a dragon or something,” the dwarf said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, there aren’t any of those around,” I replied, forestalling Rosa’s excitement.  
 
    (Awww…) I ignored her disappointment and prepped myself for entering the walls. A bud of excitement started to grow within me as I thought about finding more on the rumors of talking Oozes. 
 
    Maybe I wouldn’t have to be alone anymore.  
 
    That was a nice thought, and I made my face wear a wide grin as the wagon rolled in past the gates. A strong scent of sawdust and wood varnish assaulted me, and I couldn’t help but wiggle in excitement. 
 
    Time for some research! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Investigating rumors 
 
      
 
    “Ah-hahahaha! Seriously?! She did that?!”  
 
    “It’s not that funny, is it?” 
 
    In response to my question Liliana let out another peal of laughter, toppling back onto the bed and flailing her legs as she roared with humor. 
 
    I glanced over at Kine who was busy choking trying to contain her own mirth. I reached out with a tendril and patted her on the back to help clear her airways.  
 
    The only one in the bedroom not laughing was surprisingly Verde. The Emerald Carbuncle did look inordinately proud of his daughter though. I suppose goofing off and playing tricks are inherent to Feykin. 
 
    I had retreated up to my room after dinner with the dwarf merchant. A nice, tiny rented closet of a space was all I’d been able to rent at short notice, but it was roomy enough once I returned to my true form. I was glad the Adventurer’s Guild even offered rooms for rent. It made sense, since it was easier for adventurers to drop off requests and then rest if the mission had been particularly draining.  
 
    Once safely secured in my closet, I put Rosa and Tara on guard duty and swiftly entered my mindscape. I then popped over to my clone in the Academy. 
 
    I found Liliana and Kine working on homework in the princess’ room, and immediately joined them. Afterwards I spoke to them about what had happened in the days since we’d met.  
 
    Rosa’s exploits always made for a good chuckle, but her antics earlier in the day made them all cry with mirth.  
 
    “You need to get a leash or something for her,” Liliana gasped out as her laughter died out. 
 
    “Agreed. At this rate she might actually find a dragon or something to play with,” Kine said, wiping tears from her eyes. They widened a second later and she rapidly knocked on the desk three times.  
 
    A superstition to ward off tempting fate the act might have been, but after hearing about how I had to deal with insanity on a near daily basis, it was a nice decision not to give whatever deity that governed my fate any ideas. 
 
    “Hey, Verde, any words of wisdom for your daughter?” I asked. He tilted his head and thought for a moment, but shrugged. He flittered down to the floor and drew a stick of chalk from a tiny satchel he wore and scribbled some words down. 
 
    “‘Don’t eat anything bigger than your head?’ Odd fatherly advice, but I’ll pass it on,” I said after reading it. A moment later the chalk dust shifted and formed new words. 
 
    “Oh, and she should practice her Earth magic? Understood. We both need to work on it. I’m getting better, and she’s helping with my training, but we’ve got a long way to go before we’re any good in a fight with it.” 
 
    Verde nodded and wiped the chalk writing clear of the floor with a wave of his hand. I made a mental note to find a way for Rosa to learn how to write. It would be for the best if she could communicate with others without relying on me as an intermediary.  
 
    I hopped into Liliana’s lap and she began to reflexively stroke my head. 
 
    “Any word from the headmaster on that matter I asked him to look into?” I inquired after enjoying the petting for a moment.  
 
    “Still nothing,” she said with a shake of her head. Since I had seen her last my owner had put her hair into a ponytail. I reached out with a tendril and fiddled with it, intrigued. 
 
    “What do you think? Does it look good?” She asked curiously. 
 
    “Not bad. Certainly keeps your hair out of the way when you do lab work,” I mused. 
 
    “She overheard Markus and Crosus discussing their preferred hairstyles,” the Qwanese half-elf explained, and my owner’s face turned scarlet. 
 
    “Kine!” she hissed. 
 
    “Oh, really? Which one liked ponytails? Markus is your age, but Crosus does have the ‘handsome older student’ thing going on,” I said slyly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter!” Liliana shouted, face red enough to resemble a tomato. “Besides, I’m not the one who’s been hanging around Clarabel more often these days!” 
 
    “She wanted help with some Rune work! Nothing more!” Now it was Kine’s turn to look like a boiled lobster.  
 
    The two young woman began talking rapidly, denying each other’s accusations in a flurry of words. I shared a look with Verde who shrugged. 
 
    ‘Women,’ he wrote on the floor before hastily wiping it away. 
 
    I bobbed up and down in agreement. Women! 
 
    I glanced out the window and saw the moon’s position was a bit higher in the starry sky. 
 
    “I believe I shall take my leave now,” I announced. It went unnoticed by the pair of arguing ladies. 
 
    “Can you remind Liliana that I have an appointment with the headmaster tomorrow evening?” 
 
    ‘I’ll make sure your tank is near his office by six pm,’ the Carbuncle promised. 
 
    “Thanks, Verde. You’re so much more helpful than Rosa.” The emerald bearing Feykin shrugged and floated over to watch the unfolding drama between his Contractor and her friend. 
 
    I hopped up onto the desk and slipped into the glass tank that served as my clone’s bed. I let myself detach from the body double and returned my consciousness back to my own body for a good night’s rest.  
 
    . 
 
    Morning came to Tywood far too soon for my tastes, but I felt a nervous energy in my core as I woke. It was time to explore the city and find any scraps of information I could on the rumored Oozes.  
 
    First things first, though, I browsed the jobs on Tywood Adventurer’s Guild quest board. A few caught my ‘eye,’ and I registered for a request to brew a dozen Minor Healing Potions. Easy enough to do. I could have those ready before lunch! 
 
    The pay was decent as well. And with Rosa bouncing around on the brim of my hat eagerly looking at everything, I knew I would be paying for her in one way or another. 
 
    “Now Rosa, try to be patient today,” I begged her as we stepped out of the Guild building. “Don’t touch anything that isn’t yours, and please don’t break anything. Our funds can’t take much more of your playing.” 
 
    She put on a stern expression and snapped a salute before devolving in giggles that tipped her over. I sighed, but knew that that was the best I’d get out of her for now.  
 
    The first stop on my rumor hunting rounds was the gate house. Local law enforcement often had an ear to the ground when it came to information, if only to keep abreast of criminal activities, and I felt they might have had something to share. 
 
    The gate house which housed the guards was a medium sized two-story building built directly into the wall next to the entrance to Tywood. A soldier could man the walls, operate the gate, or observe foot traffic all from a single location.  
 
    As I got closer I was halted by a man with a crossbow. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked, looking me over. 
 
    Ignoring the piercing stare, I made my ‘head’ nod.  
 
    “I was hoping to ask a few questions for an investigation I’m conducting,” I explained, holding my hands out in front of me in a placating gesture. He gave a ‘humph’ but allowed me to approach. 
 
    “What are you looking into?” 
 
    “I’m a student from the Royal Varian Mages Academy,” I began. “My patron and I are currently researching Oozes.” 
 
    “And what does that have to do with us guards?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’ve heard rumors about Oozes capable of human speech. I was curious, and in the area.” 
 
    The guard sighed. “Ah. I’ve heard of those, but don’t know anything about it. The captain might have, though. He arrested the man who was spouting those rumors, so if anyone knows about them, it would be him.” 
 
    “Why was the rumormonger arrested?” I asked in concern. The guard alleviated my worries with a laugh. 
 
    “The way I heard it, the guy who was talking about slimes was stone cold drunk one night, and ranting and raving about it. He got into a scuffle and was thrown in jail for indecent exposure and drunken rowdiness.” 
 
    “Indecent exposure?” 
 
    “Man took off his trousers and tried to strangle the guard captain with them when he came to arrest him,” the guard said in a deadpan. I coughed as an incredulous gasp and a chuckle happened at the same time. Rosa had no difficulties though, her bell-like voice chiming sweetly with her mirth. 
 
    “So, is it possible to set up a meeting with the captain?” I inquired. The guard shrugged.  
 
    “He’s on duty noon to evenings except on Nuldays. Come back after lunch and he might see you.” 
 
    I nodded my head slightly in thanks and walked off, pleased that I had a lead to follow so soon. 
 
    ~Where are you going to delve for information next?~ Tara asked politely from over the mind link. 
 
    ‘The stores along the main road. Those tend to get plenty of foot traffic in and out of Tywood based on how the city is set up. If anyone’s heard anything of any kind, odds are it was heard there at some point,’ I thought back. 
 
    “Also, Rosa, if you go more than three feet from me I will stuff you into one of my pockets and keep you there for the rest of the day,” I warned. She pouted but I refused to bend. 
 
    “It’s that or I get you a leash like Liliana suggested.” At her horrified expression I quickly amended the threat. “But only in settlements, or places with lots of people! Not when we’re traveling alone!” 
 
    She grudgingly acquiesced to my request, but continued to show her disapproval by folding her arms and huffing. 
 
    ~Excellent work,~ Tara informed me privately. I thanked her before making my way into the market place. 
 
    Stalls and street vendors often had a better grasp of fresh local gossip, but store owners tended to have a stronger connection to the wider world, not just local. I vacillated between the two options before deciding on checking with the street vendors first. They had more irregular operating hours than stores so information might dry up if I waited too long. 
 
    “What’s fresh?” I asked a vegetable seller. The woman running the stand gestured to everything. 
 
    “Grown locally and without any magic,” she said proudly. I picked up a carrot and examined it before buying it and a few others. I passed her the coins and slipped them into a pocket on my robes. She raised an eyebrow at that before shrugging. I was a mage, after all, and dressed the part. We were generally seen as eccentric.  
 
    “Have you heard anything interesting about Oozes recently?” I asked. 
 
    “No. A few crawl out of the Dullwilds every so often, but they’re easily repelled,” the shopkeeper said.  
 
    “Not all Oozes are bad. Green Oozes in particular can help plants grow,” I said as I looked over the turnips. The woman scoffed. 
 
    “Our farm doesn’t use magic to grow anything we sell. Been that way for generations. We don’t need a crutch.”  
 
    I nodded silently before buying an apple and moving on to another stall. I passed the ripe red apple up to Rosa who took the snack eagerly. The fruit was as big as she was, but she put her back into eating it. 
 
    It took a while going from stall to stall before I finally got anything substantial.  
 
    “Talking slimes? Yeah, I heard something like that,” a rope merchant said as he measured out the length I had requested. 
 
    “Really?” I asked eagerly, leaning in slightly. 
 
    “Just that someone claimed that a group of something were spotted near Arv Prith late last summer. Said they looked human, but at the same time, like they were made from slimy mucus.” 
 
    “Hold on, human shaped talking Oozes?” I gasped. The merchant shrugged.  
 
    “S’what they said. Me, I’ve never seen a slime bigger than my foot, so unless they were like that little lady on your shoulder and super tiny humans, I doubt they were really made of goo,” he said, snipping off the segment and passing it to me. 
 
    “Five coppers, please. Anyways, I bet that person just saw a bunch of dripping wet people. Arv Prith is a port, after all. Maybe some folks went swimming or something.” 
 
    He shrugged as I slipped the material into my pockets. “Guess it doesn’t really matter. The guy who was talking about talking slimes was a crazy drunk. Tried to strangle the guard captain with his trousers, ya know?” 
 
    Again, I couldn’t help a snort of laughter escaping me. Rosa and the rope seller had no compunctions about cracking up over it and shared a hearty chortle. 
 
    “See ya around kid. And keep an eye on your fairy friend there. We’ve all heard about what she came riding in on yesterday. Sure was funny though, seeing all the guards in a tizzy.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind, mister,” I said politely and walked off. 
 
    (I liked him,) Rosa said happily. (He appreciated my genius!) 
 
    “I think he was just impressed someone broke up the monotony of the week with that stunt,” I said in a whisper back to her. 
 
    I glanced at the sun and shadows, and deduced it was close to noon. My suspicions were confirmed when the bell tower tolled the hour. 
 
    “Lunch and then the guard captain?” I offered and my Familiar beamed. 
 
    (I want more apples! And maybe a pear!) 
 
    (You can have one or the other, not both,” I scolded. “Don’t want you becoming rounder than your gem, now do we?” 
 
    She bopped me on the head playfully in response to the teasing. 
 
    I decided to try some roasted vegetable skewers for lunch. One of the stalls had been emitting a tantalizing aroma for a while now and my gelatinous body had started to grumble with hunger. With care I made sure to eat only the veggies, not the wood. Be hard to explain why I had eaten the stick along with the rest of the meal. 
 
    Rosa enjoyed one as well, taking the stick once she was done with the food on it and began to play fight with it, using the wooden skewer as a pretend rapier. It was longer than she was tall though so she looked like a pole vaulter trying to do tricks.  
 
    After another hour browsing the street vendors I headed back to the gate house, intent on getting an interview with the captain. 
 
    “Is he in?” I asked the guard from last time. He nodded. 
 
    “Just arrived now. Give him another few minutes to get his armor on before you ask to speak with him, though. He’s a hard stickler for rules, too, so try not to do anything that might make him want to arrest you while you’re around him.” 
 
    I thanked the crossbowman for the advice and stepped inside. The front room was empty except for a desk next to another door. A guard was going over ledgers and shipping manifests, no doubt keeping an eye out for smugglers trying to sneak something past through their paper work. 
 
    He glanced up and waved me past, so I slipped deeper into the building. 
 
    Here was a resting area for the guards who were coming off duty with a few wooden benches and a shelf with cubbyholes dedicated to individual guardsmen.  
 
    A handful of men were lazing around when I entered. They gave me an odd look but let me through when I explained what I wanted. 
 
    “If he’s not in his office, the captain’ll be on the walls patrolling,” one of them said. 
 
    “You’re all very relaxed around someone who just sort of waltzed in,” I mentioned, and one of the guards snorted. 
 
    “We know who you are. Words get around quickly about a mage whose Familiar came riding into Tywood on a Dire Moose.” 
 
    Rosa puffed out her chest proudly at the attention. 
 
    “You’ve been behaving so far, as has your fairy, and that makes you alright in our books. Plus, Fred told us you’d be stopping by.” 
 
    “The guard with the crossbow?” I asked, and got a round of nods in confirmation. 
 
    “Well, thank you for the vote of confidence,” I said, touched. I then headed deeper into the building in search of the captain’s quarters.  
 
    When I found the man I stifled a groan. Tara giggled at my reaction. Thanks to my enhanced senses, I saw the world differently than humans. One of my unique senses was the ability to ‘see’ magic. I could tell people apart based on their mana, and based on energy signature coming from behind the door to the office the captain was the grizzled veteran from yesterday. 
 
    ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t hold grudges,’ I thought to my companions. 
 
    (Why would he do that?) Rosa asked, tilting her head. (If anything, I was the one who made the scene so I’d be in trouble, not you.) 
 
    ~Jelly, relax,~ Tara said soothingly. ~Don’t get worked up. You’re just a mage interested in Oozes. You’ve done nothing wrong. Maybe there was a bit of a disturbance but nothing else.~ 
 
    When I remained uncertain and nervous the Spirit of Knowledge who lived in my mind sighed and I felt the sensation of a hug envelop me from out of nowhere. 
 
    ~Not everyone will react like what happened in Norhelm, Jelly. And we’ll be with you all the way.~ 
 
    I let out a breath and felt a tiny bit of tension bleed away.  
 
    ‘Thanks, Tara. And is that a new trick? I was able to actually feel you that time!’ 
 
    ~Yup! Been working on it with Rosa. We can talk about the theory behind it after your meeting with Mr. Grumpy Captain.~  
 
    ‘Alright, I’ll hold you to that,’ I said with a mental chuckle before hardening my ‘fist’ and rapping on the door. 
 
    The sound was rather dull and muted since I lacked the skin, muscles, and bones in a real hand to pull off a proper knocking sound.  
 
    ‘Note to self, investigating a spell that lets me pull off a knocking sound,’ I thought, before a gruff voice called out for me to open the door. 
 
    I swallowed down my nerves and entered. I made sure to close the door behind me when I did and stood at attention in front of the captain’s desk. 
 
    The veteran raised an eyebrow at my stiffness but decided to get to the point. 
 
    “Well, if it isn’t the moose rider and her owner,” the guard captain said with a raised eyebrow. I wilted slightly as he stared at my wrists, no doubt imagining them fitted into handcuffs. “I heard you want to know more about the man who was raving about talking slimes. Explain to me why that is.” 
 
    “I’m a student from the Royal Varian Mage’s Academy, and I am helping a friend of mine with their research, which happens to involve Oozes,” I said. “I heard a rumor about a bunch which could talk, supposedly, but that’s the extent. I was hoping you might know more.” 
 
    The man shrugged. “Eh, it’s not really a secret or anything. Listen carefully though, ‘cause I won’t repeat myself.” 
 
    I nodded eagerly and manifested some paper and a sliver of charcoal from my Dimensional Pocket to take notes with. The grizzled man blinked in surprise at seeing them appear from nowhere but shrugged it off as ‘magic.’ Which it was. 
 
    “The man’s name was Raldo. He’d come into town early spring this year as part of a merchant caravan. He was a guard. Not an adventurer, just some hired muscle,” the captain revealed. I jotted the name down for future reference. As I wrote the man removed a file from his desk and was looking it over. A quick glance with some magic told me it was the arrest report for the drunk.  
 
    “Raldo was drinking in the Watery Bear tavern after arriving with his group, and was fairly inebriated by nine in the evening. Couldn’t hold his alcohol, it seemed. He started to talk about things he’d seen on the road. Apparently, he saw some humans made of slime down near Arv Prith. When asked to clarify or support his claim, he said something about ‘those slippery freaks stole my favorite pair of trousers.’” 
 
    I looked up from my notes and morphed my illusion mask into an incredulous expression. 
 
    “He was blaming humanoid Oozes for stealing his pants?” I asked in disbelief. Rosa giggled. 
 
    “Yup. Continued to rant about how they were invading from the depths of the forests and would replace people with jiggly fakes. No one appeared to be taking him seriously,” the captain explained. “Then he got rowdy. He was a feisty drunk, and tried to pick fights with some of the people who loudly claimed they did not believe him. He threw the first punch and got a good old fashioned bar brawl going. I and a team of guards were sent in to settle it down.” 
 
    “And then he tried to strangle you with his pants,” I finished for him. A scowl split his face, doing interesting things to his scars and wrinkles. 
 
    “Heard about that, did you? Damn embarrassing story is what it is. Hardly one of my finer moments. Only reason he got the drop on me was because we were all stunned senseless to see a man charging at us without trousers.” The scowl morphed into a smirk and I shivered in fear. “It felt good slapping those handcuffs on him.” 
 
    “So what happened afterwards?” I asked.  
 
    “He spent the next week in the jailhouse and then had to pay a fine for disturbing the peace,” the captain said. “Afterwards he left, shamed and embarrassed. Don’t know where he went afterwards. Sure hasn’t shown his face around here since.” 
 
    “Huh. I was hoping for something more substantial,” I muttered, mostly to myself.  
 
    A feeling of failure settled on my core and I resisted the urge to sigh. I felt like I had been close to an answer! Was it really so much to ask the Divine Family to have things go my way for once? 
 
    A cough brought my attention back to the guard captain.  
 
    “Quit your whining, bratty mage. Just because you didn’t hear what you wanted doesn’t mean you can’t find it elsewhere.”  
 
    I thought over his words before lighting up with joy. “Arv Prith! I just have to look around there for more clues!” 
 
    The captain nodded. “Glad to see you can think after being told how to. Your teachers at the Academy must have loved you.” 
 
    “Well, thanks for the help,” I said, bowing politely before making my way to exit. As I placed a hand on the doorknob the captain called out to me. 
 
    “Oh, before I forget, I just wanted to warn you that if you cause any trouble, I will enjoy slapping you in irons. And don’t think your flimsy illusions can hide you from me.” 
 
    I went stock still, fear rooting me to the floor. I shook my head violently though and proceeded to leave despite the terror coursing through me. 
 
    ~He only knew you were disguising yourself. No need to worry so much,~ Tara assured me as we left the gate house.  
 
    ‘It’s just been a while since a non-mage has seen through it,’ I replied sullenly. ‘Honestly, I expected one of the sharper eyed merchants to pierce the veil of my illusions.’ 
 
    (I think Mr. Grumpy saw through you because you had something to hide, and he’s supposed to find people like that.) 
 
    I paused for a moment, stunned and impressed by Rosa’s thoughtful insight. I sometimes forgot that, for all her playfulness and childish antics, she was a Carbuncle, and thus a being who was about as intelligent as a human all things considered.  
 
    She just rarely displayed anything other than the ‘playful fairy’ side of herself.  
 
    ~I think you might be right about that, Rosa. Excellent deduction,~ Tara praised.  
 
    I reached up and rubbed her head fondly. “I think you’re correct as well. He’s supposed to hunt ne’er do wells and people with things to hide. It makes sense he would feel something was off about me.” 
 
    I looked around and headed back towards the market place. The potions I had been brewing inside my Dimensional Pocket were done, and it was time to hand them over to complete the request.  
 
    After that, I decided to continue looking around the stores for more information on the rumors. I wasn’t entirely satisfied with what the guard captain had had to say. Maybe I could find someone who’d been at the tavern when the drunk guy was there? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Ranking up 
 
      
 
    “You’ve improved. You’re able to cast most of your Level Three spells and below chantlessly.” 
 
    “Thank you, headmaster,” I panted.  
 
    Evening had arrived, and with it my scheduled appointment with Arnolt Cantos. Since I was no longer on the campus of the Academy my lessons with him were more sporadic.  
 
    That he still wished to train me despite my desire for ‘long distance learning’ touched my core.  
 
    Of course, most goodwill and thanks dried up after I was exhausted after another round of his ruthless teaching methods. 
 
    Arnolt Cantos, Headmaster of the Royal Varian Mage’s Academy and one of the few X-ranked individuals on the planet, was a harsh task master when it came to learning magic. His methods were cruel and very unusual, but they got results. One plus side to being an Ooze was lacking any of the muscles of organs that would be heaving in pain right now. 
 
    “Oh, get over it, you blubbery baby,” Arnolt snorted. “All I did was force you to cast spells over and over.” 
 
    “You made me cast spells constantly without giving me a moment to rest or recover while you shot your own spells at me!” I retorted, my body jiggling as I rolled over to rest a corner of the training hall. 
 
    The headmaster shrugged and looked over the area. Littered with blast marks and elemental damage, it was more like a battlefield than a place for students to train. He began to chant and wave his staff, and started to repair most of the damage. 
 
    “Using magic is harder to do in this copy of myself,” I complained. A bottle of glowing blue liquid was plopped down next to me and I eagerly took it and chugged the contents. 
 
    I sighed in contented relief as I felt mana flood my form once more. 
 
    “I keep telling you that this is only a spare body! I can only do so much without it rupturing. And then I’d lose my only immediate link to Liliana and the Academy,” I reminded the white bearded sorcerer. He merely rolled his eyes as he downed a Mana Replenishing Potion of his own. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know. But if you can cast spells using your cloned body, then anything you do in your real one will be vastly improved,” Arnolt retorted. “Think of it like training with a handicap. I find that depriving oneself of a main advantage and working to rise above it does wonders.” 
 
    “Just out of morbid curiosity, how would you have trained me if I had been a human?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    “Blindfolded and with one hand tied behind your back,” the Archsage revealed.  
 
    I had no words. I was suddenly very glad to be an Ooze at the moment.  
 
    “So, Jelly, I’ve heard about the ‘Talking Ooze’ rumors. How goes the search?” the headmaster asked as we returned to his office. I was being carried in his arms since I was too small to walk and keep up with his pace.  
 
    “All evidence points to Arv Prith, or the area thereabouts,” I said, relaying what I had found over the course of the day. “I’ll be heading out there in a week or so.” 
 
    “Interesting. Arv Prith, or ‘Water Gate’ as it would be translated from dwarfish, is one of three Clanholds in Orria. It’s also one of only two ports that the dwarves control. If you do go there, you might want to brush up on dwarven customs and language. They are big on honor and respect, and showing you know their culture is one of the best ways to do so,” Arnolt stated.  
 
    “I see. Certainly makes sense. I met a dwarf merchant on the way to Tywood and we had some enlightening conversations on various subjects,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, and while you’re at it, why not look into advancing your adventuring rank?” Arnolt suggested. “You are currently D-rank, and getting to C-rank would give you better access to goods and services, as well as more difficult missions. All of which you’ll need if you want to get stronger.” 
 
    “Haven’t thought about that much, but you make a compelling argument,” I said as I was dropped onto the headmaster’s desk. I rolled a bit before coming to a stop next to a stack of paperwork. 
 
    “Most guilds in towns and minor cities have one or two Promotion Quests available at any time. I bet Tywood is no different.” 
 
    “Got it. And speaking of ‘wood,’ have you found out what sort of magic my stalker is using?” I asked, curious. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Arnolt revealed hesitantly. “But if I’m right – which I pray to the Divine Family is not the case – then I’ll need to do some digging into old records about dark magic that has not seen the light of day in four centuries or so.” 
 
    I winced at that. Now I knew why Tara didn’t have any information on the kind of magic used on me. If it really was as forbidden as it sounded, then any knowledge of this brand of spells would be locked up in the Academy’s Vault, a crypt used to contain dangerous and experimental magic and artifacts. Akasha’s Brain, which my resident Spirit of Knowledge had been born from, had no access to the contents of the Vault and thus could not relay their information to me. 
 
    “Will you even tell me about it then? If it is so secret…” I trailed off as Arnolt pet me on the top of my rotund body. 
 
    “Like it or not, you’re now part of something bigger than nations or organizations. You’ve been chosen to be a vital part in a prophecy that will determine the fate of Erafore. I think I can afford to give you as much information as you require in order for you to succeed,” the headmaster said kindly, going from a stern instructor to a grandfatherly mentor. I let my worries leave as I enjoyed the petting.  
 
    “Of course, some secrets are not mine to tell. But rest assured I will let you know when and if you need it,” he assured me.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said happily. He picked me up and plopped me down in my glass tank, which was next to his desk. 
 
    “Before you go, Jelly, I wanted to ask you to think about what you’ll do if there are sapient Oozes like yourself,” Arnolt said. “I understand you’ve been having doubts, and are concerned about being alone and not understood by people, but you’ll always have a home to come to here at the Academy.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I repeated, this time with a hint of remorse in my tone. I closed off my senses and willed myself to return to my original body.  
 
    With a whooshing, sucking sensation I fell back into my mindscape. 
 
    ~How were the lessons, Jelly?~ Tara asked as I appeared in the mental bedroom.  
 
    “Difficult as usual,” I said softly. She caught on to my mood and decided I needed a hug. I was grateful for the contact and the thoughtfulness of her actions and let my worries flee for the moment. 
 
    . 
 
    “…and that’s how I solved the mystery of Tagonfield Manor!” 
 
    “Wow. I mean, you hear about Apostate Towers capable of changing form, but it’s not every day you have to fight a demonically possessed building while you’re trapped inside!” I exclaimed, clapping. Rosa joined in too, her enthusiasm more than making up for the volume. A tall, ruggedly handsome man took a bow at the praise before quaffing a pint of ale. 
 
    It was the evening of my third day in Tywood. After my lessons with Headmaster Arnolt I’d enquired about Promotion Quests. There indeed had been one on offer: escort a merchant caravan to Arv Prith. It seemed like fortune favored me that week, as the request took care of my need to travel to the dwarven port city, and my advancement to C-rank within the Guild. 
 
    Of course, before I could sign up for the quest the Guild needed to double check their records. So, while I waited for the receptionist at Tywood’s Guild branch to get the confirmation to give me the quest, I was spending time with a senior adventurer who’d likely be joining me on my mission. 
 
    “So, Sir Yorrik, was that the most dangerous mission you’ve ever had?” 
 
    “Haven’t been knighted, so calling me ‘sir’ feels weird. And yes. So far it was one of the worst missions I’ve had the displeasure of working on. Most of my team made it out alive, but sadly not everyone survived.” A moment of respectful silence passed as we honored the dead, and I took a peek at the man across the table from me. 
 
    “Twin Fang” Yorrik Vastonne, B-rank adventurer and a Ranger of Brune. Slim and tall with a mop of messy black hair, he wore reinforced leather armor that had certainly seen and weathered many years of battle. His weapons, a longbow and a pair of dual short swords, were on his back and at his waist as he enjoyed the food and drink of the Brass Beaver. 
 
    He was also the man the drunk from a few months back had tried to get into a bar brawl with. 
 
    “So, I was curious,” I began, pouring myself a small helping of wine from the bottle I had purchased when I’d entered the tavern, “you heard what the pants-strangler was ranting about?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, that crazy guy. Talking slimes. Pfft.” Yorrik wiped his mouth and started working on his platter of gravy slathered meat. 
 
    “Yeah, I was there. Punched him too. Surprisingly tough though for a non-adventurer. Took five hits to get him down for a few seconds. And then he just hopped up and tore off his trousers, screaming about his ‘mighty club.’” 
 
    I winced at that terrifying image. Yorrik noticed my shudder and nodded sympathetically.  
 
    “Gonna need a moment to suppress that,” I muttered, and Tara eagerly assisted in removing that memory from my mind.  
 
    “Right, now that that’s taken care of, I was interested in hearing what exactly the man was raving about.” At the adventurer’s incredulous expression I explained.  
 
    “I am a student from the Academy doing research on Oozes, their different breeds, and their habitats. I’m interested in the rumored ‘Talking Oozes’ merely as part of my scholarly thesis.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, it takes all kinds, I guess,” Yorrik said. “I don’t remember much, honestly. Everything around the time the pants flew off is a blur. But, one thing did stand out.” 
 
    I leaned in, excited. He did so as well, to build suspense.  
 
    “The guy said he knew the slimes he’d seen were real because he saw one of them stuff a roll of bread into their own bodies and dissolve it just like a regular slime!” 
 
    Well. That was certainly interesting. I made my illusory face raise an eyebrow.  
 
    “That it?” 
 
    “Pretty much all I remember, sorry,” Yorrik said apologetically.  
 
    I sighed but shook my head. “It’s fine. That was more information than I’d expected.”  
 
    One of the Guild’s clerks motioned towards me from the counter and I got up to see what it was all about. 
 
    “Mr. Jellik?” the teller at the job desk inquired as I approached. 
 
    “That’s me.” I heard Tara snigger softly in my head. I couldn’t see what was so wrong about my name! Honestly! The pseudonym I’d made for myself was just fine! 
 
    “Your request to take on the Promotion Quest has been approved,” she said, handing me a job receipt. I took it with a hastily constructed smile and bowed my ‘head’ politely before making it back to the table with Yorrik. 
 
    “Got the job?” 
 
    “And a pending rank-up!” I answered happily. The veteran smiled.  
 
    “Good on you. That’ll make you C-rank, right?”  
 
    I nodded. “I’ve been D-rank for about six months now. This seems rather fast to me.” 
 
    “C-rank is the most common adventurer rank there is,” Yorrik explained. “Doesn’t mean you’re weak or strong. It just means you’re at the level of a trained soldier, and can take on jobs from a wider array of options. It also means they trust you enough not to immediately die if you take a hard mission, or if events spiral out of your control.” 
 
    He swallowed a few mouthfuls of ale before speaking. “I almost didn’t take my B-rank promotion, you know.” 
 
    “Really? Why wouldn’t you want to rise in rank?”  I asked, intrigued.  
 
    “An adventurer can make good, steady money with C-rank missions,” he stated. “Enough to support a wife and kid if someone takes maybe two or three a month. Fact is, adventuring is a job. Most people who take the higher promotions either want to try and earn knighthood and a path into the nobility, or are the heroic sort who like helping and traveling. Me? I wanted a decent income with minimal dangers.” 
 
    “Then why did you advance?” 
 
    “Oh, you know how the story goes. You meet a nice girl, she turns out to be a baron’s daughter, you need a knighthood to get her father’s approval. You know, stuff like that.” He took another swig and put the mug down.  
 
    “Sadly, I’m nowhere near close to getting a knighthood. Not many chances for outrageous acts of heroism in these parts. You’d think being closer to the Dullwilds would provide a bit more danger… ah well. Got plenty of gold saved up. Might be enough to buy his approval. Here’s hoping!” 
 
    He raised his mug and I toasted him with my bottle of wine, sharing in a moment of camaraderie. 
 
    We split up after a few more drinks. I headed to my closet-bedroom, ready to call it a night. Rosa was on my shoulder, looking tired and bloated. I tutted. 
 
    “I told you eating all those apples would do this to you. But did you listen?” 
 
    In response Rosa toppled off her perch and into one of my robe’s pockets. I chuckled and made sure to remove the garment and lay it across the foot of the cot instead of stuffing it and its contents into my Dimensional Pocket like usual. 
 
    Organic matter did fairly well inside me and lasted a decent amount of time without spoiling or going bad, as did magical substances, but I did not want to find out what happened to Feykin if they were put into a distorted realm of suspended animation I could control at will. Maybe for another experiment some other day. 
 
    ‘I don’t have any appointments tonight, do I?’ I asked Tara.  
 
    ~None that I am aware of,~ she replied after checking my memories for any commitments I may have agreed to and then forgotten.  
 
    ‘Good. Finally, a chance to sleep early!’ I cheered as I shed my disguise and flopped onto the bed. I morphed back into my orb form and closed my senses, letting my mind drift about in dreams. 
 
    It was nice to have a chance to do this. I had a feeling my tranquility wouldn’t last long, though. So far, my stalker had done nothing while I was in Tywood. But as soon as I left, I expected them to make a move.  
 
    I was not going to be caught unaware and unprepared. I made one final mental note to head out to the woods and practice my more destructive spells. And get Rosa to work on her abilities as well. 
 
    ~You know that trying to make her do anything she doesn’t want to do is like pulling teeth,~ Tara informed me. I snorted. 
 
    ‘I am well aware that such a task is monumental,’ I replied with strong overtones of snark. ‘But if I phrase it like a game, and reward her for doing well, then I think I can manage her training.’ 
 
    ~True, bribery has worked before,~ Tara conceded. ~Very well. You seem to have everything under control. Enjoy your rest. I will see you in the morning.~ 
 
    I let out an incoherent mumble and snuggled down into the cot in an attempt to find just the right comfy spot. Eventually I burrowed into it and let out a blissful sigh before descending into slumber. 
 
    I needed to be well rested after all. A full schedule awaited me! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: To tread upon stone 
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s go through this again!” 
 
    (Yes!) 
 
    “Oh Divinity, protect the feeble flesh! Light Shield!” I shouted, my spell bursting to life in the form of a silvery barrier that surrounded me. 
 
    Light Shield was a Level Three spell designed to negate minor enemy spells, especially those of the Dark element. I used it to gauge Rosa’s abilities during our training sessions.  
 
    Because Fey were so magical, most of their abilities relied on direct attacks with magic. In order to teach her to fight against foes who could render her powers useless, I made her practice against anti-magic barriers and tricks. 
 
    With a determined expression Rosa raised her hands and poured her mana into the soil around her. Sharped spikes of stone erupted from the ground, trying to impale me where I stood. As soon as they touched the Light Shield they began to crumble, clods of dirt collapsing in a pile around me. 
 
    She wasn’t finished through, and the Carbuncle shot into the sky, only to slam back down into the ground, tiny fists pummeling the earth.  
 
    I felt the dirt shift below me, and jumped into the air just in time to avoid falling into a gaping pitfall. My barrier flickered and collapsed as the surface it had been constructed on gave way and ceased to be. 
 
    Rosa then darted forward, a wooden toothpick pressed against my ‘throat’ as I hovered in the sky. 
 
    “Excellent work, Rosa!” I praised, clapping my hands as I descended back to the forest floor. “And you kept collateral damage to a minimum! You’ve improved a lot!” 
 
    The ruby-bearing fairy rubbed the back of her head at the praise with an innocent grin on her face. 
 
    (I did good! Hurray!) she cheered. She floated down to the ground as well, and eagerly stuck out her hands. I chuckled fondly and removed a piece of honey glazed apple from my Dimensional Pocket as her reward. 
 
    “Now, let’s discuss a few things,” I announced, and she sat down on my shoulder. I then began to walk back to Tywood in my humanoid form. Practice makes perfect, and I was going to be around quite a few people in my capacity as a caravan guard whom I’d need to fool.  
 
    “First, I have to say your casting speed has improved. You can manipulate the earth and rocks around you as if they are a part of your body. That’s more than merely impressive.” 
 
    She bobbed her head as she munched on the fruit slice, listening to my words. 
 
    “Now, I think we should continue training with your swords,” I continued and she nodded and waved the toothpick like a sword. 
 
    “I know it was just a hobby for you, but it works. You might be small, but even a needle can be deadly if used right. And how many people would expect a cute little fairy to be a master swordsman? Or woman, in your case,” I hastily corrected. She didn’t seem upset though and simply gave a hum of agreement. 
 
    “We’ll need to get you a proper sword, though. For now, keep training with toothpicks and sewing needles. When we get to Arv Prith we can find a blacksmith who can make you a real weapon.” 
 
    (Can it be shiny? And made of mithril?) 
 
    I held back a choking gasp at the thought of the price. Mithril, one of the Three Sacred Metals, was outrageously expensive, and only the elves knew the secrets to forging and shaping it. That it was both lighter than steel and several magnitudes harder made it useful for armor and small weapons. But a single dagger cost well over a hundred gold. I did not have that kind of coin. And likely wouldn’t for a long time. 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said after recovering from my fit. “By the way, did any of you have any suggestions for my own improvement?” 
 
    ~I believe you should work on improving your illusions. But I’ve been saying that for a while now. Other than that you need to be able to focus on multiple spells at once,~ Tara offered.   
 
    ~You can easily craft even high-level spells, but only one at a time. Even if your casting speed is ridiculously fast, if you’re facing multiple opponents you’ll be caught off guard when they coordinate their attacks.~ 
 
    “Makes sense,” I conceded, and made a mental note to look into that. I glanced at Rosa. “How about you? Any advice?” 
 
    (You’re strong. Very strong. So, you need to learn how to be weak.) 
 
    I tilted my ‘head’ to simulate confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    (You have too much magic in you. If you are not careful your mana will leak out and hurt the people around you. Making sure you don’t vent mana constantly is important to any mage as well, since you’re wasting energy by letting it pour out of you.) She finished off her snack before continuing.  
 
    (You’ve seen Headmaster Cantos, and felt his power. But it’s all bottled up. Contained and repressed. Perhaps the reason this stalker can find and follow you is because they have high sensitivity to magical energy. Or is a sensor of some sort.) 
 
    “How long have you been thinking about this?” I asked, impressed and disturbed. Impressed because it was one of the rare times Rosa showed off her maturity. But the subject matter made me more than a little worried. 
 
    (Ever since we started training. You use too much magic, just crudely shoving your mana into a shape when you cast a spell. You need better control, and part of that is learning how to suppress your energy signature. You’re like a bright light amidst a dreary world for beings like me who are attuned to magic. And you’re only growing stronger.) 
 
    “Tara? Did you know about this?”  
 
    ~No, I didn’t,~ Tara admitted. The Spirit of Knowledge sounded embarrassed of the fact.  
 
    ~I cannot detect magic, as I am not physically incarnated. I only know what I can take from books, and what I can glean from piggybacking off your own senses. Rosa is a Feykin, so it’s understandable that she knows more about this subject than we do. I’ll check my collection for any books about this topic. Though since this seems to be a problem with mages far above the average student’s talent, I doubt I will find much. Perhaps asking the headmaster when you see him next would be prudent.~ 
 
    “Got it,” I agreed. I turned my attention back to Rosa. “Any ideas how we can start learning to suppress myself?” 
 
    She shrugged. (Magic is a very intent based subject for me, and I don’t know much about your chants and strictly taught system. I tell my mana about what I want to happen, and it does it for me. Maybe just think about keeping it contained? I don’t really know. Sorry.) 
 
    “It’s fine, you’ve helped me out already by pointing out a flaw I need to work on,” I said.  
 
    We broke through the tree line and the wooden walls of Tywood appeared before us. There were a lot more wagons and pack animals about, and I felt a tingle of anticipation.  
 
    Tomorrow I would begin my Promotion Quest! I could barely contain my excitement! 
 
    “Let’s go see if Yorrik is around. I want to have one last drink with him,” I declared as I entered the traffic heading into the gates. 
 
    (Yay! I like him! He gives me lots of tasty things!) Rosa commented. 
 
    “No alcohol, though! We barely kept you from destroying the tavern when you got drunk and started casting spells everywhere!” 
 
    She pouted, but relented. (That’s fine. I don’t like head-hurting that comes afterwards.) 
 
    I laughed and she kicked me in the ‘shoulder.’ I supposed I deserved that. 
 
    . 
 
    The next morning I was up and about early and busy preparing for the long road ahead. Alone, it would take a person between a week to a week and a half to go from Tywood to Arv Prith. In a large, slow moving caravan that timeframe doubled at the very least.  
 
    As such I was looking at maybe three weeks of travel, surrounded by strangers and junior adventurers who would not hesitate to attack me if they saw my true, monstrous form. No amount of pleading would prevent that.  
 
    And unlike Norhelm, if I was caught here I’d end up reported to the Adventurer’s Guild in a heartbeat and I’d have to spend time rebuilding a persona for myself to blend in. 
 
    To that end, I had spare clothes and rags in case my robe was damaged or made unavailable, a knapsack to store some of my things in since I couldn’t use my Dimensional Pocket willy-nilly, a few pieces of camping gear including a nice tent, and last but not least a charm I wore around my neck next to my adventurer tag. 
 
    It was a lucky find for me; a Token of Magical Empowerment. This was a special artifact that boosted the power of item enchantments and layered spells, and I was using it to improve the illusions that covered me. The Token resembled a brass disc etched with silver runes which glowed softly.  
 
    I had found it some time ago in a bandit’s den I had cleared out for a quest. Most of their stuff was junk or had to be returned to the owners, but I was allowed to keep the Token of Magical Empowerment as thanks for saving the rest of the client’s stuff.  
 
    I’d hesitated on using it until now though due to a simple fact; they only lasted a little while before being overwhelmed and cracking. At the moment, I could use the Token for a whole month before it was rendered useless. That was plenty of time for my Promotion Quest. 
 
    After dressing I headed down to the lobby of the Guild with Rosa on my shoulder, who was behaving for the moment. I said my goodbyes to a few people I had come to know, including the clerk, and left with a few fond farewells offered to me as well. 
 
    From there I made my way to a large open space near Tywood’s wall. Known as the Gathering Grounds, it was used for parking wagons and carriages that were scheduled to leave the city, and as a meeting spot for the hired hands of any merchant or caravan to gather. Many cities and large towns had a similar set-up, so to me it was almost like I was back in Manatrem or Sanc Aldet. 
 
    “Are you Jellik the mage, D-rank?” a voice called out to me. I turned to face the speaker. 
 
    “Yes, that is I. Are you the head of the caravan?”  
 
    Before me was a beefy, almost portly, man in his late middle age, grey streaking through his beard and head. He wore clothes that were both suited for long travels but were also clearly well-made and likely expensive.  
 
    “I am. You may call me Torren. Come, meet the rest of the group who’ll be with us.”  
 
    He led me to the largest concentration of wagons in the Gathering Grounds where drivers, a few hired hands, and two junior merchants were waiting. I only recognized one of the people though. 
 
    “Yorrik, is that you?” 
 
    “Oh, so this is the caravan for your Promotion Quest! What a coincidence!” 
 
    I greeted the Ranger with a handshake. I wore gloves to hide my lack of body heat and managed to pull off the greeting without a hitch. He pulled back and gave me a scrutinizing look. 
 
    “You seem different. Less vibrant but possessing a stronger presence.” 
 
    “I’ve been studying how to suppress and contain my mana. Apparently, I’ve been letting it out unconsciously,” I said, lying while still telling the truth. I had not expected to see someone I knew. Especially someone who clearly could tell my illusory human form was now more defined thanks to my Token of Magical Empowerment.  
 
    A shrill of fear coursed through me and I hoped he’d come to his own conclusions if I told him about my most recent training. 
 
    Thankfully he nodded along and seemed to buy my flimsy excuse.  
 
    “Is that what that is? I’d always wondered why mages seemed so much more healthier and full of life even after time on the road. So, they were using their magic like that. Interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty embarrassing for me not to have figured it out after so long, so I’d appreciate it if you not tell any other mages about my little problem,” I said with a self-deprecating laugh. 
 
    Yorrik joined in as well and slapped me on the back good naturedly.  
 
    “Certainly! Your secret is safe with me!” 
 
    “So, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “Uncle Torren needed some more muscle in protecting his caravan and I decided to help out. He only had so much he could afford to pay for adventurers, which is why this isn’t an official quest for me. I’m technically only a hired hand right now.” 
 
    “He couldn’t afford a B-rank? But he looks well off,” I mused, looking over the crates and boxes and barrels.  
 
    With my enhanced senses I could tell that the food he was transporting was of a very high quality, as well as the rare alchemy ingredients stored more carefully in a sealed chest. Even taking into account transport costs and employee pay, the man should still make a tidy profit. 
 
    “Uncle’s a skinflint,” Yorrik said softly so the man in question wouldn’t overhear. “Tighter purse than a dwarf, and pricklier about rules than an elf. He only hired a handful of C-rank and two D-rank because, in his words, ‘I have a nephew who’ll work for cheap and won’t shaft me on the hiring fees.’” 
 
    “Sounds like a fun guy,” I said sarcastically, Rosa blowing a raspberry in agreement. Yorrik chuckled in agreement. 
 
    “Yup. But he’s certain there won’t be much trouble on the road. The way to Arv Prith is generally safe this time of year. At least for monster attacks. Maybe a few hungry Dire-breed, and bandits and the like only really operate in the spring or winter, so he felt justified in a small contingent for his caravan.” 
 
    “I see. Reminds me of Headmaster Cantos in a way,” I said, thinking back to the money grubber that was my mentor. Oh, he hid it well, and never let his greed usurp his strict morals, but he milked me and his students for all we were worth. Don’t even get me started on how he literally milked me for Ooze Extract that one time! 
 
    “You know that headmaster of the Academy?” the Ranger asked in awe. A few of the nearby adventurers perked up at that and listened in. 
 
    “To an extent. My patron knows him well, and he’s taught me a few tricks,” I said carefully.  
 
    “Patron… that means you have a noble who’s sponsoring you, correct?” Yorrik asked.  
 
    “Yes. In exchange for lessons I go out in the field for them, assisting with their research on Oozes.” As I spoke I looked around the group, taking note of the other adventurers’ appearances and mana levels. It seemed I was the only mage in the group, but a few could probably toss around a couple Magic Arrows and basic Cantrips. 
 
    “Has the other D-rank showed up yet?” Torren’s gruff voice demanded and we turned to face the merchant. 
 
    “No, uncle.” 
 
    The burly man grunted in annoyance. “We leave in five minutes. If they are not here, they get left behind.” 
 
    I winced at that, and several of the others did so as well. Yorrik rolled his eyes but gave a nod all the same. As the merchant wandered off to check the readiness of his carts and horses the B-ranker turned to me with a wan smile. 
 
    “What did I tell ya? Stickler for rules. If his schedule says to leave at 9 am, he will damn well leave at 9 am. No ifs, ands, or buts.” 
 
    “I can tell this will be a pleasant trip,” I said with a thick helping of sarcasm in my voice. Rosa nodded. 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about him. As long as you’re perfect, he won’t complain,” Yorrik said with a remarkably straight face. He then broke down laughing a few seconds later, and I joined him along with a few others.  
 
    “Sorry I’m late!” A cheerful and apologetic voice suddenly called out, and we all turned to see a very short woman with short hair dashing towards the group. 
 
    “Hang on, let me catch my breath,” she gasped once she reached us. After a few seconds she straightened up and showed Yorrik a slip of paper.  
 
    “I’m Katherine, a D-rank hired for this caravan and a Promotion Quest.” 
 
    The Ranger took the paper and perused it before handing it back. 
 
    “Looks to be in order. Glad you could make it. The man who hired you is over by that fruit cart, you should report to him.” 
 
    The young woman nodded and darted off to report to Torren and I shared a look with Yorrik. 
 
    “That was a dwarf, right?” he asked hesitantly. I shrugged. 
 
    “Seemed like she was. Short and stocky enough to be one.” 
 
    “I thought they braided their hair, though,” the B-ranker mused. I shrugged again.  
 
    “I’m sure she has her circumstances. Maybe she’s in that rebellious phase.”  
 
    Yorrik held back his laugh so it became a snort before composing himself. 
 
    “Well, regardless she’s here now. Ready to walk a hundred miles or so?” 
 
    I shrugged one last time. “Not like I have a choice to refuse, do I?” 
 
    . 
 
    It was slow. Agonizingly so. That was my first thought as the caravan ground to a halt around dusk at a small clearing on the side of the road. 
 
    Although we had traveled for about ten hours we’d actually covered less distance than I had expected. A caravan of any type or size could only move as fast as its slowest member, and that drastically cut into the travel speed.  
 
    We couldn’t even stop for lunch. Everyone ate while walking, which admittedly wasn’t a problem for me or Rosa. A few newbies to the traveling scene had grumbled, though, which got annoying very fast. 
 
    There was another aspect of escort work I quickly discovered I disliked, and that was the horses. I decided that I hated the smelly beasts. Always going to the bathroom as they pleased and leaving the path filthy for those of us who had to walk behind. 
 
    I was cleaning off my boots with a vigorous application of Summon Water when Yorrik walked over.  
 
    “Jellik, do you mind doing a bit of patrolling with me? We’re setting up camp for the night and I’d like you to help me set up a perimeter.” 
 
    I nodded and followed after him. The edge of the Dullwild was nearby, and we checked carefully to make sure no wild animals or monsters were wandering about. 
 
    Yorrik used his Ranger training to look for tracks and physical signs of life while I used my array of senses and a few Detect type spells. 
 
    “Nothing over here. Nor any poisonous plants someone might accidentally stumble across,” I said as my Detect Poison showed nothing hazardous. 
 
    “This is why I like mages. You’ve got a whole host of spells for any occasion,” Yorrik said happily. He clapped me on the shoulder. “I can use a few Detect spells as well, plus a few others, but it’s nice to work with someone who can use them so efficiently.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, pleased and flattered at the praise. Rosa flew over to me and settled onto my hat brim this time. She looked tired but happy. 
 
    “Did you dig the outhouse pits already?” I asked, impressed. She nodded and gestured to where three square cloth tents had been set up for the purpose of ‘relieving’ oneself.  
 
    ‘Tara, remind me to visit one of those later tonight to keep up my human act,’ I asked telepathically, and got a confirmation back a second later. 
 
    Out loud, I praised my Familiar with a fond pat on the head and a few words of honest praise.  
 
    “Good job, Rosa. I knew your Earth magic would come in handy someday!” 
 
    She frowned and bopped me on the ‘head’ then stuck her tongue out at me. Yorrik and I laughed at how cute she looked while doing so. 
 
    “Come, let’s do some introductions with the others. It’s good to know the people we’ll be working with,” Yorrik said as he led me back to the group of adventurers. 
 
    They were set up a slight distance from the rest of the caravan, as it was their job to be on the lookout and protect the rest of the group. They waved towards us as we approached, some of them greeting Yorrik fondly.  
 
    “It’s been awhile since I’ve seen some of you,” Yorrik said with a grin. “There are some I don’t know however, and it’s likely we don’t know everyone here. So, how about some introductions? I suppose I’ll go first.” 
 
    “The name’s Yorrik Vastonne, B-rank. Some know me as the “Twin Fangs” thanks to these babies here,” the Ranger said, gesturing to his dual swords at his waist.  
 
    “Born in a small town in Talamark, but I’ve lived in Brune since I became an adventurer when I was 18. Trained as a Ranger and I have a decent aim if I do say so myself. My goal is to be knighted. Alright, you’re up next!” 
 
    He pointed to me and I nodded. “Um, hello. I’m Jellik, from Sanc Aldet. I’m a D-ranked adventurer and a novice mage, and I’ve been traveling as an adventurer for about a year now. And this is Rosa, a Carbuncle and my Familiar.” 
 
    She waved to the crowd, and a few waved back. 
 
    “Anyways, if I had a dream, I suppose it would be to become strong enough to protect the people closest to me.” 
 
    A round of polite nods and faint applause greeted my words. As I sat down the short young woman stood up. 
 
    I managed to get a good look at her this time. Now that she was closer I could tell she was indeed a dwarf. Her dark, bronze colored skin gave that away along with her height. She was less muscular than the male dwarves I’d met, but she was still bulkier and wider at the shoulders than any human or elf woman.  
 
    Her coal black hair was cut in an odd style. I could only describe it as a feminine bowl cut with slightly longer bangs framing her face. I was sure there was another name for the haircut, but I was unaware of what it might be. 
 
    No braids in it, nor was she wearing any runes or jewelry bar a pair of gold stud earrings.  
 
    A brace of knives was at her waist, held in a bandoleer for easy access. She wore basic dark leather armor, complete with gloves and boots of a matching style. 
 
    She also had a cheerful, friendly smile. 
 
    “Hello, everyone! My name is Katherine Shale! It’s not a very dwarfish first name, I know, but my godfather named me, so there. You can call me Kat, if you like. But if you call me ‘Kitty’ or ‘Kitten’ I will stab you in the butt,” she warned with a cheeky grin. Some people laughed, but I could tell she was deadly serious. Her eyes had not been laughing when she warned us. 
 
    “Anyways, I’m a D-rank and I’ve been an adventurer for two years now. My dream is to amass a bunch of money and buy my own store!” 
 
    Everyone offered her polite greetings, and the sole female adventurer of the group took a spot by the campfire. 
 
    The rest of the group continued to their introductions, but I tuned them out. My focus was instead on the dwarf.  
 
    She had been shooting me looks throughout the march, and watching me with curiosity that I felt was a bit unnerving. 
 
    Was she interesting in my magic? Or was it something else? 
 
    (Jelly has a lady friend! Jelly has a lady friend!) Rosa taunted in my mind.  
 
    ~Now, now, Rosa, don’t be so quick to jump to that. He hasn’t even taken her out on a date yet,~ Tara said, joining in on the teasing. 
 
    ‘Ha. Hilarious, you two. What’s next? A Stand-up routine?’  
 
    ~Maybe. If you keep being so snarky to us we just might keep telling jokes in here all day tomorrow,~ Tara threatened playfully. I shuddered at that thought. 
 
    ‘I apologize, I’ll be good, so please avoid doing that!’ 
 
    The two of them laughed before leaving me to my own thoughts.  
 
    “Well, that’s everyone introduced, then!” Yorrik said with a clap of his hands that brought my attention back. “Everyone should set up their tents now before it gets completely dark. We’ll prepare some food afterwards.” 
 
    Everyone eagerly broke up at that, and I headed off to get my portable lodgings set up for the evening. I made sure to set up plenty of privacy wards around my tent so I could relax in my true form in the evenings. 
 
    And all the while I worked I could feel a certain diminutive woman’s eyes on me back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: When the dead walk 
 
      
 
    Three days passed, and the caravan continued its slow passage towards Arv Prith. It was a fairly boring time for me and everyone else, though I got to know a few of the adventurers pretty well thanks to all of walking and talking that went on. Not to mention it was good practice for walking in a bipedal form. 
 
    I also practiced my mana suppression and control. Rosa helped by showing me a few tricks young Carbuncles learned to suppress their magical signature. Apparently, this was done in order to hide when poachers and other threats were around. 
 
    First, I would construct a magical orb of light. I would change its color and size. Fairly simple stuff. I remembered doing such exercises at the Academy with Liliana and Kine.  
 
    However, Rosa took it in a different direction. I had to make the orb ‘hollow,’ for lack of a better word. I had to reduce the amount of mana inside of it while maintaining its shape and ability to change colors and glow.  
 
    It was not easy. Too little mana and the spell would just collapse and cease to be. Too much and the spell would go haywire and cease to be in a very violent way. And I was a being of almost pure magical energy without much control. More often than not my glowing orb exploded like a fireball.  
 
    Still, it was something to do. Guarding the caravan was boring. So far we hadn’t encountered any threats. Which was nice, don’t get me wrong, but after months of being chased by a maniac and dodging curses, inaction was grating on my nerves. 
 
    Rosa had plenty of fun though. The merchants and adventurers all loved her. She was cute and silly and just made everyone smile. Even the jaded heart of Torren melted a little when she was around. 
 
    The ruby-studded Carbuncle was doing practice of her own. She was still fencing with a sewing needle, and was getting pointers from a few of the swordsmen in the group, Yorrik included. In fact, she seemed rather taken with him and spent most of her time around the B-ranker when she wasn’t with me. 
 
    The only problem I had during those three days was Katherine. The dwarf was constantly watching me. Never overtly so it became suspicious, but whenever I was around she was focused on me, evaluating every action I took and spell I made.  
 
    It grew tedious putting up with her stares and pretending I was unaware of her gaze, and I grew worried about the level of scrutiny I was under. Had she noticed something off about my disguise? Was it a sort of dwarven sense for magic that told her I was not what I seemed? 
 
    “Jellik!” 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted and my Dancing Light spell sputtered and died. I bit back a sigh and glanced over at Yorrik. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Sorry for bothering you, but we came across something. We need your magic to check on it,” the senior adventurer said. Rosa fluttered off my shoulder onto his. 
 
    (Come on, come on! This sounds like fun!) 
 
    I chuckled at her excitement and nodded, then broke off from the slow-moving wagon train with a party of three other adventurers and Yorrik. Katherine was with us, as well as an axe wielder and a spearman. I noticed we were approaching the edge of the Dullwilds. 
 
    “What’s the issue?” I asked.  
 
    “Brent here was scouting and found a cluster of monsters. They’re too close to the road, and if left alone they’ll spill out and attack anyone nearby,” Yorrik said, nodding at the burly man carrying an axe. He nodded back and turned to address the rest of us. 
 
    “It’s not much, just a bunch of zombies animated by the Dullwilds’ natural Ambient Mana. Still, there’s a few of them, and we can’t risk them going after us or any other travelers.” 
 
    “Why only us, then?” Katherine asked. “Shouldn’t the rest of the adventurers be here with us?” 
 
    “They’re on guard duty in case anything else appears and tries to use the Undead as a distraction. Bandits have been known to lure zombies towards travelers and ambush the survivors when they’re exhausted. We can’t rule that out as a potential threat to the caravan,” Yorrik explained. 
 
    “I don’t really know any purification or banishing spells,” I cautioned.  
 
    “Do you know how to temporarily enchant weapons?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied to Yorrik’s query. 
 
    “Alright, then that’s fine. Buff our weapons with a spell or two. It’s easier to destroy Undead with spells or magical weapons due to the interference two opposing energies will cause. They’ll crumble faster that way than tearing them apart limb by limb into tiny pieces,” the Ranger informed me. 
 
    I nodded and raised my hands. “Rip and tear! Slice and shred! All can be cut! Sharpen!” 
 
    My spell flickered to life and coated the edges of everyone’s weapons with a faint dull purple sheen before it faded. The Level Two spell Sharpen was a basic buff to increase the cutting power and sharpness of a bladed weapon. Since everyone here besides me used those sorts of weapons I made sure they all got a nice coating. 
 
    Yorrik examined his twin blades and nodded in approval. “Nice work, Jellik. I’ve been practicing with Magic Edge myself but I’m not at the level where I feel comfortable applying it in actual combat. This enchantment will help.” 
 
    “It’ll only last another fifteen minutes or so,” I warned. “Let’s re-kill those zombies before it wears off.” 
 
    The adventurers nodded in agreement and we headed into the forest, ready to slay some Undead. 
 
    It was not hard locating them. The smell was a dead giveaway. It wasn’t just the stench of rot and gore, but there was a distinct sickly-sweet aroma thanks to the Dark magic animating them that was easy to detect.  
 
    And with my magical sight the zombies stood out among the vibrant green energy of the healthy forest as pulsating black tumors. There were over a dozen of the shambling corpses that lurched about. It wasn’t just humans that had risen either. A pair of horses, a wolf, and I think a raccoon had joined the human corpses in unlife. 
 
    “Jellik, start us off with a spell or two. Katherine, flank them on the sides. Brent, Mitch, charge in with me once they’re disoriented from the surprise attack,” Yorrik instructed. 
 
    We all nodded silently, and I pointed my palms at the shuffling horde. Six spinning arrows made of purple light appeared in front of me and I fired off a chantless Magic Arrow barrage. It was one of the simplest spells I knew, and could perform it without a word. And thanks to Tara’s advice it was possible for me to create multiple bolts of mana at once. 
 
    They slammed into the Undead, disintegrating three. I aimed specifically at the wolf and racoon, as they were smaller and could be a nuisance to hit due to their size. One of the humans also burst messily, leaving the rest of the zombies staggering in confusion.  
 
    Katherine darted in next, daggers flashing. The horses collapsed with unholy neighing as she severed their hindlegs, hindering their mobility. The human zombies were now caught off guard, and the rest of the adventurers rushed in. 
 
    Brent, the C-ranker with the axe, split one of the horse’s heads in twain, causing the zombified equine to drop. The other C-rank adventurer, Mitch, used his spear to impale one human zombie through the chest and used it as a meaty bludgeon, keeping the rest of the Undead back from us. 
 
    Yorrik however was the most impressive. He blurred through the Undead, his dual swords reaping limbs and necks with contemptuous ease. The zombies fell, arms and heads separate from their bodies. Some of them still endured, trying vainly to crawl after their assailant, but I made sure to finish them off with a Magic Arrow between the eyes. 
 
    All said and done, the elimination of the zombies took less than five minutes. Hardly even a warm-up. 
 
    “So, burn the bodies or leave them to fertilize the trees?” I asked, glancing over the scattered remains. A hand twitched and I shot it with magic. It stopped moving after that. 
 
    “Burn them, then bury the ashes,” Yorrik said. Rosa, who’d ridden his shoulders the whole while nodded in agreement. Her hair somehow looked windswept, despite the fact that it had the consistency and flexibility of lead. I assumed she’d done it to herself to look like that. Not sure why though.  
 
    I shrugged. Mysterious be the ways of women. Human or otherwise.  
 
    Tara gave me a mental slap which resulted in a headache forming. I kept my thoughts to myself after that. 
 
    “Hold up, something’s moving in the bushes,” Katherine warned, crouching into a stance. We tensed up and watched the foliage warily, then immediately relaxed when we saw what emerged. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just a slime,” Mitch said with a sigh of relief. He walked over and raised his boot to stomp on it, but I stopped him. 
 
    “Wait! That’s not just a regular Ooze, it’s a Bone Ooze!” I shouted, rushing over and grabbing him by the shoulder. 
 
    “So what?” the spearman asked, confused, his emotion echoed by everyone else except Rosa. Interestingly, though, Katherine seemed relieved as well when I prevented needless death. 
 
    “Bone Oozes are harmless, they don’t eat living flesh or stuff like that. They only consume bones and rotting meat,” I explained, carefully moving him away from the small white blob. 
 
    The rare subspecies of Ooze was bone white color with a stunning ivory core at its center. It slid along the ground on a path towards the zombie remains, ignoring the veritable giants around it. 
 
    I could feel what passed for the Bone Ooze’s mind brush against mine, and it sent me sensations of adoration and admiration. I felt a tingle of joy at the momentary feeling of comradery before it passed and left me a tad remorseful. 
 
    “These little guys are also good for the environment! They can eat Undead remains and purify them, eventually releasing the Dark magic as harmless regular mana into the surroundings, which in turns helps the area tainted by the Undead’s presence recover. If you kill it, then it will take many more months before this spot is cleansed of the taint.” 
 
    I looked over at the adventurers. “Leave it alone, and it will take care of this for us.” 
 
    Yorrik thought my proposal over for a couple of seconds before acquiescing. 
 
    “Very well. If you say it won’t harm any of us, I’ll trust you.” He turned to the rest of the adventurers and gestured towards the corpses. “I know it’s unpleasant but we should check the bodies to see if there is any identification on them.” 
 
    We all nodded, though Brent was grimacing and Mitch looked like he wanted to hurl. Katherine just shrugged and I was already rummaging through the rotted clothes of a nearby zombie for anything of interest. 
 
    “I found an adventurer tag,” Katherine announced, holding up a bronze badge. “Says his name was Pavelo.” 
 
    “Damn shame,” Yorrik said sorrowfully with a shake of his head. “Probably a D-rank who took on more than he could chew. We’ll give it to the Guild at Arv Prith and they can send it to his family, if he has any.” 
 
    The dwarf nodded and turned back to her search. I saw her pocket something off one of the bodies but she was too far off for me to see what it was. I quickly ignored her and went back to my search as she perked up and glanced back at me, somehow aware of my scrutiny of her.  
 
    Nothing else of interest was yielded from the bodies and so we left them where they lay, with the Bone Ooze going to town on them. Probably felt like a feast to the little guy. 
 
    Before we left to rejoin the caravan I patted the Bone Ooze on the top of its head fondly, Rosa doing the same. 
 
    “Goodbye, cousin,” I whispered to it. It jiggled in pleasure at the sound of my voice and with great reluctance I turned away from it and left it to its meal. 
 
    “Not going to stay for a bit and study it?” Yorrik asked as I returned to the group. 
 
    “No, not enough time for anything of value to be gleaned,” I lamented. “I did take a few notes and a mana reading though. Plus, a sketch. Hopefully it’ll be enough. And I’ll encounter more if I keep traveling about.” 
 
    “Why study Oozes at all? Who on Erafore would want any information about those things?” Katherine inquired. 
 
    “Oozes are a very misunderstood species,” I replied, slipping into my ‘scholarly mode’ as Liliana fondly called it. “They can live anywhere there is magic, adapt to any environment no matter how hostile, and are born from it spontaneously. They also mimic the behavior and appearance of the lowest forms of organic life, amoebas, which leads some to believe there might be a link between them and other entities composed of magic.” 
 
    “What, like the gods are just bigger, more defined slimes?” Brent asked incredulously.  
 
    “Well, that is one theory,” I admitted. “But that’s not what my patron and I are researching them for. You see, very little is actually known about them and their habits, barring a few notable exceptions like Healing or Green Oozes which have been used in domestic life for a while as a sort of living appliance.” 
 
    “Alchemists make potions out of a substance called Ooze Extract, which is squeezed from an Ooze’s core and is a vital additive and ingredient. It’s a form of liquid magic and is used as a substitute for the alchemists’ own magical energy when brewing complex potions.” 
 
    “And there must surely be uses for other types of Oozes,” I continued excitedly as I spoke of Liliana’s vision. “If we could understand them better, we might be able to use them for a whole host of other helpful jobs!” 
 
    “Sounds like a lot of work,” Mitch said, disinterested. It stung being dismissed like that, but I refused to let it bother me. Princess Liliana and I both knew it would be a lot of work to make people see Oozes as anything other than pests or alchemical ingredients.  
 
    Rosa took my dismissal into her own hands however and began to throw seeds and sap into the spearman’s hair when he wasn’t looking. Katherine and Yorrik held in their giggles and feigned ignorance when Mitch looked at them with a confused expression. 
 
    Back at the caravan Yorrik informed Torren about what they’d encountered. He nodded and then ordered us to move faster. He wisely did not want to risk lingering in a potentially Undead infested region. 
 
    As I returned to the convoy, Katherine slipped up beside me. I was impressed by her speed and her ability to blend in with the environment. Had I been a normal person I would likely not have spotted her approaching at all.  
 
    “So, you like Oozes, huh?” 
 
    “I do, in fact,” I replied.  
 
    “Pretty interesting little fellows. Magical. Obedient. Cute. Neat. Tidy. Might make a nice pet,” she said offhandedly. I stiffened at her words. 
 
    I could hear Tara shouting at me in my mind not to react to her words. As she did, Katherine looked up at me. 
 
    “Always wondered how useful an Ooze could be, ya know? I’m sure your patron has all sorts of ideas.” 
 
    She reached up and patted me on the small of my ‘back,’ just above where my ‘hips’ were. 
 
    “Looking forward to traveling the rest of the way with ya.” She then strutted away without a second look back. 
 
    (Awww, she likes you!) Rosa chirped.  
 
    I shook my head at her interpretation of that meeting and took my place in the middle of the caravan.  
 
    It was a strange feeling, being watched and knowing who was doing the observing. Not sure if I preferred this over the unseen stalker, though. 
 
    At that I took a careful peek at my surroundings. So far, my mysterious creeper had not shown himself, or his foul magic.  
 
    A shiver ran down my back at the thought of being pursued again. But, for the moment, he’d held back on coming after me if I was surrounded by people. That presented interesting opportunities for me. Should I take advantage of this? Could I? 
 
    As I pondered this idea, I stole a look back at Katherine. She was no longer eyeing me up, but I knew she was paying attention to me, following my every step. 
 
    Ah, well. One stalker at a time I could deal with. And at least she wasn’t throwing curses and Dark magic at me. That was nice of her. 
 
    . 
 
    In the deep, densely grown depths of an ancient forest something dark and cruel slipped through the trees. After a while the being came upon a cave surrounded by bones and shattered stone and trees. 
 
    Invisible in the gloom a figure swathed in black robes and wearing a silver mask tread softly as it approached the center of the cave. 
 
    There, surrounded by the detritus of old meals and fallen heroes, a large, scaled creature slept.  
 
    Like a ghost the man in black stepped forward undetected until he came right up to the beast’s side.  
 
    The slime thought it could hide behind others? Believed itself to be so clever as to avoid his game? The masked man chuckled softly at that absurd thought.  
 
    The gelatinous Chosen One had never strayed far from shouting distance of the wooden city, and at the moment his orders and the Rules prevented him from simply laying waste to the settlement to teach the slime a lesson. 
 
    But now it had arrogantly considered itself smarter than him, and left the safety of the walls in the company of others, believing that would protect it. 
 
    He had to teach the foolish monster that nowhere was safe for it to be anymore. And that if others were to be involved, they would have to die, too.  
 
    He reached out and plucked a dark green scale from the beast’s chest, exposing a tiny spot of soft, tender flesh. 
 
    Immediately the creature woke, a clawed paw tearing apart the ground where the intruder had stood moments before. Stone shards flew, and it got to its feet far quicker and smoother than anything its size and shape should have been able to.  
 
    The scaled being snarled, and looked down at its marred chest before lifting a snout to the air and taking a deep breath. Scents flooded its nostrils, and it lumbered out of its cave, trees shaking with every step. 
 
    Its scale was there. Faint and fading in and out, but still detectable to its sharp senses. A vengeful roar tore through the depths of the forest and the inhabitants trembled in fear. 
 
    It would find the thief. And it would punish them and gorge on their entrails. 
 
    Running through the forest a being wearing a silver mask with a tree and root motif upon it laughed cruelly.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: In the dark 
 
      
 
    Four long days had gone by since I’d helped eliminate the zombies with Yorrik, Katherine, and the others. We found ourselves still hugging the Red Road, but that was soon to change.  
 
    The caravan needed to go east, while the Red Road swerved to the west. There were a few roads that went that eastwards, as well as to Arv Prith which lay at the tail end of the Starblind Mountains. And all these roads connected at Crotia, a city which had formed up around the crossroads and intersections where the roads diverged and split. We’d spend a night there, then move on to along a well trod path towards the port city. 
 
    “What can you tell me about our next stop?” I asked Yorrik as I walked beside him. 
 
    “Why not ask me?” a voice piped up from behind before the Ranger could respond. 
 
    The B-ranker jumped a bit in surprise as Katherine seemed to pop up out of nowhere. I merely made my illusory face roll its eyes as I turned to her. 
 
    “Are you still doing that?” 
 
    “I will keep trying to get you to jump in shock at my arrival if it’s the last thing I do!” she retorted hotly. “My pride at being the sneakiest girl around will be lost if I can’t manage to sneak up on you!” 
 
    “You just keep doing that,” I said in a slightly condescending manner, the unspoken challenge clear in my voice. She frowned but soon grinned.  
 
    She was still watching me like a hawk, but had become a bit more open. That she continued to try and pull pranks and tricks on me which were constantly foiled certainly made for a way to pass the time. 
 
    I did not trust Katherine at all, but if all she did was watch me, I would let her have her fun. 
 
    That Rosa had taken to participating in the dwarf’s pranks made me glad that the Carbuncle thought she was a decent enough person. After all, Feykin were very good at feeling emotions and the personalities of people. She’d never willingly hang around a villain.  
 
    “Why would you know about Crotia?” Yorrik asked, confused. She looked at him as if he was an idiot. 
 
    “It’s my home. Why wouldn’t I know about it?” 
 
    “Huh? But, wouldn’t Arv Prith be your home?” the Ranger stated. 
 
    Katherine’s expression turned murky. “Oh, I get it. I’m a dwarf so I must be from the only dwarven Clanhold in the south of Orria. Wow. I thought more of you, B-ranker.” 
 
    Yorrik began to sputter and babbled apologies before rushing off, leaving me alone with a darkly glaring dwarf. 
 
    “That was mean,” I said and her expression turned from serious to serene in a heartbeat.  
 
    “No, that was funny. Besides, it taught him a valuable lesson about not assuming things,” she claimed. 
 
    “So, do you know Arv Prith as well as Crotia?” I asked after a bit.  
 
    “Yup, sure do!” Katherine said cheerfully. “I was born in Arv Prith but when I became an adult I moved out to Crotia to make a name for myself!” 
 
    “Why were you in Tywood?” I asked, suspicious of her motives.  
 
    “Just because I have a home base doesn’t mean I can’t leave it,” she said dismissively. “A lot of quests involve traveling, and I was near Tywood when the Promotion Quest was offered. I said ‘why not?’ and went for it. This way I get to rank up and visit my parents in Arv Prith for the winter. Haven’t seen ‘em in a while.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, still not trusting that was the full story, but decided to prioritize information gathering over my paranoia. However justified the latter might have been. 
 
    “Is Crotia really the largest city in Brune?” I asked, curious.  
 
    “It is. Arv Prith is a close second, with Valm, the capital, sitting in at third,” Katherine stated.  
 
    “Wouldn’t the capital tend to be the largest settlement in a country?” I inquired and she nodded solemnly.  
 
    “Yeah, but Valm has only been the seat of government for four hundred years now, and was only a moderately large place beforehand.” She shook her head.   
 
    “The old capital, Ara Reede, was completely wiped off the maps during the War of Fallen Gods. The World Rebellion cast the anti-city spell Meteor to destroy it, and everything nearby,” she said, spitting the foul cult’s name. I felt fury bubble up in me as well, my own experience with those would-be assassins the opposite of pleasant.  
 
    “They’d have cast a lot more of those if the Heroic Six hadn’t stopped them,” I replied. The dwarf nodded at that. 
 
    “Totally. Anyways, Crotia is the heart of trade for Brune. It’s where the country’s Adventurer’s Guild headquarters is located, as well as the Merchant’s Union. All the gold in Brune flows into and out of the city,” Katherine explained, shifting back to the original topic. 
 
    “One of its most amazing features though it that it is surrounded by a large ring-shaped road that merges all the roads into one, so all you need to do is go clockwise around it to find the path you need after getting onto it. I doubt we’ll be staying inside Crotia as well. A lot of warehouses and hostels have sprung up along the Ring Road, as it’s known, so unless a large group of travelers like ours actually plans to end their trip inside the Crotia they stop here on the Ring Road.” 
 
    “They call this region the ‘suburbs,’ where it’s not inside the walls of the city proper, but it’s still close enough to be considered part of it. A city wrapped around a city. Kinda like those Noverni nesting dolls,” Katherine finished. 
 
    “Sort of like the Slide District outside of Sanc Aldet’s main walls,” I mused.  
 
    “Close, but the Ring Road is a lot cleaner and less of a slum. It’s used for temporary lodgings rather than permanent ones.” 
 
    I shrugged, accepting the comparison. As impressive as the capitol of Varia was it was not without its own issues. It had grown so fast over the centuries that the lower income families just kept getting pushed further and further out, and the buildings beyond the walls were little more than rush jobs. 
 
    “Anything else interesting about Crotia?” 
 
    “Well, there’s the Idol of Travelers Boon,” Katherine claimed. I tilted my head, and she correctly guessed I had no idea what she was on about. 
 
    “The Idol of Traveler’s Boon is a large statue dedicated to Gaea, Goddess of Nature in her aspect as caretaker of those who find themselves on the road. She’s a deity of transitions, and travel and exploration are forms of that expression.” She pointed over the horizon in the direction we were headed. 
 
    “It is massive, and set so that it can be seen from any approach towards the city. Once we pass that hill we’ll be able to see it.” 
 
    “Sounds like an interesting city, all around,” I commented and Katherine nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s nice, but you want to watch your pockets at all times if you step inside,” a male voice added.  
 
    I glanced over at Mitch who had wandered over, his spear resting on his shoulders. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean it’s the headquarters for the Dark Guild!” Mitch said spookily, making an ‘oooo!’ sound as he fell into line next to me. 
 
    “Dark Guild?” I asked, intrigued. Katherine frowned.  
 
    “Those are just rumors.” 
 
    “Rumors always have a grain of truth,” Mitch replied breezily. “And for your information, mister mage, the Dark Guild is a group of cut purses and cut-throats who banded together for mutual protection. Think of it like an evil Adventurer’s Guild, where their members are thieves and assassins. They have branches all over the world, but supposedly their founder, Rob, came from Crotia, so everyone assumes he based his theatre of operations there.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of them before,” I admitted, surprised by that fact. I prided myself on keeping an ear to the ground and abreast of all sorts of information, but this was the first I’d heard mention of such a group. 
 
    “They only really operate in the big cities. No point in stationing people in dinky towns and villages,” the spearman explained. “Plus, they’re really secretive. If one of their members get caught the Dark Guild bribes the local guards to either let them go or look the other way when the prisoner ends up dead in his cell.” 
 
    “Sounds awful!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “It sounds bad, but they at least keep crime organized,” Katherine said reluctantly, chiming in on the subject. “Any thief or murderer or wannabe assassin who operates without the Dark Guild’s permission finds themselves in a world of hurt sooner or later.” 
 
    “One could say organized evil is only slightly better than uncontrolled evil, though,” I mused, thinking of the World Rebellion. I shook my head dismissively. 
 
    “Well, it doesn’t matter. I don’t plan on entering the city anyways.” 
 
    “Really?” Mitch asked, shocked. Katherine showed her own surprised, but hid it as quickly as the emotion crossed her features. 
 
    “Yeah. Why would I want to enter the city? I mean, we’ll only have a single evening to do it,” I pointed out.  
 
    “But the evening is the best time!” the C-ranker claimed. “Drinks and women and all the finer things in life come out at night. And I haven’t had a sip of good alcohol since we left Tywood.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Regardless, I’m not that interested. Maybe a drink or two, but nothing else for this evening. Besides, I have to write up what I saw today about a group of Stone Oozes. It was quite fascinating how their excretions turned into a glue-like substance not unlike Partaevian cement…” 
 
    Mitch shook his head in disbelief at my lack of interest for carousing, while Katherine continued to watch me with a hint of wariness.  
 
    I put my concerns out of mind for the moment however as the caravan passed by the rolling hills we had been in till now, and came upon an amazing sight. 
 
    A massive city lay before us, sprawling and dense. A wall rose up protecting the inner city while outside of it squat buildings spread out and welcomed all manners of travelers. 
 
    The Ring Road itself was an incredible feat of engineering. It was not just a single highway that encircled the city of Crotia, but dozens of smaller paths and roads all branching and merging. The red bricks and slates we were walking on curved to the west, following the edge of the Ring Road while new paths opened up that gently drifted off to the east and south.  
 
    At first the traffic caused by pedestrians and wagons seemed to be a thick river of bodies, but on closer inspection it moved steadily and constantly through a series of tollbooths. People traveling by foot were also separated from those with horses and wagons with streets dedicated solely for them.  
 
    Every half mile or so groups of guards wearing bright yellow and orange tunics directed traffic or checked travelers at the tollbooths, their uniforms easily spotted even from a distance. 
 
    And above it all, on a large hill further south of us and Crotia, was a gargantuan tree which had been carved while still rooted into the ground to resemble the Four Faced Goddess herself. 
 
    Her four different forms, representing the different seasons, stared out over the region, a warm expression welcoming all visitors to the city, and bidding all who left a safe journey.  
 
    “Amazing!” I exclaimed, staring up at the statue of Gaea. 
 
    “Isn’t she?” Katherine agreed, staring at the living sculpture. “It took a team of a dozen Druids a full year to carve it. And the tree itself is supposedly grown from a seed taken from the center of the Dullwilds where her secret shrine resides.” 
 
    Further conversation was curtailed when Yorrik returned with the convoy’s instructions. 
 
    “Uncle Torren says we’ll be stopping at the Eastern Hand Hostel this evening,” the Ranger announced to the adventurers. “We can do what we like after we park the wagons and horses, but we’ll be leaving at half past ten tomorrow morning, so don’t get too hungover!” 
 
    Cheers accompanied his words, and many in the group were animatedly discussing what their plans were for the evening activities. I tuned them out when they began debating which bordellos to visit. 
 
    “I heard you won’t be joining us this evening?” Yorrik asked as he approached the dwarf and me. He gave a sheepish grin to the young woman who took it with good natured ribbing. 
 
    “Well, honestly, I’m not one for partying,” I admitted. “I don’t particularly like large, noisy, boisterous crowds.” 
 
    “Fair enough, it’s not for everyone,” Yorrik agreed sympathetically. “But if you do decide to check out the city you’re welcome to join us.” 
 
    I thanked him for the kind consideration and he wandered off to shout at someone who’d tried juggling their knives to impress another group of travelers nearby. 
 
    . 
 
    By the time we reached our rest stop for the evening dusk was bleeding away over the horizon, and the stars and moon were already out. Everyone was sore from standing and shuffling through the assorted checkpoints but were showing much greater enthusiasm now that it was all over.  
 
    Torren had already left to reminisce with some merchants he knew and the rest of us just scattered into the night.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to sleep tonight. We were forced to share rooms to save on space and money. And I was not willing to hope for all of my roommates to stay out all night at some bar or another.  
 
    The only solution was, sadly, to assume my Ooze form, shrink down so I could hide in a cupboard or drawer somewhere isolated, and pray for the best. 
 
    After waving farewell to the other adventurers I cast off my robes and illusions and let out a grunt of relief as I took my regular shape. 
 
    “You’d think I’d be used to all this form shifting by now,” I grumbled as I felt phantom aches and pains quiver through my squishy body. It was strange to feel pain when I did not possess nerves or such. 
 
    ~You’re a lump of magic whose true form is negotiable. I think you’re doing pretty well for yourself,~ Tara pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I said. I stuffed my pack and robe into my Dimensional Pocket as well as a large portion of my gelatinous mass. I was down to the size of a fist now, and slid across the floor towards the door.  
 
    I reached out towards the knob with my tendril and opened the door, and wormed my way through the tiny crack I made. I then carefully closed off the room and kept to the shadows. No one was out in the hallways, and I released a wave of mana and sound in imitation of a bat’s echolocation to check for a space I could hide for the night. 
 
    (Hey, Jelly, can I go into Crotia?) Rosa asked, looking out at the lit up cityscape out the window at the end of the hall. 
 
    ‘No, it’s not safe for you to be out at night without me,’ I replied telepathically, unwilling to make any noise. ‘I don’t want to see you in a cage again.’ 
 
    (Then come with me! We can sneak in and have fun! This time I can carry you!) Rosa said, fluttering down to me and picking me up in her arms. She then flew up to the ceiling and then over to the window to demonstrate that she could. 
 
    ‘You stand out a bit too much, Rosa. How many other Ruby Carbuncles do you think there’d be in Crotia?’ I replied. ‘Any one of the adventurers from our group would recognize you. And by association, me, if they spotted me with you in my true form.’ 
 
    Rosa pouted and Tara chimed in. ~I think it’d be fine for one night. You can fly around for a bit with Rosa, see the sights, and then come back to hide in the stables. No one will be any wiser.~ 
 
    The red Feykin gave me a pleading look, her lip trembling. I tried to resist, knowing that if I gave in I would never escape her whims. But then tears glistened in the corner of her eyes and my willpower crumbled. 
 
    ‘Fine. But just for a few hours,’ I sighed. Rosa gave a cheer and then zoomed out the window, the wind whipping against my spherical form. 
 
    After a wild flight through the night sky with many dives, spins, and loop de loops we finally alighted on the roof of a drinking establishment near the walls. I slipped from Rosa’s hands onto the tiles, trembling silently. 
 
    ‘I have decided I do not particularly care for flying or height,’ I heaved out, trying to calm my nerves down after being so high up in the sky. My Familiar let out a giggle before pointing below us. 
 
    (Look! It’s Yorrik and a few of the others!) 
 
    She was correct. The B-ranker was leading a party of about four other adventurers into the very tavern we’d landed on. 
 
    (Let’s go take a peek!) 
 
    “Hey, wait, Rosa!” I cried, accidentally doing so with my real voice. My darling Familiar ignored me and scooped me up once more before diving over the lip of the roof. She then sneakily buzzed into through a gap in the door just as it was closing.  
 
    She proceeded to zoom up to the ceiling near one of the support beams and deposited me on it before plunking herself down next to me, her feet dangling over the edge. 
 
    (Now they won’t spot us!) Rosa said, and I had to concede the point.  
 
    We were high up surrounded by pipe smoke and in the shadows of a lamp, so if anyone looked up we would be obscured. We had a view of the entire room from up there, and we could even see outside thanks to the angle of the door whenever it opened. And it opened a lot. 
 
    Plus, the spot was right above where Yorrik had decided to sit down with the group. 
 
    ‘Eavesdropping is bad,’ I warned my Familiar.  
 
    (But I thought you wanted information?) she said with a cute tilt of her head.  
 
    ‘While I do like keeping abreast of matters, this is not how I like doing it,’ I shot back. 
 
    ~You ‘keep abreast’ by sitting in a dark corner of a bar, turn up your robe’s collar, and then listen in on the loudest and quietest conversations,~ Tara stated. I sighed as I realized how hypocritical my earlier point was and decided to go with the flow. 
 
    “Hey, Yorrik, what do you think of that Jellik guy?” 
 
    ~Well. That was fast,~ the Spirit of Knowledge mused.  
 
    ‘If I had ears, they’d be burning right now,’ I muttered. Still, I focused my hearing down on the ongoing topic of discussion. 
 
    “Him? I think he’s going to go far. Haven’t met anyone with as much magical power before,” Yorrik said as he accepted a beer from a passing waitress.  
 
    “Yeah, we know that. I mean, the guy puts up a half dozen privacy wards and the like around his tent every night. Alone. Without a single Mana Replenishment Potion to be seen. Of course he’s frikken powerful,” Brent said. 
 
    “And that’s the problem. What kind of guy has that much security on his stuff? Why bother, though? It’s not like he has anything worth stealing as a D-rank,” Mitch pointed out. 
 
    “Something sentimental, perhaps?” Yorrik pondered. “Also, do not forget he’s young and new to this life. He’s likely never been with a party before, let alone a group the size of the caravan.” 
 
    “Is he young? I can’t really tell from under that hat of his,” one of the others mentioned. “Robe’s nice though. Very sleek. Lots of pockets too.” 
 
    A round of nods and muttered agreements followed. “Can never have enough pockets,” one man mentioned. 
 
    “He is young. From what I gathered he’s a third year or so at the Mage’s Academy,” the Ranger revealed after a sip from his drink. 
 
    “Huh, that’s pretty young,” a man with a mace agreed. “A cousin of mine attends that place. Pretty expensive if you’re not a noble, though. He has to moonlight as an adventurer to pay the fees.” 
 
    “Jellik works for a noble, or at least a student well off enough to hire him to do field research,” Yorrik said. “So why not give him some space? I’m sure he’ll open up. We do have another two weeks together, after all.” 
 
    A few grumbles greeted his statement but they all agreed to at least try. I was touched by Yorrik’s kindness.  
 
    But it hurt to think how all that goodwill could evaporate in an instant if I was found out. 
 
    ~Not everyone will react like they did in Norhelm.~ 
 
    ‘I know, I know, you keep telling me that,’ I shot back at the person residing in my mind. 
 
    ~And it’s true! Besides, if anyone could appreciate you for who and what you are, it’d be adventurers. They’re already surrounded by weirdness. A talking Ooze just might be another Knightday for them.~ 
 
    (Hey, look, it’s Katherine!) 
 
    I broke off my conversation with Tara to look at where Rosa was pointing. As the door to the tavern swung open I caught a glimpse of the dwarf walking past. 
 
    Something immediately drew my attention to her. It was not that she was in Crotia. Katherine supposedly lived here, so she could be doing any number of things. It wasn’t her hooded cloak she wore, either. If you didn’t want to be bothered, wear a hood. That was the first lesson you learned in ‘How to Act Discreet’ 101. 
 
    It was the furtive looks she cast everywhere that caught my attention, and the sneaky way she seemed to slip from shadow to shadow as she moved. When the door closed we lost sight of her, but my curiosity was piqued, and my gut was telling me something was up. 
 
    And I was little more than a mobile, slippery stomach. When my gut spoke, I listened. 
 
    ‘Rosa, follow after Katherine,’ I commanded, hopping into her arms. She was puzzled but did as I asked, flying stealthily through a crack in the ceiling. 
 
    Once outside I expanded my sensory range, trying to pick up on her magical signature. 
 
    ‘There, down on the corner of that tailor shop with the gardenias in the window!’ I said, directing Rosa.  
 
    She flew above the streets and roofs, careful to stick to the shadows whenever possible. It was easy to trail someone when flight was an option, as looking straight up tends not to be someone’s first reaction.  
 
    Katherine seemed to feel someone was following her, though, as she kept stopping and changing streets and directions, leading any normal pursuer on a zigzag path through increasingly maze-like back allies. 
 
    She was leading us into the grimier side of Crotia, where the filth and garbage built up and the people took on a harder, grittier, look.  
 
    At last though the young dwarf came to a stop outside of a rundown apartment building. People were still living in it, though, as evidenced by the flickers of candlelight and sounds coming from with.  
 
    When it appeared Katherine wasn’t going inside Rosa fluttered down onto the roof right across from her. 
 
    ‘Can you turn down your glow?’ I asked, worried her crimson luminance would attract attention. 
 
    (Not really,) the Carbuncle said apologetically.  
 
    In response I drew out my robe and threw it over her. 
 
    ‘It should be thick enough to block it out,’ I said.  
 
    (Thank you!) Rosa chirped, snuggling deep into the extremely oversized article of clothing.  
 
    As she had her fun I continued my vigil over the suspicious woman. I was right to be worried as in no time at all a man slipped from the shadows and crept up behind her. 
 
    “Geryon,” Katherine said tersely. 
 
    “Kat,” the man said, wearing a concealing brown cloak. 
 
    “Do you have it?” she demanded, not turning to face her contact. 
 
    “You’re asking for a very ‘intense’ piece of equipment. Ward Breakers are not cheap, or easy to come by.” 
 
    “The man has several privacy wards up around his tent at all times, and they’re strong. Bank vault strong. He has an insane amount of magical power,” Katherine replied. 
 
    The man named Geryon sucked in air through his teeth in shock. 
 
    “That changes things, then,” the mysterious person said after a while. He passed her a leather pouch.  
 
    I sensed it was enchanted to hide something. I could not tell what was in the bag, not even with my impressive magic sight.  
 
    “The boss authorizes you to do what is necessary to protect our ‘assets,’” Geryon said shortly, and left as quickly as he’d arrived. 
 
    Katherine did not bother to stick around after that and made her way quickly from the area. 
 
    ‘Rosa, time to go back,’ I said. As she crawled out from my robe I felt Tara’s worry. 
 
    ~She’s a threat. Ward Breakers are artifacts designed to completely negate or destroy magical barriers. And did you hear what she said about privacy wards?~ 
 
    ‘She was talking about us,’ I said, finishing her thought.  
 
    ~Be very careful, Jelly. She won’t make a move tonight, but be on your guard.~ 
 
    I bobbed up and down in agreement before putting the robe away. Rosa then picked me up and we flew off back towards the hostel to try and sleep. All of us knew, however, we had a problem brewing in the near future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Gift from a goddess 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Jellik,” Yorrik called out to me with a yawn. I waved back at him from across the staging ground where Torren’s caravan was gathering.  
 
    “Sleep well?” he asked as he got into line. 
 
    “Eh,” I replied with a noncommittal grunt.  
 
    Last night had been tense. I had not been able to calm down after learning that Katherine was more than likely planning something against me. A scant few hours of sleep was all I’d been able to grab. 
 
    Yorrik patted me on the back. “Don’t stay up all night studying, Jellik. It’s impressive you’re so dedicated, but you need to learn to live a little.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I agreed softly. I still remembered how he’d stayed supportive of me with the other adventurers. 
 
    “I’ll join you next outing. Maybe I have been working myself too hard.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” the Ranger cheered.  
 
    I glanced over as I sensed Katherine approaching. “Morning, Katherine. What were you doing in Crotia?” 
 
    “Managing my rent with my landlord,” she replied as she rejoined the caravan. 
 
    I nodded. The problem with her statement was that in all honesty she probably had spoken to whoever leased her dwelling in the city after obtaining the Ward Breaker. She had an alibi. I vowed to keep my guard up around her at all times and not let her out of my sight. 
 
    “Alright, we’re moving out now!” Torren bellowed, causing a few groans from those people who now regretted their excessive drinking the night before. 
 
    The convoy started to move and in no time at all we were on the road east. There were plenty of other travelers with us, on foot and on horseback, though like before on the Red Road each individual group of travelers kept to themselves while walking. 
 
    As we exited the Ring Road and got onto the path to Arv Prith I took a long look up at the towering statue of Gaea. The season that pointed to the east, Fall, looked out over everything with a kind, matronly smile.  
 
    Several people were bowing towards it or offering a gesture of prayer before going on their way. There were even a few pilgrims dressed in green robes and carrying crooked wooden staffs, marking them as Druids. 
 
    I was not sure why I had been drawn to the Idol of Traveler’s Boon as I left. I felt a familiar tingle of energy course through the air, one I had not felt since my first winter in Sanc Aldet.  
 
    I looked from the living shrine to the convoy and approached Torren with a question. 
 
    “Sir, is it possible for me to make a quick dash to the Idol and make a prayer then dart right back?” I inquired. 
 
    “Not a sir. Also, yeah, go ahead, but be fast about it!” he replied, and I hurried off towards the sacred site to investigate. 
 
    (I’ll just stay here with Yorrik,) Rosa told me, going from my shoulder to the Ranger’s.  
 
    I was confused until Tara spoke up. ~Gaea is well known for her dislike of all things Fey. If one were to approach a location important to her, even a kind Carbuncle like Rosa might be in danger.~ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know she hated Feykin,’ I said surprised as I headed to the large wooden icon of Gaea. 
 
    ~Yes, it’s a fairly obscure piece of theology, to be sure.~ 
 
    As we chatted in my mind about this interesting tidbit I also examined the statue and tried to find the energy again. It was elusive, and seemed to be playfully darting around as it lured me towards. 
 
    ‘Tara, can we go over what we know about Gaea before we arrive? I don’t think this energy I’m detecting is hostile, but it is trying to get my attention.’ 
 
    ~Gaea, also known as the Four Faced Goddess of Nature, is one of the oldest deities of Erafore,~ Tara provided, using the Academy’s library to search out what I needed. ~Although originally an elven goddess she cares about all living creatures and willingly aided the humans who fled Val’Narash and came to Orria during the Great Cataclysm. She’s also the wife of Kazum, the chief of the dwarven pantheon and god of stone and protection.~ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I asked, surprised.  
 
    ‘Yes, she’s a very inclusive goddess. She does not care who worships her, or that she’s even prayed to at all. Her only concerns are the balance of nature and that people respect and protect her domains.~ 
 
    ‘Interesting. I knew she changed her form depending on the season, but that’s it,’ I noted. ‘If I recall, in spring time she’s a green-haired, barefoot girl, in summer she is a seductive red-haired maiden, fall sees her as a plump, brown-haired mother, and in the winter she becomes a white-haired crone.’ 
 
    ~Exactly right. She represents the different stages of a woman’s life while also the concept of change. While her main powers are over life and nature she can bestow blessings based around protecting women. Much like Nia, only they affect all ages.~ 
 
    After talking with my personal Spirit of Knowledge I reached the hill where the Idol of Traveler’s Boon rested and made my way up alongside several Druids. 
 
    They were an interesting type of mage, I mused as I walked among them. I had no fear of them trying to expose me as an Ooze. 
 
    Druids were magic users attuned to nature and life in ways that made them connect easily with plants and animals. And while not pacifists, they did live by the ideal ‘Live and let Live.’ If I did not harm anyone, they had no reason to question why I was wearing illusion magic, or why I felt different to a human. 
 
    One of the teachers at the Academy, Professor Blott, was a Druid, and he had confided in me that Druids could detect the life energy of all things. Shapeshifters and illusion users were useless before even a novice Druid with Life Sight, a unique spell-like ability they were taught. The class always had fun playing a form of hide and seek with him for training. He always knew where we were, no matter how well we used our magic to hide. 
 
    As for the Druids themselves, they were an interesting blend of both Cleric and Paladin for Gaea. They spread her word and protected the lands she deemed to need it. But they did not pray to the goddess for spells often, only using what magic they could tease out of the air and environment to perform their spells. 
 
    There was also an interesting movement spreading among some of the Druids, a belief that it was not only the deep forests, glades, and swamps that needed protection, but that cities too needed guarding. The cosmopolitan centers needed to remember that nature was important, and so these so-called Urban Druids maintained parks and floral shops inside cities, promoting clean living among the Stone Jungles.  
 
    The flickering motes of energy that had drawn me to the Idol in the first place were now hovering above a small shrine built before the east side’s trunk. I awkwardly kneeled in front of it and clasped my ‘hands’ together to pray. 
 
    ‘Um. Hello.’ I said hesitantly. ‘I’m not really sure what the etiquette for praying here is. The last time I was in a church or temple was before I left the Academy for my journey.’ 
 
    ‘Anyways, I’m here. It’s been awhile since we met, Lady Gaea. Not that we’ve actually spoken or anything like Cynthia, I’m just saying I remember you showing up a few years ago during the Winter Solstice ritual and all that back in Palestone Castle…’ 
 
    I trailed off, unsure of where to go from there. A giggle passed over me, and it was not from either of the girls who shared a link with me. 
 
    ‘So, um, please don’t let any accidents happen to me or the caravan before we get to Arv Prith. Not that I want something to happen when we get there, but, you know, maybe keep it sunny? Or at least not too much rain. I hate trudging through mud.’ 
 
    I sighed as I stumbled over my prayers and heard another giggle. It was joyful and kind and gave me the feeling of a warm kitchen. 
 
    ‘I’m going to quit before I make an even bigger fool of myself. Thank you for your time, Lady Gaea.’  
 
    I stood, but before I could move away from the shrine a bright light, green and amber, fell upon me. Power welled up within me, and I felt the illusion around my body grow stronger and more solid.  
 
    I would later learn that from a distance it looked like the goddess’s statue had cried tears of light which had fallen upon me and bathed me in divine radiance. 
 
    The warm, tingling feeling that washed over me eventually faded, leaving me with a sensation of disappointment. Though a moment later it was gone, and I was back to normal. As normal as a sapient Ooze could be, at least. 
 
    But something seemed off, and there was a foreign lump of magic inside of me. Benevolent for now, but I wanted to check on it. 
 
    ~Jelly, I think we should move,~ Tara suggested, and I tore myself away from my introspection and internal investigation to look around. I flinched as I realized a lot of people were staring at me in shock and awe. 
 
    It wasn’t every day the goddess showed off such blatant approval of a person and bestowed a flashy blessing. 
 
    “Um…” I paused, unsure of if I should say anything.  
 
    “Have a nice day?” 
 
    I swear I could hear someone facepalm and let out a groan of disbelief. I wanted to accuse Tara of it, but the voice was decidedly masculine. 
 
    I beat a hasty retreat down the hill and back towards the caravan. 
 
    As I jogged back to the line of wagons I noticed that I was far more comfortable running like a biped. Apparently Gaea had seen fit to give me more help than I’d expected. 
 
    The convoy was staring at me as I rejoined, and I gave a sheepish wave. 
 
    “I knew you were special,” Yorrik said with a shake of his head. “But clearly I wasn’t thinking big enough for how special you were.” 
 
    “Thank you, I think,” I mumbled, shuffling back into line and trying to ignore all the stares directed towards me. 
 
    “What in the Hells was that?” Katherine demanded. 
 
    “I honestly have no idea,” I replied with complete sincerity. The dwarven maiden shot me a look that said that not only did she not believe me, but that she believed I was a mystery to be solved. By force if necessary. 
 
    “Jellik, forgive us for our disbelief on your innocence, but what just happened has never been seen before,” Yorrik explained.  
 
    “It’s not uncommon for Lady Gaea to give blessings to pilgrims or those who pray fervently to her. Normally only Druids get them,” Brent spoke up, idly fiddling with the handle of his axe as he glanced nervously at the distant tree line of the Dullwilds.  
 
    “It’s sort of a rite of passage for apprentices. If Lady Gaea blesses them, they’re considered a full-fledged Druid. If not, they have to return after undergoing more training. For a non-initiated mage to have such a vibrant reaction from the goddess means you are destined for greatness. Whether you like it or not.” 
 
    I bowed my head in defeat. ‘If only you knew how right you were,’ I grumbled to myself.  
 
    Having learned I was a Chosen One for a Prophecy involving the End Times was not what I’d expected when I went to study at the Academy with Liliana. 
 
    But now here I was, traveling the world in order to prepare for some nebulous doomsday – likely involving the World Rebellion cult – while keeping an eye out for either of the other two Chosen Ones. Whom I knew nothing of, because Headmaster Arnolt refused to tell me for my own protection. 
 
    I glanced over at Rosa who was hovering nearby. I moved my head to the side so my right shoulder was open for her, but she remained at a distance. 
 
    (It’s not you, Jelly,) Rosa began when I sent an inquisitive look towards her, (It’s the piece of Gaea inside you. It makes me nervous.) 
 
    ‘That’s right, she put something in me,’ I remembered. I proceeded to dive into my soul, but was unable to grasp what it was. It was pure mana, but structured and complicated in appearance. It nestled in a part of my soul in such a way that informed me it had replaced a tiny fragment of it. 
 
    ‘Tara can you tell what it is?’ I asked, unable to analyze it. 
 
    ~It’s a spell,~ she said after only a cursory examination.  
 
    ‘Oh, so this is what it’s like to have a Divine Spell!’ I exclaimed, my intrigue piqued.  
 
    Divine Magic was what Paladins and Clerics used predominantly. It involved offering up a sliver of one’s own soul as payment to a god, who then bestowed upon the worshipper a spell or blessing. Once it was used up the wound to the soul would heal, and in time a person could pray again for more spells. 
 
    I’d never seen it up close before, and spent most of the time I was walking passively examining it. 
 
    ‘I can tell that it is a spell related to the Earth Element, and its focus is on large scale soil and rock manipulation, but I can’t figure out which spell it is exactly,’ I complained. 
 
    ~It’s a new experience for me as well to see a spell in its raw, untapped formed,~ Tara agreed, happily studying the spell. 
 
    To try and explain the shape of a spell while it was uncast is not easy. Try to describe the color blue to a man who can only see shades of red. That was what identifying a spell is like. There’s a reason why Spell Crafters and mages who try to invent new magic work so hard for, at best, one new spell in their life. And also why so much emphasis is given to understanding magic at the Academy. If you do not know your own magic, how can you possibly work to improve it, or unmake another person’s? 
 
    As it was, to me and my superior magical senses the spell Gaea had given me resembled a tangled amber knot. I knew that the way the magic ‘thread’ twisted and looped was the answer to figuring out the identity of the spell, but it was hard to do so without any previous experience in the matter. 
 
    And why would she give me a spell I knew nothing about? From what I understood when a god gave a mortal a spell the recipient knew instantly what the spell was and how to cast it; a side effect of having it literally imbedded into their soul. 
 
    Being an entity of solid magic who in normal circumstances would not have a soul made my ability to use Divine Spells a complicated grey area. At least Liliana and the professors at the Academy would be intrigued by this development if nothing else. 
 
    ~You know, if we cast it, we’d be able to figure out the spell,~ Tara pointed out. 
 
    ‘But then it would take at best a few days for me to recreate it, if I could at all,’ I argued. ‘I have a lot of mana, but I don’t have the ability to accurately reproduce spells just by seeing them. And judging from the amount of power inside it, this is a Level Five or Six.’ 
 
    ~True,~ she admitted. ~I suppose we’ll just have to keep working on unraveling its mystery for now.~ 
 
    After a bit more technical talk I let her focus on the task while I returned to the world. 
 
    “Hey, you’re back!” Mitch said in surprise. My sleepy, lethargic movements had suddenly become sharper and more steady, alerting the group that my introspection was over. 
 
    “Yeah, apologies for zoning out like that, but I was curious about the blessing Lady Gaea had given me and I was trying to figure out what it was.” 
 
    “I’ve seen sleepwalkers before, but never anyone who could do what you did,” Yorrik praised. “Is it a meditation technique?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s one that allows me to slip into Mindscape so I can sort my thoughts and observe certain things while still being aware of my surroundings to a degree,” I explained. “So, it’s a bit like sleepwalking. Good comparison.”  
 
    I looked around, taking note of the area. A lightly wooded region, with the Dullwilds a fair distance to the north. The clouds were darkening in a way that promised rain however, and everyone was eyeing them warily. 
 
    “Alright everyone, we don’t have much time before the storm breaks, so let’s hustle!” Torren shouted, snapping the reins of his cart in irritation. “I want to make it to the campsite soon, so let’s push it!” 
 
    “Oooh!” Everyone cheered, just as excited as I to avoid getting drenched.  
 
    We made it to the clearing with a few other travelers just the first drops of rain began to fall. 
 
    “Guess my prayer for good weather won’t be honored this evening,” I muttered dejectedly. Rosa patted me on the back as she flew past, carrying an edge of a tarp to cover the wagons with. She’d been surprisingly helpful around the caravan while I’d been out of it.  
 
    Being so close to one of her people’s enemies had made the young Carbuncle quiet down on her pranks and jokes. Plus, she wanted to be a good girl while I was busy thinking about magic and stuff with Tara. And Rosa did not want to disappoint me with any mistakes.  
 
    I was immensely proud and touched by her thoughtfulness. I wondered if this is what being a parent felt like when their child did something right. 
 
    “Drat, not enough time for all my wards,” I stated as I felt the raindrops fall faster and harder. I quickly raised my tent and popped up a handful of quick wards while throwing in a few extra for wind reduction, dry ground, and water proofing.  
 
    I offered my spells to my fellow travelers and they all eagerly accepted my aid. I’d just finished waterproofing Katherine’s tent when the storm finally erupted overhead.  
 
    Rain pelted us and lightning snapped and boomed. I hastily scurried back to my tent and dove inside to stay dry. Around me the muffled curses of the others greeted me, and a few seconds later Rosa shot into my tent as well, dripping wet and scowling. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked, worried.  
 
    (The wind was really strong, and it nearly knocked me into the mud,) she griped. 
 
    I smirked at the image that conjured. In my mind’s eye I saw Rosa being tossed about like a rag doll at the mercy of the weather. Maybe this was Gaea’s way of getting back at Rosa for riding that Dire Moose.  
 
    My Familiar was not amused when I mentioned that to her and she proceeded to aggressively dry herself off with my robes. We both shared a laugh at that, and snuggled down into our sleeping bag for the night.  
 
    At least we wouldn’t have to deal with any crazy dwarves tonight. No one in their right mind would brave a storm like this! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: Muddy steps 
 
      
 
    My prediction that the weather would force Katherine to hold off on trying to use her Ward Breaker on me proved true. I got through the whole night with a decent night’s sleep. 
 
    After I woke I looked around the tent, checking to make sure nothing had gotten misplaced in the night, or that any rain or mud leaked inside. 
 
    I was pleased to find my spells had done their job in preventing the tent from becoming wet, soggy, or blown around. Which was nice. I didn’t weigh much and my biggest worry for storms was getting thrown about in gale force winds. 
 
    I chuckled as I remembered the first time I had tried to go camping during a fierce thunderstorm. After being hurled through the sky like a fabric comet for hours I ended up in a barn’s loft ten miles from where I’d originally set up my tent. 
 
    Ah, the faces on the farmers when they found me trapped in a pile of hay! 
 
    Once I had donned my disguise I exited my tent to greet the day. I winced as I looked over the field we had camped in.  
 
    Mud seemed to be overtaking the grass in several spots, and branches littered the ground. A few unlucky tents had been speared by these errant sticks and I had no doubt the occupants were wet and unhappy. 
 
    One of the wagons was buried up to the tops of its wheels in mud, having sunk deep into the ground over the course of the storm. Another had flipped over, and an angry Torren was furiously ordering his men to gather what could be salvaged from the wreckage.  
 
    Other adventurers had emerged at some point earlier and were helping with the clean-up, grumbling in annoyance as they trudged through the muck. 
 
    “Whoo! What a storm,” Yorrik exclaimed as he looked over the devastation. “The Lord of the Dullwilds must have been angry last night!” 
 
    “Lord of the Dullwilds?” I asked from the entrance of my tent. 
 
    “It’s an old story, about how a great beast resides in the deepest, darkest parts of the forest, allowing no entry. And if anyone angers it, then a great storm sweeps across the land,” the Ranger explained. 
 
    “Intriguing. What kind of monster is it?” I inquired. He shrugged. 
 
    “Who knows. Could be a dragon of some sort. Some tales mention it as a scaled beast, but there are a lot of creatures that fit the description of ‘filled with primal fury, clad in scale untouched by blade, and armed with claws to rip and rend,’” the B-ranked adventurer said as he recited a portion of the fable. 
 
    “Anyways, time to get a move on. We need to get the wagons clear of the mud before noon, or else the ground will harden too much.” The Ranger walked away after delivering his instructions and I nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    I glanced down at the ground, decided I didn’t want to get any of the brand new mire on my boots or robe, and held out my hands. 
 
    “Harden and strengthen, let no softness remain. Mud to Stone!” 
 
    Instantly my spell raced out and began to dry out and harden the ground so it could be walked on. A large patch of dried ground appeared around my tent, and several people looked over at me jealously. I began to cast the Earth Element spell around, creating a path to the wagons. 
 
    Rosa nodded in approval at how well I was pulling off multiple Earth spells. Ever since I had made the fun-loving Carbuncle my Familiar I had gotten much better at utilizing the Earth Element. Acid was still my go-to type for combat but I could pull of simple things like Mud to Stone, which was useful for making a path to walk on over muddy wet ground, and even create pitfalls and simple earthen spikes.  
 
    “Jellik, would you mind standing at the front of the convoy for today?” Torren asked as he spotted me casting spells as I walked over to the convoy. “I need you to harden the ground so the wagons can pass over them without issue.” 
 
    “Certainly,” I agreed, and the merchant nodded happily.  
 
    I turned back to the rest of the campground and helped by making dry soil to stand on. Many thanks came my way. My illusory face had a pleasant smile as I moved from tent to tent, making patches of solid ground around them. 
 
    As I approached Katherine’s temporary dwelling I held back a strangled laugh at the scene in front of me. 
 
    The young maiden was completely bedraggled and soaking wet, and stared angrily at her collapsed tent. 
 
    “Oh my gods, what happened to you?” I asked, trying desperately to contain my mirth. Even Rosa was trying to be polite for once and managed to choke on her giggles for now. 
 
    “You may have waterproofed my tent, but you didn’t do it for the ground around it!” she growled as she turned to face me. “One of my spikes got dislodged from all the rain and then a gust of wind flipped that side of the tent over!” 
 
    “As such, while the top of the tent was nice and dry the bottom – which if you’ve been keeping up was now pointed at the sky! – became very wet, and very leaky! And if that wasn’t bad enough the wind actually blew so hard that it tore the flaps open and let in all that lovely rain directly onto me!” 
 
    I couldn’t help it. Katherine looked so damp and furious and yet so cuddly at the same time with her hair and leather armor sticking to her body I burst out laughing. Rosa soon joined me, and along with Tara the three of us howled with laughter at her misfortunes. 
 
    Now, I’m not a vindictive man. Well, maybe if you hurt someone close to me I might be. But against someone who hasn’t done anything to me aside from act distrustful and wary? I felt bad for Katherine’s poor luck. 
 
    Yet I could not help comparing her to a wet kitten with the way she was angrily pouting at her tent and at me. And after all the stress she had caused me it felt good to have some Karma-based payback, and to let loose like this. 
 
    A few chuckles and guffaws came from nearby adventurers, as well, and Katherine began to fume. 
 
    As my laughter faded to mere chortles I walked over to her tent and began to dry it off with a Cantrip. I then helped her fold it up and pack it away. 
 
    “Sorry for finding your situation so amusing,” I apologized as I helped her out. I only got a grunt in response, but that was better than nothing. 
 
    ~You’re too nice for your own good,~ Tara said, bemused at how I was acting so helpful to someone we suspected was after me in some way. 
 
    ‘One of my many weaknesses,’ I said humbly. ‘Alongside salt, fire, water, excessive lightning, and my inability to hold a tune while singing.’ 
 
    The Spirit of Knowledge laughed and went back to puzzling out the spell Gaea had given me. 
 
    The caravan was significantly delayed due to the weather, but after a few hours we were back on the road, with me at the helm casting consecutive Mud to Stone spells as we trudged on. 
 
    “How are you not exhausted after so many spells?” Yorrik demanded after a few miles. He gaped at the displays of power I was casually throwing around. His incredulous and disbelieving expression was mirrored on everyone’s face. I think even a few of the horses were impressed, but I’m not too good with reading the emotions of non-sapient beings yet. 
 
    “I was once told I have nearly as much mana as Headmaster Cantos,” I said blithely, hardening the ground a bit more. I ignored the shocked looks and kept my eyes ahead on the road, making sure it was safe to travel over. 
 
    “You have as much magical power as an X-ranked adventurer?” Brent gasped, his voice a squeaky whisper. 
 
    “So they say,” I replied. Despite my blasé responses I was indeed starting to feel the strain of repeated casting.  
 
    One of the lesser known dangers of casting magic is that if a mage casts too many spells of the same Element in a short amount of time they run the risk of having their body reflect that Elemental affinity. Those who used too much Pyromancy would combust, a Druid could turn their limbs into bark and wood if they were not careful, and for someone like myself who used repeated Earth Element spells? Petrification was the threat. 
 
    Most people didn’t have this problem though, as they lacked the obscene amount of mana to constantly cast magic. A-rank and higher, or those with comparable levels of magic like myself, could find this problematic, though, which was why inside of my body I was struggling to cycle my mana around to loosen the piling up of the Earth Elemental energy in my soul. 
 
    I also was brewing and consuming Mana Potions inside my Dimensional Pocket at an astonishing rate in order to keep with the amount I was spending. It was only a stopgap though, and I was running out of ingredients. If I didn’t rest soon I’d lose all cohesion and revert to my true form. 
 
    I started to pray to the Divine Family for the road we were on to be dry soon, or I’d have problems. Lots and lots of problems. B- and C-ranked problems, to be precise. 
 
    After ten more minutes someone answered my prayers as the next stretch of road was nice and dry, the storm clearly having bypassed this region. I sighed with relief and slumped. 
 
    “Take a break, kid,” Torren said, taking me by the shoulder and escorting me to one of the wagons. “Even if you have all the magic in the world you can’t erase fatigue.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I mumbled, clambering awkwardly into the back of one of the covered transports. I nestled myself in between two stacks of wooden crates and wrapped my robe around me, lowering the brim of my hat. This way it looked like I was leaning up against the back and snoozing, while in reality I was back in my spherical form holding back the urge to scream as I fought off encroaching spots of petrification. 
 
    ~That was insanely reckless, Jelly!~ Tara admonished. ~You didn’t listen to me earlier when I said this was a bad idea, and now you’re paying the price!~ 
 
    ‘Next time I promise I will heed your advice when it comes to magic,’ I vowed, fighting through the pain. Feeling your body shift between solid stone and soft goo is a sensation I hope no one ever has to experience. I can only imagine how much more agonizing it would be for a person with flesh and bone and real nerves and pain receptors. 
 
    ~If you ever do something so recklessly dangerous I swear to Akasha herself I will find a way to manifest in the real world just so I can slap some sense into you!~ Tara stated, almost hysterical with her fury. Rosa nodded her head in silent agreement, equally as disapproving of my antics. 
 
    And wasn’t that a kick in the gelatinous pants, being admonished by the most childish member of our odd little trio? 
 
    I was lectured for the next few hours by the duo on the dangers of acting stupid when magic was involved. Rosa spoke of personal experience from when she lived among the Carbuncles, and Tara provided chilling reports about people who’d done the same as I. 
 
    ~…and after the dust settled all that was left of the man’s arms and legs were puddles of salt water. And although he saved the city from the tsunami, he spent the last few months of his life as a total paraplegic,~ Tara said, her story about the mage who saved the city of Riggs from a massive tidal wave finally complete.  
 
    I twitched. ‘Are you quite finished with all your cautionary tales, my dear Tara?’ 
 
    ~For now,~ the Spirit of Knowledge allowed. ~But if you do this again I will research even more gruesome and horrifying tales about idiotic and reckless mages.~ 
 
    Her threat – no, her promise – delivered, she sunk back into my mind to fume on her own, leaving me and Rosa to our own devices.  
 
    I felt the wagon slow down and peeked outside the wagon with my senses. We were approaching a large building that was on the side of the road. It was two stories high with a patch of farming ground and a coop for chickens in the back. A stable was built onto the side along with a large annex building that could double as a rest stop for travelers, and which was apparently our camping spot for the night. 
 
    Something was a bit unusual about the place, however, and I focused my senses on the Ambient Mana of the region.  
 
    ‘Rosa, is it normal for there to be this much magical energy in a place that doesn’t have an entrance to the Aether?’ I asked, worried. 
 
    The Carbuncle took a look at the area herself before nodding.  
 
    (Everything is fine, the rest stop is just built over a minor intersection of ley lines,) Rosa assured me.  
 
    I’d never seen a ley line configuration up close, and I peered closer at the flow of mana around us. Eventually I was able to make out the ripples and eddies of raw magical energy that were moving about like sluggish rivers.  
 
    Two of these ribbons of natural energy had intersected and fused, creating a large puddle of bubbling magic over which the road stop had been built. It was harmless, thankfully, and I’d be able to recover my weakened mana here with greater ease. 
 
    Relieved there was nothing potentially dangerous going on I waited eagerly for the caravan to come to a stop. I wanted to set up my tent in a spot close to the ley line nexus to receive the full benefits of the free-flowing magic. 
 
    At last the wagons all came to a full halt and I eagerly resumed my Gel Doll form, jumped up, and darted to the exit.  
 
    Unfortunately, I had misjudged the amount of power I’d lost so when I tried to move my ‘legs’ gave out under me and I stumbled out of the wagon in a graceless heap, rather than with the elegant leap I’d planned. 
 
    Yorrik and another adventurer saw this and hurried over to help me back onto my ‘feet.’ 
 
    “Are you alright? You took quite the tumble,” Yorrik asked worriedly.  
 
    “Thanks, but I’m fine. Just a bit weaker than I thought,” I said with a weak laugh. 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re still standing. We all thought you’d be out of it for a while longer,” the other adventurer claimed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, there’s a lot of Ambient Mana in the area here, so I can recover quicker if I sleep near it this evening,” I explained. Yorrik nodded in understanding and grabbed my pack. 
 
    He then helped set up my tent in the spot best suited for a mage to regenerate their mana.  
 
    “You just rest, alright,” Yorrik instructed, helping me into the tent. “Can’t have you passing out or getting sick. Besides, you feel all limp, so I doubt you could walk another step.” 
 
    I chuckled nervously at his appraisal of my soft limbs, but allowed myself to be escorted to my bedding. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll be close,” the B-ranker assured me.  
 
    “You’re being rather accommodating of me,” I mumbled, tiredly crawling into my sleeping bag.  
 
    “You’ve clearly never tried to travel on muddy roads with horses and wagons,” the Ranger said. “It’s not just slow going, it can actually be incredibly dangerous.” 
 
    He sighed and stared off into the distance. “A horse’s hooves can easily slip, causing them to fall. A rider would be thrown, and if there was a cart attached it could flip, causing further damage. And on foot a person could get stuck and in some cases get smothered by the mud if you’re sleeping and the tent gets swallowed up.” 
 
    “Many deaths involving novice adventurers are related to the environment rather than monsters of magical beasts,” Yorrik said sadly. “You potentially saved lives with your magic, both the night before and on the road today. Though it clearly cost you more than you’re even letting on.” 
 
    He bowed his head in thanks. “None of us will forget this kindness. You’ll always have a spot in any group you decide to adventure with, and an open seat at any bar you visit with us.” 
 
    I was touched by his sincerity and good will and inclined my ‘head’ towards him. Rosa smiled fondly at the Ranger, who smiled back and exited the tent leaving me alone. My Familiar then stationed herself at the foot of my sleeping bag and began to watch over me, acting as a vigilant guard against intruders. 
 
    I lay down only after I’d set up a few privacy wards before reverting to my original form and letting myself curl up. I could feel the warmth of the Ambient Mana filling me, and I drifted off to sleep, utterly exhausted by the day’s trials.  
 
    Tomorrow would certainly be better. The magic enveloped me, and for the first time in a long while, I dreamed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: A jiggly good time! 
 
      
 
    Giggles were the first thing I heard as I woke. At first, I thought the sound of mirth had woken me, but I then dismissed that idea. No, I had been fully rested and recharged and the tingle of topped-off mana had already begun to drag me back to wakefulness.  
 
    As I pondered what exactly had woken me I realized it was a difference in weight. I felt heavier, if only just. A quick look around inside me showed that I had not gained any weight. Was it perhaps Rosa sleeping on top of me again? No, it was not just a single lump of heaviness, but multiple sources spread out around me. 
 
    ‘Tara, why do I feel heavy?’ I finally asked. 
 
    All I got was a snort of laughter from the Spirit of Knowledge.  
 
    ‘Rosa? Did you decorate me with odds and ends you found around camp again?’ 
 
    (No, Jelly,) Rosa managed to get out in between fits of laughter. 
 
    Annoyed, I decided to just open up my senses and see what was going on. 
 
    When my ‘sight’ returned I had no words to describe the insanity around me. I just stared and, had I a mouth, its jaw would have been on the ground. 
 
    Oozes. I was surrounded by countless Oozes. And in a rainbow of colors as well! Green Oozes were bunched up next to Stone Oozes and Water Oozes in a press around my form, while a group of Berry Oozes were perched atop my round body like a crown. I saw Bone Oozes and a rare Wind Ooze cuddled up next to me along with regular common Oozes. The entire tent was filled to bursting with their gelatinous bodies. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ I demanded, absolutely gob smacked and befuddled.  
 
    (Last night they started to appear around the campsite and snuck in,) Rosa explained after she wiped away a tear of mirth from her eyes. 
 
    (They slipped through the privacy wards as if they weren’t there and at first I was worried, but they seemed harmless. In fact they began to share mana with you as you slept.) 
 
    ‘They did what?’ 
 
    ~They performed some sort of magical reverse osmosis, expelling minute traces of mana from themselves which was then passively absorbed into you, drastically speeding up your recovery time,~ Tara explained. ~The process was really quite fascinating, and it showed that Oozes do have a sense of community. They could tell one of their own was injured and rushed to help. Simply amazing!~ 
 
    ‘I hope you took notes,’ I said, excited at the implications as well. Never before had anyone managed to prove that Oozes possessed even the slightest hints of animal instinct beyond eating, fleeing, and if need be fighting. But if they did in fact have bonds with each other like this… 
 
    ~It would completely overhaul the fields of magical study,~ Tara finished for me. ~This proves that magic can actually become sentient if given enough time, mass, and energy to work with!~ 
 
    (Hey, smart-people stuff is nice and all, but maybe you should tell the camp you’re doing OK,) Rosa suggested.  
 
    ‘Yeah, they were pretty worried when I nearly collapsed yesterday,’ I agreed.  
 
    (That, and there are more Oozes surrounding your tent outside and the adventurers aren’t sure if they should interfere or not since they’re acting harmless.) 
 
    I expanded my ‘sight’ beyond the fabric walls of my tent, and I let out a gasp as I saw the colorful hoard arrayed outside in a protective circle. There were additional varieties of Oozes out there! I even saw a Pond Ooze, one of the largest Oozes known to exist on Erafore! It towered above my tent, and was as tall as one of the caravan’s draft horses! 
 
    I hastily shapeshifted into my Gel Doll form and applied my illusions. Since I had fallen asleep in my robes it took a bit to adjust them. With my hat firmly planted on my head I then strode out of the tent. 
 
    “Oh! Thank the gods, they didn’t eat you!” Brent exclaimed as I appeared, and the heads of the other adventurers snapped over in my direction.  
 
    I offered a cautious wave. “Uh, hey. Nothing to worry about, they’re friendly,” I said with a gesture to the Oozes around me. 
 
    Mitch snickered a bit. “I’ll say.”  
 
    He then pointed at my back and everyone started to laugh. I looked behind me and let out a chuckle as well. Some of the Oozes had decided to cling to me even though I had gotten up, and they had adhered themselves to the closest thing to them. Namely, my robe.  
 
    I tried shaking them off my back but the cluster of gummy creatures refused to let go. After a few minutes of futile shaking I gave up and let them hang around. 
 
    “Jellik, why are there so many Oozes around you?” Katherine inquired, an accusatory tone in her voice.  
 
    “Have you ever heard the saying, ‘nature abhors a vacuum?’” I asked after thinking my answer over with Tara. 
 
    By the blank looks on most of their faces I guessed they had not, so I explained. 
 
    “The term ‘nature abhors a vacuum’ is one used in Applied Thaumaturgy, or the advanced study of magic, which claims that magic wants to fill in all the empty spaces it can. It’s why people naturally absorb mana from the atmosphere after casting a spell, and why when a region’s ley lines are disturbed magic tries to return to the way it was before the disruption.” 
 
    “Basically, because I used up so much mana yesterday the local Ambient Mana was disturbed and it was sucked up into me while I slept to help recover my lost energy,” I continued, trying to lay everything out as simply as I could. “And Oozes are very sensitive to disturbances in the local Ambient Mana. As such, they were curious about me, the source of the issue, and came to visit.” 
 
    “And they didn’t try to melt you down and drink you up like soup?” Yorrik queried. 
 
    “No. Most Oozes don’t try to go after prey that’s bigger than them,” I deadpanned. “Even if they’re defenseless.” 
 
    “Good to know,” the Ranger sighed with relief. He then clapped his hands to get everyone’s attention.  
 
    “Alright, show’s over! Jellik’s fine, so we need to get ready to move out!” 
 
    The bystanders split up, their curiosity sated, and prepared for another day on the march.  
 
    I managed to shoo off the majority of the Oozes who had stayed around, with only a couple of the tiny slimy beings sticking close by. 
 
    “Come on, shoo! Go back to your home!” I pleaded fruitlessly. They burbled innocently and continued to cling to me. 
 
    I heaved a sigh and resigned myself to being an Ooze carrier for the day. 
 
    We left for the road soon after, and another day of ponderous dreariness started. The sun was out and made everything warmer, though the cool autumn breeze was snapping fiercely and brought with it pre-winter chills. 
 
    “How much further do we have to go?” I asked Yorrik. 
 
    “Arv Prith is only another week and a half or so away if we continue to have good weather,” the Ranger stated.  
 
    Nine days. I could live with that. I sighed heavily and glanced back at the rest of the adventurers. Most of them were still snickering slightly, finding the sight of me carrying a half dozen colorful blobs on my back amusing to no end. 
 
    Only Katherine was glaring at me. She seemed upset, rather than wary of me like her previous times staring at me. What had I done? Was it the Oozes? She looked at me as if I had kicked a puppy in front of her! 
 
    I shook my head. I would never understand females. I guess that firmly cemented my belief I was a male Ooze. In mindset if nothing else. 
 
    Katherine bent down to scoop something up off the ground when I turned away to ignore her glares. Whatever her problem was, I would have to deal with it soon. Letting it fester was doing me no favors. 
 
    . 
 
    ‘What is he? What in the Six Hellish Planes of Pluton is he?!’ 
 
    She fumed, ranted, and raged. All in her head, of course. She could not dare to show her true feelings in the open, especially not around people who actually liked the wretched mage! 
 
    Oh, they all thought he was some kind of saint! A hero! The next coming of the Hero-King! 
 
    Despite her immense distrust of the man she couldn’t help but understand why the people of the caravan, merchant or adventurer, thought that way. Gaea had blessed him! Poured divinity atop his head like he was a plant to be watered and nurtured! And he acted as if it was just another day for him! And if that wasn’t enough, his magical ability was far beyond what someone his apparent age could pull off. 
 
    ‘Jellik,’ if that was indeed his real name, was a mystery, and possessed unnatural power. His magic was on par with an A-rank, at least, and though his repertoire of spells was lacking a bit he made up for it with sheer, overwhelming power! 
 
    Everything about the mage screamed ‘wrong’ to her. Mannerisms, the way he moved, his isolationist ways. Not to mention the illusions he was constantly wearing.  
 
    That was one of the first things she noticed about the young man. He was hiding his features, either because he was known to people who might do him harm, or he was a criminal and trying to avoid being recognized by law enforcement. 
 
    Or was it something else? Something more sinister? She had long suspected him, ever since word of a man seeking out the rumored ‘talking slimes’ had appeared in Tywood, asking around for more information. 
 
    Katherine clenched her fists. His fervor, his drive, his desire to find the truth of this rumor was unnatural. Just like everything about him.  
 
    A sudden, terrible thought came to her and she grimaced. What if ‘Jellik’ was actually none other than that bastard who had… who had… 
 
    She cut her thoughts off there. No. He would never show his face in the open, nor would Gaea bless a traitor to her order. This was something else. Someone trained by him, then? Or, gods above and below forbid, made by him, like he had made the one person who made her feel special? 
 
    She suppressed a shiver at that thought. It didn’t matter what or who this ‘Jellik’ was. She would find out the truth and deal with the mage in any way necessary.  
 
    Something caught her eye and Katherine glanced down. There, slightly trampled into the road, was a scale. 
 
    Dark green and covered it dust, it was surprisingly immaculate and intact despite being trod on by a dozen people and horses and wagons. 
 
    She bent down, compelled by her need to collect interesting things, and pocketed the scale. 
 
    It looked draconic in a way. Perhaps a shed scale from a migrating dragon of some kind? Could be worth a few silvers if it was. She grinned as she patted the pouch that now held her newfound treasure. Maybe things would turn out alright after all. 
 
    . 
 
    It paused, a bloody snout lifting up from the carcass it had been feeding upon. It growled and rose, meal forgotten. The scale’s scent had finally returned! 
 
    For days the beast had chased down the thief who had dared to enter its domain and steal from it, yet the person who smelled like tainted magic had continuously led it on a wild chase, always slipping in and out of reality. It had lost the scent a while back, and flown into a violent rage. So great was its fury that the weather had reflected its mood as its mana raged and caused the world around it to tremble. 
 
    A gnawing hunger forced it to rest after calming down. It was not hard for the beast to find food. After all, everything that dwelt within the forest was mere prey to it. But now that the stolen scale was back, it could hunt down the thief and end them. 
 
    The thief would pay. And it would enjoy feasting on their entrails as they begged for mercy and death. 
 
    A savage grin split the blood drenched muzzle of the beast, and it strode forth through the dense undergrowth of the ancient forest, trees quaking and shaking with its passage. Animals of all sizes fled from its path, unwilling to face the Lord of the Dullwilds when it was in such a foul temper. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14: Discoveries and deceptions 
 
      
 
    Our caravan managed to make good time after leaving all the mud and rain behind. The road ahead was clear, and based on Torren’s estimate the convoy might actually reach Arv Prith sooner than anticipated. Apparently, my Mud to Stone marathon had let us push on even further than he’d planned or hoped the other day, and so thanks to me, the group had cut its travel time by about two days. 
 
    Torren was so grateful he almost smiled. Almost. Yorrik whispered to me that this was the happiest he’d seen his uncle in years for a reason that didn’t involve money. 
 
    I then pointed out that delivering supplies and shipments early would be not only be good for his reputation as a businessman, but that he’d get his gold sooner as well. 
 
    The Ranger, realizing I was correct, facepalmed and sulked a bit. I could only laugh at his down trodden expression. 
 
    “Maybe someday he will show affection for something other than profits,” I said, clapping Yorrik on the back.  
 
    “And maybe someone will breed a harmless dragon,” the B-ranker replied with a roll of his eyes. 
 
    “That does sound like an interesting experiment to try,” I mused. Yorrik blanched.  
 
    “Please don’t! The last time a talented mage tried to make a saying truthful, we ended up with actual flying pigs! Now we can’t say ‘when pigs fly!’ ever again!” 
 
    “Ah yes, the Sky Boars,” I said, realizing what he was talking about. “There were a few of them in the Academy’s menagerie. Quite interesting creatures. Though they don’t really fly so much as glide. Their wings aren’t strong enough to lift them.”  
 
    “The point I was trying to make is that if anyone could breed a dragon that’s as dangerous as a cat, it would be you,” Yorrik stated. 
 
    “Don’t know why you think cats aren’t dangerous buggers,” I griped. “Those things are vicious and mean little things! Always trying to use me as a scratching post!” 
 
    The Ranger let out a snort of amusement before glancing at my back. 
 
    “Seems like the Oozes finally left.” 
 
    “Yeah, they clambered off some time after the lunch break. Kinda glad for it too, they were throwing off my balance and making it hard to carry my pack.” 
 
    “They were rather cute, though. I can see why the princess of Varia had one as a pet.” He paused then gave me a strange look. 
 
    “You attended the Royal Varian Mage’s Academy, did you not? Ever meet the princess?” 
 
    “A few times, in passing,” I said evasively. I couldn’t sweat, and my illusion gave nothing away, so Yorrik merely grunted unconvinced before turning back to setting up his tent.  
 
    We’d arrived at the next rest stop, and were preparing our campsite. As usual, my tent was a little bit further from the rest of the group, but this time I put it slightly closer to Katherine’s. 
 
    If I wanted to confront the dwarf maiden, I needed to tempt her into approaching me first. She had obtained that Ward Breaker for a reason, after all. 
 
    So, after setting up my usual number of privacy wards around my tent I settled in to wait for her to come to me. 
 
    I lay back in my sleeping bag, uncomfortable with staying bipedal while lying down. I instinctively wanted to revert to my regular form at all times. Being in my portable bed didn’t help that desire, since the only times I’d been able to be myself this entire trip was at night in my tent. 
 
    Rosa ended up falling asleep while we waited for Katherine to show. I just lay on my ‘back,’ mimicking breathing by taking in air and expelling it from a tiny gap I created in the ‘head’ area of my Del Doll form. My darling Carbuncle liked to refer to it as ‘pretend farting.’ I chose to ignore her with what little dignity I had. 
 
    ~Do you really think she’ll come tonight?~ Tara questioned and I gave the equivalent of a mental shrug back at her. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. But if she wants to do anything to me, she’ll have to do so before we get to Arv Prith if she wants to make it look like an accident.’ 
 
    ~How morbid,~ Tara said dryly and I chuckled. 
 
    ‘True. Anyways, on a different topic, do you think I should be worried about Yorrik? It seems like he has puzzled out who I’m working for, if nothing else.’ 
 
    ~I see no reason why you should be worried about that. Liliana is a princess. She has status and resources so far beyond him that if he tried to do anything to you she could crush him in an instant in all sorts of different ways. Same goes for Katherine.~ 
 
    ‘How very bloodthirsty of you, Tara,’ I said, impressed.  
 
    ~I rather like living inside your head. It’s not as wonderful as true freedom, but without you I’d lose my connection to the outside world and I’d prefer not to go through that.~ 
 
    I hummed in agreement before going still and quiet. Something had brushed up against my senses and a secret ward I had set up beforehand.  
 
    This ward was the most basic of common defense spells. Alert was a technique that did nothing but react by sending a tiny flicker of energy towards the caster if something crossed over its invisible boundary. It was the elementary building block for nearly all other wards and barriers, and it was so simple it was almost always overlooked by others when checking for magical defenses. 
 
    I checked the magic signature of the approaching individual and gave a mental smirk. Katherine was right outside and preparing a dagger shaped artifact that practically throbbed with a potent anti-ward enchantment. It was made of high quality steel and had no real decorations on it except a few runes that were clearly the source of its power.  
 
    She also had an enchanted monocle over her left eye. Based on my observations of it, the artifact had a Detect Magic spell built into it so the wearer could see magic. Useful if someone wanted to interact with wards. 
 
    I lay perfectly still and observed her as she stared at the strands of magic in front of her, before plunging the Ward Breaker into the air in front of my tent flaps. I expected a squeal or crack of displaced energy as my defenses shattered, but to my surprise nothing of the sort happened, and she dragged the blade downwards, tearing a hole open in the barriers rather than outright destroying them. 
 
    That made sense, seeing as she was doing this while sneaking around and loud noises were a good way to get detected. It also raised my appraisal of whoever Katherine was working for, because an anti-ward artifact like that would be worth a fortune, and not something any rag-tag group of criminals would possess. 
 
    After ripping apart the wards she slipped inside, crouched low and hidden by a black cloak that looked rather fetching combined with her dark leather armor.  
 
    The dwarf paused at the entrance to my tent and looked around. 
 
    “You know, if you want to pretend to be sleeping, simply lying on your back and pretending to breath softly is not going to cut it. That looks too unnatural.” 
 
    I tensed up at her words and ceased ‘breathing.’ “Fine then.” 
 
    I lashed out with my ‘feet,’ striking her in the shins and causing her to fall forward. 
 
    She used the momentum to try and drive her enchanted dagger into my chest but my ‘hands’ snapped out and grabbed onto to her wrists. My ‘legs’ then started to twist and bend unnaturally, wrapping around her waist and pinning her in place. 
 
    She gave me a startled look at the disturbing motions my limbs had gone through. No doubt in her mind she was questioning what the hell kind of spell I had used to make my body do that, or if I was even human at all. 
 
    Katherine’s eyes narrowed and she glared at me. “I knew it! You’re one of his, aren’t you?!” 
 
    I remained silent, suddenly feeling confused and that I was lacking some information. 
 
    “If by his you mean hers, then yes, though as far as I am aware I’m the only one,” I shot back, probing her body with a few Detection spells.  
 
    No other magical items, nor enchantments or effects were upon her. Her mana seemed average, though I had no real idea what was average for a dwarf. For all I knew she was either incredibly potent or abysmally weak. Though based on the handful of other dwarves I’d met so far she seemed on the low end. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me!” Katherine hissed, fighting to bring the knife closer to my ‘neck.’ “Your insane amounts of magic, your stand-offish nature, your illusions... all of it points to you working for that sick bastard!” 
 
    “And even more damning, you’ve been looking for them ever since Tywood! Asking about rumors and sightings while playing it off as a researcher of Oozes! Well, I won’t let you hurt them, or allow you to inform your master of anything else!” 
 
    Now I was very confused, as was Tara. It sounded like Katherine was talking about… but no, that couldn’t be it, surely? 
 
    “Are you referring to the talking Oozes?” 
 
    “Of course I am!” she snarled. “Some friends of mine heard about your less-than-subtle searches, and so I came out to confront you. But you are always so damn paranoid, hiding in your tent with countless wards!” 
 
    “Some would argue that my paranoia is justified considered the situation we find ourselves in,” I said in a snarky tone.  
 
    My cheerful mood darkened and I tightened my grip on her. Not that she noticed, considered I was made of jelly and not capable of exerting much pressure through it. 
 
    “Do you know how many favors I had to cash in to get this?” she demanded as she waved her Ward Breaker around, continuing on her rant. “And then I had to wait even longer! First there was the rain storm, then you nearly knock yourself out dealing with the road, and then there were all the Oozes crowding around you! Well no more! Here I am!” 
 
    “Yes, here you are,” I said. I quickly addressed Tara, ‘She’s insane! What should I do?’ 
 
    ~Show her your true form,~ she suggested. At my horrified scoff she explained. ~Listen, I know you’re still upset over Norhelm, but she already suspects you of something. Perhaps confusing you with someone else? But didn’t you notice? She’s after you right now because she knows something about the so-called ‘Talking Oozes’ you were asking about, and is clearly willing to kill to protect some secret.~ 
 
    I mulled it over, and agreed with her after looking back over the conversation so far with the short intruder.  
 
    Taking a deep breath – metaphorically – I let my illusions drip away, revealing my purple, gelatinous, featureless blob of a body. I was still in my Gel Doll form so I could keep a hold of her, though. 
 
    She let out a gasp of shock and her grip on the Ward Breaker faltered, causing it to fall from her hands. 
 
    “No, impossible,” she muttered, staring at me in horror. “He couldn’t have made more! We destroyed his lab and notes!” 
 
    Instead of speaking I surged forth, flowing like a purple tide as I wrapped Katherine’s body up with my own. 
 
    “You know about them!” I accused. “Know about things like me! Where are they?!” 
 
    “I won’t tell you!” Katherine shouted, and she started to struggle in the goopy bonds she found herself trapped in. “I won’t let Baloron get his hands on them! They’re free, damn it, free from your clutches!” 
 
    “Who in the Hells is Baloron?” 
 
    Her struggling ceased, and she stared at me. Or rather, at my ‘head’ which I had kept.  
 
    I had discovered that people were more comfortable with even the slightest hints of familiarity, so whenever I spoke to new people and I had to do so in my true form I made sure to make a ‘head’ of sorts for them to focus on and talk to. Made them less tense and open. 
 
    “Baloron? The Dark Druid?” she asked. I remained silent and confused. 
 
    “Master of the Darkwoods? Member of the Shadowspell Alliance?” she tried again. Still no recognition. The latter name sounded familiar but not entirely. 
 
    “He created you?” she hazarded and I laughed. 
 
    “Unless you mean he created me as a stupid, unintelligent Ooze and dropped me off in the back alleys of Sanc Aldet, then no, I don’t think he created anything like me,” I said in amusement. 
 
    She continued to stare at me like I was an impossible dream. Then her eyes lit up. “No. Freaking. Way. No, no, no, no, no! HA! Hilarious!” 
 
    She suddenly went quiet. “But, but, you said ‘she’ instead of ‘he,’ right?” She stared at me, her eyes pleading for confirmation so I nodded my ‘head.’ A wild look of surprise filled her eyes. 
 
    “I’d heard the rumors about the princess of Varia finding a talking Ooze, but we all assumed it was a joke!” she began to babble, and I listened with interest. 
 
    “Everyone thought it was crazy! And that it survived Triach Effect poisoning? That was so absurd it couldn’t be true! But it was true, wasn’t it?!” 
 
    She let out a demented laugh. Two parts relief and one part disbelief seemed to be the ratio with the emotions in her mirth. 
 
    She then stopped abruptly. “Sweet Cynthia making out with Mother Gaea, I just tried to assassinate Princess Liliana Roan’s pet. Kreblez loc luth!”  
 
    From the flustered sputtering Tara was doing I assumed Katherine had just said something rather obscene in dwarfish.  
 
    “I think we’ve had enough excitement for one evening,” I said slowly. I really wanted to find out more, but her mind was clearly over stressed and I would not get anything out of her for a while.  
 
    I slipped the Ward Breaker into my Dimensional Pocket and gently shoved her back towards the tent flaps, pushing her out into the night. 
 
    She staggered off back to her tent, feet unsteady as she processed what had just happened. I was doing the same on my end. 
 
    ~You’re not freaking out about her knowing your secret. I’m impressed, and somewhat proud,~ Tara said after a minute. 
 
    ‘You were right, she clearly knows something about the Talking Oozes. And whatever it is she knows, she’s dedicated to keeping it a secret. She won’t talk.’ 
 
    I made a hum of thoughtfulness. ‘Can you look into those names she mentioned? Baloron the Dark Druid? And the Shadowspell Alliance? They sound important.’ 
 
    After giving me the affirmative I relaxed and closed the tent back up, making sure to stich the wards Katherine had cut through back together. 
 
    ‘Alright, I’m going to sleep now. Wake me up if someone else tries to attack me.’ 
 
    ~Of course, Jelly.~ 
 
    As I drifted off, I contemplated whether or not I should tell Liliana about this development. On one tendril, it would be good for her to know that not only was I right about there being more to the talking Ooze rumor than first seemed, there was someone else who knew my sort-of-secret identity. 
 
    On the other tendril, I had no idea how my owner would react to this whole situation. She was a level-headed individual but I didn’t want to make any assumptions about her over protectiveness. After all, she had decked someone who had teased Kine one too many times. That had been a fun afternoon. 
 
    I decided to put off any decisions until tomorrow after I had talked with Katherine. 
 
    . 
 
    The next morning I was up bright and early and eager for explanations from the dwarf adventurer. Somehow Rosa had slept through the whole kerfuffle and woken up confused as to why I was so excited. She was also glad I hadn’t been murdered in my sleep by an angry dwarf, but there were some matters that to her took priority. 
 
    After getting dressed I exited my tent, full of confidence I hadn’t known I possessed and my Familiar on my shoulder. Things were looking up for me! Though I was confused as to why everyone was winking at me as I greeted them.  
 
    “So, you like them short?” Mitch asked casually. I tilted my head. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Your women. You like ‘em short?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. Most of the women in my life were not the tallest specimens. Liliana was a little less than average height, and Kine was almost as short as Katherine, though far more willowy and frail.  
 
    And Tilda, well, she’d been a decades old vampire in the body of a thirteen-year-old. Not to mention Rosa was technically a woman, and less than a foot tall. Tara didn’t really count, because her physical form was a towering magical monolith and only really existed inside my head. 
 
    As I thought about it I realized most of the women I’d spent my time with were on the short side. I nodded in agreement towards Mitch’s question. 
 
    “Of course. They’re cute when they’re tiny,” I said firmly. The spearman shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I prefer mine tall and buxom but there’s someone for everyone, right?” 
 
    I just nodded in agreement, still not entirely sure where this line of questioning was going. 
 
    The C-ranked adventurer then leaned in. “So, what sort of stuff did you get into last night?” 
 
    Before I could ask for clarification on what he meant Katherine swooped in and grabbed my right arm. She pulled me away from Mitch with a face that was flushed red. 
 
    “What in the Hells are you doing?!” she hissed at me. I ‘stared’ back at her in confusion. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Her angry expression morphed into one of befuddlement than carefully schooled neutrality. 
 
    “They heard some things coming from your tent last night.” 
 
    “But how? If they’d heard our shouting match wouldn’t they be more curious as to what happened?” I asked, perplexed. “And besides, my wards were only slightly damaged by your Ward Breaker cutting them, they were still operating!” 
 
    “You just mentioned that I cut the wards apart, remember?” she said pointedly. “And that means a little bit of our ‘altercation’ escaped your soundproofing. Not much, just vague sounds and general bits and pieces. And do you know what it sounded like to them, and then for a few of the night watchers to see me stagger out of your tent looking exhausted?” 
 
    Dawning realization and horror began to creep up over me, and despite my illusions it seemed it still bled through enough for Katherine to read it on my face. 
 
    Tara and Rosa were too busy laughing uproariously to offer any moral or mental support, so I was trapped all alone with my embarrassment and a wrathful dwarf. 
 
    Katherine leaned in and delivered the final blow in a dreadfully calm and pleasant whisper. “Congrats, Jellik, now everyone thinks we ‘walked a mile in each other’s shoes’ so to speak.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what the saying is supposed to mean,” I said hesitantly and the much shorter woman reached out and grabbed me by the collar, dragging me down to her eye level. 
 
    “Forgive me if I’m a little too overcome with shame to think of proper witticisms and metaphors you purple goop bastard,” she hissed. 
 
    I nodded in understanding, suddenly very terrified of this young woman. 
 
    She then released me and offered up a sickly smile. 
 
    “So now we’re going to spend the day together, discussing certain topics,” she said softly, and released her hold on my clothes. I scrambled back onto my ‘feet.’  
 
    “And because everyone thinks we are a couple, they won’t find it odd we’re suddenly acting so close with each other?” I assumed, and Katherine nodded sharply. 
 
    We did not speak with each other and simply stood awkwardly next to each other until the caravan started off. 
 
    I was in the rearguard today along with Katherine, and we took the opportunity to discuss what had happened last night. There was a lot to go over and thankfully the wind and distance helped muffle our words from reaching the rest of the group. I dared not raise any privacy wards because I was worried the other adventurers would notice and make very wrong and inappropriate insinuations about the two of us. 
 
    “So, you were a regular Ooze until Princess Liliana used her Bloodline Trait on you?” the dwarf adventurer asked in confirmation. I nodded. 
 
    “Yes. Miraculous Mystery is a bit of an odd Bloodline Trait in that it’s very hard to control. It seemed to activate without her knowing it, and bestowed upon me a mind and soul. I only have the greatest respect and love for her because of it, though.” 
 
    Katherine shook her head in stunned disbelief.  
 
    “I never thought that was possible! I mean, everyone’s heard the stories and legends of the Roan family and their ancestors the Ar-Varians, but to have actual confirmation they could perform miracles without the need for a divine intermediary? Simply mind blowing!” 
 
    “To be fair, I don’t think they can control what Miraculous Mystery does, or when it does it. The Bloodline Trait just activates when it senses there is a need for it,” I pointed out. “Now, onto a different but related topic, what’s the deal with the Talking Oozes you were willing to kill for?” 
 
    The short maiden looked askance as she gathered her thoughts before turning back to me. 
 
    “I suppose the first thing I have to do is explain a few terms. You were unaware who Baloron was, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve not heard of him or his group before,” I said. Tara had done excellent work in her research, but all she’d been able to find was a research paper on Druidic magic written by a mage with his name, and a notice that he had been declared persona non grata by the entire Gaean religion and the Mage’s Academy as well. 
 
    “Baloron is a very foul individual, and a stain on the name and honor of all Druids,” Katherine explained, spitting his name like the vilest of curses. “He earned his moniker ‘The Dark Druid’ due to the fact he was once a loyal disciple of Lady Gaea, but turned his back on her and his own Order after conducting obscene magical experiments and murdering his own master!” 
 
    “He did what?!” I exclaimed. A few people glanced back towards us and I waved them off with an awkward smile plastered upon my illusory face. 
 
    “Sorry, I’ll try to be quieter,” I promised after seeing Katherine’s disapproving frown. “But, he really murdered the man who’d taught him?” 
 
    “Yes. Not only that, but Baloron also stole the Six Branched Staff of Gaea, a holy relic of the Druids,” she said. “He then fled into the Darkwoods, a tainted, untouchable region of the Dullwilds, and has had a bounty on his head for decades.” 
 
    “Decades, huh?” I mused. “Is he an elf?” 
 
    “Half-elf,” Katherine revealed.  
 
    “And the other half?” 
 
    “Dwarf.” 
 
    I finally understood why she was so hostile towards this figure. Brune, while still a country of devout worshippers of the Divine Family, had very strong ties to Gaea and her Druids thanks to the proximity of the Dullwilds. And as a citizen of Brune Katherine naturally found a man who would betray their goddess as the worst sort of heretic. 
 
    Plus, as a dwarf herself she no doubt felt disgusted someone with a part of her people’s blood could be so horrendous.  
 
    “Alright, based on what you’ve told me, I can assume that Baloron was the man responsible for creating the Talking Oozes, then? In some sort of twisted ritual or experiment?” I asked, and she nodded. 
 
    “Exactly. I’m not privy to all the details and technical facts, and I wouldn’t tell you even if I did know, but the long and short of it is the Dark Druid somehow managed to fuse souls into Oozes.” 
 
    I stared at her, utterly repulsed and horrified. 
 
    “He used human sacrifices? Dark magic?” I whispered, and she gave a solemn nod. 
 
    “And dwarf, elf, gnome, orc, and whatever else he could get his hands on,” she muttered darkly. “And he succeeded in binding a soul to an Ooze, creating a new, artificial breed; the Soul Ooze. Only a few dozen survived his experiments, and they all developed minds of their own as well. Hatred and disgust towards their creator caused them to break free of his laboratory and flee.” 
 
    “They eventually came to reside in the hinterlands between Crotia and Arv Prith, living as scavengers for a few years and hiding in secret. Eventually, though, I met one of them.” 
 
    “How did that happen?” I asked, intrigued. 
 
    “As a wannabe thief,” she said with a chuckle. “He was disguised as a human with illusions and a cloak combo not unlike yours. He wanted to work for the Dark Guild and came to Crotia for a job. He needed money and supplies for his family of escapees. They just could not survive off of trash and leftovers anymore.” 
 
    “Ah, so you’re also part of the Dark Guild then,” I guessed softly and Katherine stiffened a bit before forcing herself to relax.  
 
    It made sense now that I thought about it. Her stealthy, cat-like movement grace. Her impressive handling of daggers and small tools. The hard gleam in her eyes when she thought I was a threat. She’d been trained to steal and kill in secret. 
 
    “That’s exactly it. You’re a sharp one,” she admitted.  
 
    “I won’t spread it around,” I promised. “we both have secrets. And despite the fact you are working for criminals I can tell you’re not a bad person. But tell me, are you really registered as an adventurer, or did you forge your documents and badge?” 
 
    “First off, thank you for giving me the benefit of the doubt,” she said thankfully. “Not everyone is so keen to trust a pickpocket, let alone one who works with assassins on the side. As for your question about the Adventurer’s Guild, not even the Dark Guild is crazy enough to make an enemy of them. And forging files and identities is a good way for their own private Inquisitors to come down on you like an adamantium hammer. So yes, I am legally registered as an adventurer. I just never saw the need to go above D-rank when I also had a lucrative side venture as a thief.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” I admitted. Some of the most powerful people in the world worked for the Guild, and the organization had extensive political and economic reach to boot. They were almost a nation unto themselves with their influence and might. 
 
    “Anyways, after I met Valen – that was the Soul Ooze’s name, by the way – we became quick friends. Eventually we learned who he was, though. Not everyone who found out was as understanding. Not to mention Baloron had sent some of his experimental monstrosities to retrieve Valen and his kin, which resulted in a bloody turf war inside of Crotia’s slums.” 
 
    “What happened afterwards?” I asked, worried for the Oozes’ safety. 
 
    “They left,” she said with a heavy sigh of depression. “Their goal was to amass enough wealth so that they could buy their own village and live peacefully away from everyone.” 
 
    “How could they do that? All the countries keep close eyes on who buys land. Sure, some territories fall through the cracks, but how could they purchase an entire village without a background check?” 
 
    “It’s quite easy if you don’t buy land in Orria,” Katherine said smugly. I pondered her words and gasped. 
 
    “Of course! Drakon! You used the Colonial Rights Act to buy territory in the New World colonies!” 
 
    “Exactly!” the dwarf stated proudly. “Ever since the Veil of Mist collapsed after the War of Fallen Gods, the Lost Continent of Drakon has been open to settlement at long last. And every country wants a piece of the pie that is the untapped resources of the Dragonlands. All in all, the paperwork was no trouble. Amassing enough gold to buy the land needed was the tricky part.”  
 
    “In the end, Valen and the Soul Oozes had to take out a loan from the Dark Guild in order to buy their homes, though. They couldn’t stick around after the mess with Baloron’s minions, but they hadn’t made enough coin on their own.” 
 
    “So that’s how you got such a fine Ward Breaker,” I stated, materializing the enchanted dagger from my Dimensional Pocket to drive my point home. “Your group sees them as an investment. When you heard about a mage who was looking into rumors about Oozes, you assumed I was after your friends, which meant I was also after your money in a roundabout way. You were just protecting your interests.” 
 
    “That’s correct, but I also did it for Valen. He deserves better after enduring so much hardship, and I truly care for him. As a friend of course,” she continued hastily. I studiously ignored her red cheeks. 
 
    “That’s why I was so hostile towards you and your mysterious patron,” Katherine said apologetically. “Baloron was also very interested in the different applications of an Ooze, and I feared you might have been working for him to track down my friends and hurt them.” 
 
    “I understand and forgive you,” I replied graciously. “You were looking out for a friend.” 
 
    (Right. Friend,) Rosa snorted in amused disbelief. I was glad Katherine couldn’t hear what my Familiar had said. 
 
    “Anyways,” I said, patting the Ruby Carbuncle’s head to appease her, “what about the Shadowspell Alliance? Does that have anything to do with the Soul Oozes?” 
 
    “Not entirely,” Katherine said slowly, trying to decide how much she should reveal to me. “The Shadowspell Alliance is a series of non-aggression pacts and deals between the four most powerful Dark mages in the world.” 
 
    “Baloron is a one of them. He was regarded as the strongest Druid before he turned his back on his Order, and has only gotten stronger since. He’s rated as a high S-, low X-ranked individual in terms of raw power and threat.” 
 
    I gulped, fear curdling in my belly. Which was most of my body. 
 
    “Oh. Who are the other members?” 
 
    Katherine pursed her lips as she brought their names out of her memories. 
 
    “Jabrid Shogot of the Golden Veil, also known as the Scam King of Riggs, is one of them,” she said. “He rules over a vast criminal enterprise not unlike the Dark Guild but goes more into extortion and corrupt business deals. They say his illusions are so powerful, they can become physical and influence the real world.” 
 
    “Then there is Lady Darna, a Dire Elf who is the definition of insane. She uses magical music to drive people mad, and enjoys turning people on each other. She’s the Vagabond Queen, the only member of the Shadowspell who does not have a permanent base and just travels all over Erafore spreading her demented musical talents.” 
 
    “And last but definitely not least is the founder of the Shadowspell Alliance,” Katherine said, raw hate seeping into her voice. “Vord the Undying, the most dangerous Lich in existence.” 
 
    “He who razed the Earth Elf nation of Esmerelda and laid siege to Karz Thang in the heartlands of the Clanholds. He who stole the First Hammer from its shrine and massacred the inhabitants of Karz Ruod to fuel his ascension to Lichdom. A cancer that must be purged by all the fire in the world!” 
 
    She was panting with fury as she spoke, and I was silent with terror.  
 
    I knew the name Vord the Undying. Who didn’t? He was one of the oldest Undead in existence, and his cruelty was renowned across Erafore. None knew where he dwelt, but his minions were scattered around the world, ready to do his bidding.  
 
    He was also the only magic user who Arnolt Cantos feared. Vord was an X-ranked being, one who had reigned for millennia and only grown stronger. Like the World Paladin or the headmaster, he could topple cities alone and slaughter thousands with ease. However, unlike the two X-ranked people I’d met, Vord was unquestionably evil, and dedicated to perfecting the Dark Arts. 
 
    “And that’s the group you tried to mess with?” I hissed in shock. 
 
    “Baloron’s the only one I have to deal with,” Katherine said dismissively after calming down from her rage. “Their group does not help one another directly, and they only work together for mutual protection and to avoid stepping on each other’s toes. And don’t worry, the Dark Druid won’t come after you. There’s a princess in your corner of the arena. Having the Roan’s as an enemy would be suicidal, even for someone as powerful as him.” 
 
    “You’re a braver person than I,” I admitted. “I ran away from the people I loved because I was scared of hurting them indirectly. There are people who are after me, and I refuse to see Liliana or Kine or Julius or anyone I care for suffer because of me.” 
 
    “But they’re already hurting,” Katherine declared softly. “They love you as well, but you left them.” 
 
    “For their own good, I cannot be with them,” I replied sadly. The dwarf nodded in reluctant understanding. 
 
    “Yeah. For their own good,” she muttered, no doubt having heard those words herself. 
 
    We were silent the rest of the march. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15: Trampled dreams 
 
      
 
    “…and he fell headfirst into the well!” 
 
    Katherine doubled over with laughter, clutching her stomach as her mirth threatened to cause it to burst. 
 
    “No way, that really happened?” 
 
    “You cannot make this stuff up!” I replied cheerfully. “Nor can you deny that even after he was pulled out by a bunch of ropes, the guy still refused to let go of the coin!” 
 
    “Wooo! I’ve heard of people who were crazy about money, both thief and otherwise, but I don’t think anyone I’ve met was so in love with coins they would throw themselves into such trouble for a single copper!” 
 
    “The best part is this was apparently such a common occurrence they have a sign next to the well that asks for people getting water to please be patient while they extract that guy from it.” 
 
    Another round of laughter bubbled out of the dwarf cutpurse disguised as an adventurer. 
 
    Katherine and I had started to get along. Now that we knew each other’s secrets, and were assured neither was not trying to harm each other or anyone we knew, the two of us had started to bond. For the past three days we had been thick as thieves – amusing considering what her other occupation was – spending what time we could just chatting as we marched on with the caravan. 
 
    Not that this had gone unnoticed by the others in the group. Considering what they all thought we had done when Katherine had snuck into my tent I endured jeers and teasing whenever we came to a stop, mostly by Brent and Mitch. Yorrik was just glad I was finally opening up to someone and not spending my time being silent and broody. 
 
    I didn’t mind. I could tell that hanging around with Katherine was good for me as well. It was like a weight had been lifted off my chest whenever I spoke with the fun-sized maiden. The fact that she knew the truth about my appearance and origins and did not care one whit relieved more stress than I’d known I was carrying.  
 
    We talked about this and that, swapping stories about our respective adventurers and hijinks.  
 
    I learned more about the Soul Oozes as well. Most importantly, Katherine agreed to arrange for a ship to take me to Drakon and the Soul Oozes’ hidden village. Only she, the Dark Guild’s boss, and a small assortment of inner circle members within Crotia, knew its location.  
 
    Katherine would justify taking me to them by explaining I was a Soul Ooze who had escaped but fled in a different direction from the rest. And only now was I aware of where my kin had gone. 
 
    Flimsy, and only the boss would know the full truth about my existence and where I’d really come from, but the story would hold for the time I had to spend waiting in Arv Prith over the winter. I’d agreed to let Katherine tell the Dark Guild’s guildmaster about me because I needed their help to find the Soul Oozes. And I knew that the Dark Guild wouldn’t dare to make an enemy of the Varian Royal family, so I was safe as long as I didn’t do anything to cause them to consider me a threat.  
 
    And come spring when the storms stopped rattling the beaches and ocean Katherine and I would depart for Drakon, the New Frontier. 
 
    No lies, I was perhaps more excited for this than I’d ever been about anything else. Finally, I would be able to be with beings similar to myself! I would not be alone anymore! 
 
    “Alright, your turn! Tell me about the most bizarre thing involving money that ever happened to you,” I said, turning to her. She tapped her chin in thought. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s a tricky one,” she mused. “I’ve seen a lot of crazy stuff in my time in both of my jobs, so picking the weirdest might be hard.” 
 
    After thinking a bit more she lit up. 
 
    “I know! This one time, I had been hired to steal some shipping manifests from this noble who was embezzling gold from the Merchant’s Union. His manor was completely ridiculous with such tacky décor. He had a solid gold statue of himself in the entrance hall, and then another one, also gold, doubling as a water fountain. I have never seen someone waste good money on such a narcissistic pursuit.” 
 
    “Wow, that is a ridiculous waste of money!” I laughed. “Isn’t that right, Rosa?” 
 
    (Lord Grangrid, one of the rulers of the Elemental Plane of Earth, has statues of himself made of not just gold, but silver, platinum, and entire blocks of precious jewels. He keeps one in every room of his palace. Even the guest bedrooms,) my Carbuncle said blandly as she munched on a dried apricot. 
 
    I repeated what she had said and Katherine whistled. 
 
    “She knows the Exarch of Earth?” 
 
    (Not personally. It’s a common dare among Carbuncles to sneak into his home. He has lots of guards and traps and stuff, but he’s decent enough so he doesn’t really get mad if we do so. He likes gems and stuff and that never ages, so us Carbuncles press both of his buttons, so to speak.) 
 
    Katherine shook her head in amazement after I translated. “To think you’ve been to the Elemental Plane of Earth! It’s considered a holy land to many dwarves thanks to all the resources that can be found there. As well as being the site of Lord Kazum’s summer home.” 
 
    “From what little I saw of it Gaeum was amazing,” I agreed. “Don’t know if I’d want to live there, though. Nothing but tunnels and caverns and never a glimpse of sky? Not my cup of tea.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Katherine shrugged. “It’s not for everyone. Even dwarves can get claustrophobic after a while as well. It’s why some cities are as much above ground as they are below. Like Arv Prith.” 
 
    We lapsed into a pleasant silence for a while, just listening to the sounds of wildlife preparing for winter and the leaves rustling in the breeze. 
 
    “You know, I was meaning to ask you, how did you find out about my investigation of the rumors so quickly? I can only assume Tywood has its own Dark Guild representatives in it somewhere, it is a decently sized settlement, but would they have been so quick to respond if someone was looking around for mere rumors on the matter of talking Oozes?” 
 
    “It does, and they did, but it was another person who helped collaborate on confirmation your intentions. Or at least, that you were interested in Valen’s people.” 
 
    “Really? Who was it?” I asked. 
 
    “It was my father,” Katherine said proudly. I remained silent. She tilted her head at my lack of reaction. 
 
    “You know, Edon Shale?” 
 
    More blank, uncomprehending silence from me. 
 
    “He was the merchant you traveled into Tywood with!” she exclaimed, and I nodded as realization came to me. 
 
    “Oh, him! Now that I think about it there are some similarities between the two of you,” I claimed as I took a closer look at Katherine. 
 
    “You traveled with him for a few days and you never bothered to learn his name?” the dwarf maiden demanded incredulously.  
 
    “To be fair, I had other things on my mind,” I said in an attempt to defend myself. Tara tsked in disappointment in my head and Rosa rolled her eyes at my response. 
 
    “Whatever,” Katherine muttered in a dejected tone. “Anyways, he sent me a letter about you, and how you were researching Oozes. That, combined with the Tywood’s Dark Guild’s notice, was enough to convince us your existence and purpose weren’t mistakes on our agent’s parts. And so, we planned accordingly for how to deal with you.” 
 
    “Sneak into my tent and try to stab the truth out of me,” I stated snarkily. Katherine huffed but didn’t refute my claim. 
 
    “Does your father know you work for the Dark Guild?” I asked cautiously after the thought sprung into my head. 
 
    Katherine shook her head vigorously. “He doesn’t. And he never will. He just knows I made friends with Valen and the Soul Oozes and was helping them. He found out their secret by accident but agreed to help as well. After all, Baloron is an enemy of the dwarves as well, and anyone who is an ally of Vord is to be thwarted at every turn. Such is our hate for that Lich.” 
 
    That put a damper on the mood and we stared off into the distance for a bit. 
 
     “So, what do you think will be for lunch?” I asked after a few minutes of silently contemplating reality and the meaning of life.  
 
    “Probably more beef stew,” she said with a grimace. “I like meat as much as the next person, but it’s hard to stomach it when it’s all boiled and mushy.” 
 
    “At least I can turn off my sense of taste at will,” I said.  
 
    “Well the rest of us can’t,” Katherine said bitterly. She then got thoughtful. 
 
    “How are you able to sustain your body with so little food, though? Rosa eats more than you, and she’s barely larger than some of the stuff she eats! You told me you’re far larger than you appear thanks to judicious use of magic, and even Valen and the others had to eat much more than a regular human to sustain themselves.” 
 
    “I’m a Royal Ooze, a cut above the average kind,” I said with a shrug. “I can feed off the magic in the air to an extent, and eat anything organic if I need the energy. So usually I just make sure my sense of taste is not active then eat a bunch of grass and twigs and stuff as we camp for the night.” 
 
    “As for Rosa, well, it’s impolite to ask a woman their weight or their age. Also, I’m pretty sure the food just gets transmuted into raw magical energy inside her somehow,” I said, poking the Ruby Carbuncle in her tummy. She giggled and swatted my hand away. I dove in for some tickles as revenge. 
 
    “You two are really close,” Katherine said, smiling fondly as she watched the two of us fool around. 
 
    “She’s been one of my closest companions, and has been at my side since my journey began. I’m proud to call her my friend.” 
 
    Rosa glowed even brighter in her embarrassment. 
 
    (Stop, you’re making me blush!) She said with a laugh.  
 
    Katherine chuckled at our antics. “I’ll say it again; you two are close. Like siblings.” 
 
    She sighed wistfully at that. 
 
    “No brothers or sisters of your own?” I questioned.  
 
    She shook her head, but before she could say anything a loud cacophony erupted off in the distance. 
 
    I tensed, readying my mana, while Katherine went for her knives. The rest of the group was worried as well, the merchants trying to steady their steeds while the adventurers took positions around the rim of the caravan to act as guards.  
 
    Other travelers on the road were looking around nervously as well, trying to detect the source of the sounds. 
 
    Braying, barking, hollering, screaming, and hooting all poured forth, and I finally pinpointed the origin. 
 
    “It’s coming from the Dullwilds!” Yorrik exclaimed, beating me to the punch. 
 
    Everyone turned to face the north, where the distant tree line could be seen. The tops of trees were shaking, and the sun was blotted out as hundreds of birds took flight, soared into the sky, and streamed off away from the enchanted forest. 
 
    Yorrik drew his bow, and I hopped on top of a wagon for a better view of the field and casting angle for my spells. Rosa flew into one of my pockets on the robe and withdrew her needle-sword, brandishing it fiercely. 
 
    I noticed she was trembling slightly, and whatever had spooked the beasts in the Dullwilds had affected her too. 
 
    Travelers were starting to gather around us, as we were the largest armed group on the road at the minute. Torren allowed them in, letting women and children huddle in the center of the convoy as the men and adventurers readied their weapons. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked Yorrik, and the Ranger shook his head. 
 
    “No idea, but it sounds like the entire forest is moving.” 
 
    “Rosa, what about you? Can you tell what’s happening?” 
 
    (Fear,) she mumbled, clutching her weapon. (They’re all afraid.) 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Before I could inquire for clarification the edge of the forest erupted in a seething tide of fur and flesh. 
 
    Animals of all species and breed poured out in a single wave. Deer and squirrels ran alongside wolves and bears, and magical beasts such as Oozes, Dire-breed, and even a few unicorns madly fled the limits of the Dullwilds. 
 
    “Brace yourselves!” Yorrik shouted, nocking an arrow. “Only aim at the ones that try to breach the convoy’s perimeter! Let the rest flee unhindered!” 
 
    His bowstring twanged, and a wild-eyed wolf collapsed with an arrow through its neck. 
 
    I followed his example by gouging a huge ditch in the path of the oncoming stampede, widening the highway’s swale into an impromptu moat. Some of the animals turned to avoid it.  
 
    A few however leapt over the wound in the ground and continued to scamper towards us. 
 
    A volley of Magic Arrows was my answer to those interlopers, as well as a few other spells that fired off by nearby adventurers. 
 
    Blood gushed and sprayed as the magical attacks slammed into the beasts, but they refused to let up their reckless dash, and moments later the wave of wild animals crashed into the line of wagons and defenders. 
 
    I saw a wolf impale itself on Mitch’s spear, while Brent’s axe clattered against a stag’s horns. Yorrik dropped another slavering beast with a well-placed shot between its eyes. And Katherine was forced to fight off the racoons and Dire Rats that were panicking towards the convoy. 
 
    Blades flashed and magic burst and screams echoed across the field. I could no longer use my attack spells with the targets pressing so close to my companions and allies, so I retreated to the back and began casting buffs and enhancements over the adventurer’s equipment while also flinging out a weak healing spell or two.  
 
    I was not as adept in magic that used the Element of Light as I would have liked, and could only mend small cuts and bruises at this point. But every little bit helped. 
 
    And eventually the tide started to turn. Startled by the blood, most of the herbivores trying to escape the Dullwilds began to swerve to avoid the wagons and the blood-stained stretch of road we were on. 
 
    However, some of the more predatory beings were driven into an even greater frenzy by the scent of gore. 
 
    Yorrik had to put away his bow and drew his two swords as a massive, bipedal flightless owl charged out of the woods. 
 
    ~Such an impressive specimen of an Owlbear!~ Tara exclaimed as Yorrik clashed against it, the magical beasts’ claws collided with reinforced steel and the Ranger began a deadly dance with the monster. 
 
    ~Could you ask Yorrik if you get some talon clippings? Owlbear claws are a component in a strength boosting potion I think you’d enjoy brewing.~ 
 
    “I’ll get right on that afterwards,” I muttered. Katherine shot me a confused look and I waved her off. 
 
    “Don’t mind me, just talking out loud.” I then quickly Sharpened her daggers and she dove back into the battle. 
 
    ‘Any other components you’d like?’ I inquired, using telepathy this time. 
 
    ~Powdered stag horn is a nice potion thickener. Useful when you want to brew in bulk but don’t want to lose too much quality.~ 
 
    A beaver lunged at me, and I twisted to the side, avoiding its buckteeth. It scampered off, too afraid to attack anyone. It was soon replaced by a mass of large grey toads the color of dirt that tried to hop past. 
 
    ~And if you could, try to keep the eyes and tongues of those Grand Terra Toads intact. They can be used to make an antidote for petrifaction if Grey Fever or Rockbane herbs are not available.~ 
 
    After picking off a few of the magical amphibians per Tara’s request, I hurled a glob of acid at a massive spider with a spiked red abdomen that was approaching far too quickly for my liking. It hissed at me as the purple-green goo ate away at its face. I dodged a spray of toxins it spat at me in retaliation, and fired a Stone Shot at its legs, the earthen projectile tearing its front left limb off with a spurt of greenish ichor. 
 
    “From the depths, rise! The world is a weapon! Earth Spikes!” I called, and the earth below the Blood Silk Spider erupted straight up as three sharpened spears which punctured its body. It twitched before falling still, its legs curling. 
 
    ~Ooh, and if you can harvest some silk from that Blood Silk Spider we can use it to stick runes into your robes for added protection!~ 
 
    ‘This is just one big buffet of loot for you, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ~Of course it is. Free stuff is free stuff. And the Guild is clear on the rules for claiming spoils of war from slain monsters. By the way, there’s a Mooncalf incoming at Three O’clock. You may want to kill it before it gets too close to the horses.~ 
 
    I glanced over towards the area Tara pointed out to me and winced at the hideous beast that was approaching.  
 
    The Mooncalf looked vaguely like a cow, but with tentacles instead of legs or tail, no head, and where its udder should have been a snapping, slavering maw drooled.  
 
    The livestock around us had already started to panic thanks to the monster’s magical aura which drove hoofed mammals insane.  
 
    I aimed my hands at the Mooncalf and chanted. “Render my foes down to nothing! Melt the flesh, melt the bones! Dissolving Lance!” 
 
    Droplets of purple acid congealed in front of my outstretched palms and quivered as my mana filled them and shaped them into a three-foot-long spear of melting death. 
 
    It fired with the speed of an arrow and struck the Mooncalf head on. The Level Four spell went clean through the beast, splitting the monster in twain, and eventually lodged into the trees behind it, melting a hole through the bark. The corpse collapsed wetly onto the ground and slowly dissolved into a puddle of bubbling goo. 
 
    A dozen or so more creatures rushed out of the Dullwilds before a nervous silence fell on the group. Everyone looked around uneasily, waiting for the other shoe to drop.  
 
    When no more creatures emerged sighs of relief went through everyone and the adventurers drooped in exhaustion. 
 
    The stampede had only lasted around fifteen minutes, but it had created a path of devastation around the road, and had worked the convoy’s defenders hard to keep the worst of the frenzied beasts at bay. 
 
    Now that the danger seemed to have passed people began to wander around the battlefield collecting trophies from the fallen animals. 
 
    I went around picking out the items Tara had requested while also passing out personally brewed Minor Healing Potions to all the adventurers. 
 
    “Thanks, Jellik,” Yorrik said gratefully as he took the offered vial. He uncorked it and drained the salmon colored substance in a single draught. 
 
    “Do you have any idea what in the Hells that was?” I demanded, staring out over the field of animal carcasses. “Rosa said they felt afraid of something, but she wasn’t sure as to what it was.” 
 
    “I agree with her assessment that they were running from something, but I, too, am at a loss as to what could possibly evoke such a reaction,” the Ranger replied. He kicked the corpse of the Owlbear that was at his feet. 
 
    “These feathered creatures are one of the top predators of the Dullwilds. Not to mention a freaking Mooncalf was driven out as well. Both of them are B-ranked magical creatures, yet they were so utterly terrified of whatever was chasing them that they didn’t even bother to dodge or use their unique abilities. They were just operating on pure primal instincts in their desire to escape.” 
 
    “Hey, do you mind if I grab some of those talons?” 
 
    “Oh, sure, go ahead.” Yorrik stepped aside, allowing me to reach down and shear the thick claws off with a carving knife Katherine had been kind enough to lend me. 
 
    “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt, but these are top quality alchemy reagents and it’s hard to find them on the market,” I stated apologetically. The B-ranker just nodded his head in understanding. 
 
    “It’s fine, I’m rather excited as well. Owlbear feathers are used in upscale dresses and I plan on getting some for my girl. She’ll look lovely with them.” 
 
    “Oh, in that case, why not take some of the Blood Silk Spider silk?” I offered, gesturing towards the butchered arachnid. “It’s easily enchantable so it’s used in protective garments. And it breathes like a dream.  Already took the amount I needed, but there’s still a lot left.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jellik, that’s very kind of you,” Yorrik said, and he headed over to check it out. 
 
    I sensed Katherine approaching from behind and waved vaguely in her direction. 
 
    “Glad to see you’re alright. Find any good loot?” 
 
    “Just some venison,” the dwarf said happily. “Now we can have some cooked steaks for dinner. I don’t really need anything else.” 
 
    “Not even some hides to make leather out of? Plenty of decent quality furs too. I’m already picking out my winter coat.” I shivered at the thought of the snow and ice that would soon descend upon the world. “I hate the cold. Hate it to death.” 
 
    “Valen was the same. Couldn’t stand cooler weather. One time, he nearly froze solid when he was on a stakeout and became a Slime-cicle.” 
 
    “Not sure that would sell very well. Unless it was a frozen Berry Ooze. Those taste like a fruit cocktail,” I mentioned. 
 
    “You’ve eaten Oozes before?” the secret thief asked incredulously. I shrugged, then stood up and slipped the Owlbear’s talons into my Dimensional Pocket. 
 
    “A few times. I try not to make a habit of it. Once was to save Princess Liliana from some Poison Oozes which had been released into the palace, another time was a mercy kill. The poor critter’s core had cracked and it wasn’t strong enough to mend the damage. I let it die with dignity,” I explained sadly, thinking back to that event.  
 
    That was also the incident that led to my ‘discovery’ back in Norhelm. I shook my ‘head’ to clear the dreary thoughts away.  
 
    “Trying to clear your head of bad thoughts?” Katherine asked. I nodded and she folded her arms as she looked me over. “That was a surprisingly humanoid gesture for you. Valen and the others didn’t have much trouble with gestures and the like thanks to possessing ‘muscle memory’ of sorts thanks to the souls used to make them, but I’d have expected you to have a bit more trouble with regular body language.” 
 
    “I’m trying to blend into society, and learning to perform certain gestures like handshakes for greetings or head movements for assent or rejection are vital for that,” I stated. 
 
    She shrugged and looked around the field. “Are you going to bury the bodies with your magic?” 
 
    “That or melt them. Don’t want to create any diseases or zombies with so many corpses littering the area,” I claimed. I turned to face her. “Do you have any idea what caused this?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not at all. I’ve never heard of anything like this happening before.” 
 
    I sighed in annoyance. ‘Tara, see if you can find anything at all. I have a feeling this was not the end of our woes.’ 
 
    ~Got it, Jelly.~ 
 
    As Tara began to shift through her extensive collection of knowledge I joined Katherine in a walk back towards the caravan.  
 
    I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching me and laughing, and a dark suspicion formed in my mind that this was somehow the work of my stalker.  
 
    I steeled my nerves. I refused to let this man push me around and harass me. Sooner or later he would show up, and I would put him down! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16: Night-time greetings  
 
      
 
    “Hey, Katherine, can you keep watch over my tent tonight? Make sure no one disturbs me?” 
 
    “Uh, sure, I guess. Why, though?” 
 
    We were setting up camp for the night near a fast-flowing stream. Everyone was smiling as we finally had a chance to wash our blood-stained garments. Trudging several miles covered in filth was not pleasant, even more so for people who could not turn off their sense of smell like I could. Not to mention it had been a while since anyone had had a bath. 
 
    As it stood the adventurers were in good cheer as we put together a laundry detail and prepared to wash ourselves as well as our clothes later that evening. 
 
    Katherine was beside me as we brought our own dirtied clothes to the pile. I was dressed in a ratty old grey robe to replace my gore spattered one, and Katherine was in a rather fetching pair of casual clothes. Despite being a tunic and trouser combination, the outfit had a distinctly feminine cut to it, and it looked good on her. 
 
    “I plan on visiting my owner tonight. I haven’t had a chance to do so this entire trip, mostly because I was a bit concerned about people finding out my secret. And your previously antagonistic attitude compounded my unwillingness to see her.” 
 
    “How can you visit the princess in a single night? Isn’t she living in Manatrem right now at the Academy?” the dwarf questioned before a gleam entered her eyes. 
 
    “Do you know how to teleport? Or maybe Astral Project yourself?” 
 
    “Yes to the latter, though I use Astral Projection in conjunction with a copy of myself to basically move from one body to another. I call it Astral Takeover.” 
 
    “That’s… actually quite odd,” she claimed, looking at me with a critical eye. “You’re a very unusual being. Valen and the rest couldn’t do half the things you can.” 
 
    “I’m a Royal Ooze, the top of my species’ food chain so to speak,” I explained. I dropped my dirty clothes in the pile near the stream and wandered off with Katherine trailing behind after she turned in her laundry and giving a stern warning to the poor sap on duty that if he mishandled her unmentionables she would do terrible, unmentionable things to him. 
 
    “Royal Ooze are exceedingly rare, and we possess far more magic than even most humans,” I continued once we were some distance away from the bulk of the group. “It’s why I can cast so many spells, and high-level ones at that, despite being only three and a half years old or so.” 
 
    “So you’re a super toddler, got it,” Katherine said dismissively. “Back to your original question, sure, I can make sure you have a nice evening with your lady. Be sure to ask her not to send any assassins after me for uncovering your secret the way I did. It would be rather awkward to have to fight off someone I know from the Dark Guild.” 
 
    “I imagine so,” I retorted dryly. “But I promise Liliana will only know as much as necessary.” 
 
    The dwarf maiden nodded thankfully and with more than a little relief before wandering off to find someone to cook up the game she’d scored from the stampede. I felt a glimmer of anticipation come to life at the thought of a nice venison steak. 
 
    It would be nice to have something edible for once that wasn’t a stew of some kind. Not to disparage the skills of the convoy’s cook, but even an Ooze gets tired of ‘creamed something-or-other’ after two weeks. 
 
    . 
 
    My vision slowly returned, and I felt around with my senses. Yup, I was definitely in my clone, and relaxing in its glass tank. 
 
    “Hello? I’m here for a visit!” I called out as I created some tendrils and hoisted myself out of the transparent container. 
 
    I looked around, not seeing anyone in Liliana’s room. I hopped onto her desk, careful not to nudge any of the papers scattered about. As I examined the contents of the desk I noticed that one of the stacks was all the class work that had piled up for me. I heaved a heavy sigh and reached out for a quill and some ink. 
 
    That was how Liliana, Kine, and Clarabel found me when they walked inside. 
 
    “Jelly, you’re back!” my owner cried as she scooped me up into a squishing hug. 
 
    “Ah! Watch the quill, there’s still ink on it!” I warned as she cuddled me close to her chest. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry, it’s just been so long since you’ve stopped by,” she said with a dusting of red on her cheeks. She carefully lowered me back onto the desk. I proceeded to put away the assignments I had finished in an orderly fashion before turning back to the trio of young women. 
 
    “So, it’s been a while. And hello, Clarabel. Haven’t seen you around recently.” 
 
    The granddaughter of Cathedral City’s pontifex nodded mutely, clearly uneasy being around me. I didn’t blame her, though.  
 
    I had been tricked by Tilda into engaging with the noble girl in a prank war of sorts my first year at the Academy. The incognito vampire had played the two of us against each other in order to cover her own operations inside the Academy which culminated in Liliana being kidnapped and me killing her aunt who sought to use the princess of Roan in a magical ritual. 
 
    I had not exactly made a friend out of Clarabel, nor had I really tried to patch things up with her afterwards before I left. But I did act politely and avoided making her uncomfortable whenever we were together. She was friends with my owner and Kine now. Rather close friends with the latter, if rumors were true. 
 
    “So how are things going? Is the researching going well? I got your notes from Tywood, but have you observed anything new since then?” 
 
    “Yes, there was an interesting event some time ago,” I began, and retold the story of when I’d drained my magic and gotten nursed back to health by a gathering of Oozes. 
 
    While impressed and excited about this new information I did receive a harsh scolding from Liliana about reckless endangerment. Kine just looked disappointed in me and that cut even deeper than my princess’ words. 
 
    “Anything else happen? Meet anyone interesting?” Liliana asked after her tirade was over. She sat down at the desk while Kine and Clarabel sat on the bed. 
 
    “Well, I did meet a B-ranked adventurer. Yorrik ‘Twin Fang’ Vastonne is travelling with me,” I mentioned. While I spoke I returned to my tall stack of homework. My multitasking skills were highly honed by this point so talking and writing were simple enough to do at once. 
 
    My owner’s expression became excited and she leaned in. “Really? What’s he like?” 
 
    “Kind,” I said after thinking it over. “Not unlike an older brother. He’s put up with my stand-offish nature better than some of the others. Plus, he’s got loads of adventuring experience and is happy to share it.” 
 
    “That’s great, Jelly! I’m glad you’ve made a friend,” Liliana said cheerfully. “Does he know about your true form?” 
 
    I wobbled side to side to emulate a shake of the head. “No, he doesn’t.” 
 
    The princess pouted in disappointment. “You’ll never make close friends if you don’t trust each other. Tell me: do you really think this man would think less of you for being an Ooze?” 
 
    “I think he would be more annoyed that I hid the truth for so long,” I guessed. 
 
    “Think about doing so. At the end of your quest, at the very least,” Kine suggested and I sighed before bobbing up and down. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll consider it,” I said. “I suppose having two people know wouldn’t be such a bad thing.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you for trying to overcome the trauma of Norhelm,” Liliana said joyfully. “I have to admit, I don’t know if I could recover so easily from it, but the reason Kine, Rosa, and I keep pushing for you to come to terms with the event is because we only want you to be happy with who you are, not what other people may think.” 
 
    Her heartfelt relief at my slow but steady recovery filled me with inner peace and tingles of joy. 
 
    I put down my quill and hopped into my owner’s lap and let myself be petted. I caught a glimpse of Kine’s jealous face and decided I would let her pet me later. 
 
    “I have some questions,” Clarabel said, her right hand raised as if it was a classroom. Such a dutiful girl. 
 
    “What are they?” I inquired in between rumbling purrs as I was stroked and rubbed. 
 
    “First, what exactly was this ‘Norhelm’ incident anyways? You keep mentioning it as something that traumatized you and made you unwilling to trust people with knowledge you are an Ooze.” 
 
    “It’s not a pleasant memory for me, but long story short, I was passing by a village in the north of Varia early on in my days traveling alone and they needed help. They couldn’t afford a request from the Adventurer’s Guild so I helped them out for free. But, in the process of saving them, I was found out to be a monster by a villager.” 
 
    I trembled as those dark memories returned. “To put it politely, they took umbrage at my deception and chased me out. To describe it truthfully, the villager who found out formed an angry mob even after I had risked my life to help them.” 
 
    “Alright, I won’t pry any further about Norhelm. I can tell this hurt you badly,” Clarabel said. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, relieved. Liliana and Kine’s moody and unhappy expressions brightened up. 
 
    “As for my second question; you just said ‘two’ in regards to the number of people knowing your secret in the group you’re currently traveling with. Did you actually tell someone else about your, uh, ‘origins?’” 
 
    My owner and her diminutive best friend perked up and shot me intrigued, expectant looks. 
 
    I chuckled and leapt across into Kine’s lap. The half-elf girl brightened up and began to eagerly cuddle with me. Now it was Clarabel’s turn to look jealous. 
 
    “Yes, someone did find out I was an Ooze.” 
 
    “What? How?” Liliana demanded.  
 
    “Interesting story, that. You know those rumors about talking Oozes I was chasing? Turns out they were real and this person knew about it.” 
 
    As I told the trio about Katherine and the Soul Oozes I was careful to avoid letting them know about her affiliation with the Dark Guild and the exact way we found out each other’s secrets. 
 
    “I will let the headmaster know the Shadowspell Alliance is up to no good,” Liliana assured me. “They’re a threat even my father takes seriously, and if one of them is indeed performing such heinous experiments on unwilling participants near our kingdom both he and Sir Cantos need to be informed.” 
 
    “That’s good. Also, ask him to inquire about newly founded colonies in Drakon. That’s where the Soul Oozes fled to, and where I’m heading once spring rolls around.” 
 
    “Be careful. Lots of draconic beings dwell there,” Kine informed me. 
 
    “I will, don’t worry,” I said before I nuzzled up against her. 
 
    “I hate to keep interrupting, but you said that when you were blessed by Gaea at the Idol of Traveler’s Boon near Crotia it looked like tears of light fell on you from the statue’s face?” Clarabel remembered. 
 
    “That’s what my companions said it looked like. Why, do you know something?” I asked the granddaughter of the pontifex. 
 
    “I know a lot of things pertaining to matters of theology,” she said, flipping her long blonde hair over her shoulder in a haughty manner. Her mood quickly shifted to one of contemplation. “And one of those facts is that the last time anyone was blessed by Gaea in such a manner, it was the man who would become known as the Hero of Shadows.” 
 
    “Barron of the Heroic Six!” I gasped, Liliana and Kine looking up in interest. “He was the leader of the adventurers who discovered the World Rebellion’s involvement in instigating the War of Fallen Gods!” 
 
    “Indeed. No other person has ever received a similar blessing like his. Until you. This raises a lot of questions.” Clarabel stared at me for a long time, a look of contemplation upon her face. 
 
    “Jelly, are you one of…” 
 
    “Anyways! I have a lot of other things to tell you about my trip so far!” I exclaimed, loudly interrupting Clara’s question. Kine and Liliana noticed my abrupt attempt to switch topics, but let it go for now. They were interested in all the things I had seen and done. 
 
    As I talked I discreetly slipped a miffed Clarabel a scrap of paper I had acquired from my stack of class work. She took it and looked the hastily scribbled note over. 
 
    ‘Yes, I am supposedly one of Nia’s three Chosen Ones from the recent prophecy. Please, do not spread it around, I don’t want them to worry about me.’ 
 
    The aristocrat from Cathedral City shot me a glance after reading the note I had passed her, then stuffed it into her left shoe without either of the other occupants of the room noticing. 
 
    I held back a chuckle, as well as a bit of relief. Clarabel wasn’t going to tell them for now. I still wasn’t sure when I was going to let my owner know I was involved in all this prophecy business, but I had a feeling it would be sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Tell us more about this Katherine woman. Is she really as short as Kine?” Liliana inquired, bringing my attention back to the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, she is. Perhaps a touch taller than her, in fact. But the dwarf looks larger than Kine because our darling little lady here is so much more svelte than Katherine.” 
 
    “To think Kine is as small as a dwarf! Are you sure you’re not actually half-gnome?” Liliana joked. 
 
    The adorable pout the Qwanese girl gave made all of us coo and quickly apologize for teasing her. 
 
    “At least I could never mistake you for her, Kine. She hasn’t mastered the puppy dog eyes like you have,” I claimed. I immediately regretted my decision to talk as she turned her gaze on me. I quailed under the soul piercing nature of her cuteness.  
 
    “You need to find a way to weaponize that ability of yours,” Clarabel said with dry amusement as she watched me squirm under the effects of Kine’s stare. 
 
    “Gah! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I’ll stop making fun of you so please stop giving me that look!” I begged. After a moment the half-elf relented and I let out a whimper. 
 
    “Whew! Been awhile since I’ve been on the receiving end of that! I’d forgotten how potent it was!” I said and slumped, turning into a purple puddle on the bed. Kine poked me and I jiggled. 
 
    “AH! Stop that, it tickles!” 
 
    That statement I made was a mistake, and the trio proceeded to attack me viciously with pokes and prods. 
 
    I lay on the bed exhausted after the grueling test of my endurance. Who knew a marathon of tickles could take so much out of a person? 
 
    “Anything else to report?” Liliana asked after as I caught my breath. Metaphorically of course as I lacked lungs and proper breathing organs. 
 
    “Just that I should be in Arv Prith in three days if everything goes according to plan,” I gasped out. “Hopefully there won’t be any more mysterious stampedes to slow us down.” 
 
    “Do you still not know what caused the denizens of the Dullwilds to go berserk?” 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to do any investigating. Maybe after I get to the port and make arrangements for passage to Drakon and staying the winter, but it’s not at the top of my To Do list,” I said in response to Kine’s question. 
 
    “Could someone please pick me up and drop me back in the glass tank? I’m a bit tired.” 
 
    “Of course, Jelly. Up you go!” Liliana scooped me off the bed and gently deposited me back in my clone’s home. 
 
    “It’s been fun catching up with you three. Liliana, please make sure Arnolt knows what Baloron and the Shadowspell Alliance are up to. Kine, keep being cute. Clarabel, no hanky panky during school days.” 
 
    Clarabel turned crimson and sputtered indignantly while Kine looked away with her face a similar hue of red. 
 
    “And you be careful on your end, Jelly,” Liliana ordered, skillfully ignoring the other pair in the room. “This ‘Baloron’ fellow isn’t the only person who’s after you. Your mysterious stalker is still on the loose.” 
 
    “Understood, my princess. I will be on the lookout. You can count on me!” 
 
    My owner’s smiling face was the last thing I saw before I shut off my senses and retreated into my original body.  
 
    However, I couldn’t help but notice the worry her eyes had contained as she bid me a fond farewell and goodnight.  
 
    She truly was the most caring person I knew. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17: Slime and rage 
 
      
 
    “Well, it’s been fun, but I think I’m glad we only have another two days on the road left till we reach Arv Prith,” I proclaimed happily. Katherine nodded in agreement from her spot beside me. 
 
    “I know, my calves are killing me. You’re so lucky you don’t have muscles and thus are immune to the greatest downside of traveling: the walking.” 
 
    “Just because I lack the musculature of a human doesn’t mean I don’t get tired. It’s more of a mental strain, instead of a physical one though. Do you know how hard it is to stay in this bipedal form for hours on end and pretend to know how to walk?” I asked. The dwarf maiden shrugged. 
 
    “Fairly hard?” 
 
    “Try hopping on one leg for a mile while reading a book. That’s fairly close to how it feels to me.” 
 
    Katherine glanced over at me with a quizzical look. “How do you know what that feels like for a human or dwarf?” 
 
    “Back before I left the Royal Varian Mage’s Academy there were a few professors there who were extremely interested in my unusual existence. I did a lot of experiments with them in order to expand my own understanding of myself. Not like there was anyone I could talk to about controlling or expanding my newfound powers.” I chuckled as a few memories of some of the more exotic and ridiculous experiments came to mind. 
 
    “One of the teachers, the head of the Magical Beast Studies Department, a Druid by the name of Blott, had a spell that allowed whoever cast it to experience what life is like being another species. It’s normally used by Druid to practice their shapeshifting spells, but I used it to feel like a human for a while, and he in turn found out what it was like to be an Ooze.” 
 
    “So you swapped bodies?” she asked, intrigued by the opportunities such a spell could grant.   
 
    “No, body swapping is a highly restricted type of magic and is not taught in the Academy due to the dangers it possesses for both the user and the victim. Professor Blott’s spell, Body Sense, simply tunes an individual’s sense of body into someone else’s. It’s hard to explain what it’s like without experiencing it yourself, but under the spell’s effect… well…” I trailed off, thinking hard about how to describe it. 
 
    “Imagine you chose a dog to test. Dogs have both a tail and walk on all fours naturally, and a better sense of smell. Body Sense would give you the feeling that you have a tail, and that you have to walk on all fours, and your sense of smell is greatly improved.” 
 
    “When I was pretending to be a human, thanks to the spell I felt like I had to be in a bipedal form to feel comfortable. I needed arms and legs to be human so I was in my Gel Doll form a lot. I still knew what it was like to be an Ooze, but it was compounded by a new set of instincts, in a way.” 
 
    “Then couldn’t you just constantly cast a Body Sense spell on yourself to better blend in as a human?” Katherine asked. “It seems like you’d get rid of a lot of hassle that way, and you have more than enough magic for it.” 
 
    “If I did, I would be much more human-like in mannerisms and actions, but I’d lose more than I’d gain,” I replied.  
 
    “Humans don’t have limbs that stretch or contort the way my own tendrils and pseudopods can. Humans don’t breathe through their skin or possess a Dimensional Pocket anchored to their soul. Humans don’t cast magic the way an Ooze does or produce a variety or healing substances or acids. In short, by pretending to be human by using Body Sense, I would lose all advantages of being an Ooze because, by the spell’s own rules, I could not bring myself to mentally acknowledge those parts of myself.” 
 
    “Huh, that’s quite profound. And more than a little scary. Would you really forget what it would be like to be an Ooze?” 
 
    “Perhaps eventually. The spell is not designed to last more than a day, and using it constantly has been shown to force a person’s mind to alter itself even outside of its influence. In the end, I don’t want to risk losing my sense of identity, even if it meant I could blend in better. I’m still me. Jelly the Ooze. Not matter the circumstances.” 
 
    Katherine fell silent, and for a moment I thought she was impressed by my semi-philosophical declaration. Instead, she began to shudder as she held back laughter. 
 
    “Y, your name is J, Jelly?” she gasped out, her mirth overwhelming her. I nodded hesitantly.  
 
    “Yes, that’s the name Princess Liliana gave me, and the one I’m proud to use.” 
 
    She burst out laughing and had to lean against me for support as she couldn’t walk properly amidst her gales of laughter. 
 
    “That’s so stupid! Why the heck would you make your fake name be almost identical to your real one! That’s so stupid! By the gods above and below you are so bad at naming things!” 
 
    ~Do you hear that, Jelly? Rosa and I are not the only ones who find your sense of naming abysmal at best,~ Tara chided. Rosa was too busy laughing her head off to add her two coppers to the conversation. But it was assumed my Familiar was in total agreement. 
 
    ~Is this why you’ve never told Liliana and the others about your fake name? Because you know, deep down, they’ll laugh at you?~ the resident Spirit of Knowledge continued. 
 
    I lowered my head in shame and embarrassment, and tried to ignore the curious looks I was getting from the rest of the travelers who were ahead of us in the convoy. 
 
    “Nothing to see here, just a man who apparently has a bad style when it comes to naming things,” I said miserably, waving off the stares from merchants and adventurers alike. 
 
    A few snickered and snorted at my expense as I continued to prop up Katherine. After a few more minutes of gut-busting giggles she calmed down enough that she could walk on her own again. 
 
    “Wow,” she panted as she recovered. “I have honestly never met anybody like you before. I definitely think Valen would like you. You have so much in common! Made of magical slime, bizarre yet weirdly human-like, and about as dense as a sack of bricks. Only difference is he could help come up with a better name than Jellik!” 
 
    Katherine immediately devolved into another round of snorts and muffled chuckles. Thankfully this one was quieter and lasted less time than the first, but it was still annoying to have my name made fun of. 
 
    (There, there, Jelly! You knew what you were getting into when you chose that name,) Rosa said, and she patted me on the shoulder sympathetically. 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t!’ I growled out. The Ruby Carbuncle just rolled her eyes at my denial and flew off to bother Yorrik. 
 
    “Pesky little fairy thinks she’s so much better and smarter I’ll show her,” I grumbled under my breath. Katherine just grinned knowingly. 
 
    All of a sudden, a disturbance ran through the air. I froze mid-step and immediately looked around wildly trying to sense the origin of the abrupt appearance of the ripple of power. 
 
    It wasn’t magic, but it had the same feel as it. A magical beast, then? But what could be so strong as to causes my senses to go off like that? 
 
    “Is everything OK?” Katherine asked worriedly. I had stopped moving completely and had turned to face the direction we had come from, where the stampede had occurred.  
 
    “No, no it is not,” I whispered. Something was approaching. Large, fast, and beyond anything I had ever felt. It reeked of danger. Tasted like it too.  
 
    I could feel the tumultuous emotions of this being, for it did not bother to hide them. I almost choked on the density of the negativity it was giving off. Not since the World Rebellion cultists had I experienced anything emit such vast pulsating hatred and sheer disregard for life. 
 
    “Yorrik!” I shouted over my shoulder. I caught the Ranger’s attention and he turned to face me. 
 
    “What is it, Jellik?” 
 
    “Tell everyone to get ready for battle! I think whatever caused the stampede earlier is coming right at us!” It was only an educated guess as to whether this entity had been the source of our troubles from before. But as I observed the area I noticed that there was not a single animal nearby. They had all started to flee as soon as this mass of bloodlust had appeared.  
 
    The horses and other pack animals on the road started to panic. Being this close to Arv Prith, traffic was getting denser and a continuous flow was going in and out of the port city. This meant that all the frenzied steeds were creating disruptions all along the highway. 
 
    At the moment, there were about a dozen other groups on the road alongside us, with travelers on wagons and on foot. I turned to them and amplified my voice with a spell.  
 
    “Everyone! Get off the road! Something dangerous is coming towards this point from the west!” 
 
    “What are you talking about kid? I don’t see anything!” A passerby demanded. 
 
    “I can feel it with my magic! Please, get away from here if you can!” I pleaded.  
 
    Some of the travelers heard the desperation in my voice as I begged them and decided to follow my advice. My wizardly robes and hat helped in this, as the people assumed I knew what I was doing based on that. Magic was varied, and there were ways to detect danger using it. 
 
    A few though just snorted at my request and continued on in whichever direction they’d been heading the first time. 
 
    “No, please don’t go that way!” I wept at the stubborn travelers who were heading towards the rapidly approaching mass of malevolent energy, cursing my body for being unable to shed tears for them. I was so very afraid. Not just for my own safety, but everyone else as well.  
 
    “Jellik?” Katherine asked, shaking my shoulder to get my attention. She was worried and it showed on her face. I spun around towards her and grabbed her by the shoulders and leaned down. 
 
    “Run,” I ordered. “Get back with Yorrik and Rosa and run.” 
 
    Around us the wind was picking up, the being that drew near altering the very weather with its dense magical presence. I shivered at the thought of the amount of raw magical power needed to do such an act. And this thing could just do so unconsciously?!  
 
    “What in the Hells is coming?” she demanded. 
 
    I couldn’t answer. Because behind me a loud, startled scream was cut off by a wet gurgle. And then another. And another. Screams, human and beast, erupted all along the path to the west of our position. And the sharp, metallic tang of blood filled the air along with them. 
 
    I turned, trembling, towards the source of the brutality I was sensing. 
 
    Rosa gasped, her heart almost stopping in her tiny chest from the shock and terror.  
 
    Yorrik paled and went for his weapons, and Katherine doubled over and vomited at the ghastly scene that was playing out. 
 
    Striding forth across the dirt highway was a ten-foot-tall creature that vaguely resembled a bear clad in dark green scales. Along its back and on its wrists and ankles tufts of brown hair bristled like clumps of needles. It’s oddly humanoid hands possessed four razor sharp claws, all stained red with innocent blood. A stubby tail thumped the ground excitedly as it approached. 
 
    Littering the path was a trail of devastation. The dead and dying, man and beast alike, were thrown aside like trash as the monster moved towards us. It had slowed down as it got closer for some reason. Blood and gore seeped into the road where the bodies lay. Pitiful cries of pain and moans of fear echoed forth, but faded away in the force of the storm that the being brought with it. 
 
    The man who had contemptuously continued on his way after ignoring my warning shook in his saddle, his own horse rooted to the spot as its senses were bombarded by primal terror. 
 
    The monstrosity approached him and stopped, towering over him. It peered down with beady purple eyes to appraise the beings that dared to bar its path. 
 
    It lifted a large paw and swiped, almost lazily, at the horse and its rider. 
 
    The steed was torn in half and the man was shredded by the force of the blow, his limbs scattered like petals. Their remains were sent tumbling through the air, landing with a wet, red series of thumps on the side of the highway. They hadn’t even had a chance to scream. 
 
    The creature looked up from their deaths with a bored expression. Its eyes glowed with a dark, vindictive joy as they alighted upon the caravan. 
 
    Despite my terror, my gaze couldn’t help but get drawn to the beings’ chest, where there was a tiny discoloration. On closer inspection, one of the scales was missing. Katherine also seemed to notice this and went deathly pale as she clutched her stomach and tried to recover quickly from her fear-puke. 
 
    The monster took a step forward, its gaze still locked onto us. Then, it tilted its snout back and let out a tremendous, earth-shaking roar. The clouds above us began to darken. 
 
    And I fervently began to pray to all the deities I could think of to help us. 
 
    . 
 
    It had the beast taken some time to finally discover the location of his scale. At first, the creature had thought it was another of the thief’s tricks. Many times before it had given chase after its stolen property only to have it vanish when the beast got close. 
 
    But this time, a full day after the stolen scale had been out in the open, the creature started its approach. Oddly enough the thief was moving agonizingly slowly, and in the company of others.  
 
    The scaly being growled. If the thief had companions it would tear them all to pieces as well.  
 
    Another snarl spilled forth, and an eagerness to spill blood infused its limbs. The monster began to hurry towards its prey, and the denizens of his territory fled for their lives at its rampage. 
 
    The bestial lord paid no attention to the prey that ran. They were wise and clever to flee its wrath; it was only right that the weak either prostrate before it or leave.  
 
    After a day, the beast came upon a scene of death. Some of its subjects who had fled had met their ends at the hands of the thief and its companions. The creature paused, confused, as the thief’s scent – a sickly stench of rot and darkness – was gone.  
 
    Yet the scale’s presence remained. So what if the thief had disguised their own scent? The lingering trace of the scale remained, and would direct him towards it. And the great beast would savor their agony. 
 
    The ruler of the forest hurried along the artificial path that had been made by the human-prey who dwelled beyond the borders of its territory. Some of these same beings appeared on the road before it now, astride their tamed beasts and dragging wooden boxes on wheels. Their screams whetted his appetite, yet the creature did not partake of his kills. It left their corpses to rot on the side of the road. It moved faster than before, the lost scale calling out to it. 
 
    After a few hours of nonstop running it could almost see the one who currently possessed its property and the scaled monster slowed down, confused. Why had one of the mountain folk obtained its scale?  
 
    Well, it did not matter. It would slay these interlopers for daring to claim one of its scales for themselves and then hunt down the thief.  
 
    A puny human-prey and his steed barred his path and the beast stopped, annoyed at the fools who dared to stand in its way. It lashed out and sent the man and beast flying. It had stood in the path of the Lord of the Dullwilds and paid the price. 
 
    Its prey was finally in sight. It raised its head to the sky and let out a victorious roar. 
 
    Now the killing could finally begin! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18: The scales of fate 
 
      
 
    “Oh by the gods! An Urdrai!” Yorrik gasped. His twin swords shook in his grip. 
 
    ‘Tara?’ I pleaded telepathically. She instantly provided all she knew. 
 
    ~Urdrai, also known as Scaled Bears or Beasts of Vengeance, are one of the most dangerous creatures that exist on Erafore,~ the Spirit of Knowledge managed to get out through her own fear. ~An Urdrai is classified as an S-rank threat, on the same level as an adult dragon! In fact, several times throughout history there have been fights recorded between dragons and Urdrai! And fifty percent of those end in the Urdrai’s favor!~ 
 
    ~They are armored with magic resistant scales and possess claws and fangs that rend through steel and stone with contemptuous ease! Their physical strength is such that they can lift a two story house and throw it dozens of feet, and they wield insane amounts of stamina, making them capable of running for days without stopping to rest or sleep!~ 
 
    ‘Any weaknesses I can exploit?’ I inquired as the scaled behemoth stomped forward in no particular hurry, content to savor our terror. 
 
    ~No.~ If I’d had a heart, it would have suffered an attack when I heard Tara’s response. 
 
    ‘What in the Hells can we do then?!’ I demanded.  
 
    ~Pray that it gets bored.~ 
 
    ‘What about running?’ 
 
    ~The Urdrai is known by the moniker ‘Beast of Vengeance’ because it will hunt down without fail those who intrude on its territory, insult, or harm it, and murder them with extreme prejudice. ~ Tara explained.  
 
    ~ They have the uncanny ability to track and follow anything that it considers a foe or its property. Distance and time do not matter to their magical senses. Six hundred years ago an Urdrai chased a woodsman across the ocean to Distant Qwan and brought ruin upon one of its port cities because the man had chopped down a tree in the Urdrai’s territory. There is no slight too small or grievance too petty for an Urdrai to avenge. And all in their path will be destroyed in their pursuit of vengeance.~ 
 
    The Urdrai’s gaze fell upon me and I went rigid as it looked me over, appraising me. It snorted in what sounded suspiciously like amused disbelief before it focused its attention on Katherine. The beasts’ eyes narrowed and it let out a fearsome growl. 
 
    “Why is it looking at you like that?” I hissed at the dwarf. She reached into one of her pockets with shaking hands and revealed a dark green scale identical to the ones the Urdrai possessed. And one that looked like it could fit suspiciously well in the empty spot on its chest. 
 
    “I found it in the dirt after the stampede,” she whimpered. “I think it’s here for this.” 
 
    I snatched the object out of her hands and mustered up every drop of courage I could summon. I stomped forward despite everyone behind me shouting at me to come back and stop being reckless. 
 
    “Take your stupid scale and leave!” I shouted, throwing the discarded piece of keratin at the Urdrai’s feet. It tilted its head and let out a huff that I likened to laughter. 
 
    It then swung its left arm faster than I could follow and struck me in the side, sending me flying into a tree at the edge of the Dullwilds. I struck it with a sickening squelch and chunks of my gelatinous body went flying upon impact. 
 
    Screams of shock and cries of horror went up from the people in our caravan when they saw me appear to die in front of their eyes. 
 
    Indeed, had I been human I would have perished. If not due to the claws ripping through my side than from slamming spine first into a thick, solid oak.  
 
    Instead I lay there, stunned. I was overwhelmed by the sheer speed and strength the creature had displayed. Worse, my core had been cracked by the force of its paw striking me. The golden sphere that was the source of my entire being had a long, thin fracture running halfway across its surface. Had the paw struck me any harder it would have perfectly split my core in half. No matter how shock absorbent my slimy flesh was it had barely done anything to stop the kinetic energy of the Urdrai’s blow. 
 
    I was screaming silently in pain. I had never experienced a cracked core before, and I wished I’d never have to again. 
 
    Imagine for a moment that every bone in your body suffered a hairline fracture at once. Imagine that every movement you made, every twitch and jerk and thrash, involuntary or otherwise, sent ripples of fiery, biting pain through your entire form. Every breath you took also caused the fractures in the bones to widen and worsen bit by bit, thus increasing the amount of pain that happened and caused yet more tremors that thus repeated the whole cycle. 
 
    Then imagine you could feel every drop of blood in your body transmuted into tiny needles and begin to rip up your insides, while your skin became hyper sensitive and turned even the gentlest of breezes or the softest of silks into white-hot brands upon it. 
 
    That was what having my core cracked felt like. I could not even hear Tara or Rosa my mind was so fogged up with pain.  
 
    Speaking of my Familiar, as soon as I was sent across the field by the Urdrai’s strike Rosa had shot off after me. The Carbuncle hovered over my fallen form, fretting about. She swooped down and began to gather up the scattered clumps of gel that had flown off me. Most of them were already dissolving into puddles of magic that then evaporated into the air, and they slipped through her tiny hands as she tried to grab them. 
 
    I choked down my pain and managed to send her a telepathic message. 
 
    ‘Rosa, run,’ I ordered. 
 
    (No! I won’t leave you!) she cried, tears falling from her eyes. They crystallized and turned into miniature pebbles of cloudy quartz as they landed in the grass. 
 
    (Come on, get up!) she begged, shoving a handful of myself onto my deformed body. I absorbed it without thinking, and immediately regretted it. The magic which entered me tried to heal my wound, but instead caused yet more pain. I let out a yelp which devolved into a pathetic whimper. 
 
    ‘I can’t move until my core is repaired,’ I revealed. Already my massive mana reserves were working on it, but it was sending spikes of agony through me.  
 
    ‘You have a chance to escape! I don’t think it spotted you, and if you flee to Gaeum you can hide from it!’ 
 
    (I won’t leave you! I won’t, I won’t, I won’t!) Rosa shouted at me. She collapsed at my side, sobbing loudly. (I won’t.) 
 
    ‘Rosa, if you don’t we’ll both die,’ I said softly. Pushing through the pain I reached out with a tendril and patted her head. 
 
    ‘I don’t want that to happen. Go back to Liliana and Verde. Back to Tara. She’ll need someone to help her find a way to make a body for herself now that I’m in this state.’ 
 
    (Stop acting like you’re going to die, damn it!) Rosa screamed at me. (You’re gonna be just fine, and we’ll keep adventuring together, and see the world, and, and, and…!) 
 
    “By my right as your Contractor, I command you, Rosa the Carbuncle, to save yourself!” I shouted out loud, and instantly descended into a fit of pain wracked gasps. 
 
    Rosa let out a muffled gasp of her own before her wings started to flutter and buzz. She shot off into the forest, crying and screaming at me all the while. 
 
    ‘Tara, help me speed up my healing process. I need to get down there and help them!’ I declared, staring at the caravan. 
 
    It was in chaos. All the adventurers were scrambling about trying to hold off the Urdrai as it ponderously approached. It was toying with them, allowing the adventurers to try and score a few blows before retaliating and murdering them in a single strike. 
 
    The merchants and other travelers were faring no better. Many of their horses refused to move, paralyzed with unnatural terror. The few who could move were simply thrashing and stamping about in panic and running in circles. 
 
    A handful of people abandoned their wagons and transports and joined the people on foot in a mad dash towards the east and to the defenses of the city that lay at the end of the highway. 
 
    I watched, helpless, as the Urdrai reached down and scooped up a stone from the side of the road, ignoring the futile blows of swords and axes that fell upon its hardened scales. The Beast of Vengeance then wound up its arm and tossed the chunk of rock like it was a pitcher in a game of stickball. 
 
    The person at the head of the fleeing group dropped dead as the stone tore through his back and burst out his chest, painting the ground red. The others screamed and came to a screeching halt behind his corpse. The Urdrai’s message was clear; run, and you die next. 
 
    “St-stay back!” one of the adventurers commanded, waving his sword in front of him in a desperate attempt to keep the monster at bay. 
 
    The flimsy steel was no match for the Urdrai however; it reached out and plucked the blade from the C-ranker’s hands. The large scaled monstrosity then made a show of snapping the sword in front of the adventurer. 
 
    With a growling laugh the Urdrai then moved its head faster than the poor soul in front of him could react to and had everything above his shoulders bitten off. The beast chewed, swallowed, and proceeded to pick its teeth with the shattered blade before flicking the shard of steel away where it embedded itself in the neck of a cowering merchant. 
 
    “Damn it all!” I cried. All I could do was watch in horror as the people I had come to consider friends were torn apart one by one with exaggerated cruelty and arrogance by the Urdrai. 
 
    “Come on, Tara, help me heal faster! They won’t last much longer!” 
 
    ~Jelly, I’ve already released the contents of an Elixir into your body! You have to give it time to mend the crack!~ 
 
    “I don’t have time! They’re all going to die in front of me if I do nothing!” 
 
    ~You can still try to run, though! It’s distracted and already thinks you’re dead! Save yourself!~ 
 
    “I’m not going to leave them like this, Tara! I have to fight!” 
 
    ~You don’t owe them that much, Jelly!~ the Spirit of Knowledge cried, all but weeping as she tried to change my mind. ~If you do this, not only will you die for certain against the Urdrai, but they’ll all know you’ve been hiding something from them when you stand back up unharmed!~ 
 
    “So what?” I demanded of her. I was angry at Tara for trying to make me abandon them. I was angry at myself for being so weak. But most of all I was furious at the Urdrai for its arrogance and cruelty! 
 
     I felt the crack in my core seal shut thanks to the potent medicinal Elixir, but even if it was closed for now, it was still not fully healed. It might crack open again and become even more damaged if I did too much spell casting. 
 
    But what other choice did I have? 
 
    “I can’t run, Tara. Even if by some miracle I could live with my guilty conscience, don’t you think the Urdrai will come after me once it realizes I’m not really dead? That it will chase me across Orria and beyond to slay me for no other reason than I dared to stand in front of it and demand it leave us all alone?” 
 
    Down at the caravan I saw Yorrik finally stride forward to confront the Urdrai, twin blades glowing fiercely with a pair of Magic Edge spells coating them. Katherine was beside him, her own daggers glistening with applied poisons and a tortured expression of guilt on her face as she looked at the corpses that littered the ground around the Urdrai. 
 
    “They’re going to die, Tara! I refuse to let them go down without a fight! I refuse!” 
 
    Against her better judgement, and my own body screaming in protest, I reformed my body back into its Gel Doll form. 
 
    I then thrust out my left hand towards the Urdrai as it was preparing to accept the blows from the two defiant adventurers. 
 
    “Cut the untouchable, break the unassailable! That which is mortal can always die! Phantom Blade!” I chanted. As soon as the words left me the blades of both Yorrik and Katherine lit up in ghastly pale white color as they struck the Urdrai. 
 
    At first, the beast had simply stood there arrogantly and allowed every challenger before those two a single attack before it retaliated. 
 
    However, the monster was both cunning and old, and its senses had been honed over centuries of battle against numerous foes. It detected the sudden shift in the energy around the attacker’s weapons and leapt aside at the last moment.  
 
    Only one of Yorrik’s short swords managed to score a hit on the Urdrai’s scales, and a thin, jagged cut appeared on its left forearm. A tiny trickle of blood appeared, squeezing out from the wound and staining the scales around the wound crimson. 
 
    I laughed triumphantly. Purely Dark Element spells were not my forte, but the few I did know were unique in that they were designed to allow someone to harm those beings who were considered untouchable. And the one I had coated Katherine and Yorrik’s weapon with was no different.  
 
    Regardless if the opponent was intangible, ethereal, an Astral Projection, or merely possessed astonishingly durable skin, the Level Six Dark Element spell Phantom Blade granted weapons the ability to temporarily touch and damage almost anything. It cost an exorbitant amount of mana and nearly caused my core to break open from the strain. 
 
    The Urdrai bled. And thus it could be slain, and the convoy and all the other people could be saved. It was a long shot, but it was still a chance. We had hope now. 
 
    Everyone’s eyes were now drawn to me and I staggered upright. I had to lean heavily on the tree as my body’s mana was fluctuating wildly thanks to my forced rapid healing, and my bipedal form was rather dependent on said mana being stable so I could maintain it. 
 
    Thankfully everyone assumed my floppiness was due to my sudden recovery. Which it was, technically speaking. Just not in the way they were thinking, though. 
 
    The Urdrai roared in fury at having been wounded and made a beeline towards me, the one who had pulled that miracle off. Yorrik swore loudly and unprintably and darted after it, trying to keep it from reaching me. 
 
    I took a step forward, wobbled, and fell forward, landing on my ‘hands’ and ‘knees.’ The people watching gasped in fear for my life and the Scaled Bear bore down on me like an avalanche of muscles and scaly death.  
 
    But it was all part of my plan. 
 
    Through my ‘palms’ I could feel the ground around me, as well as the masses that stood atop it. This Earth Sense was thanks to my Familiar Contract with Rosa, and using it I could manipulate the soil and stone around me more easily. 
 
    I sent a jolt of mana through the ground and the moment the Urdrai took its next step the earth opened up and swallowed its right foot, tripping it up and causing it to collapse. 
 
    Downed, the Urdrai made for an easy target and Yorrik wasted no time leaping forward and plunging his enhanced swords into its back. The Ranger grinned viciously as the twin blades sunk deep into it, cutting through scales and muscles with contemptuous ease. 
 
    However, his victory was short lived as an unexpected complication popped up. When he tried to remove the blades, the B-ranker found they were stuck! The Phantom Blade I had bestowed on them had faded far sooner than I had expected, leaving them jammed into its back and no way to remove them. 
 
    “Jellik!” he cried, begging for another application of the spell. I tried to cast it again, but the magic failed to even connect and I began to panic. 
 
    ~Jelly, calm down! Did you forget that I told you the Urdrai’s scales are highly resistant to magic?! That means magic coatings, buffs, and minor enchantments will fade after coming into contact with them!!~ Tara shouted at me. 
 
    Before I could retort that having that information would have been wonderful beforehand the Urdrai reacted, recovering quickly from its surprise trip to the ground. 
 
    Yorrik had to abandon his swords as the beast below him started to move. He jumped off of it, and that was the only reason he survived the brutal backwards kick the Urdrai delivered. If he hadn’t been moving Yorrik’s stomach would have ruptured from the blow and spilled his entrails everywhere! 
 
    However, the angle and force of the kick were both compromised since the Ranger’s reflexes had gotten him further away from the Urdrai. Instead of having his stomach crumpled up into a paste, the strike merely shattered his legs and sent him flying away into the dirt. 
 
    “Yorrik!” I shouted. I saw him twitch feebly and a sigh of relief escaped me. I didn’t have much time to do anything else though as the Urdrai rose and snarled at me. It was still some distance away, and was wary about my ability to move the ground as I pleased.  
 
    But just when I thought I had an advantage it pulled out another insane trick. It crouched down slightly and let out an earsplitting roar. To my utter shock there was an actual, physical soundwave released from its maw, and what felt like a hundred pounds of vibrating air slammed into me. 
 
    I was sent crashing through the tree I had first been smacked into and went tumbling through the undergrowth. As I came to a stop in a briar patch I winced and tried to hold in my cries of pain. The vibrations had agitated my core, and the crack had reopened much to my immense, agonizing displeasure. 
 
    ‘What was that?!’ I gasped out to Tara. 
 
    ~A Level Two Sonic spell known as Bestial Roar. It’s just a loud shout amplified with a bit of magic to become a bludgeoning tool to stagger opponents. Many monsters and magical creatures are able to use it, however, because it is just a roar laden with mana, and thus very simple to learn and pull off.~ 
 
    ‘If that was a Level Two spell I will eat a bunch of hats!’ I shouted at her. I had been sent flying ten feet through the air and through a tree! Like Hells that was a lesser spell! 
 
    ~You should remember that even a weak spell can be overcharged with excess magical energy for more damage, Jelly! Urdrai are S-rank creatures who can fight dragons, so it stands to reason they could do that much damage with just a minor spell!~ 
 
    To my everlasting shame I had forgotten that little tidbit while trying to come up with a plan against our assailant. My shock and bitterness did not last long, though, as it was immediately replaced with all-consuming fear. 
 
    While I had been lying dazed on the ground the Urdrai had had no such problems, and had charged after me when I’d been sent flying. He now loomed over my prone form and I could feel its dank, fetid, gore laden breath waft over me. 
 
    I fired off a round of Magic Arrows. They popped like soap bubbles on its scales. I tried to create a pitfall under its feet. It side stepped the hole without even looking at it. In desperation I tried to cast a Calm spell over the towering beast, praying that it would soothe its furious emotions. 
 
    The Urdrai laughed at me as the Calm washed over it with no effect. It snorted and raised its right foot to crush me under its heel. I flinched. 
 
    ‘I wonder what sort of afterlife I’ll be sent to?’ I wondered, girding myself for the end. 
 
    (CHARGE!) 
 
    A sonorous bellow echoed through the woods accompanying the telepathic battle cry. 
 
    The Urdrai glanced to its side in surprise and was blindsided by a charging mass of black fur and sharp antlers.  
 
    I stared, uncomprehendingly, at the sight of Rosa brandishing her needle-sword atop the head of a very familiar rampaging Dire Moose as said steed slammed into the Urdrai and sent it tumbling head over heels. It landed in a crumpled heap out in the space between the highway and the Dullwild. 
 
    The bear-like creature staggered to its feet, stunned, then glared evilly at the Dire Moose. Rosa’s ride snorted and pawed at the ground, daring the Scaled Bear to make a move. 
 
    “Rosa? What in Cynthia’s name are you doing? And is that the Dire Moose from Tywood?” 
 
    (I’m here to save you!) she declared proudly. (And yes, this is he. Meet Sullivan the Second, Moose-Prince of the Dullwilds!) 
 
    “That’s not really his name,” I deadpanned as I crawled back onto my ‘feet’ and reassumed my Gel Doll form. 
 
    (It is, actually!) Rosa stated. (I named him, and thus it is his name! Isn’t that right, Sully?)  
 
    The Dire-Moose tossed its head and sent the Carbuncle flying off. She righted herself in the air with a giggle before she darted over to me.  
 
    “Alright, whatever, I can accept that,” I said with a sigh before sending her a harsh glare. “But what are you doing here? You disobeyed my orders!” 
 
     (You told me to save myself. I did.) she said, arms folded. (So, after I had saved myself I happened across Sullivan and rode him back here to help you!) 
 
    Tara let out a chuckle at my Familiar’s logic. ~Technically, she did follow your orders to go away. But you never stated anything beyond that, and she does have more independence than a regular Familiar. Looks like the whole family is back together. Now let’s teach that monster we don’t mess around!~ 
 
    (Yeah!) Rosa cheered. She then turned back to her newly acquired pet. (Sullivan! Let’s do this!) 
 
    “Fine, then,” I said, unable to hide how touched I was Rosa had returned for me despite how steeply the odds were against us. I glanced around the battlefield and took everything in.  
 
    Yorrik was groaning where he’d fallen less than a minute ago, while Katherine, aware she was far out of her league, was herding the defenseless travelers into a huddled group with the rest of the adventurers forming a line of last defense among the wagons and carts. 
 
    I spared a look at the Urdrai who had charged at the Dire-Moose. To my immense surprise the massive magically mutated moose was putting up a stiff resistance, headbutting the scaled monstrosity before darting away to avoid its claws. 
 
    As the Urdrai and Dire-breed fought, I noticed the swords that were still stuck in its back. One had broken, its hilt lying in the dirt. But the other was still embedded, and seemed to have sunk deeper into the wound.  
 
    A wild, desperate idea popped into my head and I peered at its chest where the missing scale was. 
 
    “I have a plan!” I declared. “Rosa, Katherine, try to keep the Urdrai distracted!” 
 
    “Never thought I would someday be the backup for a Dire-Moose fighting an Urdrai!” Katherine grunted. She ran over to one of the wagons and scooped up a handful of something into a small sack before charging in to assist the dancing ungulate. 
 
    “Zaar, zarum, zaruuk! Bone, stone, and home!” she hollered, her people’s battle cry upon her lips. 
 
    Rosa flew towards the battle as well, peppering the Urdrai with Earth Shots and Stone Spikes.  
 
    (This is for hurting Yorrik!) the Carbuncle cried out as her spells bashed the Beast of Vengeance. It growled darkly and sent a death glare at her before taking a deep breath to unleash another Bestial Roar.  
 
    “Not so fast!” Katherine cried, throwing a small lump of something at its face. A tiny pouch burst on contact with its snout and sent its contents, fine red powder, splashing across its muzzle.  
 
    The Urdrai let out a pained scream, its magical howl cut off as the pinches of ground up chili pepper she had swiped from the kitchen-wagon irritated its eyes, nose, and mouth.  
 
    Screams pierced the air and rattled the eardrums over everyone present as the Scaled Bear thrashed about in agony.  
 
    As Urdrai fought to regain control of the battlefield I prepared the first step of the plan. I ran over to an object lying in the grass near where Yorrik had fallen; an intact arrow from his quiver. 
 
    I quickly drew a simple magical array in the dirt next to the projectile; a diamond inside a circle with a set of runes in the spaces where the inner shape did not touch the edge of the outer one. I filled in the lines with a trickle of water, using a bit of Earth magic to ensure the dirt would not soften and become mud, thus ruining the array.  
 
    Water was a poor substitute for the conductor fluid which would normally be mercury or something else magically treated, but it would do for now. It had to. I then lay the arrow in the center of the diamond and began to chant. 
 
    “Bind. Bind. Bind. Thrice I demand this. Seal unto this object the spell I command,” I uttered, pouring mana into the magical array. It glowed weakly, but I could tell it was starting to work. Once the array was primed, I then began to chant the spell I wished to seal into the arrow.  
 
    “Draw power unto me. Be as bait for storms. Be a lure for energy and a trap for the heavens. Lightning Rod!” The arrow began to glow a pale yellow, and I sighed with relief as the enchantment took hold. I doubled checked to make sure the enchantment was centered on the arrowhead itself, and not the entire thing, before I grabbed it and ran over to where Yorrik lay.  
 
    He looked at me through a haze of anguish with astonishment. He clearly wanted to know how I had survived my confrontation with the Urdrai but he sensed the tenseness of the situation and held off for now. 
 
    “Can you still use your bow?” I asked, and he nodded through the pain. 
 
    “My legs are broken, but I can still use my hands,” he said and I handed him the enchanted arrow. 
 
    “I need you to shoot this into the gap where that missing scale is,” I instructed and his expression turned grim. But he readied his bow all the same as I propped him up with a slab of stone raised from the earth. 
 
    “Hawk Eyes,” he muttered, improving his sight with a spell. He aimed at the rampaging monstrosity and took a shaky breath. 
 
    “Accelerate,” he uttered, and the arrow fired off fast as a bolt of lightning. It drove into the Urdrai’s chest, right where the missing scale was. 
 
    The Beast of Vengeance snorted in distain and snapped the shaft off with a movement of its paw. The attack had barely tickled. He turned then towards the downed Ranger and began to advance on him menacingly, ignoring the blows and strikes from Rosa, Katherine, and Sullivan the Dire-Moose who desperately tried to keep it away from the B-ranker.  
 
    There was a feral glint in its bloodshot eyes, and it marched forth towards its prey. When Sullivan rammed into the Urdrai to distract it, the Scaled Bear was waiting for the attack, and grabbed the Dire-Moose by the throat.  
 
    With a growl of condensed rage it then shoved the ungulate backwards and struck the side of its head with its paw. 
 
    Sullivan’s head flew off of his body from the impact and slammed into a tree, his antlers lodged into the trunk, keeping the severed head aloft. 
 
    (NOOO!) Rosa let out a terrible scream and flew to the Urdrai shouting curses and insults all the while. The massive creature had not expected such a tiny figure to even dare to approach it and was caught off guard long enough for Rosa to jam her needle-sword into its left eye. 
 
    A howl of pain escaped the Urdrai and it thrashed about. In its wild flailing it managed to smack Rosa to the side. She went careening towards the ground and only Katherine’s desperate dive to catch her protected the Carbuncle from slamming into the hard soil. 
 
    After recovering from the blow Rosa immediately flew over to Sullivan’s body, crystal tears flowing down her face into the blood-stained grass. 
 
    The Urdrai continued its relentless march towards Yorrik, murder in its single bloodshot eye. It paused when I stepped in front of it, barring its path. It tilted its head and looked at me. Its savage gaze easily pierced my illusion and I shivered at its cold dismissal of me. 
 
    I was a mere slime. I was an ant before an elephant. A mortal before a Titan. I would die if I challenged it. It would slurp up my flesh and grind my core into dust.  
 
    I would die. I would die! 
 
    I took an unconscious step back as the Urdrai’s bloodlust slammed into me. Everyone nearby flinched as well, and a few voided their bowels from the terror that overcame them. 
 
    On the edges of my senses I could see Katherine, trying to regain control of her legs after being knocked down by its immense rage. 
 
    There was a scared, pleading look in her eyes as she stared at me and Yorrik and I steeled my nerves.  
 
    I glanced to the side where Rosa lay, crying over the corpse of the brave Dire Moose who had come to our aide. I saw a man screaming in pain at the loss of an arm. Another man cowering under a wagon blubbered in fear, knee-deep in gory mud. Torren, our caravan’s leader, being held back as he tried to rush to his nephew’s aide. And Yorrik, trusting me with his life. With the lives of the entire caravan. 
 
    I raised my hands, heedless of the ragged, torn state of my robes, or the fear that my illusion would break under the stress of what I was about to do next. 
 
    “Come! Power of the Heavens, fall unto my foe! Let the sky show its might! Fly! Impale! Destroy! The storm delivers its final justice! Judgement Bolt!” A sudden stillness fell upon the battlefield, yet everyone could feel a tingle of static upon them, and a tang of ozone on the back of their tongues. 
 
    In my ‘palms’ a massive white-hot blob of lightning crackled to life, plasma thrashing and pulsing and aching to escape. I aimed at the Urdrai, and at the broken arrow in its chest. 
 
    The beast’s eyes widened and it tried to claw out the rest of the shaft, but its claws were too big to remove the enchanted arrowhead in time. 
 
    I unleashed the Level Eight spell. 
 
    It roared and screamed across the field and slammed into the Urdrai, blasting aside the paw that was trying to pry the arrow from its wound. 
 
    The Lightning Rod spell was used to enchant weather vanes to attract and absorb lightning strikes and dissipate the destructive piece of nature. Normally, it would be used in conjunction with non-conductive materials like stone or rubber to keep it from damaging the surroundings. 
 
    In this case, however, the massive amount of energy was sucked straight into the Urdrai’s wound and distributed across the entirety of its insides. Organs cooked and melted and exploded. Bones cracked and snapped and splintered. Blood boiled and steamed and spewed. 
 
    As powerful as the spell was, it’s dragon-like scales could have survived even a point-blank shot from my Judgement Bolt. But not its internal organs and such. And with two metal swords and a needle in its body the lightning had even more paths to enter its body. 
 
    The Urdrai howled in pain and rage for what seemed like an eternity until it fell silent. A single twitch ran through the length of its body before it went still, but remained standing. 
 
    People cautiously stared at the body, unsure if my spell had done the trick. 
 
    “It’s dead,” Yorrik gasped after he cast a quick Detect Life on the creature. Cheers erupted from the survivors and I sighed in relief. 
 
    It had been a gamble that has miraculously paid off. Since its scales could undo magic with enough time I was praying that my own enchantment on the arrow would not wear off before I’d had time to conjure up and mold my mana for the final spell. 
 
    And it had worked! I sunk to my ‘knees,’ weariness overtaking me. My vision was starting to fade, and I saw Katherine rushing to my side. I glanced over at Yorrik.  
 
    “I’ll… tell you… my secret… later…” I gurgled before pitching onto my side as darkness overtook my senses.  
 
    I passed out, and drifted in shadows laced with silver. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19: Upon future tides, we drift 
 
      
 
    “…And that’s what happened,” I said, relaxing on Liliana’s bed. I skillfully ignored my owner popping me on the top of my head repeatedly as punishment for doing something as ridiculously dangerous as challenging an S-ranked creature. 
 
    She was fully aware that if the Urdrai hadn’t had a scale missing the odds of us winning were slim to none. Kine was annoyed as well at my recklessness, but for the most part was content to let Liliana scold me.  
 
    The rest of the Stranger Faction was stuffed into Liliana’s room, the number forcing a few to spill out into the hallway beyond. They’d listened intently to my retelling of the battle and offered their approval and admonishments as well. 
 
    “How long have you been able to pull off a Level Eight spell?” Crosus asked, impressed by my raw power. The motley collection of Academy students who didn’t fit in with any of the other cliques and groups on campus leaned in eagerly to hear the answer. 
 
    “I’ve had enough mana to do so ever since I left the Academy,” I admitted. “But I’ve never needed to use a spell that powerful before so that was the first time I’ve tried to cast one.” 
 
    “Simply astonishing,” the skilled barrier mage said with a shake of his head. 
 
    “Now what are you going to do?” One of the new batch of First Years inquired. They were surprisingly quick to accept a sapient Ooze as their companion. Though given the oddities that were on campus, I suppose I was one of the least impressive. 
 
    “Spend the next few weeks recovering. My core cracked pretty badly and if I want to not die the next time I cast an advanced spell I need to rest and heal,” I said. “After that, I’ll be spending the winter in Arv Prith and heading to Drakon as spring comes.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun, getting to travel,” another person sighed wistfully. 
 
    “Did you not hear Jelly talk about how he nearly got mauled to death by an Urdrai?” someone else demanded, and the group descended into bickering over the pros and cons of adventuring and travel. On one hand, you got to see new and exciting locales. On the other, your face was in danger of being eaten if you were not careful. 
 
    “When do you have to leave?” Liliana asked quietly and I patted her knee fondly.  
 
    “Soon, I’m afraid. I visited early this morning because it was the first chance I’ve had since I got to Arv Prith. However, I only have a tiny bit of time to do so. But I promise, as soon as I have more free time available I will come back to visit,” I vowed, and she picked me up for a tender hug. 
 
    “Be safe. Please,” she whispered and I bobbed up and down in agreement. I was then passed over to Kine so she could say goodbye. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid out there,” she cautioned me, and I snorted. 
 
    “What do you take me for? Someone who attracts trouble?” 
 
    The utterly deadpan look the half-elf shot me was mirrored by most everyone else in the room at my comment. I grumbled at that as I was placed back in my glass tank. 
 
    “Alright everyone, see you later!” I called out and waved a tendril in farewell. A few returned the gesture and I sunk into myself and retreated back to my main body. 
 
    . 
 
     “That was a nice visit,” I said cheerfully to Rosa as I got into my disguise. She nodded, even though she hadn’t been there. A quick peek out the window of my small but finely furnished room showed that it was late in the morning. 
 
    Four days had passed since the Urdrai had attacked. I’d spent two of those unconscious, thanks to the amount of damage I’d taken and magic I’d expended. 
 
    Yorrik had been stunned when I morphed back into an Ooze in front of him after I passed out, but took it in stride. I think he’d always assumed something was up with me, but was too polite to say anything. 
 
    With his and Katherine’s help they’d been able to escort me to a covered wagon and put me in it to sleep. Katherine stood guard, using her position as my ‘lady friend’ to stay with me and prevent anyone else from discovering my secret. 
 
    When we arrived at Arv Prith the guards had apparently been shocked to see our battered, weary forms, and the corpse of a Beast of Vengeance in the back of one of the carts.  
 
    Which, as it turned out, was in fact the legendary Lord of the Dullwilds, or at least the current one. Apparently the Urdrai was old, over a thousand years or so, and had won the territory of the inner depths of the Dullwilds from a dragon who’d lived there in prior centuries. 
 
    To say people were shocked – and in awe – was putting it lightly. 
 
    A knock at the door roused me from my musings and I stepped over to open it. 
 
    “Yorrik, good to see you,” I said happily, and Rosa chirped joyful and flew over to the Ranger. He nodded politely. 
 
    The B-ranker had earned himself a promotion of his own. He was now an A-rank, as well as a knight! Or he would be once he attended his knighting ceremony in Valm. The king of Brune had rewarded all the surviving adventurers in some fashion, and Yorrik finally got his wish of knighthood thanks to that. 
 
    He smiled as he leaned on a pair of crutches.  “And it’s good to see you as well, Jellik. I’d heard from Katherine you were up at last, but we didn’t get to see each other. Supposedly you were busy at the Guild?” 
 
    “Yup. Tying up loose ends,” I replied as I flashed him my new silver adventuring badge. Earning a promotion to C-rank was the least of the rewards offered for my part in slaying the Urdrai. 
 
    He grinned widely before frowning.  
 
    “I cannot believe they’re covering up the full extent of your involvement,” he muttered. 
 
    “Yorrik, it’s fine,” I said. “I’ve already had this discussion with Katherine. At least you’re far less vocal about the unfairness of it all.” 
 
    “You were the one who delivered the killing blow, all I did was help guide it,” Yorrik argued.  
 
    “How many D- and C-ranked mages can cast a Level Eight spell?” I asked him, and he blinked before scratching his chin. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of one,” he admitted after a moment of thought. 
 
    “Exactly!” I said, pointing at him as if he’d won a prize. “The amount of mana needed for a Level Eight spell is ridiculous. Even for a talented adult mage who graduated from the Academy, Level Four would be the extent of their skills. Maybe Level Five if they were a genius or talented mage. Even elves, with all their massive magical energy, would be hard pressed to master a Level Eight spell before their two hundredth birthday.” 
 
    I shook my ‘head.’ “Level Eight is the domain of S-ranked mages, Yorrik. Upper A-rank at best. It is a spell for whom the title ‘Hero’ is commonplace, and for creatures that often challenge said heroes. So how in the Hells could a ‘young adult’ like myself possibly use one? It would be a total embarrassment for a newbie adventurer to be able to take on an Urdrai like that, and highly unbelievable.” 
 
    “The story Arnolt Cantos and the Adventurer’s Guild came up with will help assuage the public about my abilities. You killed the Urdrai with the arrow through its heart, the spot weakened thanks to some old conflict that broke the scale over that vital organ. However, I was the one who enchanted it with a Level Five spell which caused its internal organs to be attacked by lightning. That’s the best they can do to protect their own reputations and my own secrets. Which, by the way, thanks for not spreading.” 
 
    “So you’re a slime, so what?” Yorrik said with a shrug. “I once had a haunted house try to eat me, and before that I had to win a line dance competition while in drag to earn a key which would unlock a secret dungeon in a ruined castle which contained an item some weird noble wanted.” 
 
    I looked at him strangely and he laughed awkwardly. “The point is, Jellik, I’ve seen and done weirder in my career as an adventurer. And I’ve met people who had their own dark secrets as well.” 
 
    He reached out and patted me on the shoulder.  
 
    “There will always be people who distrust you and fear you for your nature and origins, Jellik. But you will find that the more veteran adventurers have a high tolerance for bizarreness, and you will always have allies in that corner. You can’t please everyone, but you will have me and others like me as friends. And isn’t that enough?” 
 
    I thought over his words and felt a tingle of giddiness. He was right. I couldn’t let my past issues hold me back. Common folk just wouldn’t understand me. They’ve never experienced the things people like Yorrik have. I suppose that was my niche, then. Among other highly trained and talented weirdos.  
 
    “You look like you’re thinking something rude about me, and people like me,” Yorrik deadpanned and I flinched. 
 
    “You could tell?” 
 
    He laughed at that. “Of course! Some sorts of body language just surpass all barriers, even those of illusions! Now come on, Katherine said your order was finished.” 
 
    “That was fast!” I said approvingly.  
 
    “You helped kill an Urdrai! Of course, they’re going to bend backwards to help you! Even if the truth is being suppressed to some extent you’re still a hero of the hour!” 
 
    We left the upscale hotel the city officials had given the adventurers as a reward of their own and headed into the business district of Arv Prith. 
 
    The city was an amazing feat of engineering, built onto and into the cliffs that overlooked the Blue Salt Gulf. the entire city was built of stone, even the docks. The famous Rock Docks of Arv Prith were giant lumps of pumice carved into platforms that allowed them to sit on top of the water with minimal effort. Held in place by steel rods they were a marvel of dwarven engineering and creativity. 
 
    The rest of Arv Prith was mostly made of granite and basalt, though countless monuments and statues made of marble abounded. Very little was made of wood; it was mostly used for doors, window shutters, and furniture. Or for the ships that visited the docks. The buildings themselves had a grand, sweeping sense of scale to them. They all seemed to tower above the viewer, and were made in a blocky style. 
 
    Besides the docks, there were other parts of the city worth seeing. The ‘human’ side of the city was mostly the outer limits, where traders and the like came and went. Accommodations for the taller beings were there, while the dwarf sized parts were closer to the heart of the city and within the mountainside itself.  
 
    We headed deeper into the dwarven side, and came across Katherine leaning nonchalantly against a storefront. Windows were not a common dwarven feature for houses, choosing to go for clerestory lighting instead with a strip of glass panels ringing the entire roof. Not to say the store was drab looking, though. Elegant mosaics and finely painted pictograms showed off a variety of scenes from dwarven lore as well as advertising what was for sale inside. 
 
    “’Bout time you got here. I was almost worried sending the guy with broken legs to fetch you was a bad idea!” the dwarf maiden joked. Yorrik let out a chuckle. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my legs are fine. It’ll take a year for them to heal up properly, but I will be able to walk again. And they don’t really hurt, just ache a lot.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. And great to see you’re up and about Jellik. Now come on, let’s go see your new gear,” Katherine said cheerfully and she jerked her thumb towards the door of the building.  
 
    Stepping inside, I was greeted with the sight of countless magical tools and artifacts. High quality household goods stood alongside specialized objects, and the whole place had a glow to it thanks to the runes and enchantments in everything. 
 
    Behind a counter was an elderly dwarf with an impressively long and braided white beard. He perked up when he saw us enter and beamed. 
 
    “Ah, Katherine, welcome! It’s been so long!” 
 
    “It certainly has, old timer,” she said with a chuckle. She grasped his wrist in a dwarven handshake before turning to introduce us. 
 
    “Guys, this is Doro Marblebrand, the best artificer and Runesmith in the city. He can make any kind of magical tool you can think of, as long as you have the materials and the means to pay. And Doro, these are Yorrik and Jellik, the ones who slew the Lord of the Dullwilds.” 
 
    “An honor, good sirs,” he said politely. “Katherine exaggerates my expertise, of course. But I am still proud to be one of four Master-class Runesmiths in Arv Prith.” 
 
    “I was under the impression Runesmiths worked in specialized workshops,” Yorrik commented.  
 
    “Of course, I do, but this is my shop where I sell my products. I wanted to meet you two, and since outsiders are not allowed inside the Rune Block where I and the others work, I asked Katherine to bring you both here,” Doro explained. He grabbed some items from behind him and motioned us over to the counter. 
 
    “For you, Mr. Ranger, I have two new swords to replace the ones who lost,” he said, showing off the pair of elegant blades. Yorrik whistled as he looked them over, checking the balance and the weight.  
 
    “Press that bump on the bottom of the pommel and then twist the hilt,” Doro instructed, and Yorrik complied. He jerked back in surprise when the sword in his hand burst into flames. 
 
    “Impressive, aren’t they? Just twist it again to turn it off,” Doro said with a chuckle at Yorrik’s reaction. After the Ranger put out the fire he explained.  
 
    “Those are Runetrick Blades. Gnomish ingenuity at its finest! Hidden, unfinished runes are placed in the hilt, so the blades aren’t constantly on fire. When you need some extra firepower, pardon the pun, just do what I told you to do. The runes will link up, become complete, and encase the blade with fire for one hour before running out of mana. It takes a few hours to recharge, so be careful with how you use them.” 
 
    “Thank you for this amazing gift!” Yorrik said. He slid the blades into their sheathes and strapped them to his waist with child-like glee. Rosa cooed in amazement at the weapons. 
 
    “Don’t worry, little lady, you’ll get your weapon soon enough,” Doro promised the Carbuncle. “It’s just taking a bit more time than the blacksmiths had expected to forge a functional rapier that small.” 
 
    Rosa smiled and nodded her thanks towards the elderly dwarf, an eager look in her eyes. Doro then turned to me and hefted a long-wrapped object onto the countertop. 
 
    “This one was a bit trickier to make, but I think you’ll find it to be more than good. It’s great!” 
 
    I carefully unwrapped the pole-like object. A gasp escaped me when I saw it and I reverently picked it up. 
 
    It was a staff. A beautiful, elegant one perfect for heavy duty spell casting.  
 
    I’d come to realize I couldn’t keep casting spells without a catalyst. I was using too much mana for simple tasks and with my core damaged I needed a way to keep the strain off of it. This was the perfect tool for that purpose. 
 
    The staff was made of polished bone and ivory taken from the Urdrai I had slain. Some of the bones in the chest region were charred and broken beyond use, but the ones in the arms and legs had been mostly undamaged.  
 
    The cracks and spots where the bones had been fused together to create the five-foot-tall spell catalyst were elegantly covered up with golden inlay shaped into runes of channeling.  
 
    At the top of the staff a set of antlers had been filed down and carved to look like a pair of hands clutching a glittering orb of opal between them. 
 
    Rosa smiled sadly at the horns, floating over and stroking them fondly. Sullivan the Dire Moose had provided this part of the staff at Rosa’s request. 
 
    I sent a bit of magic through the staff and marveled at the smoothness of the flow of mana.  
 
    “The Urdrai’s bones provide a boost to Dark and Earth Element magic. Considering how adept you are with acid based spells it should work quite well for you,” Doro said, revealing the specs of the staff. “Plus, the magic resistance and durability they retain means it won’t crack from even a Level Nine spell being cast through it!” 
 
    “Then there’s the Dire Moose antlers. They’ll help channel Wind and Dream Elements. I must say, they were impressive specimens. And as for the opal, it’s a gem that is good at channeling all eight of the Elements of Magic. Not great, though, so don’t expect it performing like a ruby or sapphire if you want enhanced Fire or Water magic,” Doro stated.  
 
    “Lastly, the gold inlay along the shaft will keep the mana flowing nice and smooth through the staff and prevent clogs and build-up. Like any catalyst though you’ll want to clean it and adjust the output every so often to get rid of any issues that might crop up.” 
 
    “I cannot believe you made all of this in just four days,” I whispered in awe, stroking the haft of the staff and feeling the potential within it. 
 
    “I’m one of the best at my job, kid! My granddaughter asks for top quality for her friend and savior, and I provide it!” Doro said proudly. Katherine looked aside with a hint of red on her cheeks. 
 
    I bowed my head respectfully towards the Runesmith and stroked an imaginary beard in a dwarven sign of gratitude. 
 
    “Thank you. I will cherish this for my entire life.” 
 
    “Ah, someone who knows traditions!” Doro said happily. He then glanced slyly at his granddaughter. 
 
    “You know, if things don’t work out with that Valen fellow it seems this mage is still single.” 
 
    “Grandpa!” Katherine gasped, blushing furiously. We all let out hearty chuckles at her flustered expression. She began to scold the elderly master and so Yorrik and I slipped out of the store while they weren’t looking. 
 
    “So, now that you’re a knight, when will you propose to your lady?” I asked as we walked through the streets of Arv Prith and took in the sights. 
 
    “I’ve already sent a letter to her father,” Yorrik said proudly. “I don’t see him refusing me now! After all, I’ve become a hero!” 
 
    He looked at me curiously. “What about yourself? After you’ve found the, um, ‘others,’ what are your plans?” 
 
    I thought it over.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said slowly. “I never thought I would make it this far in my goal. Honestly, I’m still coming to grips with the fact there are others like me out there.” 
 
    We walked, slowly, up a ramp that led to one of the ramparts of the outer walls that had an impressive view of the sparkling blue water of the gulf on one side and the lush greenery of the Dullwilds on the other. 
 
    “As for what I’ll do after finding them in Drakon, I guess I’ll train some more. I need to be stronger. I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “What on Erafore could you be preparing for with all this training?” Yorrik inquired worriedly.   
 
    I paused, wanting to impart just a tiny bit of the truth on him. I’d come to view the Ranger as a friend, and I wanted him to be ready for the conflicts I feared were soon to come. 
 
    Before I could speak, though, something caught my attention near the entrance to Arv Prith. 
 
    In the shadows of a small grove of trees stood a man in a pitch black hooded cloak, a silver mask covering his face. 
 
    I went rigid when I spotted him, and on my shoulder Rosa began to hyperventilate softly.  
 
    (Sour soil… he reeks of sour soil!) she whimpered. I could taste the vile magic pouring from him. I recognized it as the same magical signature behind the attacks I had suffered the past few months! I was about to raise my staff to attack when he raised his right hand and I froze. 
 
    Pinched between his thumb and index finger was a disturbingly familiar dark green scale. 
 
    The same one Katherine had found after the stampede. The same one missing from the Urdrai’s chest. The same one I had thrown at the Lord of the Dullwild’s feet. The same one that had drawn that monster to us in the first place! 
 
    The silver masked man then raised a finger to where his lips would be in a mocking ‘shhh’ gesture before stepping backwards into the tree. 
 
    His back touched the bark and the surface of the tree distorted, like muddy ripples. The man slipped inside the tree itself, his body vanishing along with the magical presence. 
 
    “Jellik? Are you alright? Do you need to go back to the hotel and rest?” 
 
    I broke out of my stupor and glanced at Yorrik who was standing anxiously at my side. A few people nearby were also shooting me worried looks. 
 
    “Y-yes, I think I do,” I muttered weakly and clutched my staff tightly. 
 
    A warning. Don’t tell anyone? Was that it?! 
 
    Not only that, but from the way that bastard had acted with the discarded scale, it was as if he was saying he had provoked the Lord of the Dullwilds to come after us… 
 
    I swore to myself, as did Tara and Rosa as we all realized it was true. 
 
    As Yorrik escorted me back to my hotel room I vowed silent vengeance on that wretched craven. Because of him, so many good people had died! He was threatening not just me, but everyone around me! 
 
    I had to get stronger!  
 
    And I would. Drakon was not known as the Dragonlands for nothing. If I couldn’t improve while I was there, fighting against the dragons and other powerful monsters that called that continent home, then I would have to take more drastic measures to keep everyone I knew and loved safe. 
 
    The World Rebellion wouldn’t know what hit them! 
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