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THE STORY SO FAR…





THEO WAS BORN in a world filled with sentient AI's, legions of robots, and a futuristic society founded on science. Theo was a firm adherent to the principles of scientific discovery, but one day he found something that science couldn't explain.


There was a building filled with elves! Living, breathing elves with pointed ears and magic at their fingertips. At first Theo didn't believe it, but after a bit of chaos back home he had to escape with some of those very elves on a trans-dimensional spaceship. He, along with his good friends Sam and Dean, soon found themselves in another world.


The ship they traveled in seemed to take a liking to Theo and held him back for over four hundred years. His friends went off to live their lives, learn about the magic that flowed through this unknown world, and carve out something for themselves. Theo's friend Dean founded the nation of Deania and his friend Sam founded the Fateweaver Society. When Theo's purgatory trapped inside the spaceship concluded, his friends were nowhere to be found.


Theo wasn't alone for long though. He quickly ran into the local inhabitants of the Hearthwood. Elves, just like the ones he'd seen back home. Among the locals he found both friends and foes, and Theo found his body growing stronger day by day as he lived in this world and breathed in its magic.


He discovered that males were rare amongst elf-kind, and the few they had were weak. As a rare exception, Theo won attention from the local elves and their organizations. Some attention was welcome, others were not.


Theo realized he didn't want to live in the wilderness forever, building huts and drinking river water. He found himself in the company of several elves who could help him found a clan of his own.


With an arrangement that would let Theo declare himself a Patriarch, Theo pulled together a faction in the Hearthwood Forest and created an alliance between all the tribes of the Hearthwood bound through him in a magical ceremony.


Sava, an herbalist with big dreams.


Nela, a survivor longing for the restoration of her clan.


Melise, a healer with a golden heart.


Assyrus, a talented cultivator of great potential.


Yorik, an orc far from home.


Illiel, a scholar abandoned by her cult.


Eltiana, an assassin longing for something worth fighting for.


First came the Shadowblade Beast, followed by a hostile and ruthless mercenary company, and then a mind-magic corrupted clan from outside the forest itself. Of all the tribes of the Hearthwood, only Theo's clan could weather the storm. In a crucible of blood and loss, the Hearthwood Clan was born. United under one purpose, they survived everything their enemies could throw at them, and knew in their hearts that Theo could lead them to brighter days ahead.


With the Hearthwood safe from invaders and new allies visiting from abroad, the time has come for Theo to set foot outside the Hearthwood and see the world beyond his forest.








CHAPTER ONE










I WAS SPENDING some quality time with my kids by helping them loot the corpses piled on my lawn. Massive broken trees were tossed everywhere like toothpicks the size of skyscrapers. This morning’s fight had cut the tops off mountains and carved craters the size of buildings. The massive holes were filled with as much blood and broken bones as they were with mud and water, though the necromancers had already made off with all the intact corpses. That was the only positive note I had for our little ferry ride through the newly formed lake we were sailing across in my daughters’ makeshift boat.


“Would it kill you to be a little more squeamish?” I asked my daughter. “Mind your clothes. Mac’s going to be furious if we track blood into The Wanderer.”


Sora, my second daughter by Sava, gave me a small chuckle as she reached into the brackish water and plucked out a fleshless unicorn leg bone, which she used like an oar to paddle us across the small sea. “For the prizes we’ve been gathering all morning, we can buy entire wardrobes.” She glanced back at me and gave me a cheeky grin. “Besides, I’m sure Malla would be more than happy to measure you for a new set of clothes.”


I held up a hand. “Easy there, Sora. I’ve got my hands full with your mother and the rest of the Hearthwood Clan’s matriarchs. I certainly don’t need my own daughter setting me up for yet another woman.”


Sora laughed again and winked away. “I’m sure I can trust mom and the other matriarchs to put you to work expanding our clan. I just want you to know I’m looking forward to a few younger siblings.”


“Aren’t you worried about wearing your parents out? There are thirteen of you now, including Segolas.” I complained.


Sora’s face turned downcast at the mention of her brother. Word of his crippled condition and the news that he wouldn’t be getting better any time soon had gotten around.


“I don’t think we’ve been much trouble to you and mother.” Sora said. “And we’re established enough in the clan that we can stand on our own. I, for one, would like to start building my own faction beyond my mother’s, and having a few little sisters to boss around would really help with that.”


“Ha.” I grinned. “You’re right, you girls have done a lot for this clan, despite only being a few days old. But if you want little sisters, you’re going to have to talk to your mother. She decides how many eggs she lays, not me.”


The fact that elves laid eggs still confused me, and Sava and the rest of the matriarchs continued to joke about human childbirth amongst themselves. The thought of miniature people popping out from between a woman’s legs sounded as whimsical to them as elves laying eggs that hatched wisps which then manifested fully grown adult elves sounded to me.


“Darn.” Sora said. “It looks like my sisters had the same idea as me.” The green-haired little elf started rowing her bone faster, driving our raft towards a small island in the middle of the water where a true mage from the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had died under a swarm of Undead Abominations. The bodies of the abominations themselves were what formed the island, though the elf’s corpse had long since disappeared into motes of light. For my kids’ sake, I was glad that death for elves was blessedly clean.


“You’re too slow, sister!” Aminal said as she waved to the two of us on the raft. She, along with Laminel turning over a pile of bones nearby, were daughters of Illiel and me. “Laminel’s already harvested what few spellhearts Sielus and Myrus left behind.” She jerked her thumb backwards at two tall blue-haired elves. Like their mother Assyrus, my daughters of the Waterbeetle bloodline were as strapping as elves could be with their naturally willowy forms. The two Waterbeetle sisters had no trouble turning over dead monsters ten times their weight to reach for their real prize: spellhearts.


And spellhearts were a prize, especially for a clan as full to bursting with skilled alchemists as ours was. My daughters were all heartwielders, still at the first realm of cultivation. But there wasn’t a girl among them who didn’t have designs on reaching mage acolyte. These spellhearts were valuable as reagents for a wide variety of potions, pills, and other cultivation-enhancing substances. If the spellheart was of the right aspect, a heartwielder could even use them to enhance the zeal of their own bonded spellhearts directly. So naturally, my kids were grabbing everything they could get their hands on.


“We aren’t grabbing everything.” Sielus protested. “The necromancer and her undead collected all the good stuff already. And even she only got what Princess Tivana didn’t think was worth the space it would take up in her bag of holding.”


“There’s no shame in cleaning up the scraps.” I said as I worked a little earth magic to speed our raft to the small island. There was enough gravel and mud mixed with the blood and bones that I could carry us with magic faster than Sora could paddle. “And if our new allies will let us enrich ourselves off a battle fought mostly by them, I’m certainly not going to protest.”


“Father’s right.” Sora agreed. “What’s trash to sorcerers and wizards is still invaluable to us.”


Sielus snorted. “You don’t need to tell me that. I’ve gotten more spellhearts today than I did during my entire career as a dungeon diver.” She bent over and grabbed the skeletal remains of a Stone Hoof Unicorn. “So for the good of the clan, help me pull this thing out of the way. I think the true mage died somewhere under here.”


My girls were all supernaturally strong when they wanted to be. All they had to do was tap their spellhearts and they could lift boulders, sprint for hours, and tear doors off their hinges with a sudden burst of energy. However, they were only heartwielders.


So when the Stone Hoof Unicorn skeleton turned out to be bound up in a dense network of connected bones that made up a deceased Undead Abomination’s torso, they started struggling. Had this monster been covered in flesh, it likely would have weighed as much as a building. As it was, the cracked and brittle bones linked by desiccated ligaments still weighed as much as a truck.


The girls made a good plan to slowly chop the mass of bones down into a dozen different fragments and pull them out one at a time. That would have worked eventually, but I figured I could lend them a hand.


So I grabbed the Stonehoof Unicorn leg Sielus was holding and jerked it upwards. Those dried and dusty ligaments proved quite strong as I hauled on the piece of bone and pulled the entire mass out of the hole. With a rough shove, I rolled the gigantic torso over and pushed it to the edge of the island.


“Thank’s Dad.” Sora said.


Sielus whistled. “What do I have to do to get that strong?”


“Become a mage acolyte.” I replied. “And you might also have to pick up the Blackgorge Fiendbody while you're at it.”


Sielus grimaced. “I think that would slow down my cultivation. I’ll stick to my spellheart until I get stuck. Then I’ll think about integrating orc techniques.”


I chuckled. “Don’t worry. I still plan to be here for you girls whenever you need something heavy moved.”


“Everyone, look!” Aminel shouted as she jumped up and down, clutching a bronze mirror. “I think I found something the true mage left behind!”


I jumped off the pile of bones that made up the Undead Abomination I’d just rolled over and slid to Aminel’s side. She held a sheet of polished copper that should have reflected her features. The mirror was empty though and showed only the stars overhead. I studied the mirror and through it saw the pile of bones at our feet, but no matter which way I turned my head I couldn’t see myself or any of the elves around me.


“How strange.” Sora said. “But it does look magical. Do you recognize it, father?”


“I’m afraid I’m as clueless as you girls. I recognize that script running up the side as some sort of enchantment though.”


[Which qualifies it as a genuine magic treasure.] Mac provided, speaking directly into my mind.


“Mac says it’s a real treasure.” I repeated for the sake of the surrounding elves. Mac had speakers he could talk from aboard The Wanderer but when we were out and about like this only I could hear him. It earned me some strange looks occasionally, but all my children had interacted with Mac enough to know he was real, and not just a voice in my head.


“Does he know how to activate it?” Sora asked hopefully. "Or what it is?"




Spell Mirror

Status: Damaged

Item properties unknown.





[That's the best I can do for now. Figuring out more would take some experimentation. I have a few ideas though, and if you hand the treasure off to Argona, I could have her run through a few simple experiments.]


I handed the mirror back to Aminel. “Let’s go find your sister, Argona. She and Mac can figure out how to get it working. I assume she’s in the Drafter’s Study?”


[Any other day you would be correct with that assumption. But today Argona has left her room and gone outside! It’s extremely strange and unusual behavior from her.]


It took me only a moment to guess what Argona was after. During the battle that made all the chaos and turned earth around us, Tim used five enchanted discs of incredible power. Each of those disks made or summoned a massive golem at the sorcerer ranks, a stage higher than even wizards and far beyond the golems I’d been crafting.


Of all my children, Argona inherited the most of my inquisitive nature and I was beginning to worry that her thirst for knowledge surpassed even my own. I would have already grabbed the broken remains of those golem summoning disks for myself if I didn’t already know Princess Tivana had claimed them for herself. I could only hope Argona didn’t know who had the disks yet and was off digging in the dirt in hopes of finding them.


I had yet to take Princess Tivana’s measure, but cultivators as powerful as she was were often strange and eccentric, with unknowable and mysterious plans. With lifespans stretching over a thousand years, they rarely bonded with or cared about lesser cultivators, who were as numerous as the grass below their feet and whose lives passed as quickly as the wilting of a summer flower in comparison their own.



***


I had to abandon my girls to break out my flying sword and try to get a better view. Down below, I could see Yorik and her forces were looming over a group of bedraggled elves. These were the survivors from the defeated army who weren’t important enough to own a treasure like mine to let them get away.


All the enemies at true mage or higher had long since taken off, but the heartwielders and mage acolytes weren’t fast enough to escape my people. This forest was our home, and the invaders stood no chance at escaping pursuit through it.


I landed my flying sword by Yorik’s side. A few dozen elves turned and saluted me, but most stayed focused on the prisoners. Many had quickly surrendered and bore no more than a pair of ropes around their wrists to show for their part in the invasion of the Hearthwood. Others had fought before being subdued, and we’d collected quite a few new wisps.


“How are things going over here?” I asked Yorik.


The strong, green-skinned orc woman stood out among the sea of elves. Originally, her species had earned her a great deal of distrust amongst the elves, but over time she’d gained both my trust and theirs. Now, she was unquestionably the commander of the Hearthwood Clan’s fighting force.


“Slow.” Yorik replied. “Didn’t drill them for clean up.”


“Our troops seem to be taking to it well enough.” I said as I surveyed the orderly lines and keen eyes on the Hearthwood soldiers. “Besides, I prefer cleaning up after our allies over fighting that battle on our own. We can handle heartwielders and mage acolytes all day, but true mages and wizards aren’t something we can contend against in number. As for sorcerers?” I whistled. “Apparently, it takes more than a mountain or two to hide from one of them.” New hills piled high around us, one of them the entire upper half of the dungeon my people had been hiding in until Tim and his wizards yanked the entire network of tunnels out of the ground.


“Theo!” An elf with dirty blonde hair pushed up her glasses and tucked her clipboard under her arm. Then she glanced around at the elves around us and corrected herself. “Patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan!” She gave me a formal curtsy, though the fact that she wore armored leather pants instead of a skirt made the gesture look like a half-crouch.


I smiled and wrapped an arm around Illiel’s waist. “You don’t have to be so formal, Illiel. Everyone knows you’re a matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, even before your position as the head of the clan’s administrative duties.”


Illiel glanced around at the Hearthwood warriors as she leaned against me. “Fine… though since when does matriarch refer to someone who shares your bed?”


“I’m the patriarch, aren’t I? It’s only fitting.” I said with a laugh. “In most clans the matriarchs are a circle of ancient old elves who rule over their clan of descendants with an iron fist. I like my definition better, and I’d like to shift the rest of the clan to seeing things my way.” I pulled Illiel closer to my side, and she wrapped an arm around me. “And to do that, the clan needs to see how close we are.”


“O-okay, Theo. I suppose I’ll have to keep that in mind.” Illiel replied as she nuzzled my arm.


Yorik snorted, and I realized she was within arms reach too. “You too, Yorik.” I said, pulling the orc in with my other arm. “Now how about the two of you fill me in on everything that’s happened since this morning. Also, I’d like to know if either of you has seen Argona or Princess Tivana.”


Illiel and Yorik explained that most of the prisoners were either Corpse Collectors or low-ranking members of the Sakaku Clan. Illiel was already busy sorting them by their skills and level of cooperativeness.


“We can use more unskilled laborers fixing up the town, seeing how there’s nothing left of it at this point.” Illiel explained. “And nobody is going to refuse talented craftsmen who want to settle. With the Sakaku Clan practically slaves to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, we don’t need to bother with the thought of releasing the members of their clan that we’ve captured. Besides, with Kysalian, Sharian, and Shakaran all staying here this place has more of the true Sakaku Clan than anywhere else. The surviving Corpse Collectors aren’t much of a threat now either. We’ve captured all three of their leaders and the cult aggressively utilized mind magic to suppress anyone with ambitions of leadership. I recommend we take the good workers and cooperative laborers, then sell the rest for a few Queensmarks.”


I’d been nodding along and taking notes when Illiel said that last part. “Wait, sell the rest of them? As in, slavery?”


Illiel glanced up at me curiously. “We won’t profit as much as we have by looting weapons and treasures off the battlefield, but the elves themselves should bring in quite a bit of money. I know you like having your own currency, but if we want to trade with the rest of the Deanian Queendom, we’ll need Queensmarks.”


I shook my head. “I’m just surprised, is all.” I glanced at Yorik. “I thought the reason elves hated and feared orcs was because you robbed and enslaved them?”


“Hate it when we do it.” Yorik explained. “Fine when they do it to each other.”


I scraped my brain for a morally justifiable reason for selling these elves and came up blank. We’d be able to rebuild the settlement fine on our own, and the Hydroponic Farm room aboard The Wanderer would keep us all fed while we did so. We needed Queensmarks, but there was no reason we had to use elves when we had plenty of trade goods.


Slavery might be commonplace in this world, but I wasn’t from this world. If I sold these elves for a few coins, I didn’t even need, then I’d have gone past morally gray and into the black. What would Sam and Dean think?


“Yes to everything,” I began, “except for selling the elves. That’s not something we need to do.”


I expected pushback, but Illiel just shrugged and jotted a note down on her clipboard. “That’ll hurt our finances a bit, but we’ll manage.”


Neither of the girls knew where Argona was, but after asking a few of the Hearthwood soldiers I quickly found someone who had seen Princess Tivana flying north. After getting a few vague directions, I hopped back on my flying sword and left to track the down the princess, and hopefully my daughter too.



***


I came across Princess Tivana meditating in a clearing surrounded entirely by water. Cultivators of her level could spend months replenishing their zeal reserves after a battle like the one she just fought, and Tivana wasted no time in returning to her cultivation. So, there she sat on a massive, flattened stump, cross-legged with her hands in her lap. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was clear and steady. Her silvery hair flowed with the air like standing waves on a seashore. Anyone who saw her would instantly realize she was a powerful being immersed in deep meditation.


I had many questions I wanted to ask the princess, some of which she hadn’t yet answered, like the whereabouts of my friend Dean. She hadn’t given me an answer yet, but I was patient and could wait until she was ready to tell me. Cultivation was a delicate time for an elf and the slightest disturbance could yield disastrous consequences. On this world it was common courtesy to never disturb someone in the midst of cultivation and breaking that courtesy could have deadly consequences for the perpetrator if the elf you disturbed was more powerful than you and of poor temper. I made a point to not disturb the elves of the Hearthwood while they were cultivating, and I wouldn’t disturb Princess Tivana for something as simple as a few questions.


I couldn’t say the same for Argona. My daughter was standing on her tiptoes, quietly creeping towards the bag of holding at the princess’ waist. It seemed Argona was a notch too clever for her own good, and it was clear that she wanted to do far worse than ask the princess a few questions. She figured out who had the golem summoning disks and had even managed to track her down.


The fact that she could figure all that out but still decided to try to steal from a sorcerer made me realize there were some drawbacks to being born fully grown. With another few days of experience under her belt, I hoped Argona would realize how monumentally stupid an idea it was to try to steal from a sorcerer.


I circled above the two figures, gesturing wildly to Argona below. My daughter was focused on the Princess Tivana’s bag and didn’t notice me until I was practically in her face.


I waved my hands while silently mouthing the words get back at my daughter.


While she lacked wisdom, Argona was a loyal daughter and only spared the princess’ pouch a single glance before averting her eyes and stepping backwards as slowly and quietly as possible. I nodded and was about to breathe a sigh of relief when Argona stepped on a broken stick.


The quiet sound echoed through the clearing like it was thunder under a clear sky. A jolt of lightning ran up my back as both me and Argona froze in place.


We both held our breath for a long moment. Princess Tivana stayed completely still, breathing in rhythm with the wind and flowing leaves. Argona and I both let out a slow breath when the sorcerer continued meditating. Argona walked backwards slowly and quietly stepped up onto my flying sword.


Together we flew off back towards The Wanderer. I thought about how to be a good parent for a while before eventually I simply said, “That was a foolish idea, Argona.”


My daughter hung her head sadly. “I know. I just… really wanted to look at those golem summoning disks.”


“Me too.” I replied. “So how about you let me handle getting our hands on them? I plan on arranging a trade soon, and you’ll be the first person I share them with. But only if you promise not to do anything that dangerous again.”


“Really?” Argona’s eyes lit up. “Okay, father. Thanks for talking sense into me.”


Originally, I’d been planning on putting Argona on cleaning duty under Mac as punishment. Her innocent, smiling face shunted those thoughts aside and any remaining anger over the worry she’d just put me through turned fatherly pride. I ruffled her hair and laughed, “It’s good that you listen to your parents. Well, to me at any rate. Eltiana, your mother, just returned this morning and I don’t think you’ve been introduced yet.”


“I heard she was back.” Argona replied. “Truthfully, I’ve been a bit nervous to meet her. She’s the leader of a secretive tribe of poison cultivators who practice the assassin’s art.”


I chuckled. “She’s not that scary, I promise. Besides, you were someone who just faced down a meditating sorcerer. Don’t tell me you can do that, but you’re afraid of your own mother?” We both turned back, glancing at the clearing where Princess Tivana was meditating. “I kind of wonder if you would have actually pulled it off. Sorcerer’s have superhuman senses, but somehow you managed to get that close. I didn’t think that was possible.”


“It isn’t.” Answered a voice that was far too regal to be Argona’s.


I clutched my temple and answered without turning. “Princess Tivana. I see we disturbed your meditation after all. I apologize.” I said as I shifted Argona behind me.


Princess Tivana hovered in the air beside us, unsupported by any flying sword, carpet, or platform of any sort. Her own magic was enough to keep her aloft with no external aid. She glanced over my shoulder, eyes cold as ice in the dead of winter. “I was curious to see what your daughter was after. So it turned out to be one of these things.” The princess reached into her bag of holding and withdrew a small, broken copper disk. At first glance it looked rough and bumpy, but on closer glance I could see each line and ripple was meticulously ordered into readily discernible symbols and shapes.


Behind me, Argona’s eyes were wide as saucers as she tried to rapidly memorize every symbol on the disk’s surface. I had to stop myself from doing the same so I could meet the princess’ gaze.


Tivana glanced at Argona and the tiniest hint of a smile peeked out from the corner of her mouth before being quickly quenched as she returned to her usual icy and aloof demeanor.


“Your father was right, you know.” Princess Tivana said. “Disturbing any other sorcerer, or even just a cultivating wizard, would have spelled death for you without another thought. Especially when you were attempting something as bold as stealing from my bag of holding.”


Argona’s face went pale. Her gaze was still fixed on the disk, but now she was more afraid of meeting the princess’ eyes than anything else.


I wrapped a hand around my daughter’s shoulder and held on to her protectively. “I’m sure I can compensate you for your trouble. You were interested in my adamantium weapon from before? I can get you a bit of adamantium of your own.”


Tivana’s eyes flicked to mine. “Are you offering a gift?”


I ran a hand fondly over my daughter's hair before glancing meaningfully back at Princess Tivana.


The princess nodded, then with a flick of her wrist tossed the broken disk to Argona. My daughter fumbled to catch it and when she did, she glanced in shock between the object in her hands and the princess.


“I’ll be keeping the intact one, but those broken pieces are of little use to me. I’ve already taken images for the royal libraries and that artifact would likely just sit in a dusty drawer for the rest of its days. Consider that a gift for a gift.”


Argona’s mouth went wide, and she struggled to form words.


“My daughter thanks you for your generosity.” I said for her.


“H-humble gratitude, your royal highness.” Argona finally stuttered out.


Princess Tivana turned towards me. “As for your question about the whereabouts of my grandfather? It’s a long and complicated story. I’ll have Baroness Jynna fill you in, as it’s a tedious tale to tell.”


I nodded and turned my flying sword, but the princess spoke again.


“One more thing.” She began. “If I didn’t want to give your daughter the chance to see me in that clearing, she never would have found me.” Then she turned and disappeared in the blink of an eye.








CHAPTER TWO










I SOON FOUND myself back aboard The Wanderer. Baroness Jynna was also in the room, still battered and bandaged from her recent life-and-death fight. Now that I knew she was related to both Princess Tivana and my old friend Dean, my eyes scanned her up and down for any signs of family resemblance. She had the same eyes as the princess, but they looked completely different when drawn tight with the baroness’ mix of worry and passion.


“Princess Tivana explained that our ancestor’s disappearance was complicated.” The Baroness explained. “The story we tell the public is that he’s simply out adventuring and could return any day now. While that’s technically true, it isn’t really.”


I raised an eyebrow while twirling a small glass of fine wine some dead true mage had been carrying. “It’s true, but not really? That kind of makes it sound like a lie.”


Jynna sighed and reached behind her, where she hauled out a small slate chalkboard which she then pinned to the wall. “To answer that question, we have to talk about parallel universes.”


I promptly sprayed a mouthful of fine wine all over the floor.


Baroness Jynna nodded, as though she’d suspected that reaction. “Specifically, an evil clone sent back in time from a parallel universe.”


I pushed the wine aside. I’d need a clear head for this. “Okay, you have my attention.”


“Your friends, Sam and Dean as you call them, started making a name for themselves a little over three hundred years ago. They’d made some noise before then, but it wasn’t until they broke through to the wizard ranks that the continent started taking notice.


“The two decided to settle in this region, which was not unlike the Hearthwood forest before you came along. It’s been a ruin ever since the collapse at the end of the sixth golden age. It had a few scattered tribes and clans here and there, most of which were too weak to field more than a single true mage. Sam and Dean had already made friends in high places, and there were a few wizard-realm elves at their sides already. Funnily enough, they didn’t even have to conquer much themselves. Many of the Deanian Queendom’s famous clans, such as the Bluefield and the Moonbow clans, were originally large plains-dwelling tribes that worked to gain the protection of our ancestor by making offerings and pledges of allegiance.


“Dean founded the Deanian Queendom from those tribes eager to please him, though it was the current queen who settled on that name, not our ancestor. For a few hundred years this realm changed names from Land of Dean’s Cool Stuff, County of Talented Bootlickers, Big Axe Duchy, Kingdom of Rodworshipa, and quite a few less appropriate names that were frankly an embarrassment on the world stage.


“While Dean founded the Deanian Queendom, Sam founded the Fateweaver Society. That group is as much a pillar of the region as the Deanian Royal Clan. They might not have as much influence with our neighboring countries, but the Fateweaver Society has outposts and connections with other worlds. Though they reside within our borders, the Deanian Royal Clan always regarded them more as allies than subjects.”


“I take it that’s no longer the case?” I asked.


Baroness Jynna nodded. “Indeed. The Fateweaver Society has since collapsed to internal strife. One side is loyal to the wishes of their founder, Samuel Letkins.” Jynna bit her lip and frowned.


“And the other?” I asked, wondering who Sam’s own descendants would betray him for.


“The other side is led by Samuel Letkins.” Baroness Jynna explained. “Another Samuel Letkins showed up in clone form. This one was friends with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye, while the original Samuel was clearly not. Worse, the clone claimed he represented the true Samuel Letkins, and that the original which had been dwelling here all this time was just an imposter. We would have dismissed everything as a crude trick if not for the fact that our Samuel Letkins started fading as soon as the clone appeared. It was like his very existence was being siphoned away.”


“Was this ever verified? Surely Dean could tell if the clone was real or not.” I thought about it for a moment and remembered how easily Dean fell for the most ridiculous conspiracy theories imaginable. “Let me guess, the time traveling evil clone from a parallel universe was…”


“The ancestor’s theory, yes. I understand it is a little confusing, but the Deanian Royal Clan’s greatest scholars have spent years tracing the ancestor’s logic to discern his line of thought. We have entire books in the family library explaining this, though I never managed to wrap my head around his genius completely.”


“That still doesn’t answer the question of his current whereabouts.” I said.


“One hundred years ago, our ancestor and his friend Samuel theorized that if they combined their powers over space and fate they’d be able to travel through time and wait for the moment our reality diverged from the parallel universe the imposter Sam emerged from. They would then, as the ancestor put it, pummel him into oblivion.”


“And that worked?” I asked. “They actually managed to travel through time?”


Baroness Jynna made a sour face. “We don’t know if they did. Presumably they’re still waiting for the imposter Samuel Letkins to appear at the moment of universe divergence.”


“But if they could travel through time, couldn’t they just travel back to the moment they left?”


“That’s…” Baroness Jynna struggled to come up with a reply. “…a good point. We assume there is a very important reason they haven’t returned. It’s just mysterious and unknowable to us.”


“I see.” I replied, and Jynna's troubled gaze reflected my disbelief. She started scribbling furiously on the chalkboard, with one section labeled ‘us’ and an extremely convoluted series of lines connected to a region called ‘parallel universe’.


“This is the diagram the ancestor frequently referred to when we asked him about his theory.” Baroness Jynna explained.


I squinted at the confusing image. It certainly looked crazy enough to be the product of Dean’s mind. “That stick figure.” I pointed at one image under the ‘us’ section. “Why is it on fire?”


“That symbol represents Sam the Fateweaver.” Jynna said. “The fire symbolizes his fading essence, as though he were fuel for a lamp whose oil was being siphoned away.”


“And the stick figure across from it being pummeled with giant axes?”


“Sharpened hammers of justice destroying the false Fateweaver under Dean’s just and righteous anger.” Jynna replied.


“Right…” I said slowly. “I’ll want to see his original notes myself. It’s possible Dean left me a message.”


“Of course.” Baroness Jynna replied. “All correspondence between the ancestor and the leader of the Fateweaver Society have been carefully preserved by either us or them. They often communicated in a strange script we’ve never been able to identify, but perhaps you will be able to read it?”


“Very possibly, yes.” I replied. “It depends on whether it’s something they made up recently of if it’s the language we used on Earth.”


“If you can help us uncover a few of the ancestor’s secrets,” Princess Tivana said as she silently entered the room, “that alone will be worth the help I provided today.”


Jynna and I both turned to find the princess standing in the doorway.


“Princess!” Baroness Jynna said, standing straighter and taller. “My royal cousin, we were just talking about the ancestor’s theory as you requested.”


“Be at ease, Jynna. Though my power exceeds my age, we were born of the same generation from the same family.” The princess turned towards me. “As for you, Theo of the Hearthwood Clan. It was my grandfather’s will that we aid you, but I also harbor the hope that you can aid us in return. Tell me, will you be able to unravel this mystery?”


“I would have gone searching for my friends whether you wanted me looking for them or not.” I replied. “Though your support is appreciated. I must thank you for bailing us out this morning, though…” I hesitated, as though I were making a difficult request.


“Speak your mind.” Princess Tivana asked.


“Several new powerful monsters escaped the prison Dean built for them as a result of the battle this morning.” I explained. “I’m sure they’re nothing much in your eyes, but they’re walking disasters for the Hearthwood.”


Tivana nodded slowly. “I have already spoken with the Shadowblade Beast. Both it and its kin will remain within the confines of this forest until the Five-Tailed Shadowblade Beast receives its soul fragment from you. I have no desire to fight the monster so this deal is sufficient for me.”


“Can you reseal the others then? Wizard and sorcerer-realm monsters are beyond our ability to deal with.” I asked hopefully.


“The Sky-Touching Kilobeast is beyond even my ability to handle. Hopefully, it will not take up residence in the Deanian Queendom. Even if it does, they are not aggressive monsters. You'll be fine so long as you stay out of its way. You may even benefit from the zeal it emanates as waste.


"The two I assume you want me to deal with are the Blightstone Elemental and the Axe-Beaked Salamander. Both of those are mid and late wizard-realm monsters which would be difficult to deal with on your own. I cannot reseal them in the pocket world my grandfather made, but I can slay them here. Only… I don’t think you want that. Those two monsters are remarkable resources to you, as both carry the earth aspect you cultivate as their major attribute. Given the gift my grandfather left for you, siphoning their power will grant you tremendous boons.”


“At the price of them trying to kill me when I do so.” I replied. “I’m not comfortable leaving the Hearthwood with those monsters running around.”


“I can’t seal them back in my grandfather’s pocket world, but I may be able to seal them in the dungeon below us.” Tivana replied. “Will trapping them beneath the earth be sufficient protection for your people?”


I suddenly had a very daring and ambitious idea. “I already have the perfect rooms for them.”



***


[You want to put WHAT in my Monster Dens?]


“If it worked for a sorcerer,” I replied. “It should work on two wizard-rank monsters.”


[Can’t you just ask the princess to kill them?] Mac asked. [They’ll be dirtying up those rooms for years if we lock them away, and I’ll have no way to send anyone in to clean up after them!]


“You don’t need to clean up the rooms. Nobody is ever going to see them.”


[I’ll see them, and that’s what matters. Besides, even a savage, murderous monster doesn’t deserve to live in its own filth. Really Theo, I’m glad you never had any pets.]


“Well now I’ll own two giant monstrous pets that will fuel my cultivation from here on. Show me the prompts, Mac.”




Buy Monster Den? Cost: 200 points.

2 Monster Dens purchased. (-400 points)

Monster Dens now under construction.

Current Points: 4600





[I placed them towards the edges of my dungeon’s domain. I don’t want them ruining the tiles when I’m only just beginning to fix what’s broken.]


“Good. Widen the entrances enough that Princess Tivana can drive the monsters into those rooms. After that, we’ll use the same trick we used on Tim to cut off those spaces. Who knows, maybe after a few hundred years in the Monster Den you’ll be able to pacify the monsters enough that the Claw Tamers tribe can use them like the Thunder Bear and the Stonehoof Unicorns we captured.”


[Less than a hundred years with a few upgrades, but lets save those for another day. After all, we need to save points for what’s really important. Like my car wash.]


I chuckled. “I’m thinking more along the lines of upgrading the Hydroponic Farm. We have a lot of wisps bound to manifest into elves while I’m away and we’ll need extra food. Hunting and gathering should be safer without an army at our door, but not truly safe. We’re not alone in this world and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye could send more forces at any time.”


[And between the Hydroponic Farm’s ability to boost cultivation and the training ground’s assistance in learning combat skills, we should have a respectable cleaning crew and army in no more than a few years.]




Upgrade Hydroponic Farm to level 6? Cost: 2500 points.

This upgrade will dramatically increase the amount of food the Hydroponic Farm can produce so it will be capable of feeding a thousand elves continuously, while also increasing the magical aspects of plants grown in it.

Hydroponic Farm upgrade now under construction.

Current points: 2100





“That we will Mac. And to that end I want to make sure the Hearthwood is using every moment I’m away to grow as fast as possible. I’m thinking of Dean’s first seal. It was designed to be opened by a peak true mage. I originally thought we’d have to wait until one of us reached the ninth stage of true mage, but if we can borrow power from one of our new friends, we might be able to open it early.”



***


While Mac was building the new rooms and using the scanner to find the Blightstone Elemental and Axe-Beaked Salamander, I set to rounding up as many true mages as I could get.


“A nexus seal, you said?” Baroness Jynna asked curiously.


“That’s right. And not just any nexus seal, but one left by Dean the Destroyer himself.” I replied. “So do you want to go see it?”


“I admit you’ve piqued my interest.” Jynna said slowly. “And I’m not much use as a nurse. Your people have a remarkably large supply of vitality potions. Even the largest clans in the Deanian Queendom wouldn’t use them as extravagantly as your clan is.”


“Not even your royal family?” I asked curiously. The vitality Sava used to make the potions ultimately came from me, so I was curious if Sam and Dean had provided the same service for their own factions.


“We have a large reserve of vitality potions.” The baroness confirmed. “But for some reason our alchemists aren’t able to replenish our reserves very quickly. I’ve often wondered how we prepared so many to begin with. Our ancestors must have been very wealthy to afford so many vitality-rich ingredients.”


I suppressed a wry grin. “Something like that. Now, about that nexus seal. Are you in? I’ll even throw in a vitality potion or two for you.”


“At this point, my injuries are more magical than physical, but I’ve already consumed all the vitality potions I was given back at the capital. A few more might speed my recovery.” Baroness Jynna said.


With a deal struck, we headed towards the massive pit at the center of the battlefield. Making the trip to the Crimson Eye Observer’s lair was a lot simpler now that most of the journey could be done by flight. What had previously been a lengthy series of obstacles, hidden corridors, and secret passageways was now nothing more than a pile of rubble. In fact, I could see the top of the chamber containing the dragon corpse nearby. Xoreda had her Undead Abomination Progenitor standing guard, and she herself was doubtlessly basking in the immense amount of death zeal the corpse was emitting.


The chamber containing the nexus seal was even less secluded. Quite a few curious members of the Hearthwood Clan who hadn’t been permitted to know about the nexus seal had already discovered the secret chamber now that it was torn open.


“Everyone, please exit the room!” Nela shouted from inside the chamber. “We’re about to attempt to break this nexus seal, which could have adverse effects on those without strong enough cultivation to endure whatever burst of zeal comes out of this thing.”


That sent most the curious gawkers scrambling for cover. Just this morning they’d experienced a devastating blast of magical power from converting points to zeal. The core members of the Hearthwood Clan recognized Nela and were quick to obey her command. However, there were quite a few survivors from Queenshold who weren’t as quick to heed her warning.


Some of them wanted to stay inside. They thought they’d be lucky and benefit from another blast of zeal like others did before and were willing to risk the danger. Sava dealt with them by tossing a few seeds on the ground. Those seeds rapidly grew into thick vines which grabbed stubborn elves by the waist and tossed them outside. More than anything, it was a display of a true mage’s power. The heartwielders and mage acolytes quickly realized they were standing before a group of true mages and quickly retreated. Even if they didn’t respect the title of a Hearthwood Clan matriarch, they feared the power of true mages.


“It seems not all the elves you saved from Queenshold have shown their gratitude.” Said an elf of sharp figure with jet-black hair.


“Kysalian?” I blinked. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”


“Illiel, one of your matriarchs, has promised me that she could use the tools available here to determine if my master can be healed.” Kysalian replied. “Until then, I’ll be a guest of your Hearthwood Clan. While I certainly won’t be at your beck and call, I can lend my power on occasion.”


Baroness Jynna clearly was conflicted with Kysalian’s appearance. The Sakaku Clan had openly betrayed the royal family and tried to have Jynna killed. But Kysalian was also the one who saved Jynna’s life from the hands of Kysalian's own kin. In the end Baroness Jynna merely nodded politely to the black-haired force cultivator and walked over to inspect the seal.


"With your help, Kysalian, lifting this seal will be easier than I'd expected." I said. “And congratulations once again on reaching the wizard rank.”


“Yes.” Nela added. “I haven’t even stabilized my cultivation in the true mage ranks, and here you appear having already passed them all. You leave me and the rest of the Hearthwood in admiration.”


“We’ll have to hold a celebration in your honor.” Sava added.


Kysalian shook her head. “Don’t. I’m not a member of your Hearthwood Clan and would rather not see any fuss under my name. Besides, I never would have broken through without the help of the Shadowblade Beast. I still plan to use my new power to escape over the Myriad Monsters Sea, I’m just delaying that plan until my old master is cured.”


Kysalian said nothing more on the topic, so we questioned her no further. Instead, we all turned to the seal that was the objective of today’s event. Before us, seven concentric circles emitted pulses of light in a steady rhythm. Two chains stretched over all seven of them, crossing in the center to make a giant ‘x’. To open this nexus seal, we’d need to break those chains.


“I’ve talked this over with Illiel,” Nela began, “She said breaking the seal should be as simple as forcing our auras onto the chains. Your friend Dean gave the chains their own very weak aura, which can be overpowered by that of a few true mages — or one very strong one. Overpowering that aura is all it should take to break the seal.”


“Then I suppose you ladies will be on your own.” I said, stepping to the side. “I’ve got no aura to contribute for the moment. Though I suppose I could hit it with Spell Eater if you think draining zeal from it will help?”


Sava made her move first, engulfing one of the chains in a wave of swirling emerald zeal. Illusory moss and leaves bloomed within her aura, shifting in and out of existence as she cast it over the magical chains. Those chains shifted from brilliant white to deep emerald, matching the color of Sava’s aura. The chains shifted and rattled, clearly being pushed to their limits.


Nela joined Sava then, summoning up an aura of brilliant gold. She cast it over the other chain, which shone like a sun at midday. Even from across the room, I could feel heat and warmth radiating off the chain and onto my face. It wasn’t a burning, searing heat, but a pleasant warm light that I could bask in for hours. That was the Songstone sunlight zeal I had come to know, but there were new, more aggressive undertones to Nela's magic that I couldn't identify.


Both the Hearthwood’s true mages closed their eyes to concentrate completely on opening the seal. The chains continued to tremble and quake as Sava and Nela’s auras attempted to overpower their own.


“I’m coming in now.” Baroness Jynna said. She summoned a fistful of blue light. Patches were lighter colored while others were darker. It swirled over her fingertips distorting the light around them. It reminded me of Princess Tivana’s space magic, only Jynna’s power was mixed with something else as well. Perhaps wind or water.


Baroness Jynna’s aura burst forth from her hand, larger than either Sava or Nela’s auras. It encompassed the tops of both chains, embracing them in a world of shifting clouds. The chains vibrated in place even more violently than before and they seemed on the verge of breaking at any moment if the girls could just hold on a little longer.


Nela was the first to give. With a wheezing gasp, she collapsed to her knees and the golden light gutted out. “I-i’m sorry.” She panted. “I think I need more time to integrate my aura fragment. That was as long as I could hold on without taking a break.”


“K-kysalian!” Sava grunted. “Could really… use you now.” Her span of chain was flickering back and forth between green and white, and it appeared she was on the verge of giving way as well. Jynna tried to take over Nela’s portion of the chains, but she was struggling to hold her aura over so much area.


Kysalian rolled her eyes. “This is a test meant for a peak true mage. None of you have a large or developed enough aura to span the entire set of chains. With five more early true mages you could manage it, but it would only take one peak true mage to engulf the entire set of chains.


“As for me? I was stuck at the peak of true mage for years.” A cloud of brilliant crimson swirled around Kysalian, summoned with far greater speed and scale than what Sava and Nela had produced moments before. “I may have only just broken through to the wizard realm…” The crimson light surrounded the entire set of chains, engulfing them completely and staining them dark red. “…but I’m entirely over qualified for this test.”


The chains shattered like rotten pieces of string. The seal they covered glowed with increasing intensity and the outermost circle blazed so brilliantly it began to escape the lines on the wall it was drawn upon.


The glowing circle reached some critical level of power and soon the entire thing cracked and collapsed. I braced myself, but unlike converting mana to zeal this burst was gentle and tame. It was less like opening a floodgate and more like opening a bottle of perfume and taking a breath of incredibly rich zeal-filled air. The zeal quickly dissipated as it filled the room and found the cracks and gaps leading to the forest beyond it.


“There’s always another step on the ladder.” Nela sighed as she watched Kysalian’s aura fade. “You have the Hearthwood’s gratitude, Kysalian.”


Kysalian snorted. “This will just make my stay here a little more pleasant. I was afraid I wasn't going to be able to cultivate in this forest at all with how thin the zeal is here, but this changes things. Besides, what you do to that little brat Sharian amuses me to no end. If you really want to thank me, I’ve got some ideas…”


Nela left with Kysalian. I wasn’t sure how much I liked the idea of a wizard who was once our enemy staying here in the Hearthwood, but right now she needed our help if she wanted her master back. At this point, there was nothing we could do about her until we got stronger ourselves anyway. The same could be said of our other guest.


“You have an excellent dragon corpse, Patriarch Theo and Matriarch Sava of the Hearthwood Clan.” Xoreda said softly. She’d entered the room from the side passageway we’d blown open during our fight with the Crimson Eye Observer. That room led to the corpse of a dragon Dean had slain years ago. Xoreda hoped to harness the corpse’s death zeal to fuel her army of undead during the war against the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. She was also Segolas’ master and a wizard even stronger than Kysalian. Alas, with Segolas’ future unknown because of his crippled state, our only tie to this powerful necromancer was the massive dragon corpse in the other room.


“Will you be moving the corpse?” Sava asked.


Xoreda shook her head. “Much of the death zeal has already seeped into the water and ground around it. I will bottle up any spillage to stop rogue undead from forming and attacking your village, but I’ll mostly be working with it here. This death zeal will fuel my circle’s armies for some time.”


“And what of our son, Segolas?” I asked hopefully. “Have you thought of a cure for him?”


Xoreda’s pale face drooped, and she shook her head gloomily. “The Eternal Nightmare of Endless Death is not a hex that is easily cured. The fact that it was his own spell flung back at him after interacting with the Archreaver’s mind zeal only made it more difficult to deal with. I’m afraid that his condition is beyond my capabilities to fix. It’s such a shame. He had great talent for necromancy. With another two hundred years of my tutorship he would have become a lord of the north and propelled our circle to greater heights than ever before.”


“He could still.” I insisted. “We just need to find a cure.”


Sava said nothing, but her eyes were wide and she clung to my arm.


Xoreda shook her head. “I recommend attempting another conception. I hear chakas are quite fertile with the right elf.” She gave Sava a comforting pat on the arm. “I’ll look over your future children and if I see one of them has even half of Segolas’ talent, I’ll take them as my student. Though I liked the thought of a male disciple, I won’t be so stringent. This way, your clan can still forge ties with my circle, and you’ll still have a child that can benefit from my tutorship.”


Sava frowned in response before nodding slowly. “T-thank you, wizard Xoreda. Your benevolence to a small clan like ours does you credit.”


I bit back the harsh words I’d been about to say in response. I for one didn’t care much for making connections and just wanted my son back. But it wouldn’t be wise to antagonize a powerful wizard who’d be staying in the area, and it seemed like she was genuinely doing her best to comfort her disciple’s two grieving parents.


“We’ll never be able to replace Segolas.” I said. “But you are welcome to stay in the Hearthwood as long as you like.”


“Thank you.” Xoreda replied. “Now as polite as it might be to keep a lonely wizard company, I believe Princess Tivana is waiting to help you round up those two rogue monsters. She is more important than I, so you should go see her.”


Sava bowed and we left. I tapped Sava’s arm. “Your daughters were out hunting for spellhearts this morning. I’m sure they’ll need your guidance using them. They’ve been a great help during this crisis, so I think they’re worthy of a few spellheart enhancements in reward for their dedicated service.”


Sava left to show her other children how to bind and enhance spellhearts to gain zeal of their own. I really hoped Salla, Sora, and Salica could help cheer her up.








CHAPTER THREE










“YOUR TREASURE SPIRIT said it has found the Blightstone Elemental, the Axe-Beaked Salamander, and prepared two rooms suitable for imprisoning them.” Princess Tivana said. She’d appeared before me in her usual manner without a word of warning a moment before.


[That’s me, by the way.] Mac said. [Apparently, some powerful enchanted treasures can talk. She considers me to be one such treasure. It’s all quite flattering. I’ve been called talented, productive, and well-designed, but never treasure.]


Mac made a map appear over my vision and charted the best course over the Hearthwood to each of the monsters’ current locations along with the nearest dungeon entrances to corral them into. Mac already set up the new Monster Dens in locations leading directly from those entrances.


“Wonderful.” I replied. “We can take my flying sword to the Blightstone Elemental. It’s the closer of the two and according to Mac’s report will be the easier one to handle.”


“I’ve only briefly studied the Axe-Beaked Salamander,” Tivana said, “but I’ve heard that like Shadowblade Beasts they possess some intelligence at the wizard ranks. Forcing it into your traps may require some destructive magic on my part, so it is good that it is positioned far from your settlement. Also, your flying sword will be unnecessary for this trip. My flight magic is faster.”


Tivana wrapped an arm around my waist and jumped into the air. This was the first time I’d been so close to her and I suddenly realized I stood more than a head taller than she did. Considering the difference in power between us, being larger seemed somehow wrong. Tivana struggled to get her arm around my chest and I shifted awkwardly next to her, dwarfing her in size. After seeing her struggle to get a comfortable grip on me I decided it wouldn't be too forward for me to just wrap an arm around her waist and hold myself on instead. 


After settling myself, I looked below us. Flying on my sword was one thing, but floating in the sky without anything beneath me but open air seemed disconcerting.


Though I didn’t feel so much as an instant of acceleration, we rose with increasing acceleration like we were riding a rocket ship. Tree branches shot by until we eventually broke clear of them and were sailing between the tops of the Hearthwood’s gargantuan trees and the clouds overhead. I realized then how high up we were and suddenly I didn’t think Tivana would mind me holding on a little tighter.


“Is this how you always travel?” I asked over the billowing wind.


Tivana glanced over at me. “Portals and teleportation arrays are faster and easier. But when I must, yes.”


“It seems a little windy up here.” I said as I pointed where Mac’s map said the Blightstone Elemental was camping. We headed west of the settlement and a little north, towards the less explored regions of the Hearthwood. Ordinarily this place would be dangerous to travel through, but with Tivana at my side I didn’t have anything to worry about.


On our flight I spotted a few new creatures among the tree tops.




Golden-Clawed Tree Crawler (level 17, late mage acolyte)

The Golden-Clawed Tree Crawler is a rare, evolved form of the more common Silver-Clawed Tree Crawler. Like its weaker brethren, it is a slow, tree dwelling creature that favors surprise attacks.




Wind-Slicing Hawklord (level 21, early true mage)

This bird of prey soars through the upper levels of forests picking off other birds and tree-dwellers. Its wings can generate deadly blades of wind that can cut through flesh and bone.





“The Blightstone Elemental should be next to that pile of boulders.” I said as we neared the blinking symbol on the map.


“I see the creature now.” Tivana said, looking far into the distance. I couldn’t make anything out besides a rough mountainside and a large puddle of deep purple water, but as a sorcerer Tivana’s visual acuity surpassed mine.


We landed on a ledge hanging off the side of the mountain overlooking the purple pool. I glanced around and still couldn’t see the elemental anywhere.


“Where is it?” I whispered.


“We’re standing on it.” Then Tivana slammed her foot onto the ledge beneath us. The ground cracked and buckled beneath the force of her blow. I would have tumbled off the mountain if I hadn’t had my hands around Tivana’s waist.


And then the mountain woke up. The stone beneath us shifted in response to Tivana’s attack, curling back in on itself. Veins of sickly purple blossomed from the monster’s skin as they pulsed in a steady rhythm. Some of that purple liquid splashed out and landed on my pant leg. The thick leather quickly smoldered and before I could even blink an incredibly sharp pain shot through my leg.


Tivana glanced down at the wound and waved her hand. A tiny cloud of black and white shot out of her fingertips and hit the purple splotch, annihilating the poison on contact.


The Blightstone Elemental picked itself up off the ground. It had been slouched against the ground, half sitting in the pool of purple water which had likely been clear before its arrival. The elemental shrugged its shoulders as it brought its squat wide-shouldered body onto its massive hands and stubby feet.


It tried to reach up with one of those enormous hands and tear the two of us off its back, but Tivana swung her hand to meet one of those giant fingers. Though each digit on the elemental’s hand was larger than Tivana’s body, when the two met the elemental was the one swatted aside.


Lesser elementals might be too slow to understand what had happened, but this Blightstone Elemental had already reached the wizard ranks. It wouldn’t have become so strong if it didn’t know how to flee when it was outmatched, so that was exactly what it did.


Princess Tivana picked me up and we followed behind the elemental as it desperately fled before us. It was somewhat exhilarating to send this monster, that could swat me like a bug, scampering like a frightened rabbit. How long would it be before I could do this on my own?


The Blightstone Elemental moved as quickly as it could, alternating between rolling along and propelling itself with those massive arms. It bounced between the massive trees of the Hearthwood like it was the ball in a game of pinball kilometers wide.


“That’s the entrance up ahead.” I said, keeping an eye on the map.


“I’ll have to drive it there. This may make a bit of a mess. Hold on to me, I’ll need both hands.” Princess Tivana cupped her hands and produced ten swirling patchy clouds of black and white. These clouds wrapped around each of her fingers, which she spread in a cone surrounding the Blightstone Elemental and the hole we wanted to drive it into.


Tivana released all the clouds of energy and slammed them into the ground around the elemental. As an earth-aspected monster, the elemental had no qualms about burrowing beneath the earth for safety and with danger on the surface it dived into the nearby hole sized conveniently just large enough for it to squeeze through.


“Okay, now seal the entrance!” I said. Tivana shot another blast of space magic that shattered the earth around the hole and drove the elemental deeper inside.


[Small problem Theo.] Mac said. [The elemental was a bit stronger than I thought. Instead of heading towards the Monster Den it broke through the wall to one of the adjacent chambers. The tunnel it’s traveling through leads directly to the center of the Hearthwood, where many of our people are currently salvaging what’s left of the main habitat chamber.]


“Can you redirect it somewhere else?”


[Not fast enough to matter.] Mac replied. [You’ll need to get to a nearby entrance and drive it back towards the Monster Den.]


“It didn’t work.” I said to Tivana. “There’s another entrance nearby, we can drive it back towards the Monster Den once we meet up with it inside.”


“Point to where it is now.” Tivana replied in an easy and relaxed voice.


I pointed my finger and Tivana blasted that mass of trees, rocks, and grass with another pulse of space magic. Plants, earth, and stone were all shattered in a cacophonous explosion of power that sent a massive cloud of dust billowing through the air. When the dust cleared, there was a perfectly round tunnel through thirty meters of rock and dirt.


Tivana didn’t waste a breath before pulling the two of us down the newly made tunnel. “Do you recognize this place?” She asked me as we found ourselves in the dungeon.


“I do.” I said with surprise. “There’s a chamber of Spine-Fisted Crimson Crabs nearby.”


“Good.” Tivana replied. “Which way is the golem?”


I pointed. “That way. I had an experimental golem living in that chamber up ahead.”


I’m embarrassed to admit that Tivana threw me over her shoulder. I’m sure the scene would have looked quite comical considering the size disparity, but there were thankfully no observers. The princess could fly like a fighter jet in the air and could run as fast as a race car on the ground, so I knew I’d only be slowing her down chasing after her on foot. She rounded three corners before I could even protest about being carried and set me down inside A1’s chamber.


A humanoid mass of spiky black obsidian rose to its feet in the room’s corner. It would have looked intimidating if we hadn’t just seen a far more fearsome creature running for its life minutes before.


Tivana didn’t spare the golem-turned-elemental a glance as she flicked a finger in its direction. That casual blow would have destroyed A1 in an instant had I not grabbed her arm.


“Don’t!” I shouted. “A1 is a special elemental. He’s a project of mine.”


Princess Tivana spared the ex-golem a glance as A1 cowered in the corner. She examined the creature for a moment before speaking. “An Elemental Subjugation talisman under the elemental’s own control. That's an intriguing means of mitigating its belligerence.”


“I’d be happy to tell you more,” I said as I glanced at Mac’s map, “but the Blightstone Elemental is nearly on top of us. I’m surprised it hasn’t broken through the—“


Before I could even finish speaking, the Blightstone Elemental burst through the doorway to the chamber. Its shoulders were too large for it to fit through the entrance, but it twisted sideways and jammed its rocky body through by pushing aside anything in the way. Its eyes scanned the chamber and seemed to lock onto A1’s form, which was still cowering in the corner.


The Blightstone Elemental clumsily pushed its way through the chamber. As its head scraped the ceiling, its sides collided with every stalactite it passed and sent sharpened rocks as large as I was tumbling to the floor. It was so intent on reaching A1 that it didn’t react to Princess Tivana’s presence until it saw her directly in front of it.


“Back the way you came.” Tivana commanded. The Blightstone Elemental clearly wanted to run, but it shifted its gaze to A1. I could almost see the slow, enormous gears ticking in its head as it weighed its options. With a burst of sudden motion I hadn’t realized the monster was capable of, it reached out an arm and snatched A1 in a massive stony hand. A1 squirmed in its grip and turned its stony form as spiky as it could manage in a desperate ploy to free itself.


Those actions meant nothing in the Blightstone Elemental’s grip. A massive gash popped open just below the elemental’s head. That gash revealed sharpened rocks and led to a dark chamber concealed deep within the monster. It was a mouth!


Without an instant of hesitation, the Blightstone Elemental opened that mouth wide and dropped A1 inside. I’d never given A1 the ability to scream, so when it was eaten all it could do was wave its arms pathetically and slide down the larger elemental’s gullet.


“A1!” I shouted. “That thing just ate my project!” I turned towards Tivana. “Can you…”


“Unlikely.” Tivana said. “Everything I’ve read said when elementals combine like this, the weaker elemental is absorbed nearly instantly. I should have intervened before it ate your elemental. My apologies.”


I gritted my teeth. I’d promised A1 the chance to live his own life, and it was gone just like that.


“Let’s get this thing back to the Monster Den.” I said.


Tivana drove the Blightstone Elemental back through the dungeon. With the entrance collapsed there was nowhere for it to run except in a straight line. That straight line led exactly to where we wanted it to go.


[Just a little further… perfect!] Mac said. [Don’t move any further forward. I’m cutting off space now.]


The entrance to the Monster Den shimmered blue and faded until it was only half visible. Unlike the Personal Chambers, we built the Monster Dens with a viewing port, which remained transparent even when the door faded into the glowing blue image of a door.
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“Its sealed.” I announced once Mac proclaimed the process complete.


“Then let us hunt down the Axe-Beaked Salamander.” Tivana replied.


Tivana made an exit to the dungeon as easily as she’d made an entrance, and within minutes we were back in the air. Thankfully Tivana allowed me to hang onto her arm again instead of being slung over her shoulder, which would let me retain some dignity if any members of the Hearthwood Clan were out hunting in this region.


“We’re almost upon it. It’s near those ruins.” I glanced up from the map and curiously noted the set of ruins before me. Though they clearly belonged to a single structure, the ruins stretched as wide as a stadium. They might have once made up a massive fortress, though the ruins were too overgrown to make out much from a distance. “How strange. None of the tribes of the Hearthwood were building much with stone before the Songstone survivors showed up. And even now that we’ve got earth mage acolytes, I don’t think we could build something that large.”


“They’re probably from this region’s previous inhabitants.” Tivana shrugged. “Many great civilizations fell when the heavens punished us for growing too powerful at the end of the sixth golden age.”


I was about to ask another question when the dot on my map started moving. “The Axe-Beaked Salamander is on the move!”


Tivana dove lower and easily spotted the Salamander crouched amongst a pile of dead leaves and moss. Moments ago, the salamander had been lying quietly in wait. Now it sprung into action, jaws wide as it leaped towards the two of us. Its axe-like beak was on full display as its tail flicked out menacingly.


Princess Tivana spread her fingers wide and a patchy black and white barrier formed between us and the salamander. The monster slammed against the newly made shield and slid to the ground. It fell nearly forty meters and crashed into the ground. The monster was the size of three horses and a fall like that should have broken every bone in its body.


But wizard-realm monsters defied logic nearly as much as the sorcerer beside me. The creature shook off the tumble like it had merely brushed against something uncomfortable before bounding into the distance. This monster was far faster than the elemental and we stood no chance of catching it flying at this casual speed.


“Not over the shoulder again…” I groaned as Tivana threw me over her shoulder before taking off like a bullet after the salamander.


Golden-Clawed Tree Crawlers and Wind-slicing Hawklords hurriedly scrambled out of our way as we shot over the trees. Upper branches splintered and cracked as the gust of air generated by the speed of our flight tore leaves off their branches.


As fast as the Axe-Beaked Salamander was, it could only barely outrun Tivana on the ground. With her in the air it stood no chance at evading us. Soon we had this monster corralled towards another dungeon entrance. Mac had learned his lesson this time and reinforced the walls of the nearby tunnels so even a wizard-realm monster would need to exert significant effort to break through.


This monster seemed more intelligent than the elemental and forcing it to escape through the hole in the earth was difficult. But in the end it fled before Tivana’s magic just as the golem had. The Axe-Beaked Salamander hesitated for only a moment before crossing over the threshold between the tunnels and the Monster Den we’d constructed for it. It turned back towards us and whimpered softly, though the pitiful image was ruined by the memory of its recent attempt to eat me.


“Seal it up Mac!”


As blue light covered the entrance to the Monster Den, the salamander met my gaze. “Elfzzz. Dealzzz? Bargainzz?” It hissed in words I could just barely make out.


“So you’ve attained intelligence.” Tivana said. “But do not expect mercy from me for that alone. My grandfather locked you away, and I’m sure he had good reason.”


The salamander narrowed its eyes, taking in Tivana’s features. “Destroyerzzz…” It hissed curling in on itself. It met my gaze one last time and whispered. “Dealzzz. I waitzzz.”
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“Let’s go.” Tivana said, grabbing me by the arm. We flew back home in a few minutes, our mission a success.


“I still feel bad about A1.” I said as we flew. “I wish we’d saved him.”


“It is possible that the enchantments you built into the core of its being will aid it, the Elemental Subjugation Talisman especially. As I said before, usually when two elementals meet like that the stronger one absorbs the weaker. However, that principle is not absolute. Perhaps your enchantments will be enough to tip the balance in your creation’s favor.”


“So you’re saying there’s a chance A1 could overpower the Blightstone Elemental from the inside?” I asked curiously.


“More than a chance.” Tivana replied. “Especially if you aid it. Draining the Blightstone Elemental’s zeal will weaken it and even the playing field between your elemental and the Blightstone Elemental. You have my grandfather’s orb. All you need to do is cultivate as much and as frequently as possible.”


I shot Tivana a curious look and I wondered for a moment if letting A1 get eaten had really been a mistake. Instead of asking her that question, I said, “Thank you for not carrying me over your shoulder this time.”


Tivana landed and I stepped onto the ground. “I would have preferred to do so.”


“I know it would have been a lot faster.”


Tivana shook her head and turned. “No. You have a very nice butt.” She said. I jerked my head around as I processed what she’d said. An instant later she vanished but for a moment I thought I saw the start of a blush along the back of her neck.








CHAPTER FOUR










“YOU SUCCEEDED THEN?” Baroness Jynna said.


“Yes, the Blightstone Elemental and the Axe-Beaked Salamander are both taken care of.” I said.


“Now all that’s left is to get the settlement in order and we can head off to the capital.”


“Good.” Jynna replied. “You have twenty minutes to get things in order. Then we leave.”


“Twenty minutes?” I asked. “It’s going to take a week at least to get things in order here. If not a month.”


“We don’t have weeks. And certainly not a month. You do realize Princess Tivana is the leader of our entire country while her mother is in seclusion, don’t you? Unrest is brewing in the capital, and every moment she’s away the embers of civil war have time to smolder and catch flame. We don’t have a week to waste, let alone a month.”


“Why hasn’t she returned to the capital already then?” I asked. “Surely she doesn’t need to escort us there herself.”


“She doesn’t.” Jynna confirmed. “She’s been taking care of some affairs to the north whenever she isn’t here talking to you. But those are now finished and it would be best for everyone if we arrived in the capital at her side.”


I sighed and glanced around at the surrounding forest. I was a far more worldly person than most of the elves in this forest, but this was where I’d been since I’d first come to this world. Leaving it so suddenly felt strange. But I wouldn’t be gone for long, and when I returned I’d have wealth, knowledge, and connections that could spur our clan to new heights.


“I still need to get her some adamantium.” I insisted. “I promised her I’d make some.”


Baroness Jynna shook her head. “If she didn’t say she wants it today, then it doesn’t matter. Sorcerers live a long time so getting something to her soon just means within the next few decades. The princess can afford to wait. Besides, if she really needed adamantium for something, she’d just buy it. It’s valuable, but not unobtainable in small quantities to someone at her level.”


“Fine, I’ll be ready in fifteen.” I said finally. I wanted to hunt down each of my girls and tell them I’d be gone awhile. A few weeks at least, maybe a few months. I planned to return to the Hearthwood shortly after the princess made good on her promise to give me an earth-aspect aura fragment and make me a true mage, but if the cultivation resources in the capital were half as good as I’d heard I might be better off cultivating there and only returning to the Hearthwood to issue orders and to use The Wanderer’s rooms.


After ten minutes of searching, I couldn’t find any of the Hearthwood’s matriarchs. Finally, I tapped an elf on the shoulder to ask her about their whereabouts.


“Where’s Matriarch Assyrus?” I asked the Waterbeetle tribe elf. “Or Illiel, Sava, Nela, Yorik, Melise, or Eltiana? Anyone, really.”


“The matriarchs?” The elf responded. “They’re all waiting for you with Princess Tivana and Baroness Jynna.”


I followed the elf’s directions and quickly found myself in a small clearing. Sure enough, Assyrus, Illiel, Sava, Nela, Yorik, Melise, and Eltiana were all standing nearby, with the princess and Baroness Jynna waiting off to the side.


“Theo!” Eltiana said. “Glad you finally made it. We’ve been waiting for you.”


“You’re all coming too?” I asked. “But if you’re in the capital who’s going to be watching the Hearthwood?”


“We’ve put together a substitute council.” Illiel explained. “Ghessa will stand in for Nela, Ullua for Assyrus, Katiana for Sava, Salla for me, and Eltiana’s mother for Eltiana. Though she doesn’t have an official role, Melise appointed Myrus to be hers for the next few weeks. Mac will be representing you.”


“Thrilling.” I said, not really wanting to imagine how those council meetings were going to play out. “What about Yorik’s role?”


“Yorik doesn’t want to go all the way to the capital with us. If you think elves in the north are hostile to orcs, just wait until you get further south, closer to where they’ve set up their main encampment.” Illiel explained. “But while she’s off, Atilla of the Riverweed tribe will be assuming command. Nela’s daughter Comela will be her second. Yorik says she has the makings of a future commander.”


“Now that all the excitement is finally over, it’s back to life as usual in the Heartwood.” Sava said. “Actually, a lot better than usual considering all the things you’ve given us. Even though we’re down to just one settlement in this forest, there will be more elves in the Hearthwood than ever before once the next batch of wisps manifest.”


Only then did I spot an unexpected figure standing in Yorik’s shadow. Her messy reddish-orange hair and fluffy pointed ears only partially concealed the leather collar wrapped around her neck. It was Korra, the catgirl we’d captured who’d previously been one of the leaders of the Corpse Collector Company. Most eye-catchingly, that collar had a decorative ribbon tied to it leading to a leash in Eltiana’s hand.


Eltiana grinned when I noticed the leash. “We’re even bringing along your favorite pet cat!” Eltiana pulled the catgirl under her arm. “I might trust the rest of the clan to our subordinates, but this feisty little kitty has escaped twice on my watch. I’m not about to let her get away again.”


“I wanted to come.” Korra explained from under Eltiana’s arm. “I’ve been to the capital of Deania before. The baroness and the princess may know the halls of nobility and the names of all the greatest clans and merchant families, but I know the capital’s backstreets and seedy underbelly. I was there not long ago, and with the trouble I saw brewing, you’re going to need my help to get around. Please bring me along.” Korra’s eyes were wide and pleading.


"Why do you want to come with us so suddenly?" I narrowed my eyes. "You might not have been the most powerful of our enemies, but you were the most dedicated. If I recall, you escaped us several times only to run off and cause more trouble."


"I did." Korra replied. "But that was when I was working for the Corpse Collector Company. Since the company is no more, I no longer work for them."


I glanced towards Nela, brow uplifted.


Nela nodded. "Sharian's been very cooperative, especially since I've implemented the new strategies Kysalian suggested. When I asked, she dissolved the Corpse Collector Company and is reorganizing it into the Contracted Cleaning Company. Korra is now free of any duties or obligations to them."


"Let me guess, they're working under Mac?"


Nela smiled. "Mac sets a grueling pace. Working under him has turned into a bit of a punishment, and many elves still don't think kindly of the Corpse Collectors. Since they're at least partially responsible for ruining the Hearthwood, Mac will direct them to clean it up. The same goes for any Sakaku clanswomen that we captured before they ran."


"I think I'll be of more use by your side than picking up garbage and sweeping floors." Korra explained. "I have an extensive skill set, but not one that will be useful here."


"She insisted on going where you go, Theo." Eltiana explained.


"Interesting..." I muttered. "One would almost think you intended to get closer to me, Korra."


Korra shifted her hands together and glanced at the ground.


I shot a look at Eltiana. "Do you think keeping her around is a good idea?"


"It's not perfect, but considering how easily she escaped us before, I think the safest place to keep her is right by my side." Eltiana explained. "I promise to monitor her for you. Besides, I always wanted to learn a few tricks from the world of Tooth and Claw."


Korra glanced up from the ground. "I promise I'll help you in any way I can. I've always been an excellent subordinate, just ask Sharian."


"I have no doubts about your competence." I replied. "Only your loyalty and the fact that you were recently our enemy."


Korra shrugged. "My guild told me to follow your orders from now on. Eltiana can verify that."


"That's true." Eltiana said. "I let her speak to her retainer on the World of Tooth and Claw and listened to the entire exchange. Her true master has told her to forget about the Corpse Collectors and the Sakaku Clan."


After a long moment, I nodded. "Fine then. I could use someone with your skills at my side. Try to get along with the girls and we'll treat you like one of our own."


Korra forced a beaming smile and thanked me profusely.


That raised my suspicions a little, but now that the Corpse Collector Company was effectively dissolved, we no longer needed to keep its leaders as prisoners. “Fine. You can come along.” I said finally, though I made a mental note to keep an eye on her.


“Good.” Princess Tivana announced. She met every gaze except mine. “Now I’ll carry your patriarch to the capital. The rest of you can follow on foot.”


Baroness Jynna stepped up awkwardly. “Cousin, I must protest. The Sakaku Clan laid an ambush for me. Their threat and that of the cult may have been greatly reduced with the imprisonment of the Archreaver Tim, but some rebellious clans are still harboring visions of overthrowing us. If you were wounded somehow, the entire royal family would crumble. You just fought a difficult battle, so if ever there was a time to ambush you now would be it. You are the pillar propping up this entire nation. If you reveal the slightest weakness, everything could crumble.”


“Our elders told me the same words to prevent me from confronting the Archreaver. Had I listened to their advice, the Archreaver would still be here and our country would be in a far more precarious position. No, I have evaded any attempts on my person sent to me thus far and will continue to do so. Besides, unless some of the clans have a hidden matriarch at the sorcerer rank in their midst, I am confident in facing any or all of their cultivators in combat, even if I haven’t fully recovered from my fight with the Archreaver.” Tivana replied.


“I’m fully aware of your power, cousin. I’m confident you could escape any trap the rebellious clans might throw your way. But not with him.” Jynna jerked her thumb over her shoulder at me. “Protecting him will slow down your escape significantly if you are ambushed.”


Princess Tivana was silent for a long moment. Finally, she nodded. “I see your logic. But then we risk having your group attacked on the road to the capital. I may have succeeded in pacifying much of the north, but there is still danger for those beneath the wizard rank.”


“I’ll be traveling with them.” Baroness Jynna said. “And don’t forget two of them are true mages. Unless we run into one of the major clans, there shouldn’t be any threat we can’t handle.”


“Take me.” Yorik said. “I go with the princess to the capital.”


We all looked at Yorik quizzically, so the orc explained. “With a cloak, I am closest to Theo in shape. Let any onlookers think I’m Theo. If we’re ambushed, be rough with me. I am tough to kill. Then no one knows where Theo really is.”


Princess Tivana appraised Yorik. “Orc body cultivators are notoriously thick-skinned. I wouldn’t be surprised if you could survive a direct attack from a wizard. Still, it will be somewhat risky for you.”


“Traveling through elf lands, I will be a burden.” Yorik said.


Tivana nodded. “Elves in the capital are a bit more worldly. We routinely get guests from the Worlds of Tooth and Claw, Hammer and Chisel, Coin and Cave, and Shade and Specter. I promise you won’t be treated as poorly as you think as long as you're a guest of mine.”


Then Princess Tivana tossed Yorik over her shoulder. The orc looked as embarrassed by the position as I’d been, but she stiffened her lip and maintained an expression of steely determination. Tivana cast a brief glance my way before bending her knees and shooting into the air. The force of her departure left a small crater in the ground and I noticed she wasn’t nearly as gentle with Yorik as she had been with me.


“Well, that’s that.” Baroness Jynna said. “Let’s head south. There’s a town called Wood’s Edge just past Queenshold. We should be able to rent a small airship to take us the rest of the way to the capital.”


“I’ve never ridden on an airship before.” Eltiana rubbed her fingers together. “Traveling with nobility certainly has its perks.”


“I’m just sorry you won’t be able to see the whole Queendom. It’s quite a sight for elves who’ve lived a mostly tribal existence.” Baroness Jynna explained. “While we’re in the air, I can teach you a bit about living among high society.”


“Such instruction would be vastly appreciated.” I said. “I do hope you don’t use more than three types of spoons.”


The Hearthwood matriarchs all looked at me in confusion, but Jynna, Nela, Melise, and Illiel all nodded. “And seven types of forks.” Illiel added.



***


We talked as we traveled. Despite being on foot, we kept a pace that would leave horses gasping for breath and we were soon at the edge of the Hearthwood. The broken and burned remains of Queenshold loomed before us, still covered in tents and hastily assembled structures from the cult’s attempt to turn the place into a base. After their defeat, most of the enemy elves guarding their camp had turned tail and fled. Xoreda’s undead mopped up anyone who stayed behind and even now I could still see skeletons patrolling the empty streets.


Jynna sighed at the sight. “My first real post and its turned into nothing but a graveyard.”


“Ha! I get it. Because it’s filled with undead.” Assyrus laughed. Her cheeks flushed red when she realized Jynna hadn’t been trying to make a joke and she looked at the ground while mumbling something about forks.


“Let’s just go around.” I suggested. “Mac, this is the last we’re going to be able to communicate for a while. I’m going to have to start upgrading the scanner again so we can talk beyond the limits of the forest.”


[Don’t you worry Theo! I’ll keep everything sparkly clean while you’re gone!]


“So long as you’re ready for my surprise inspections.” I replied. “I could return for a visit at any moment.”


Far from being deterred, Mac replied, [Surprise inspections? What fun! I’ll have to whip these elves twice as hard to keep this place up to code.]


I laughed but warned, “Just don’t push them too hard, Mac. They’re people, not drones.”


[Don’t you worry your little head, Theo. I’ve already charted elf performance by an hour of continuous labor for each cultivation level. I’ll be certain to work them the optimal amount of time when factoring in labor for their own personal efforts at improving their cultivations and savings accounts. I doubt you’ll recognize the place in a month.]


My connection to my AI companion slowly fizzled out as Queenshold faded into the distance behind us.


“You know,” I began when the silence in my head finally grew too much to bear. “This is the furthest I’ve ever been from the Hearthwood.”


“We passed my furthest ten minutes ago.” Assyrus said. “Is it just me, or does the air feel colder? And that blade of grass! It looks slightly less green than usual!”


We all glanced at the patch of grass Assyrus was pointing to, but even Sava couldn’t discern any differences.


“Ah! It’s nice to have a full sky again.” Melise said as she stretched her arms wide. “Trees are nice, but I like to bask in the light.”


“I never thought I’d miss something so ordinary.” Nela said. “But you’re right. I’ve missed having this much sunlight on my skin.”


“All this sunlight is making me too hot.” Assyrus grumbled.


“I thought you just said the air felt colder?” I asked.


“It’s both.” Assyrus said. “It’s too hot and too cold.”


Eltiana clapped the Waterbeetle chief on the back. “Homesickness fades after a week or two. You’ll get used to the feeling Assyrus.”


Assyrus blushed. “Me? Homesick? Never! I’m too tough for that.”


Sava smiled. “Then you’re stronger than most, Assyrus. I already miss the call of the forest.” She let out a long, slow sigh.


“Well… if you’re homesick, I’d be happy to talk about the Hearthwood a little to cheer you up. Remember those Blue Spikeball plants? When I first manifested I tried to play a prank by sticking one of those in Chief Wisdom’s underclothes drawer…”


“How are you holding up, Korra?” I asked while the others talked. “Well enough.” She said with a shrug. “In terms of places I’ve spent under contract, being your prisoner has turned out more pleasant than most.”


“We don’t really need you as a prisoner any more.” I said. “I think Eltiana just doesn’t like the thought of you escaping again. I’ll tell her to ditch the leash tonight. If you ask me, you’re free to go any time you like.”


“If its all the same,” Korra replied. “I’d really rather stick with you lot. And not just because I can take days off my contract while relaxing as your guest.”


“Oh? Can you tell me more?” I pried.


“Well…” I watched Korra’s eyes stare into the distance as her mind scrambled to come up with something to say. “It’s just pleasant here, is all. I’m definitely not up to anything, if that’s what you’re worried about.” Korra’s ears twitched nervously and her fingers twirled around a strand of her hair.


I gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Well, if you ever are up to something, bring me in the loop.” I said. “I can probably make you a better offer.”


“O-okay.” Korra said meekly.


I turned back to the others when I noticed the conversation had turned away from Assyrus reminiscing about the Hearthwood and towards the thought of making camp.


“Have any of you ever pitched a tent before?” Baroness Jynna asked.


I raised my hand, as did Illiel.


“I always just grew my shelters in place.” Sava said.


“Somebody’s always got a bed somewhere.” Eltiana said. “You just have to find it and convince them to give it to you.”


“Taking shelter in and around dungeons usually just means setting a watch and finding somewhere dry to sleep.” Assyrus said.


“Well fortunately for you,” Baroness Jynna said, “I’m not just a baroness, but also a seasoned camper.”


She pulled a cube out of the bag of holding at her waist. It was only about the size of two fists, but it was covered in dense symbols more elaborate than the normal elvish enchantments. This piece of equipment was powered by drafting magic, along with all the elaborate magical circuitry that entailed.


“This is a family heirloom.” Jynna explained. “I inherited it from my grandfather Dean the Destroyer himself. He handed this one down to my mother after he grew wealthy enough to afford a better one, but this tent is as good as any wizard on the continent could wish for.” Jynna stroked the cube with fondness. It was obviously an item she was very proud of.


She pressed a finger against the surface of the cube. It floated into the air before springing open into a mass of wooden stakes. The canvas appeared next, wrapping itself around the stakes to transform into a three-story tent the size of a building. It was streaked orange and neon green, adorned from top to bottom in flames and giant axes in a horrendous clash of styles and colors. To top everything off, the entrance flap had been painted over with a giant image of Dean’s face, with his open mouth serving as the entrance.


“Come inside!” Jynna beckoned, pushing aside a piece of red velvet that represented Dean’s tongue as she entered the image’s mouth and went inside the tent.


“I never knew Dean the Destroyer had… this kind of taste.” Sava said, openly gawking at the monstrosity of a tent.


“I’m not surprised at all.” I said, clutching my temples. Then the tent started playing music, and I searched my Dimensional Storage for anything I could use as an earplug.



***


“As intellectually interesting as it was to hear the music Dean the Destroyer once listened to,” Illiel said. “I’m glad you finally figured out how to turn it off.”


“You’re welcome.” I grumbled, still massaging my eardrums. “I can’t believe he found the time to write and record his own songs…”


“Usually people are a bit more impressed.” Jynna said. “But I suppose you don’t yet truly understand my grandfather’s genius and many courageous deeds. Don’t worry though. There are plenty of shrines to his glory in the capital.”


Hundreds of years or not, I realized Dean had only gotten more Dean-like in the time we’d been separated. I really would have to track both him and Sam down soon. Horrible taste or not, I missed my old friends.


“Camping is a lot more comfortable than I thought it would be.” Assyrus said as she sank six fingers deep into an incredibly soft chair she’d found.


Our host soon stepped out of an adjacent chamber. Steam billowed out after her and I caught enough of a glance inside the room she’d just exited to notice a massive hot tub, sauna, and a shower. Dean must have crammed a lot of magic in that little box to fit all this inside.


“Please, make yourselves at home.” Jynna said. “The shower’s available and dinner should be coming out of the food preservation treasure any moment now. There’s also a second shower upstairs, though the bath is terribly cramped up there. It’s right between to the tent’s library and illusion room.”


Illiel and I exchanged a glance. This was not the camping either of us knew, but we weren’t about to bring that up with Jynna.


I had the opportunity to stop by the library. To my disappointment, most of the books were titled, ‘The Art of Seduction, by Dean the Destroyer’ or ‘Dean’s Guide to Sexual Stamina’. Like the artifacts of his presence throughout the rest of the tent, I figured these were left over from when Dean used this room himself. The illusion room proved to be the same as the library. It was essentially a sheet of cloth enchanted with light magic to project a few simple images. I was excited to browse through them until I realized nearly every image contained samples of Dean doing a great deal of ‘research’ for his books while he sired the entire Deanian Royal Clan.


So when Jynna announced that the food was ready I was quick to sit down with the others for our first lesson in table manners. Contrary to my expectations, it was all a great deal more straightforward than I’d expected and mostly involved things like washing your hands before you ate and flipping your cup over when you were as drunk as you wanted to be for the night. Before long we were all fed, rested, and wouldn’t embarrass ourselves as the princess’ guests.


“Now when we get to the capital,” Jynna began, “You’ll have to come with me to the Hall of Citizenship. Sava and Nela are true mages. That means they’ll qualify for citizenship immediately. Once they pass, they’ll be able to sponsor individuals from the rest of your clan for citizenship as well. There’s a limit on how many you can sponsor per year but you should be able to get your families in over the next decade.” Jynna lounged on a recliner in a bathrobe. Her hair was still up in a bun from her recent steamy shower. She pushed a button under her arm and the chair beneath her started vibrating and I realized all the recliners in the tent were vibrating massage chairs.


Assyrus’ eyes were half lidded as she spooned a bowl full of what Jynna called ‘travel rations’. It was a cold custard topped with Minotaur Milk cream and Fire Essence Cherries, kept fresh through the tent’s magic. “Hey, do you guys hear something?”


“The wind only sounds different outside of the Hearthwood because there aren’t as many trees around here.” Nela sighed.


“No, not that.” Assyrus said. “That.”


Korra’s ears twitched. “I think Assyrus is right. I hear something too.”


There were a couple of eye rolls around the room, but eventually Jynna stopped talking. “Hold on a moment. The tent’s external wards just went off.”


“Wait, you mean there’s something actually out there?” Assyrus pulled the blanket in her lap up over her shoulders and was struggling to hide underneath it when she remembered she had an ironwood shield leaning against the side of her chair. While not as warm, it provided better protection than a blanket.


“It’s probably just a small animal.” Baroness Jynna said, standing up and straightening her bathrobe.


“How ironic those would be as our final words.” Nela said as she reached into the bag of holding at her side. From the tiny pouch she withdrew a spear as tall as she was.


Eltiana plucked a dagger from somewhere. She was wearing a borrowed bathrobe but had somehow managed to stash hidden weapons throughout the borrowed robe in the last few minutes. Sava and Melise preferred fighting with magic over weapons, so both simply called on their zeal. I drew a simple ironwood sword from my Dimensional Storage.


Baroness Jynna pulled open the tent flap and peered outside into the darkness. Nights under this elven sky were bright with so many celestial bodies above us, so even without our superhuman vision we would have made no trouble making out a handful of figures creeping around the tent. The figures poked and prodded at the ground and I realized they were trying to pull the tent’s stakes out of the ground.


One of the figures crouched low and wrapped her hands around the top of the stake, heaving with the strength of her thighs and back. She grunted and pulled with all her might before suddenly losing her grip and flopping backwards on the ground.


“Definitely magical tent stakes.” This darkness-shrouded figure said. “A loaf of bread each, easy!” She proclaimed. I tried to tilt my head to get a good look at her face, but the hood of her cloak cast darkness perfectly so only the tip of her chin was ever visible no matter how she turned her head.


“What if there’s someone inside?” One of the other figures asked.


“Nonsense. No one would live in something this gaudy. And even if they did, they’re rich enough to spare us a few tent stakes. To me it looks like the tent is protecting some sort of warding formation. Maybe it’s a temporary teleportation array. Besides, you can’t be worrying about these things anymore. We’re supposed to be bandits now. Tough, risk-taking thieves of opportunity who take what they want and club over the head anyone who says differently!”


“Right. Stand and deliver. Stand and deliver! If they’ve framed us as outlaws, then outlaws are what we’ll have to become.” The elf whispered, repeating some mantra she’d been practicing.


I turned back to the girls. “I think we’re being attacked by bandits.”


Assyrus huddled towards the back, teeth chattering. “H-how strong are they? True mages? Or are they wizards?” She gasped to herself. “Maybe they’re a wandering band of demigods!”


I looked them over quickly with mage sight. “They just look like ordinary heartwielders to me.”


Assyrus didn’t seem convinced. “The first matriarch said the world outside the forest was a dangerous place. There are all sorts of treasures that can conceal cultivation levels and make powerful evildoers seem as weak as mice. When you let your guard down is exactly when they get you.”


“I don’t think there are a half dozen demigods on the entire continent.” Nela replied. “And they certainly wouldn’t bother with trying to steal our tent posts.”


Finally, Baroness Jynna had enough. “Excuse me.” She said to the would-be-bandits. “Those tent posts are family heirlooms.”


The bandit struggling with the tent post jumped in shock. “We’ve been found out! What do we do? What do we do?”


The bandit who’d spoken earlier seemed to be in charge. She stepped forward and reached a hand to her side. She drew an ironwood sword that had the tip snapped off and wielded it in one hand. With the other, she grasped a sunlight-colored spellheart.


“We’re the Groundskeeper Weed-Pullers, the deadliest band of bandits in these parts!” The leader declared, darkness-shrouded cloak billowing behind her. “We don’t want any trouble, just enough loot to fill our bellies tonight. So keep quiet while we make off with your tent posts. We promise to only steal every other one, otherwise your tent might not sit properly in the morning breeze. You wouldn’t want to wake up to a drafty tent!”


“Boss.” One of the other bandits nudged her leader in the side. “Boss.”


“Not now, my bandit underling. I’m threatening our quarry.” The leader hissed out of the corner of her mouth. 


“I really don’t think we should be doing that with this group, boss.” The underling said.


“It’s very important to present a strong front.” The bandit boss continued. “If we intimidate them into surrendering, we get what we want without a fight.”


“But boss they’re—” the underling pleaded, eyes wide as she stared at our group. She had long since noticed that not one of us had a spellheart anywhere on us, but Sava and Melise both bore clear signs of calling zeal. Without mage sight, heartwielders weren’t the best at scanning cultivation bases. Still, most knew what to look for to identify a mage acolyte.


“Why have you resorted to banditry?” Baroness Jynna asked. “The town of Wood’s Edge is nearby. They always need help to fell trees or to plant new ones. A few healthy young sunlight cultivators like yourselves could find a job in an orchard growing trees, earning wages, and paying taxes! Instead you’re out here trying to steal my tent posts.”


The underling fell to her knees. “Deepest, humblest apologies.” She pressed her forehead into the mud and beckoned to her companions to join her on the ground. “We’ll definitely change our evil ways, get jobs, and pay all the taxes we can find.” She beckoned to her companions to join her on the ground.


The bandit boss nudged her underling in the side with her foot. “That’s the opposite of a strong front.” She hissed.


“They’re not heartwielders boss!” The underling said, tears in her eyes. “They’re not using spellhearts. That one in front of us is—“


“I can’t take this anymore!” Assyrus bellowed from behind us. “Demigods or not I’ll go down fighting!”


She leaped to the front, slapping her shield with an ironwood rod. “Water Elemental!” She commanded, and a towering humanoid of flowing water zeal took shape beside her. Then her skin turned blue over her hands and cheeks as the Waterbeetle Defensive technique took hold. Water zeal soon flowed over her legs in a blue skirt that danced across the ground, letting her glide as smoothly and nimbly as the elemental beside her as her Flowing Steps spell activated.


“Oh.” The bandit boss said as she stared up at the towering water elemental and the battle-ready mage acolyte standing before them. Then the bandit boss also dropped to her knees. “Please have mercy mighty mage acolytes! We were wrong! We were wrong!”


And soon the entire group of bandits was groveling as pathetically as they could manage. Assyrus stared down at them awkwardly.


“What are we supposed to do with them?” Sava asked.


“We can’t just let them go.” Jynna insisted. “They could threaten the safety of honest taxpayers!”


“Two of them have ninth-layer spellhearts.” Eltiana said. “They might look harmless to us, but if a band of average heartwielders came across them, this group really could rob and murder them.”


“Never! We’re good and honest bandits!” The bandit boss whimpered.


“Well I certainly don’t want to deal with them.” Sava replied. “And with how much they’re groveling, punishing them for their crimes with death would just make me uncomfortable.”


The bandits’ spirits lifted at this and they took Sava’s words of encouragement to mean that should attempt to beg for their lives even more pathetically than they already were.


“Alright, now I’m starting to get embarrassed by proxy.” Nela said. “Stop trying to kiss my shoes, you’ll get them dirty.” She said to the bandit at her feet.


The bandit shoved her face into the mud at Nela’s feet. “Oh yes, kind and merciful elder sister in the ways of cultivation! Your lowly and humble servant would not even dare to scrape the mud off your boots with her tongue, for you are so far above me that I’m undeserving of even kissing the ground you tread upon.”


“Wait a moment…” Nela said, poking the bandit under the chin with the tip of her shoe. “I’ve seen your face before…”


The bandit gulped, trying her best to stare at the ground while simultaneously not daring to look directly at Nela’s foot under her chin. “Perhaps,” the bandit gulped, “you in your august glory and benevolence once deigned to visit the vile scum and criminals once called the Songstone Clan? We of the Groundskeeper Weed-Pullers once worked for that fallen, extremely evil and justly destroyed clan as lowly servants and were branded criminals for our association with them.”


“What did you say about my clan?” Nela said, her voice turned cold.


The bandit underling nearby seemed to be the sharpest of the group. “Could it be that your esteemed and venerable greatness is favorably disposed to the much-honored and famous Songstone Clan?” She elbowed her companion in the ribs. Nela turned her cold gaze to the bandit underling, and the underling smiled nervously. “It’s true then! To think you had such regal connections! I’m unworthy to even begin wishing I could someday become the sock-bearer for the lowliest Songstone Clanswoman. If I live ten thousand lives, I will spend them all in admiration—“


“By the heavens above.” I said clutching my temples. “This is as bad as Dean’s music. Just shut them up.” The bandit’s eyes all turned wide and fearful and before they could turn even more desperate pleading towards me I added, “Not by killing them. I’ll put them to work. I’ve got more loot in my Dimensional Storage than I can be bothered to process.”


And then I opened my Dimensional Storage. There had been a lot of dead unicorns on the battlefield, so while the rest of my clan focused on extracting their easily-portable spellhearts, I just took the entire creature. Their horns were nearly as valuable as their spellhearts, though were much tougher to remove intact. Their skin, tendons, manes, bones, and meat were all valuable goods as well, and it would be a shame to let those go to waste. Breaking them down was just tedious and messy so I didn’t want to do it myself. With more than could fit in my Dimensional Storage already on the battlefield, everyone in the Hearthwood Clan was too occupied to deal with my stash back home.
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I guess they're good for something.


“This is a suitable solution.” Jynna said finally. “Just make sure you buy your stamps when you go to sell those unicorn horns. Those are luxury goods.”


“I suppose I can give them a bit of time to calm down before I ask them any more questions.” Nela grumbled. She knew these bandits were willing to say anything to save their skins, but it pained her to be reminded about her clan’s fall.








CHAPTER FIVE










“OKAY.” I SAID as I escorted the bandit underling into the tent. “Wash up over there. You’re covered in unicorn juice.”


“She’d better hope I like what she says.” Nela grumbled.


Melise rested a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t think too much of it, Nela. We’re from the Hearthwood Clan now. Nothing else matters.”


The bandit underling peaked her head around the corner. “I’m clean now, though I dare not get one of your bathrobes dirty by wearing one, and my old clothes are filthy.”


Jynna shook her head. “Fear not, my grandfather had so many female bath robes in storage I’m still finding them stuffed under tables and behind couches. To be honest, I think there’s an enchantment hidden somewhere in this tent that steals them from elsewhere. Though where it takes them from, I’m not certain.”


The bandit underling exited the room, shifting her shoulders nervously and wringing a strand of hair between her fingers. I noted that her hair was the same shade of golden as Nela’s.


“I couldn’t help but overhear you mentioning you said you were from the Hearthwood Clan�.” The bandit said. “I was certain you were from the Demonstar Clan. Only they could field so many mage acolytes in this region. And I’m beginning to suspect three of you are actually true mages.”


Sava smiled and the corners of Nela’s mouth tweaked up for an instant before shrinking back to a frown.


“No, we’re certainly not from any Demonstar Clan.” I replied. “What is the Demonstar Clan?”


“Demonstar…” Nela whispered to herself. “If I remember correctly, they were a large tribe under the Songstone Clan’s protection.”


Jynna nodded. “They’ve been petitioning the princess to grant them all the Songstone Clan’s old land and holdings, though we’ve refused thus far on the basis that they wouldn’t have the strength to hold the territory without a wizard.”


“Those little… they’re trying to take our stuff!” Nela growled.


“Maybe they just thought the land was unoccupied?” Melise said. “Without the Songstone Clan to protect them, the people we once governed will face great hardship. Countless monsters come from the mountains to the west, and if there’s a bad season for the Myriad Monsters Sea?” Melise shivered.


“Fortunately, the monsters have been quiet as of late.” Jynna said.


“Alright,” Nela said, grabbing the bandit underling by the bathrobe. “You said you were associated with the Songstone Clan once?”


The bandit underling nodded emphatically. “That’s right. Everyone in our group was once a groundskeeper at one of the Songstone Clan’s orchards. Word got back about what was happening when the clan was under attack and we managed to hide. I have a brother my family gave to the Moonbow Clan. He hid us when the rest of the Songstone Clan’s servants were being hunted down. He’s working on finding us safer work than banditry, but he has to locate a few death spellhearts first so we can exchange them for pardons.”


“You needn’t worry about that.” Baroness Jynna said. “The Sakaku Clan has been subverted by forces outside the Deanian Queendom. Princess Tivana witnessed proof of this in person, so she would doubtlessly declare their recent actions void.”


“That is wonderful news!” The bandit underling said. “You seem like a group that’s been in seclusion for a while. I’ve been in the wilderness for the past few months, but I can tell you what has happened recently to the best of my knowledge.”


The Demonstar tribe, which was now calling itself the Demonstar Clan, had been trying their best to move into this area. While the Songstone Clan itself was wiped out and their main force destroyed, the Sakaku Clan had only had the time and resources to take over the largest of the Songstone’s loyal settlements with their own forces. Many of the smaller towns and villages were still governed by leaders appointed by the Songstone Clan, and in some cases those leaders were lesser members of the Songstone Clan themselves.


The Demonstar Clan was doing their best to paint themselves as the Songstone Clan’s successors so they could win the loyalty of these small towns and villages. However, the process wasn’t instantaneous, and many of the small scale leaders were proving stubborn.


“Wood’s Edge is one of the towns the Demonstar Clan has recently taken over, and it’s probably the biggest hub in the region. They had a small scuffle with a group called the Corpse Collector Company recently, but the Demonstar Clan managed to scare them into going north instead.” The bandit underling explained.


“Did they now?” I chuckled to myself. In all likelihood, they realized the Corpse Collectors weren’t coming for them after all and simply used the opportunity to boost their reputation.


“They didn’t.” Korra confirmed. “We were going to buy new supplies there, but the Demonstar Clan showed up with a big chest of gold and offered it to us in exchange for finding easier targets elsewhere. Since we weren’t going to attack them anyway, we accepted their bribe, though we said we needed more food and water to go elsewhere in addition to Queensmarks. Those wagons you raided were actually coming directly from Wood’s End, sent curtesy of the Demonstar Clan.”


“Ha! It seems this Demonstar Clan isn’t as brave in battle as they’d like people to think.” I replied. “Still, they fed and armed an army at our gates. I’m beginning to suspect I’m not going to get along with them.”


The bandit underling gulped as she picked up some hidden threat in my words. “Sir, I must in good faith warn you that the Demonstar Clan has multiple true mages. One of them is extremely close to becoming a wizard.”


I nodded and turned to the others. “Personally, I’m now more excited than ever to visit Wood’s End. I want to see this Demonstar Clan for myself.”


Nela wrung her fingers around the shaft of her spear. “Me too.”



***


The bandits turned out to be much better at breaking down Stonehoof Unicorns than they were at being bandits. The following morning I had a bunch of bleary-eyed elves slowly straightening the last pile of neatly arrayed unicorn horns for my inspection.


“Looks good.” I said. “These bones cleaned up nicely.”


“They’re definitely useful for alchemy purposes.” Sava said from behind me. “If they’re ground down to dust and mixed with certain herbs, they’d make an excellent salve base. Do you mind if I give you a note for your Dimensional Storage? I’d like to have the children prepare the ingredients for me.”


“D-did we do a good job? Do we get to live?” The bandit stuttered nervously.


“Yes.” I said. “And I’ll even pay you for your labor.” I plucked a dozen Macmarks from my Dimensional Storage and handed them to each of the elves. “Here, two Macmarks each.”


“How strange. They look like Queensmarks, but they have your face on them!” One of the bandits said. “Only your expression on the coins…” she blushed and couldn’t meet my gaze any longer.


“This is the greatest currency in the world.” I said. “However, its only useable at a small town in the forest north of here.”


“Queenshold?” The bandit boss asked. “But I heard it was attacked and destroyed?”


“It was.” I confirmed. “But I’m not talking about Queenshold. Head to the ruins there and follow the skeletons until you get to the town I’m talking about. The Hearthwood Clan is busy rebuilding an entire town’s worth of buildings, so they’ll need all the extra hands they can get. There are members of the Songstone Clan there, so if you did well as servants for them before you can do so again. They’re growing Solar Essence Peaches.”


“Oh, Solar Essence Peaches were our specialty!” The bandit boss said. “We’ll just need to gather some food for the journey and we’ll definitely make our way north.”


I tossed the group some travel rations as Baroness Jynna packed up the tent. Soon enough we were back on the road.


“Ah…” Jynna said. “I do love camping. I always feel so clean, relaxed, and refreshed.”


“If I had a tent like yours.” Melise said, “I’d be tempted to live out of it all the time.”


“Oh, if only that were possible.” Jynna sighed. “Part of the reason my grandfather abandoned this one was because the enchantments take time to build up enough zeal to power the tent. So I can’t keep it up permanently, but I can usually set it up every night without issue.”


After packing up camp and sending the bandits on our way, we began our second day of travel. Trees were becoming thinner here, and the forest was giving way to plains. I counted my steps and was certain we’d put several hundred kilometers between us and home. I could have likely covered the same distance in a day on my flying sword, but running with a magically enhanced body had its own joys.


Shortly after the world’s smaller sun reached its zenith, we finally caught sight of a settlement.


“Is that Wood’s End up ahead?” I asked.


“It is.” Baroness Jynna confirmed. “Though I don’t remember the walls ever being quite that shade of golden.”


Shade of golden was an understatement. The walls looked like someone had tried their best to make the walls look like they were solid gold. Extra shiny solid gold. Towering blocky shapes rose out of the ground, smoothly transitioning from wall to crenelations. I saw no sign of machicolations under the defensive towers and realized these walls had been rebuilt to serve a more aesthetic purpose than a defensive one. The tops of the walls were painted with depictions of mighty heroes battling dragons and sea serpents, all while carrying a flag bearing a golden star clenched in the jaws a shadowed crimson specter.


To the right and left I could see workers toiling to finish the rest of the wall. These workers were hard at work covering up a much older wall of plain gray stone. While shorter and less impressive than the new walls, they looked far more defensible.


“It looks like the Demonstar Clan is more interested in crafting a strong reputation than strong defenses.” I remarked.


“I agree,” Baroness Jynna said. “While reputation stops many elves, it doesn’t deter monsters in the slightest. This town is supposed to be able to survive an unexpected undead battalion of at least three hundred skeletons. That’s the minimum requirement for farming and crafting settlements like this. If a group of skeletons made their way to this wall, the defenders would have no way to attack any monsters gathered at the base. Low-level undead may be dumb and clumsy, but they can still pile atop one another to get over a barricade if you don’t stop them.”


“Then whoever the Demonstar Clan appointed to take over this town clearly needs to be removed from office.” I replied. “Since its apparent they’re promoting the Demonstar Clan’s brave deeds of bribing their enemies to attack someone else, they can likely provide me with my first impression of this Demonstar Clan.”


We made our way over to the gates. I expected the whole ‘halt! Who goes there?’ routine but when the guard leaning against the wall saw we had no baggage she just pointed at a wooden bowl.


“Queensmark each.” She sighed as she continued leaning.


Fortunately, Baroness Jynna was well stocked with money. I wasn’t sure how well trying to pay with Macmarks would go over, so I let her handle paying for us.


“This town never had a fee for entering before.” Jynna said. “In fact, it strikes me as foolish to do so. Most of their goods come from the hunters, woodsmen, and farmers who live outside the town. A Queensmark is a week’s wages for the average heartwielder. Do they intend to prevent everyone below mage acolyte from doing business here?”


I immediately noticed that the town was far more developed than Queenshold. Straw roofs had been replaced by timber beams and virtually every structure within the walls was at least two stories tall.


Unlike Queenshold, there was a clear divide between who was in charge and who was not. Off towards one end of the town I spotted arrays of colorful buildings, artfully decorated and organized in neat rows. Some were painted golden like the walls but most were shopkeeper’s businesses. Even now I could see elves entering shops with purses of money and leaving with bundles full of arrows, food, or jewelry.


On the other side I saw worn and battered buildings, smaller than those across the street and lacking the happy and vibrant paint their neighbors adorned their businesses and residences with. They were scattered and piled atop each other haphazardly as though the builders feared they’d be evicted at any moment and so never bothered to put any work into their residence beyond getting a roof above their heads.


“I’ve been to plenty of towns this size.” Nela said, “And none of them had slums like this.”


“The other side seems to be doing well though.” Melise said.


“You there!” I shouted. “The elf covered in dirt! No, don’t wipe your face, I just want to ask you a question. I’ll make it worth your while.”


The elf struggled to pull her shaking arms away from her face. “H-honorable mage acolytes. What can I do for you, your… honorablenesses?”


“Why are you poor?” Nela demanded, and I was reminded of the fact that she’d previously had ‘Lady’ before her name.


Baroness Jynna shushed her. “That’s not how you talk to the common folk, Nela.” The baroness spread her arms wide in an exaggerated display of goodwill. “Hello, law-abiding resident of Wood’s Edge! We’ve noticed a disparity in housing accommodations between you and your neighbors. I’m certain by your demeanor that you're a hard worker and a diligent taxpayer. When do you plan to move to the other side of the street?” Jynna pointed towards the far nicer homes behind her.


Once the elf recovered her bearings she said, “Oh I’m unworthy to even think about leaving the heartwielder district. I could cultivate for a million years and never hope to compare to any of you!”


“And by the way,” Nela added, “we’re not mage acolytes. I understand if you’ve never sensed the power of a true mage before, but you should imprint it on your mind. Less gracious true mages might take being mistaken for a mage acolyte as an insult.”


“T-true mages!?” The elf stuttered. “Humblest and most gracious gratitude for educating me, my most esteemed true mages. The opportunity to address the two of you in person is a blessing worth a hundred lifetimes…” And then the elf continued the way the bandits this morning had, smoothly transitioning to an unyielding stream of flattery. Elves everywhere respected power, but I was beginning to suspect the elves of Wood’s Edge had been conditioned far more strongly than most.


“Theo,” Korra tugged at my sleeve. “They’ll be at this for days. Let me investigate.”


I nodded. “Go.”


Eltiana snorted nearby. “I bet I could find the information we need faster than her.”


I rolled my eyes. “Then you go too. We’ll probably be here awhile.”



***


“Your best ninja has returned.” Eltiana said smugly. “Along with all the secrets the Demonstar Clan has desperately tried to keep hidden.” She glanced around. “And no sign of the cat. I guess I was just a bit faster.”


“Think again, Eltiana.” We looked up and saw Korra hanging upside down off a second-story window ledge. The catgirl stuck out her tongue at Eltiana before nimbly flipping through the air and landing lightly on her feet beside us. “I’ve also stolen secrets from the Demonstar Clan, and I’d be willing to wager that I discovered more than you.”


“A wager!” Eltiana’s eyes glimmered. “What are you betting?”


Korra smiled, revealing sharp canines. “I want one of your knives. I didn’t bring any weapons along, so besides my claws I’m practically naked. As for what I’m offering?” Korra stuck out her tongue and pointed to it. “Us Felina have magnificently talented tongues.”


“You’re on.” Eltiana said. “With Theo as witness. No backing out for you now, kitty.”


I glanced behind me towards Nela and Baroness Jynna, who were still interviewing the same heartwielder they’d singled out before. Worse, that one heartwielder had called on every other heartwielder she could find to bear the pair of inquisitive true mage’s questions with her, and possibly serve as living shields if she had to run.


“Sava, Melise, and Assyrus took off to exchange some of the goods I had in my Dimensional Storage for Queensmarks.” I explained. Sava wanted to look at what the local alchemists were making, while Melise wanted spirit healing supplies and Assyrus had been itching for a better weapon than a rod of ironwood.


“Fine. I found a lot so this might take a while.” She glanced at Korra out of the corner of her eyes. “See if you can keep up.”


“The reason for the wealth divide,” Eltiana began, “is that the Demonstar Clan is trying to raise more mage acolytes. They’re encouraging elves to push themselves to cultivate more than they ordinarily would by heavily punishing heartwielders just for being heartwielders. They pay higher taxes, they can’t enter certain buildings, they can’t do business in the wealthier districts, and they’re forbidden from accepting any jobs that require more than manual labor.”


“That seems-counter productive.” I commented.


“Also,” Korra cut in, “once these heartwielders have diligently mediated for months or years to build up a powerful enough spellheart that they actually could attempt to advance to mage acolyte, they have to go to the Demonstar Clan to get a potion high enough in vitality that they’ll survive the process. The only problem is, the Demonstar Clan never sells the potions and they shut down anyone who attempts to do so. They only give them away as rewards to elves they like. That means only elves in the Demonstar Clan’s good graces get to advance to mage acolyte.”


Eltiana glared at the catgirl before cutting in herself. “With high living expenses, a lot of heartwielders are forced to sell their own spellhearts just to keep food on the table and a roof over their heads.”


“Why don’t they just leave?” I asked. “If things are this bad in Wood’s End, they should try to start up again elsewhere.”


“There aren’t any monsters powerful enough to worry the royal family, but without the Songstone Clan’s people constantly patrolling, weak monsters are forming everywhere.” Korra said. “If a work horse dies in the fields with a few tiny scraps of zeal it can form a spellheart that turns into a moss monster. Given the right opportunities, that moss monster can turn into a Mossy Giant strong enough to threaten the life of any heartwielder in a few months. So the heartwielders need at least one mage acolyte, or at least be powerful heartwielders themselves. Otherwise they’ll face danger sooner or later.”


“And there are very few powerful heartwielders.” Eltiana said. “The Demonstar Clan doesn’t let an elf keep a peak spellheart for long without them either reaching mage acolyte or having their spellhearts stolen.”


Eltiana cracked open an eye and grinned as she looked at Korra. “Got nothing else to add? How would you say we’ve been doing, Theo?”


“I’d say you’re about even.” I said with a shrug. I wasn’t really interested in getting drawn into their competition.


“Then that means if I can provide one more useful fact I win!” Eltiana laughed heartily. “Now prepare your hearts and ears for the juiciest bit of info yet. “The whole reason for this strong front is the fact that the Demonstar Clan is trying to present as many loyal mage acolytes as they can when some very important guests from the Loftwealthios merchant family arrive!”


I’d heard that name before, though I only remembered it because I’d realized only the most comically foppish merchant family would choose to take on the family name Loftwealthios. “Baroness Jynna had a subordinate from the Loftwealthios family.” I said. “Banneret Lyondiana Loftwealthios. I’m not sure what happened to her after Queenshold, but if we could find out where she’s from through Baroness Jynna, we might be able to talk with the Loftwealthios family and find out what the Demonstar Clan is up to.”


This scrap of knowledge had great implications, and my reaction showed on my face. Eltiana tilted her chin up and grinned down at Korra. “Your tongue better be as good as you say.”


Korra inspected her claws, nonchalant in the face of Eltiana’s taunting. “That is useful information. Or rather, it will be. After you track down this Banneret. And after you find her family. And after you figure out what deal is happening between the two factions. But I have something useful now.”


Eltiana rolled her eyes, but I urged Korra to continue.


“This town’s mayor was previously a Songstone Clanswoman. When the Songstone Clan was destroyed, she was quickly accused of embezzling the town’s funds and imprisoned. There was no evidence of course and she would have been cleared of all accusations eventually… if the Demonstar Clan hadn’t taken charge of her case. She’s being held in their private dungeon. From the rumors I’ve gathered, she’s a bloodline descendent of the Songstone main family, and may even be a relative of your companion.”


I frowned. “When’s the date of her trial?”


“A month ago.” Korra answered. “But today’s the day of her execution.”


I felt my face go stiff. I marched over to Nela, who was still trying and failing to put the cowering group of heartwielders at ease. I grabbed Nela by the shoulder and pulled her aside. “Can you think of anyone you know from your clan’s main family who left in the last four years to take a minor governing position in one of your clan’s territories?” I asked.


Nela furrowed her brows and thought for a moment. “Yes, now that you mention it. My second cousin’s daughter. She was appointed the mayor in a larger town called,” Nela’s eyes went wide, “Wood’s End! We have to talk to her, Theo! If anyone else escaped the Songstone Clan, they would have rallied behind someone with an official position that could clear their besmirched names!”


“We will talk to her.” I promised. “But she needs our help. She’s supposed to be executed today.”


“E-executed?” Nela stuttered. “We have to save her!”


I turned my head back towards Eltiana and Korra. “How strong are the Demonstar Clan’s forces in this town?”


“The new mayor is a mage acolyte at the ninth region.” Eltiana explained. “One of the rewards for fifty years of service as a local bureaucrat is an aura fragment, so quite a few mage acolytes sign up in the hopes of being ready for true mage by the time they’ve put enough years in for a promotion.”


“Then I’ll take care of her myself.” Nela said, arms up.


“Wait!” I protested. “We’ll wear these.” I produced the billowing dark cloaks that the bandits the night before had worn to shroud their features. Their old clothes had all been filthy from cleaning unicorns, so I replaced them and sent these cloaks back to Mac through the Dimensional Storage. Now they were so clean they’d practically changed color. “I don’t want to make trouble for ourselves later if we can help it.”


Nela glanced over at the heartwielders. “Unfortunately, we’ve got an entire batch of witnesses standing nearby, and I’m not naive enough to think that just because they’re pretending not to look our way means they aren’t listening to us.”


I caught the gaze of a few heartwielders who tried to look anywhere except at me.


“You’re right, we have to get rid of them.” I said finally.


A few heartwielders tried to break into a run then and there. I reprimanded myself for my poor choice in words as I turned the ground beneath the heartwielder’s feet to mud with earth magic. I solidified it again a moment later to anchor all of them in place.


“I’m not going to kill you.” I said placatingly. “Really, the fact that every heartwielder thinks I’ll murder them for the smallest inconvenience points to some real flaws in the behavior of your local leaders.”


Before Jynna could protest, I continued.


“You there!” I pointed to one of the elves. “What’s your profession? How do you make money?”


“Mystic bees, sir mage acolyte. I raise mystic bees. Usually I sell my magical wax to the candle maker.” She bumped a nearby elf with her elbow. “But she can’t afford to buy my magical wax any more.”


“Can’t buy magical wax if nobody’s buying magical candles.” The candle maker explained. “Usually people bought them for enchantment or alchemy, but trade’s dried up as everyone focuses on cultivation and kissing up to the Demonstar Clan.”


I nodded. “What if I told you that there’s a small settlement to the north of here that doesn’t charge immense fees when you enter their gates?” I explained to the crowd. “That when you go there, you’re free to sell your wares wherever to whoever, with no restrictions.”


“That sounds too good to be true during these hard times, sir mage acolyte.” The candle maker replied.


“Oh, but it is true, and it gets better.” I said. “Sell all your valuable trade goods to the elves in the forest to the north, and once you collect enough of their currency, you can hire the alchemists there to perform something they call a spellheart recrystallization. This process provides immense and immediate enhancements to your spellheart. If you earned enough of them, you could reach the ninth layer in a matter of months! And once you do, they’ve got plenty of vitality potions for your attempt at mage acolyte. Think about it, you could be mage acolytes by the end of the year.” I jerked my thumb at the nicely painted houses behind me. “You could be living over there whether you were in the Demonstar Clan’s good graces or not.”


“Mystic honey!” The bee keeper clambered to the front. “Will they buy my mystic honey?”


“What about enchanted floor tiles? I make a living by enchanting floor tiles to clean themselves.” Another elf said.


“There are more than a few junior alchemists who’d love to try making mystic mead with your mystic honey.” I said to the bee keeper. “And that’s only if the rest of the elves don’t eat the honey first. As for self-cleaning floor tiles?” I imagined the Hearthwood’s predicament with Mac on the clan council. “I’m certain every elf in the forest would thank you for your service.”


All the heartwielders looked positively giddy with excitement. I caught a few doubtful looks, but I’d expected that.


“Well, what are you waiting for?” I asked. “Pack your goods, tell your friends, and head north!”


The heartwielders hastily departed. I turned to Korra. “Spread a few rumors about what I just said concerning the Hearthwood Clan. I know a few of those elves will want to verify what I just said, so I want a second rumor spreading around to ease their worries.”


Korra turned, but Eltiana threw a dagger into the ground at her feet. “You’ll need that, cat. You earned it.”


Korra happily bent over and tucked the dagger into her pocket before climbing a nearby building.


“I have a job for you as well, Eltiana.” I said. “I need you to draw a few vague maps of the Hearthwood. Don’t make them too accurate, but give them enough detail that anyone who uses them to find their way won’t get hopelessly lost or killed during the journey. We want to start a mass exodus of heartwielders out of the town. That should cover our rears for any dramatic events that might happen today.”


“Understood.” Eltiana replied.


“It appears our Queensmark shortage is about to be solved.” Illiel said. She tore a few notes off a notebook in her hands and handed them to me. “Please leave these notes in your Dimensional Storage. They’ll tell the others how to prepare for this influx of trade, what procedures to follow, what to buy, and what to sell.”


“Perfect.” I replied as I accepted the papers. “Now let’s stage a prison break.”








CHAPTER SIX










IF THE MAYOR of this town had been a bit stronger, I would have had Korra and Eltiana sneak into the prison and attempt a stealthy rescue operation. But we didn’t have weeks to scout their prison’s wards and defenses. Nor did we need to.


“What’s the plan?” Nela whispered as she stepped up on her flying sword behind me and adjusted the wide, billowing cloak wrapped around her.


“The simplest plan is often the least likely to go horribly wrong.” I explained. “So that’s what we’re going for. We’ll drop from the air, defeat anyone in our way, grab your second cousin’s daughter, and then fly off with her before any complications arise.


“You can freely use your sunlight zeal. In fact, let everyone know you’re a true mage from the Songstone Clan. The rumor of an active Songstone true mage will probably throw a wrench in the gears of the Demonstar Clan’s plan to be the inheritors of your legacy and delay their efforts to consolidate this region. Don’t let them know exactly who you are though. I don’t want to draw connections between the Songstone Clan and the Hearthwood just yet.”


Nela nodded. “This Demonstar Clan has unwittingly declared itself our rival. Slowing their plans down now will give us time. Hopefully, by the time they know who we are you’ll have already cemented your relationship with Princess Tivana and the royal family and they will no longer dare to move against us openly.”


“That’s my plan.” I said as we soared silently over the city walls. We were eye catching figures shrouded in black and outlined by the late afternoon sun. Fortunately, Korra and Eltiana had already done their work and heartwielders everywhere were hastily leaving Wood’s Edge. I could hear the chaos from where we flew far above them.


“You can leave, but your goods stay.” The guard at the gate said to the candle maker from earlier. The lazy guard near the entrance had been replaced with a vigilant mage acolyte, and this one had an ironwood sword in hand.


“They’re not really my goods if I can’t take them anywhere I please.” The candle maker protested.


“You’re right.” The guard agreed. “They’re not your goods. So let me correct what I just said. You can leave, but the Demonstar Clan’s goods stay.”


The candle maker sputtered, “You… you can’t do that!”


The guard snorted. “Mage acolytes can do anything they want to heartwielders. That’s the new rules the Demonstar Clan put in place. You’re too lazy to put in the time to reach mage acolyte, which makes me better than you.”


The candle maker trembled with repressed anger. There was nothing she could do against a mage acolyte alone, but she wasn’t alone. She glanced over her shoulder and saw many heartwielders eager to take their goods to the rumored town to the north that would help them reach mage acolyte faster than they’d ever dreamed. Between them and that promised land of fortune stood one greedy mage acolyte with a bad attitude.


The group of heartwielders eyed the guard, and I could almost see them glancing at each other out of the corners of their eyes. They were wondering how many others would join them if they tried to attack the mage acolyte.


“Should I step in?” Nela asked.


I shook my head. “Jumping in now would sow a bit of positive reputation for the Songstone Clan, but how much more valuable would it be to have average elves strike back at the Demonstar Clan with their own hands? The forest is parched and lightning pierces the sky overhead. Will the trees catch fire or will the rain quench their thirst and any chance at flame?”


“You don’t have to sound so grandiose about it.” Nela replied, “It’s just a few desperate heartwielders thinking about assaulting a guard.”


“Symbols sway the heart and mind, Nela. If these heartwielders back down, or are saved by you at the last moment, then they’ll have bowed their heads to authority once again and hold no dreams beyond wishing to become mage acolytes through bitter toil. But if they rebel with their own strength, they will have a tale to inspire countless others. Especially if they come to the Hearthwood and meet friends who can give them the power to truly make a difference.”


The confrontation teetered on the edge of boiling over. The guard had her sword drawn and ready, refusing to show the slightest bit of weakness. For she knew if she did, that was the moment these heartwielders would strike.


Bit by bit, the heartwielder’s were losing their resoluteness in the face of the mage acolyte. I watched one of them take a step back and the whole group began to falter. The fulcrum had been teetering and only now settled in the Demonstar Clan’s favor.


Or it would, if I allowed it to. I drew on the dense mass of coiled earth zeal buried deep in my abdomen. From its stony depths I drew the tiniest portion of magic. With that raw power in hand I sent it down to a place just behind the guard’s foot. I had no spell for such a specific attack, so it turned out to be a rather elaborate piece of informal magic. Fortunately nobody was pointing a sword at me and I could spend a few moments raising a sharpened stone directly beneath the mage acolyte’s heel and a little cliff just in front of her other foot.


With every moment that passed, the heartwielder’s were losing their courage. But then came the instant my spell was completed.


“Ow!” The guard yelped. The jagged chunk of stone I’d just conjured under her heel pierced straight through her boot. She stepped backwards to rebalance herself, only to find her free foot caught on an unexpected ridge of stone that hadn’t been there a moment before.


They were such tiny changes, but between the two she stumbled. Her ironwood sword dipped lower and her eyes went to the ground. In any other situation she would have righted herself a heartbeat later, but this was not any other situation.


The moment of vulnerability bolstered the heartwielder’s failing courage. In that instant of opportunity they lunged forward like hungry piranhas taking bites out of a jungle cat.


The candle maker jumped forward, grabbing the guard’s sword by the blade. The guard tried to yank her weapon free, but by then three other heartwielder’s were already on top of her. An elf who had their magic was always armed, physical weapon or not. The tile maker spat a glob of burning acid out of her mouth, which landed on the guard’s face and sizzled against the bare flesh there. The bee keeper tapped her hand against a pouch at her waist and soon hordes of angry buzzing insects circled the air around her. Another heartwielder pressed her hands together, drawing them apart to reveal arcs of purple lightning.


One strike after another hit the guard. She eventually managed to wrench her ironwood sword free of the candle maker’s grip. I winced when she tore it from the elf’s hands and thrust it back into the candle maker’s stomach. I almost harbored hope that the craftswoman would survive the attack when the guard swept her sword up and cut clean through the elf’s center, bisecting her through the middle. After a moment of what was probably unparalleled agony, the candlemaker burst apart in a fountain of sparks.


Far from deterring the others, this act of bloody violence only spurred the heartwielder’s to fight even more fiercely. The guard had hoped the threat of death would frighten her assailants off, but it only told the heartwielder’s that their foe was ruthless enough to kill them if they didn’t kill her first.


“Hopefully that turns into something.” I said as I directed my flying sword back over the town. “That building in the center of the city looks like it has the makings of a town hall. We’ll go there, capture someone important, then find the location of your kinswoman.”


“Understood, Theo.” Nela said from over her shoulder. Her head was turned around as she watched the heartwielders and mage acolyte fight a desperate battle for their lives behind us.


Soon we came upon the grandest building in Wood’s End. This settlement had no shortage of two-story buildings, but this structure towered at an imposing six stories. I would have called it a tower if it weren’t so wide and blocky. From the highest point to where it met the ground it was built from seamless crimson stone. Between the finer color and the golden embellishments on every corner, I realized the designers had gone to great efforts to make this building emanate an aura of both wealth and power.


“It doesn’t look like the door is open.” I frowned.


“That’s fine.” Nela replied. “I’ll make my own.”


And then without a word of warning she jumped off my flying sword down onto the building below us. Golden light burst into existence around her as she fell through the air like a falling star.


She turned her spear point-down the moment before she struck the roof of the building. The golden light that had surrounded her moments before flared brighter than ever before turning into a searing beam of energy that cut through the tile roof and through several floors of the building below it.


Nela had made up her mind to bring this monument to the Demonstar Clan’s budding power crashing down. From the inside of the building, she twirled her spear in a slow circle around her, shooting out a ray of sunlight zeal like a laser that cut through everything around her. She shredded chairs, tables, bookshelves, and more than a few support pillars in her burst of destructive power.


The building groaned as portions were suddenly unable to support themselves. Nela crouched and jumped back up through the hole she’d made an instant before the roof around her came crashing down in a pile of rubble. I swept lower on my flying sword and grabbed Nela as she landed on the roof so I could pull her back onto my flying sword.


“That should get anyone inside anxious to leave.” Nela said.


“Let’s hope you didn’t crush them already.” I chuckled. Portions of the building were still crumbling as the chunks of stone collapsed in on themselves. I mused to myself that this was one of the drawbacks of building from solid pieces of rock instead of using bricks. When something failed, it brought the whole structure down with it.


We soon spotted a few debris-dusted figures scrambling to escape the crumbling structure. They were all clad in gold and crimson finery. The clothes were clearly new and their first instinct was to dust them off before surveying the collapsing building. It took them awhile to take in their surroundings and even longer to glance upwards and spot us.


“There!” One of them finally pointed at us. “Who are they?”


Nela nudged me. “I think that’s my cue.”


I swung my flying sword over their heads, so we hovered over them with our cloaks billowing in the wind and outlined by the midday sun. I’m certain we cut mysterious figures shrouded in darkness as we were. The bandits from last night left their dirty cloaks behind in exchange for cleaner clothes from my Dimensional Storage. When cleaned up by Mac, these were first-class cloaks. While the Groundskeeper Weed-Pullers were shoddy outlaws, they certainly knew how to dress like enigmatic and intimidating experts that any elf would be a fool to cross.


They didn’t have the power to back up that image, but we did.


“Who are you?” The strongest of the crimson-robed figures demanded. “And why have you destroyed the Demonstar Clan’s hall?” She let her last words hang in the air, hoping the name of her family would make us fear her. She stood straight and tall, lending courage to those around her. Despite her efforts, I could see beads of sweat trailing down the sides of her temple as she breathed short quick breaths.




Mayor of Wood’s End (late mage acolyte, level 19)





“We represent the rulers of this region.” Nela said. “You have unlawfully unseated this town’s mayor and plan to have her, a loyal and dedicated member of the Songstone Clan, executed under false pretenses.”


“The Songstone Clan is dead.” The mayor proclaimed confidently. Her followers glanced at each other nervously.


Nela threw back her hood, revealing long golden locks of hair the color of flowing sunlight. Though other elves wielded sunlight zeal, none were as famous as the Songstone Clan. “Think again.” Nela replied.


“Songstone…” one of the Mayor’s follower whispered. “What realm is she?”


“Well… I…” The mayor stuttered. “The Songstone Clan’s wizards and true mages are dead. The Demonstar Clan has more power over this region than whatever remains of the Songstone Clan. You cannot protect the elves and lands you once held, so it is only natural that the Demonstar Clan would rise up and inherit them.” The mayor released the full power of her cultivation. Phantom claws and teeth materialized in the air around her, conjured by the power of a peak mage acolyte.


“So you say power gives you the right to do whatever you please?” Nela asked. “Good.” Then she flared the strength of her own cultivation base. The mayor’s phantom claws and teeth withered like dew under the morning sun as Nela was surrounded by brilliant golden light.


“True mage!” The mayor’s followers gasped. “A living Songstone true mage! Impossible, I thought they were all dead? The last life crystal shattered a few months ago. Our elder’s confirmed it.”


The mayor took a step backwards before pulling a sword out of a bag of holding at her hip. “You… you must have paid a great price to escape the Sakaku Clan.” The mayor said. “You’re probably terribly wounded right now and just putting on a strong front. I bet you’re like a tree with a single root. The moment I strike a blow you’ll crumble…”


The mayor’s followers were already fleeing. One of them was tearing at the crimson robes around her body and tossing them on the ground.


“What are you doing!?” The mayor demanded. “Power up the wards around the building and restrain her! True mage or not, if we work together we can keep her in place until one of our own true mages arrives.”


Two of the mayor’s followers rallied and started running towards the broken clan hall.


“I’ll deal with them.” I said.


Nela nodded and jumped off my flying sword so she could land on the ground next to the mayor. “You will tell me where my kin is being kept.” Nela demanded.


I circled in front of the two fleeing followers and cut between them and whatever wards they were hoping to use.




Demonstar Clan adopted cultivator (late mage acolyte, level 17)




Demonstar Clan elder (late mage acolyte, level 18)





The Demonstar Clan elders came to a stop in front of me and glanced me up and down. From this short distance they had a much easier time discerning my cultivation base, even when I wasn’t using it.


“Peak mage acolyte.” One of the Demonstar Clan elders said as she looked me over. “This will be a tough fight, even with both of us.” They stared back at me before asking, “Fellow sister elf of the cultivation arts.” She said as she tried to glance into my darkness-shrouded hood. “Are you a member of the Songstone Clan?”


I remained silent. There were still other eyes on us and my true appearance as a human male cut an even more distinctive figure than Nela’s golden hair. If she were exposed someone would have to pick through a list of possible hidden Songstone true mages to find her identity. But now that Tim was dead and with Sam and Dean missing, I was the only human male in the entire Deanian Queendom.


“Fine then. If you want to play the silent and enigmatic expert, then we’ll just kill you, capture your wisp, and sell you as a pleasure servant to the orcs during your next life.” One of the mage acolytes cursed.


Then they tried to attack me at the same time. Phantom claws appeared over one elf’s curled fingers while the other’s eyes turned red as the outline of a ferocious beast covered her face.


Twisted Step.


Now that I was a mind mage acolyte, my mind spells had grown even more powerful. Before the spell only kept me a half step ahead of my opponents. Now it was like they were chasing my shadow.


Both Demonstar elders slashed at the ground where I’d been a moment before. I’d done nothing besides taking a casual step to the left and avoided both their attacks effortlessly.


“What? How did you dodge that?” One of the Demonstar elders turned to my new position as my afterimage vanished before her eyes.


“Watch out. This elf has a mysterious movement spell.” The other mage acolyte warned. She flexed the fingers on her other hand, conjuring another ghostly claw.


Her companion snarled. “A glass sword type. I’m sure this one does nothing but dodge and dodge until she can land a blow.” The surrounding air shimmered, completing the outlining of a snarling bear around her face. The lines expanded and flowed backwards until she was completely engulfed in the hazy illusion of a Thunder Bear. “I have just the trick for you.”


The thunder-bear outlined mage acolyte dropped to all fours and ran at me with all the speed and strength of the monster she was trying to mimic.


I planted my feet beneath me, making no effort dodge. The elf collided with me and came to a dead stop. “I’ve wrestled a real thunder bear.” I whispered. “You’ll need to do better than this.”


The elf opened her mouth and the outline of the bear tried to tear into my throat.


Fists of Stone.


Embrittling Palm.


My hand collided with the elf’s stomach, smashing through the thunder bear illusion with ease. The force of my blow knocked her backwards through the air and sent her body smashing against a nearby building. The building cracked under her back as blood gushed from the elf’s mouth and nose. An instant later she burst apart in a shower of glowing white motes of light. The light cleared, and a wisp drifted over the scene of her death as it tried to get its bearings.




Enemy slain. (+200 points.)

5 Blood Crystals collected.





“You… killed her?” The other Demonstar elder gasped. An expression of absolute fury flowed over her face. “I’ll kill you! I’ll flay your skin from your bones! I’ll make sure you serve the lowliest, most barbaric orc for your next hundred lives!”


She launched herself off the ground, apparently overcome with an incredible burst of bloodlust. I shook my head and planned to finish her with my next blow, but the elf finally did something smart.


The moment before she got within reach of me, she thrust both ghostly claws in my direction. They burst apart in a curious combination of zeal to create a moment’s distraction for me. During that moment’s distraction, the elf turned tail and fled.


She’d been quite a good actor, and for a moment there I really thought she’d been overcome with rage. Apparently, her anger over her companion’s demise had all been a ploy to give her the opportunity to flee for her life and fool any Demonstar loyalists watching our fight. When the cloud of zeal faded, I just barely caught sight of her taking off around the corner.


I cast Stone Obelisk off in the distance, raising a finger of stone from the ground in the fleeing elf’s path. She dodged the obstacle easily, but my spell did more than make a large, pointy rock. It increased my influence over zeal in a given area so that working informal magic without spells and techniques was far easier.


With that new influence, I turned the packed earth beneath the fleeing mage acolyte to soft, muddy sand. Her footing quickly gave way, and she sank into the sand trap just long enough for me to harden her feet in place.


This esteemed elder of the Demonstar Clan cast me a despairing glance as she furiously hacked at the sand trapping her legs. She managed to get one of them free quickly enough but the other was firmly stuck. I approached her at a casual walking pace and her digging grew increasingly frantic. Her hair had long since gone messy and her breathing was like a cornered rabbit’s. I could hear the beating of her heart as she glanced up at me one last time.


She seemed to come to a painful decision and produced a short ironwood sword from her bag of holding. She closed her eyes and swung it at her stuck leg, apparently having decided to sever her own limb in the desperate hope that she could still run away from me.


I stepped forward in a burst of motion and grabbed her knife-wielding wrist before she could maim herself. “Tell me.” I asked after long holding silent. “Do you want to live?”


The elf tried to pry her arm free, but found my grip to be as unyielding as the weight of a mountain. After a long moment of tension, her entire body went limp and she dropped the ironwood sword in her hand.


“I… only joined with the Demonstar Clan because my family had no spirit arts for mage acolytes.” The elf pleaded. “They live in this town and they’re all depending on me. Under the Demonstar Clan’s new laws mage acolytes live like petty tyrants. So long as I’m alive my family will be fed, happy, and can work as they please. But if I were to die before my little sister can become a mage acolyte…” she shivered.


“Don’t give me your life’s story.” I said. “I asked you if you wanted to live.”


“…Yes.” The elf said. “I want to live.”




Enemy defeated. (+200 points.)





“Good.” I replied. “I have a use for you today. Let’s go watch my companion defeat your leader.”


“Your voice sounds strange.” The mage acolyte asked. “Are you not an elf?”


I turned to regard her with darkness-shrouded eyes. “If you want to live, you should know what questions to ask and what questions not to.”


“Understood.” The elf replied. “I have purged any such thoughts from my mind. I swear I’ll do anything you ask of me, so long as it does not endanger my family.”


My fight ended in the span of a few breaths. During that time, the mayor continued to desperately hope Nela’s power wasn’t real.


“I will ask one final time.” Nela declared. “Where is my kin, the previous mayor of this town?”


“Even if you really are a true mage,” the mayor muttered, “my clan's own true mages will be here any second! Then you’ll be sorry. We’ll crush whatever remains of the Songstone Clan.” The mayor saw me and one of her own followers approaching. “Why aren’t you powering up the wards? No, forget that, execute the prisoner while we have the chance!”


I wrapped a hand around the mage acolyte’s shoulder, and she bowed her head, refusing to look the mayor in the eyes.


“Do you know where the prisoner is?” I asked the adopted Demonstar Clan mage acolyte as she dropped her eyes submissively.


“Yes.” She replied.


I turned towards Nela. “We don’t need the mayor.” I said.


Nela nodded and leveled her spear. “You may choose to fight or beg.” Nela declared. “The result will be the same.”


The mayor whipped out her own spear, which I realized was identical to Nela’s.


“This is the signature spell of the Demonstar Clan! Let’s see if you can survive it.” The mayor lifted her spear and a sphere of crimson light gathered near the tip. � “Star Demon’s Descent!”


A blast of red light poured out of the spear’s tip, shooting like a laser beam at Nela’s shimmering golden form.


“A cheap imitation.” Nela declared as the crimson beam guttered out. Her radiant, golden form was untouched as the light of her true mage’s aura enhanced her defensive shield of sunlight zeal. “Let me show you the real spell. This is the Songstone Clan’s Star Dragon’s Descent!”


Light gathered twice as fast in the gap near the tip of Nela’s spear. It accumulated in greater intensity than the mayor’s attack and shot forward in a bar of golden light twice as thick.


The mayor spent her last few moments desperately pulling together a shield between her and Nela’s attack, but she needn’t have bothered. Whatever she’d been preparing was shredded the instant Nela’s beam of light touched it. When the light from Nela’s Star Dragon’s Descent gracefully faded, the mayor was simply gone. A tiny, shriveled wisp flew into the distance, seeking refuge on the heartwielder’s side of town which was already embroiled in growing chaos.




Enemy slain by follower. +50 points.





I adjusted The Wanderer's systems to once again start giving my an end of battle summary instead of listing off each enemy slain. It was a useful tool to confirm my enemies' defeat, but it was also distracting to pop up in battle.


“Take us to the Songstone prisoner.” I asked the elf at my side.


She nodded obediently and led the way down a hatch in the side of the ruined clan hall. That hatch led down a narrow passageway and through a series of winding underground corridors that eventually ended in a lone prison cell without windows or walls. All four sides were simple ironwood bars and an anxious blonde-haired elf swung bare legs over the side of a plain wooden cot.


The Songstone prisoner stared at the opposite wall. “Here to take your frustrations out on me one last time, mayor?” The elf said sadly. She shifted her weight, and I could see long purple and red whip marks lining her back and shoulders.


“No.” Nela replied. “We’re here to get you out of here.”


The Songstone prisoner finally turned. Her dull eyes suddenly took on a new shine when she spotted Nela. “I know you… you’re Lady Nela! But what are you doing here?”


“Rescuing you.” I said as I grabbed the ironwood bars out of the ground and snapped them in my hands.


The elf struggled to stand up but limped on one leg. Nela rushed in to support her.


“The others have probably secured one of the airships Jynna mentioned earlier.” I explained. “You should take her there. Feel free to take off without me. I can catch up with you in the air riding my flying sword.”


Nela nodded and lifted her kin in her arms before running through the narrow series of passageways that led out of the clan hall.


I turned back to my own prisoner. “Surely this building has some sort of treasury around here?”


She nodded. “An armory too. I’ll lead the way.”


Sure enough, the treasury was only a few doors down. From all the gold on the wall and buildings I’d gathered these Demonstar Clan elves had built up quite a bit of wealth. They’d been stripping Wood’s End bare of every resource they could get, and soon those Wood’s End residents would be headed to the Hearthwood Clan to sell their wares. I’d need money to pay them, so I might as well use the wealth the Demonstar Clan took from them in the first place.


I waved my hand and the collective Queensmarks of an entire town vanished into my Dimensional Storage in an instant.


“Next, the armory.” I commanded. Moments later, barrels filled with ironwood arrows, spears, shields, swords, and crimson armor all vanished into my Dimensional Storage.


“W-what happens to me now?” My prisoner asked as we left the clan hall. “You promised you weren’t going to kill me, right?”


I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out one of the bags of holding I’d collected moments ago. “This belonged to the other elf who tried to attack me. The Demonstar Clan elder? I grabbed it while you were trying to run away. It’s filled with quite a few cultivation aids, some of which seem effective at making more mage acolytes, given time. Not as good as the techniques at my disposal, but certainly better than years of meditation.”


The elf’s eyes lit up and her fingers unconsciously reached for the bag. I jerked the bag back. “However, they’re also quite distinctive. If you take these, you won’t be my victim. You’ll be my accomplice.”


“You want me to leave the Demonstar Clan?” The elf asked.


I shook my head. “No but keep an eye on them for me. A new power is rising in this region, and we could use informants in the clans of our rivals. You’re in a good position to help us,”


“I understand.” The elf replied. “Contact me and I’ll be ready to do your bidding.” She glanced down at the bag of holding in her hands, not certain when she accepted it.


“There will be more like that bag in it for you when you do.” I said. Then I hopped onto my flying sword and flew off into the sky.








CHAPTER SEVEN










IT DIDN’T TAKE long to catch sight of my girls' airship. There weren’t many crimson-sailed contraptions flying over Wood’s End, so I followed the only one I saw.


I’d left the town behind at the perfect moment. As I sailed overhead and watched half the town catch fire, I caught sight of a few figures in the distance closing in flying swords like my own. They were still an hour away by flight, but I could just barely make out a speck of crimson robes.


I suspected the Demonstar Clan had finally gotten word of the chaos in Wood’s End and a true mage was coming to investigate. By the time they arrived most of the heartwielders would have already scattered into the forest to the north and me and my girls on the airship would be long gone. They could try to chase us, but unless they were at the very peak of the true mage ranks my group wouldn’t have trouble driving off a single Demonstar Clan matriarch.


“Theo! We’re in here!” Assyrus said, leaning off the airship’s side and waving to me.


The ship itself was an intriguing piece of magical engineering. It had sails like an ordinary boat, but they were splayed sideways like wings and had enchantments sown into the fabric. A large canvas tarp covered the top, bulging like it was filled with air. The structure underneath resembled little more than a large, flat basket left open to the air. From underneath, I saw what appeared to be a giant flying sword built into the basket itself.


The empty space inside the airship was made of an endless web over interwoven reeds, which were both light and strong. Despite being large and open, it had no furniture and would have looked quite barren if not for the fact that Baroness Jynna had already set up her gaudy and colorful tent aboard the ship.


I pushed aside the tent flap, painted to resemble Dean’s tongue, and entered the tent as Assyrus led the way. �


“You know, flying isn’t as bad as I thought it would be.” Sava said as one of Jynna’s massage chairs vibrated underneath her.


“Nela and Melise are busy tending to our new guest.” Illiel explained. “We caused quite a bit of chaos down there. I’m not sure what the two of you were up to, but the town was going up in flames when we took off. Our poor pilot thinks she’s escorting a batch of fugitives.”


I sat down and explained what happened with the Demonstar Clan. I also set aside a few coins from the Demonstar Clan’s treasury to pass to the pilot. I figured a large tip at the end of the journey would help her feel at ease.


“How adventurous.” Sava said. “I had a pleasant time looking at all the alchemy supplies for sale in Wood’s End. If the capital has anything like that display my abilities could soar by leaps and bounds. Assuming I can gather the Queensmarks to pay for anything. Everything looked quite pricy there.”


“The capital has everything you saw, and likely a lot that you didn’t.” Baroness Jynna assured. “Now we should really brush up on what life will be like living in the palace beyond just table manners. And I really want to use the hot tub. How about we take this discussion there?”


Moments later, we all stood before an enormous swimming-pool sized vat of steamy water. I was shocked at how so much water could even fit inside such a small tent before I remembered Dean was supposed to be a master of space magic.


“How remarkable.” I said as I sat amongst the clouds of steam off to the side of the sprawling hot tub. I glanced at my companions. “I should have asked Malla to make me a swim suit like you girls.”


My companions glanced at me quizzically. “What’s a swim suit?” Baroness Jynna asked as she tore her top off. I was startled to see her large, luscious breasts spill free in the open air.


“Ahh…” the baroness said as she massaged herself. “I’ve always been a size too big to fit into my mother’s old armor.”


“I’ve never had that problem.” Illiel said, a hint of sourness in her voice as she revealed her own petite form.


“I’m with you Illiel.” Eltiana groaned. “I can’t believe that even the cat is better endowed than me…”


Korra wore only her collar and leaned forward, pressing her bare breast’s against Eltiana’s shoulder. “You know, I think this dagger of yours is a little too small to hide between my breasts.” Korra said smugly. “I’m afraid it might get lost in there. Not all of us are as… lightly built as you, Eltiana.”


“I miss having you on a leash.” Eltiana muttered.


“It’s been a while since I’ve swum a few laps.” Assyrus declared, hands on her hips with nothing to hide. “The water around Castle Mac was always laced with iron, so it wasn’t any fun to swim in.”


“In the past, more than one war broke out between the Riverweed and Waterbeetle tribe,” Sava began, “because these stinky dungeon dwellers wouldn’t stop swimming in our drinking water.”


“You could never fight too seriously.” Assyrus chuckled proudly. “Our cultivators were too strong. And we traded more dungeon herbs for potions than any other group. Healing salves are especially important for those who risk life and limb harvesting the bounty of a dungeon.”


I tore my own shirt free and quickly disrobed. A few months back I might have been shy in the presence of so many beautiful women, but cultivating had given me a body to be proud of. Earth zeal and constant exercise had given me lean wiry muscles and skin like chiseled stone. I mimicked Assyrus’ confident pose and let my new body feel the caress of the hot and steamy air.


“Wow,” Jynna said, “your patriarch is larger than the biggest toy my mother gifted me.”


Sava nudged her. “You can look, baroness, but you can’t touch. Our patriarch is for the Hearthwood Clan matriarchs only. Same goes to you, Korra.”


Jynna smiled and shook her head. “I wouldn’t dare. Especially not when the princess… oh well I’m sure she’ll tell you herself.”


The baroness remained silent on that front despite further prodding, so we dropped the subject and settled into the water. Jynna told us about the layout of the palace, the locations of the city’s major districts.


“The Loftwealthios family owns many of the largest establishments in the merchant’s district. They’re nearly as powerful as some minor clans, though they can’t form a clan of their own since they’re the branch of a clan from another country.”


“Theo said you had a subordinate from the Loftwealthios family.” Eltiana said.


Jynna nodded. “Lyondiana. She had no business being a banneret, but she’d hired good soldiers and I wasn’t about to refuse her. Sadly, she stormed off when you showed up with the Hearthwood Clan’s army. She’s probably sulking back in the capital right now. You’d be better off avoiding her if you can. While the elder generation of the Loftwealthios family is quite amicable, their younger generation has a reputation for being petty and spoiled.”


“Eltiana uncovered word of a deal being struck between the Loftwealthios family and the Demonstar Clan.” I explained. “We’d like to investigate further.”


Jynna shrugged. “Deals are being struck all the time, and the Loftwealthios family has their hands in many affairs throughout the Deanian Queendom. If you really want to know something you can hunt down an information broker in the capital. Though I warn you that you’ll have difficulty finding one willing to trade secrets concerning one of the capital’s most influential families.”


“Then that’s what we’ll have to do.” I replied. “It seems we’ll have quite a lot on our plate once we finally get to the capital.” I glanced around the hot tub and realized Korra and Jynna were sitting alone on their end of the pool. Assyrus had finished her laps a few moments ago and seated herself beside Sava, who was pressing up against my right side. Eltiana and Illiel sat together on my left. I’d unconsciously wrapped my arms around all four of the girls and started pulling them close to me.


“Jealous?” Eltiana stuck her tongue out at Korra as she rubbed her cheek against my chest. “You only ever get used as a stool, whereas I get to do this…” Eltiana turned around and planted a warm and wet kiss on my face. I felt her tongue brush against mine and I wrapped my arm around her back. When she finally broke free, I wiped her mouth and laughed.


“I never knew you were such a passionate kisser, Eltiana.” I said.


Eltiana slid into my lap. “I’ve been away off and on these last few months. All that scheming for a magic ritual and helping you unite the Hearthwood and I never even got to enjoy the reward for all my hard work and dedication.”


“That’s hardly fair, Eltiana.” Sava said. “We’ve all been working hard for the Hearthwood Clan. And now that we’ve finally got Theo to ourselves again, we should all get to enjoy it.”


“I’m afraid Nela and Melise will be sorry they missed this to keep talking with the elf you rescued.” Illiel said. “There is one lesson Baroness Jynna left out about life in the capital. The elves there are truly passionate. While we’ve been practicing on that front, there’s always room for improvement.”


Korra and Jynna glanced at each other. “We’ll just stay over here then…” Korra said.


Eltiana cast one more glance over her shoulder and grinned as she noticed Korra’s eyes on her back. The little ninja arched provocatively as she reached for my manhood beneath her. She guided it into her womanhood with one hand while she steadied herself on my shoulder with the other.


I felt my tip enter her and I wrapped my hands around her hips. Half-submerged in the water as we were I could guide Eltiana up and down as lightly as a feather. I gave her perky ass a squeeze.


“Ohhhh!” Eltiana moaned loud enough that our pilot outside the tent probably heard it. She doubled over backwards in an inhuman display of flexibility as the top of her head went into the water. She grinned upside down at Korra, who had her arms crossed and was watching with a frown on her face.


Korra rolled her eyes, but I noticed one of her hands had started casually stroking one of her nipples.


“That’s right Theo, Patriarch of my clan…” Eltiana said breathily. “By this time next year, I want a whole army of assassins. Those pesky Demonstar clanswomen will wake up poisoned and they won’t even know what hit them!”


“That sounds awfully ambitious of you.” I replied. “We’ll have to do this at least twice a day to manage that.”


“Ten times.” Eltiana said, biting her lip. “No, make it twenty.”


While I experienced Eltiana’s flexible and eager body, Sava, Assyrus, and Illiel glanced at each other.


“So, it’s true that elves in the capital are quite lusty?” Sava asked Illiel.


“Very much so.” Illiel said, nodding. “It isn’t uncommon for a heartwielder or mage acolyte to fund their cultivation with the talent of their tongue and fingers. I suspect it’s nearly as common as doing so by wielding a sword.” Illiel glanced over at Sava to find the Riverweed matriarch had shifted so close to her that Sava was pressed up against her side.


“You’re very smart, Illiel.” Sava said. “Now that we’re outside of the Hearthwood, I’ll be depending on you to get the best prices I can for ingredients. I don’t want to get scammed.” Sava trailed a finger up Illiel’s stomach, tracing a line up her breasts and neck until her finger rested under Illiel’s chin. “Tell me more about the capital.”


“Well…” Illiel blushed at Sava’s attention. “Like the rest of Deania and most of this continent, everything was barren and empty after the catastrophe at the end of the sixth golden age. We’ve made much progress repopulating though. Towns are turning into cities and cities into metropolises. If things continue as they are, there won’t be wild and unclaimed places like the Hearthwood in another two hundred years.”


“Yes…” Sava said as she lifted Illiel’s chin so Illiel was forced to take her gaze off the water beneath her and meet Sava’s gaze. “Then it appears we’ll have to work twice as hard claiming territory for the Hearthwood Clan before competition grows too fierce.”


“…Mhmm.” Illiel said as Sava stuck a finger in her mouth. The Riverweed matriarch flipped herself around in the water, so she was straddling Illiel. She pressed her breasts against Illiel’s small and petite form, pushing her towards the side of the hot tub as Illiel blushed and suddenly found herself under Sava’s embrace.


Assyrus looked back and forth between both pairings and indecision played across her face. She brought her hands out of the water and squeezed them as though massaging imaginary mounds of flesh and deciding who she’d like to practice her technique on the most. “I’m going to find Nela and Melise.” She declared finally, jumping out of the water and leaving the sauna without bothering to get dressed.


Jynna fidgeted in place. “So…” She said casually to Korra. “Do felina really have cat-like tongues?”


Meanwhile, Eltiana continued to whisper her fantasy in my ear while we made love. “And then when the Demonstar Clan wakes up poisoned…” Eltiana said between my thrusts as I filled her insides. “…we’ll hold the antidote over them.� Then we’ll make them hand over all their gold, land, and holdings in exchange for a cure. By the time our army of Hidden Serpents is done with them, their matriarchs will be begging to be our obedient little pets.” Eltiana cast another glance over her shoulder at Korra and said, “As the Hearthwood Clan’s senior pet, even you will be able to lord it over them at that point, Korra.”


Eltiana frowned when her eyes saw empty water. Baroness Jynna leaned backwards against the side of the hot tub, arms braced and eyes closed as her chest heaved with pleasure. Eltiana looked down and saw Korra fully submerged beneath the water and between Jynna’s legs, oblivious to her taunting.


Eltiana harrumphed in disappointment and turned back to me. “Let’s pick up the pace, Theo. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do from my time away.”


Eltiana curled her legs around my back, pulling herself downwards on my shaft. I stood up in the water and tilted her backwards so she would experience my full girth and length.


“Oh!” Eltiana yelped. “That’s bigger than I remember.”


The surprise only delayed her for a moment as she gripped the side of the hot tub and let herself float in the water. I traced my fingers up her waist and side as I penetrated her.


“One more Hidden Serpent, coming up.” I grunted as I felt a pinching in my nethers.


At the same time, Eltiana’s legs pulsed and squeezed tighter as her moans took on a higher pitch.


The pressure in my loins built into a roiling explosion. As I cultivated, my human body produced more vitality than ever before. That vitality rushed out, riding my seed like sailors on a ship. Now both that vitality and my seed gushed out in rivers and filled the air with white sparkles even as I filled Eltiana’s womb with my fluid. A spoonful turned to a cupful, and more seed kept spurting out without end. I sensed Eltiana’s abdomen swell, though whether that was from a developing egg or just the sheer quantity of masculine juices I’d pumped into her petite frame I couldn’t say.


“H-how much time do we have until we land?” Eltiana panted.


“Three days.” Jynna replied breathily.


I laughed as I continued to pour into Eltiana. “I hope Argona likes siblings.” I chuckled. “She’s my only daughter without one.”


Eltiana glanced at me curiously. “Who’s Argona? That sounds like a Waterbeetle tribe name.”


I gave Eltiana a playful slap on the ass. “Your daughter! That’s who. You weren’t around when she manifested, so Assyrus named her. We were so busy the past few days you didn’t get to meet her.”


“Assyrus named her?” Eltiana asked. “Poor girl. I didn’t see her at the Hidden Serpent’s secret ceremony though…”


I shook my head. “She’s really taken to enchanting. At this point she’ll know more about drafting than I do in a few years.” 


“What!” Eltiana said. “My daughter plans to work for a living?” Eltiana scrunched her face in distaste. “You must be too good an influence on her.”


“I can’t help if her mother’s been away saving our skins the first few weeks of her life.” I chuckled. “Really, you should feel bad. I’ve got thirteen kids to take care of. You left me a single father…”


“I do feel bad.” Eltiana said. “But I’m sure you helped bring her up right. Besides, she’s got six other mothers to watch over her and hundreds of servants from the rest of the clan. The way you’re talking you’d make me think you were struggling to put food on the table.”


“Ha! Alright, I admit I prefer to stick to the fun parts of parenthood. Plus, Argona’s already done more for me than I’ve done for her.”


Eltiana nuzzled against my shoulder. “I’ll talk to her first thing when we return, whether she wants to see me or not.”


I ran my fingers through Eltiana’s hair. “Argona’s too good an enchanter for me to give up to the Hidden Serpent traditions, but I’ll definitely let you have your chance at our next one.”


Eltiana grinned up at me. “Something tells me you’re already thinking about the one after our next one.” Her hands wrapped around my stiffening shaft, which was already mustering its strength for a second round.


“I hope the princess can spare us an incubator.” I chuckled. “Between all you girls, we’ll be starting a second branch of the Hearthwood Clan in the capital.”








CHAPTER EIGHT










OVER THE NEXT three days, the Hearthwood matriarchs and I tested every room and piece of furniture in Jynna’s tent to its very limits. Chairs snapped and tables broke as we utilized them in ways they definitely hadn’t been designed for. Fortunately, Korra politely kept our host company, so Jynna didn’t mind me and the girls entertaining ourselves.


Before I’d even had the chance to look over the airship, we were already near our destination.


“We’ll be landing in a city called Bronzeridge.” Baroness Jynna explained. “It isn’t nearly as impressive as the capital, but it’s the city under my jurisdiction.”


“I assume they sell clothes in Bronzeridge?” I asked as I leaned on Assyrus’ shoulder for support. During some point in our cavorting, I lost my clothes. Sava, Nela, Melise, Assyrus, Illiel, and Eltiana were in the same predicament, so we dressed ourselves in borrowed bathrobes.


“I just know it was that cat…” Eltiana grumbled. “I just can’t prove it.”


“With the paces you girls put my wardrobe through,” I laughed, “there were holes in all the worst places. I’ll be glad to see what handiwork the rest of the Deanian Queendom’s tailors have to offer. Maybe I can send some samples back to Malla for her to learn from.”


“We can fit in a shopping trip.” Jynna said as she packed up her magical tent. She reached into her pocket and extracted a golden card. “With that, the local shopkeepers will know you’re buying on me.”


Sava’s eyes lit up, and she reached for the card.


“Essentials only.” Baroness Jynna warned. “I know how fast alchemists can go through Queensmarks when they’re experimenting.” She jerked the card away from Sava’s grasp and handed it to Illiel instead.


“I’ll keep everything within budget.” Illiel said with a bow.


“Good.” Jynna said. “I must see to my estate and prepare for our journey.”


The moment the baroness was out of sight, Sava wrapped her arm around Illiel’s shoulders. “Illiel, after that little trip, we’re closer than sisters, right?”


I gave the pilot a hefty handful of Queensmarks as a tip in addition to whatever Jynna had paid her. She glanced at me curiously as I limped along, with Assyrus holding me up.


“Melise, can you help with his other side?” Assyrus asked. Melise obliged by ducking under my other arm.


“Are we going to need to fetch you a walking stick, Theo?” Nela called back teasingly.


“Ugh...” I complained. “Screw flying swords, I need a flying wheelchair. I thought cultivating meant I’d never be sore again.”


“When you put your hips through that much abuse,” Melise said, “you have to expect a bit of soreness after.”


“If only it was just my hips…” I grumbled. My arms, back, shoulders, calves and even my tongue ached. “The stronger I get, the more ways you girls find to push me past my limits. Why, I should…”


I trailed off as I finally caught sight of the city we’d landed in. A half dozen airships like the one we’d just disembarked dotted the sky. Around them dozens more elves soared in on flying swords, skipping around the city as they traveled through the air.


Spires of weathered bronze spiraled up into the sky like metal skyscrapers dotting the city. The smallest one was at least ten stories tall and glowed with the power of protective wards. Here and there smaller pillars dotted the landscape. They stood like half-sized towers paying homage to the bronze spires, and most were clustered around the larger skyscrapers in small groups.


“Each of those bronze spires represents the permanent residence of a true mage.” Illiel explained. “The smaller towers are the mage acolytes who answer to them, though a few mage acolytes are independent.”


I was the first to regain my bearings. As a former resident of earth, I’d seen truly massive cities. While this settlement was far larger than anything the Hearthwood had, it couldn’t have held more than a hundred thousand elves. It was, however, the first magical city I’d ever seen. I spotted familiar things like busy market squares, residential districts, and billboards. There were also new and unfamiliar things like airship landing pads, doors thirty stories in the air for elves entering on flying swords, illusions cast on billowing clouds of smoke, and grand displays of magical power.


Nela and Melise merely nodded, having long been accustomed to such sights. The girls from the Hearthwood continued to stare dumbly at such a densely packed settlement, probably wondering how so many elves could live so close together.


“They aren’t building their houses out of tree bark?” Assyrus asked. “In fact, I don’t even see any trees!”


“Your stinky tree and hide buildings are a Waterbeetle special.” Eltiana said, elbowing Assyrus in the side. I noticed her eyes were still wide as well as she gazed down at the teeming metropolis below us.


“Never seen a real settlement before, Eltiana?” Korra asked. “You looked so at home in Wood’s End.”


Eltiana shrugged. “The Hidden Serpent tribe has a few connections on the outside. We’ve only ever communicated with distant branches of the syndicate at small towns though. I’ve never talked to a major branch though.”


“The syndicate?” I asked. “That sounds awfully shady.”


Eltiana puffed out her tiny chest proudly. “A matriarch of the Hidden Serpent’s tribe is never supposed to share this with outsiders, but since we’re all part of one clan, I suppose I can tell you. We’re actually a branch of a very large and powerful organization called the Seven Snake Syndicate. They’ll be extremely impressed when they hear how much the Hearthwood has grown, and I’m sure they’ll be eager to pump as many resources into our branch as they can.”


“Interesting.” I said. “So that’s who these mysterious connections you’ve mentioned were. I’ll be eager to meet them. Let’s keep any criminal activities on the down-low though. We will be a guest of the princess.”


Eltiana shook her head. “The syndicate has plenty of above-board branches. It won’t be hard to get into contact with them, even at the palace. Assassins and thieves provide a valuable service to society.”


I had my doubts about that, but with how Eltiana was beaming I kept them to myself. I caught a meaningful glance Korra sent my way and nodded silently.


Our whole group strode off the airship landing platform in our billowing bathrobes. The only male bathrobes were orange and neon green, which had apparently been Dean’s colors of choice, so I was very eye-catching as our group made our way through the city.


“What are you wearing?” A nearly naked mage acolyte sneered incredulously as she adjusted a tiny bronze thong no larger than a coin.


Nela cast the elf an irritated gaze and released her aura, revealing herself as a true mage. The sneering elf’s eyes widened, but not nearly as much as those of the elves back in Queenshold.


“My apologies, esteemed true mage.” The elf bowed. “I recommend something a little lighter for most mage acolytes and heartwielders. Becoming a servant to one of the true mages here is the quickest way to gain wealth and status.” The way she swayed her hips as she hustled away left no doubts about what kind of serving she hoped to be doing.


“We should have asked her where the nearest tailor is.” Sava said.


“Did you really want to end up dressed like her?” Nela replied.


Sava grimaced. “Good point.”


Fortunately, the street signs were well labeled and most of my girls could read just fine, despite being wilderness barbarians by this place’s standards.


“It looks like a mid-range clothes store.” Illiel said. “Not for true mages, but not for heartwielders either.”


“I’m fine with slumming it until we get to the capital.” Nela sighed. “Once I recover the Songstone Clan’s accounts, any money problems the Hearthwood Clan might once have had will be over.”


“Really?” Sava’s face brightened.


I gave Sava an affectionate pat on the shoulder. “How about this, Sava? Once we get to the capital, I’ll help you brew a huge batch of vitality potions. We’ll sell those for Queensmarks, and you can experiment the profits away as much as you want.”


“Are you going to be up for that, Theo?” Melise asked me as she supported my weight. “We took a lot out of you on the trip here.”


I nodded. “You’re right. I’ll need a day to recover. But I suspect we’ll need a day to get settled anyway.”


Sava grinned ear to ear. “You all might get jealous of me hogging Theo now, but once I master a few new alchemy recipes from the capital, the Hearthwood Clan will be making true mages as quickly as Assyrus and Yorik clean plates!”


We laughed and Assyrus hurriedly looked away from an outdoor restaurant that was emanating a delicious aroma of garlic and butter.


I looked at the weapons shops, the enchantment shops, the talisman shop, and the alchemy shops.


"The items and services in this place are incredible." I said. "If we had enough Queensmarks, we could buy our children's way up to the peak of the mage acolyte ranks. Unfortunately, I haven't spotted anyone selling aura fragments."


"Aura fragments are too important to be sold at corner stores." Nela replied. "These shops only cater to mage acolytes and heartwielders. True mages and up are the only ones who can get aura fragments, so a store would have to have dealings with them if they wanted to get their hands on any."


We continued touring the city and I realized tools, food, and supplies for cultivation weren't the only things available in Bronzeridge. I even found a shop that specialized in selling ornate decorative masks.


"Is that mask bejeweled with iron?" I asked the shopkeeper in surprise as I pointed to a plain gray face mask inside a bronze box and covered in defensive wards.


"You have a keen eye." The shopkeeper said. "The towns like Coppersand nearby mine the materials to make the bronze our city is famous for. Occasionally though, the earth mages doing the mining are unfortunate enough to run into a patch of iron while digging. That mask is adorned with a naturally occurring metallic iron in clusters no bigger than your fingernail, yet it nearly killed the miner who dug it up. I worked it into a masquerade mask for a customer looking to project a sense of mysteriousness and danger at their next ball, though none of my patrons have ever had the grit to buy it."


"How much?" I asked curiously.


The shopkeeper looked up at me. "It's been sitting on my shelf for years and my assistants are afraid of having it in the shop. How about this? If you're willing to wear it for me, I'll give you the mask for free. Just send anyone who asks about who made it my way."


I shook the shopkeeper's hand. "I can't promise I'll be going to any balls anytime soon, but you've got yourself a deal."


I placed the mask in my Dimensional Storage as we left the shop. The girls bought a few trinkets they thought they might need in the capital and we asked the shopkeeper to refer us to any good tailors she happened to know.


We entered the tailor’s shop, which thankfully had more than metal thongs for sale. There was a wide selection of partially tailored clothes in common elf sizes that would only need a few quick stitches to fit their wearer right.


“You might need something special though,” the tailor said to me. “I carry a few male outfits at any one time, but none of them will fit you as they are.”


“Why are the shoulders padded?” I asked as I examined one of the male robes. It was layered with bronze scales like the buildings outside, complete with a white ascot and a few simple gold embellishments, it was by far the plainest of the male clothes on display. Most were as colorful as Dean’s tent and were as eye catching as a basilisk in a pig pen.


“The pads are meant to make the man’s shoulder’s look bigger. There’s more padding along the biceps and abdominal muscles.” The tailor explained. “Though I don’t think you actually need such padding.” She looked me up and down carefully. “I may be hurting my own business to say this, but you should just consider not wearing a shirt at all.” She pointed to the far wall where a large bronze jockstrap hung on a peg.


I glanced at it and realized the codpiece extended a full foot down, as though it were the sheath to an inordinately large manhood.


“Do you like it?” The tailor said proudly. “It’s a replica of something Dean the Destroyer once wore into battle as he subjugated this land. The real one is on display in the capital. I’m told many elves believe rubbing it will grant them good luck.”


“No thanks.” Sava said for me. “Nobody rubs our patriarch but us. How about this, we’ll pay extra if you can tailor that thing for him while we wait?”


“Suit yourselves.” The tailor shrugged. A needle shot off her belt of its own accord, winding itself around a spool of thread and piercing in and out of each of our selected pieces of fabric. Within moments, the girls had tailored and completed clothes. Mine took a minute longer as pieces of fabric floated from the backroom and assembled themselves into a casual bronzed suit like the one I’d been interested in. The new clothes wove themselves, guided by invisible threads of magic.


Quickly enough, we were all dressed and ready to depart.


“You ladies all look ravishing.” I said as I looked them over. Melise wore a short red dress, and Sava had something matching in green. Illiel wore an outfit somewhere between librarian and French maid. Nela wore a golden sunlight-colored dress, while Assyrus wore blue pants, a plain white shirt, and a large conical hat she’d bought at a nearby store on the way here. Eltiana stuck to her usual skin-tight leather aesthetic, but this time the chest looked a little bigger.


“We’ll want to look presentable as the princess’ guests.” Nela said. “And I have old acquaintances to meet with again. Saving what’s left of the Songstone Clan is going to take every favor we ever collected.”


“What about you, Eltiana?” I called over my shoulder. “You’ve probably got to contact a few people as well.”


“Oh, what was that? Sorry Theo.” Eltiana said as she turned away from the tailor who was leaning down and whispering in Eltiana’s ear. “Yes, I’ve got quite a bit of work to do myself once we get to the capital.”


The tailor nodded one final time to Eltiana, and my purple-haired ninja drew her brows together in sudden concern before following us out the door.


“What was that about?” I asked once we were out of the tailor’s earshot.


“It was syndicate business, right?” Korra said as her eyes stared at Eltiana accusatively.


Eltiana snorted and averted her gaze. “You thought I’d try to hide it? Yes, of course it was syndicate business. They want me to put pressure on a few small gangs in the capital by leaking information to the palace guards while I’m in the capital.”


“So, the Hearthwood Clan won’t be getting showered in wealth and riches?” Korra replied.


“Not yet.” Eltiana said. “Once I’m promoted though, I’ll be able to order around the smaller village and town level syndicate branches. With that as an information network, the Hearthwood Clan will suddenly gain the eyes of a Wind-Slicing Hawklord!”


“Or they could keep ordering you around like a little lackey.” Korra said. “Wringing you dry and discarding you the moment you’re no longer useful.”


“The syndicate wouldn’t do that!” Eltiana protested. “We’re all descended from the same line if you go back far enough…” But she didn’t sound too sure of herself.


I laid a hand on Eltiana’s shoulder. “Just remember to ask for help if you need it.” I replied. “We’re here for you. And remember, before anything else you’re a matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.”


“Right.” Eltiana pounded a fist into her hand. “This is just a final test for me. That’s all it is.”



***


We spent the next few hours wandering the city and enjoying the local street food. Getting accustomed to an urban environment early was good for my forest-dwelling girls. Compared to the capital, there were fewer threats here and no one we needed to impress.


“Not a leaf in sight.” Assyrus grumbled. “And that restaurant had a bathroom inside the building! Can you believe that? Haven’t they heard of outhouses?”


“They kept the whole place quite clean.” Illiel said. “I’d call it perfectly sanitary, but after staying in The Wanderer my expectations for cleanliness have reached new heights.”


Save for me, we blended in well with the crowd at Bronzeridge. Since our group contained two true mages and many mage acolytes, we were even given a great deal of differential respect from the locals. When Nela or Sava asked a question, all the Heartwielders and mage acolytes hung on their every word.


I did note that the mage acolytes in this region seemed less sure of themselves than those in the Hearthwood. I understood that this was a bigger pond with plenty of true mages to be wary of, but they all seemed younger.� They were less experienced and more willing to bow than cause any trouble. Every elf who reached mage acolyte in the Hearthwood bore a tremendous sense of pride and accomplishment, and that was absent in the mage acolytes here.


I suspected it was because of the zeal density in this area. One of the first things I’d noticed about this place was that the zeal concentration here was far denser than it was in the Hearthwood before opening the nexus seal, though now the densities were comparable. Having more zeal would make cultivation faster and easier for any elf who sat down to meditate, so I wasn’t surprised to learn that elves here could reliably expect to reach mage acolyte with a few decades of dedicated effort. To the people of Bronzeridge, mage acolyte wasn’t their lives greatest achievement, just a prerequisite to holding a position of any power.


More than just zeal density, the elves here had access to wealth and resources that were unheard of back home. Sava seemed to spot a new potion or pill she’d never even dreamed of every time someone walked by, and Illiel identified new treasures and items we’d never seen in the Hearthwood.


“I take back everything I’ve ever said bad about this place.” Assyrus said as she licked at a sweetened scone topped flavored creamy ice. “Frost enchantments are the greatest thing ever.” Assyrus said. “How hard would it be for Argona to make one of those?” She asked me.


I shrugged. “It doesn’t look so difficult. The enchantments are visible right on the side of the box the street vendor is scooping ice cream from. If you can copy them down precisely, I’m sure Argona could try her hand at making a similar box.”


While Assyrus began eagerly copying down the ice cream vendor’s frost enchantment, the rest of us continued prodding Sava and Illiel to tell us about every elf that passed.


“That one smells like she’s wearing some interesting perfume.” Melise said. “Can you identify it, Sava?”


“One of the alchemy books I obtained from the hobgoblin, Grotkins, had a page that reminded me of this smell. What was it… Aha! Ever-weeping Night Lilies!”


“What’s it do? Enhance your cultivation with every breath?” Melise asked.


“Or does it poison any enemy that lingers too close to you for too long?” Eltiana asked.


“Neither.” Sava replied. “It just smells nice.”


“Aww. What’s the point of that?” Assyrus asked, still staring at the enchantments she was diligently copying.


“Some people enjoy smelling nice, Assyrus.” Eltiana needled.


“And they sell for quite a bit of money.” Sava replied.


“Disappointing.” Eltiana said. “How about that one! What’s that girl got on her hip?”


“The rapier?” Illiel replied. “It looks to me like it has a Weighted Sword enchantment. It makes your blade strike with twice the force, at the price of being twice as heavy.”


“That sounds like it defeats the purpose of a rapier.” Assyrus said around a mouthful of ice cream. At some point, it had started dripping on the page she was copying the ice cream enchantment onto, so she’d tried to eat her cone faster than it could melt by taking a big bite out of it.


I sensed a group of two true mages before I saw them. Both were flaring their power, so nobody needed to examine them to see they were true mages.


Unfortunately, we were outside of the scanner’s range, so I couldn’t have The Wanderer look them over. I had to do as normal people did and eavesdrop.


“…So nice to be able to feel powerful like this! Back in the capital being too high and mighty with a true mage’s aura would attract the attention of a wizard for sure!” One true mage said.


“It definitely feels nice to stretch my cultivation base a bit.” Her companion replied. “The elders in our clan never let me have any fun. I’m honestly hoping for a fight!” The true mage chuckled.


“There are plenty of locals holed away in these giant bronze towers. Do you want to try knocking one of them over?”


The second true mage shook her head. “My mother would kill me for ruining our clan’s reputation in public over something so petty. Let’s just find somewhere fun. Maybe we’ll visit the local temple of fertility? I’ve tried a couple times for a good egg, but it hasn’t worked yet.”


“You’re too young to be trying to expand your clan. The males at the temple of fertility are heartwielders at best.” The other true mage shook her head. “Don’t you want to cultivate to your maximum potential first? That way any eggs you lay will have as much potential as your mother gave you.”


The first true mage nodded. “That’s exactly what I want. It’s also why I want to fight another true mage. A real battle is exactly what I need to progress to mid true mage.”


“And here I thought we’d have a nice relaxing day.” I muttered.


Sava followed my gaze. “Who are they?” She whispered.


“Young true mages.” I replied. “Probably from one of those major clans Baroness Jynna mentioned, though I can’t identify which. In any case, they’re trouble I’m not interested in dealing with.”


“Should we leave?” Sava asked quietly.


I shook my head. “That would just draw their attention more.” I turned to Illiel. “Do you remember the Elementary Cultivation Concealment Technique?”


“Of course.” Illiel’s eyes flicked over to the other true mages. “How do you want us all to look?”


“Make us heartwielders please. And a bit of your inconspicuousness spell over me especially.” I replied, already using my mind magic to conceal my own cultivation with the spell.


Illiel was more adept at this sort of magic than I, so she had the rest of the group obscured within moments. Then we sat on the bench, eating ice cream and minding our own business.


The pair of rambunctious true mages seemed to take no notice of us as we sat like innocent bystanders. As Illiel finished casting her spell, Nela finally got a good look at the true mages.


Nela’s face drained of blood and she grabbed Assyrus’ new conical hat before slapping it on Melise’s head. She then did her best to bury her face in Melise’s bountiful blossom.


Despite Nela’s attempt to hide, the two true mages stopped as they caught sight of the Nela’s shining golden hair.


“Yulli? Yulli Songstone?” One of the true mages asked incredulously.


“I’m sorry… esteemed true mages.” Nela said as she turned slowly. “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken me for someone else.”


The true mage shrugged. “You look just like her. From behind, I’d have sworn you were her. Your face looks very familiar. But you’ve definitely got the cultivation of a heartwielder.”


Her companion shrugged. “Yulli’s probably dead. You heard what the Sakaku Clan did.”


“A shame.” The true mage said as she pounded a fist into an open palm. “I really wanted to… wait a moment… didn’t Yulli have a little sister?”


Both true mages turned back around to get a better look at Nela.


“Move.” One of them commanded, pushing Melise off and pulling Nela into their grip so they could look her over.


“Definitely looks like a Songstone.” One of the true mages said as they pinched Nela’s blushing cheeks. One of them grabbed a strand of hair and held it up to the sun while the other gazed intently into Nela’s eyes.


“I’ll know for sure if I check back here.” The first true mage lifted the back of Nela’s skirt and started examining the Hearthwood matriarch’s rear the same way they’d been looking at her face. “Get on your knees.” The true mage commanded as she tried to push Nela to the ground. “Face to the ground, ass to the sky. I want a very good look. Golden hair is one thing, but only the Songstone Clan has both golden hair and perfect butts.”


To the true mage’s surprise, Nela did not collapse to her knees at the slightest push. She stood tall and firm, crossing her arms in a way that clearly showed she was unamused.


I sighed, realizing conflict was inevitable. I was about to say something anyway now that I realized this pair of true mages were intent on humiliating one of my girls in broad daylight without a care in the world.


“Illiel, drop the Cultivation Concealment technique.” I said. “It isn’t working.”


Illiel’s inconspicuousness spell was flimsy against powerful elves to begin with. Now that I’d drawn attention to myself, it quickly collapsed under the scrutiny of two true mages.


“So,” I began, “did you really want a fight?” I loomed over them. Elves weren’t impressed by size so easily, but they could still be intimidated.


The rest of the girls stood with me. Illiel looked over my left shoulder and both true mages took a step back.


“A fight?” One of them asked in feigned confusion. “Did you overhear our boasting back there? We were just talking, that’s all.”


“Our deepest apologies if you thought we were rude earlier.” The other true mage continued. “Oh, a fellow true mage!” She said as she noticed Nela’s power was far greater than that of a heartwielder like she’d sensed before. “Then we’re doubly sorry. My companion here simply caught sight of your rear from afar and was overcome with admiration for it. So, we engineered a little lie about the Songstone Clan, so she’d have the opportunity to look it over.”


The first true mage shot her companion an annoyed expression, but she sighed and went along with the excuse. “That’s right. Your bottom is both plump and firm. If you were a heartwielder, I’d haul you back to the Moonbow Clan!” She chuckled but realized Nela wasn’t laughing with her. “To give you a few potions to help you reach mage acolyte, of course. An honorable lady like myself would never do anything but help those less developed along their cultivation journey.”


“I’m certain.” Nela replied, voice tinged with doubt.


The true mage winced and reached into her bag of holding. “Here’s an enchanted bow, curtesy of the Moonbow Clan. I’ve outgrown it and I’ve longed to find someone worthy to inherit the treasure.”


She bowed to Illiel and presented the bow as a gift.


Illiel accepted the bow lightly, looking it over for a moment before handing it off to me.


“And from you?” Illiel asked, eyes on the other true mage.


“Me? Well…” the other true mage reached into her bag of holding and rummaged around until she finally found a small vial. “Here! Aura Essence Heart! It helps with binding an aura fragment. I still have a bunch left over from when I was preparing to break through to true mage, so I’m happy to hand them over to someone who can use them.”


The other true mage passed the vial to me and gave Illiel a wink. Illiel nodded and the two true mages hastily departed.


“Well that was weird.” Assyrus proclaimed once they were out of sight. “I really thought we were going to get into a fight there.” She looked in dismay at her frozen dairy dessert, which she’d dropped in her haste to draw her weapons. When she picked it up, it was covered in dirt and looked completely unappetizing. “They could have bought me another cone before they left…”


“Did you scare them off?” Korra asked Illiel. We all looked at the small, bookish elf. She was only a mid mage acolyte, which was one of the lowest of all of us. “How?”


Illiel shook her head furiously. “It was Theo!” She insisted. “They probably just wanted to impress him. He’s a very handsome man after all.”


“I hate to admit it,” I replied, “but I really don’t think my good looks kept that from turning into a fight.”


“You underestimate yourself.” Illiel insisted. “Once we get to the capital, there will be plenty of powerful young heirs to mighty clans like those two competing for your attention. Though whether the princess will let any of them into the palace while you’re under her care…”


Illiel did her best to get us all talking about the capital again. I shrugged and realized it was nearly time to meet back up with Jynna for the last leg of our journey.


The trip back to the airship landing platform was uneventful. This time a smaller, sleeker airship awaited us. Baroness Jynna waved her arm from the helm as we climbed aboard.


“Guess what? I’m flying this time!” Jynna said proudly.


“Another family heirloom?” Korra asked suspiciously.


“That’s right.” Jynna said. “And with it, I’m an expert pilot. Watch.”


We surveyed the controls for this airship. I’d only caught a brief glance at the controls for our previous ride, but that airship had sported a table covered in ward controls, buttons, and magical input devices. The one in front of Jynna had nothing except for a single red button.


The baroness hit that red button and the whole airship lifted off the platform beneath with a sudden jerky lurch.


“This one’s a lot quicker to move.” Eltiana said as she grabbed onto a nearby handrail.


“This didn’t belong to Dean, did it?” I asked nervously.


“It sure did! We’re riding in a personal airship that once belonged to Dean the Destroyer himself! Didn’t you see the sign painted on the balloon?”


“Oh, so that’s what ‘The Big D’ was referring to.” Assyrus said.


I braced myself for the airship to take off at break-neck pace. While it did accelerate, it did so at a far slower pace than I’d expected from a vehicle Dean had once owned.


“Is this as bad as it gets?” I asked, hands still gripping the handrail and breathing a sigh of relief.


“If the ship goes any faster,” Jynna said as she reclined her piolet’s chair into a bed, “I don’t know how to make it do so. In fact, I don’t know how to do anything other than push that big red button. But I’m told this was given as a gift to grandfather when he was just a mage acolyte, so he was unable to make it go as fast as he wanted. He ended up buying a bigger one once he reached true mage.”


“Good.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “This won’t be so bad then.”


Then the airship started playing music.








CHAPTER NINE










“I PROMISE,” BARONESS Jynna began, “that my grandfather’s music gets better the longer you listen to it. Just give it a chance!”


“I’ve had half a lifetime to give Dean’s mix tape a chance. I’ve listened to it once, and that will do me for the next few hundred years.” I replied.


While not nearly as spacious as the tent, the airship was well stocked with amenities to make a few hours of travel entertaining. I wasn’t up for the kind of fun the girls wanted to have, so instead Jynna, Illiel, Nela, and Melise all gave us a few final words of advice on living in the palace.


“Technically, as a sorceress, the princess should be addressed as venerated sorcerer.” Jynna explained. “Just like how mage acolytes are honored mage acolytes, and true mages are esteemed true mages.”


“I’ve never even heard of such formalities.” Sava said.


“Most places don’t hold to them.” Illiel explained. “It’s too much for people to remember. Especially since most elves only ever interact with mage acolytes. Perhaps they might see a true mage from afar, but unless they’re taken on as personal servants, they’ll never have the need to address one directly in a formal setting.”


“Unfortunately for you,” Jynna added, “the palace is just such a setting. There are people of all sorts of cultivation levels there, and not all of them are elves. So, you’ll all need to be your most formal and your most polite.”


“This is beginning to sound tedious.” Korra moaned.


“For once, I agree with the cat.” Eltiana added.


“Just think of it as another skill.” I replied. “We’ll be bumping elbows with important people and making a good impression will improve our chances of forming favorable relationships with them on behalf of our clan.”


Eltiana thought about that. “I suppose I could think of it like going under cover. Like I’m disguising myself amongst my prey before a big robbery.”


“Think of it however you want.” Jynna replied. “Just don’t try to rob the palace. Absconding with royal property is a serious crime.”


“I’ll keep her out of trouble.” I said. “And it looks like we’re nearing our destination. I see quite a few other airships headed in this direction.”


Illiel glanced to the front of the airship. “We’re about an hour or two off still. The capital is very distinctive. You’ll see when we get there.”


All the girls nodded as those of us who’d spent our lives in the Hearthwood wondered what could be so special about the capital. Then we finally caught sight of the city for ourselves.


I’d originally been impressed with the tall bronze spires in Bronzeridge. My first glance at the capital made those towers look like toothpicks standing in the mud.


Thirteen massive brightly colored mountains floated in the air, spread evenly in a circle around a towering and bustling network of buildings. The tallest and largest structure in the center was built like a citadel and was nearly as tall as a mountain itself. The structures there were all brilliant white and made of flawless smooth stone, casting a grand shadow over the surrounding land that was only surpassed by the thirteen flying mountains it held in orbit above it.


“That city is nearly the size of the entire Hearthwood forest!” Eltiana said.


“How are those mountains flying?” Sava gasped.


“Do they sell ice cream here too?” Assyrus wondered.


“The city’s enormous because Sam and Dean lived here for a long time.” Jynna explained. “The mountains are flying because of them as well. Long ago Samuel Letkins gazed into the future and saw a deadly army arrayed around the capital city. So he and Dean combined their powers to lift thirteen mountains into the sky, set to crash on top of this future army that will someday attack us.”


“If there’s an army that can survive having thirteen mountains dropped on top of them,” I said, “I wouldn’t want to be here when they attack. The tremors from the mountains dropping alone should destroy most of the city they’re protecting.”


“I’m sure my grandfather thought of all that and more before he pulled those thirteen mountains into the air.” Jynna said with a certainty I didn’t share.


“How confident are you in this ship’s ability to fly itself?” Illiel asked as she leaned out the side of the ship and saw several airships flying very close to us. One of the pilots was yelling something I couldn’t quite make out over the wind.


“Sadly,” Jynna said, “it was designed for an age when the skies here were far less crowded. As such, it has no way to avoid other airships besides the powerful defensive wards that let us barrel through anything that gets in our way.”


Just as Jynna spoke, one of the neighboring airship’s crashed into us. While we didn’t feel so much as a tremor, the airship next to us cracked and splintered. It began rapidly losing altitude as it spiraled to the ground.


“It’s okay.” Jynna said. “This happens all the time. The Fateweaver Society used to offer an insurance program on airships, but nobody wanted to buy insurance from people who can see the future. I’ve been trying to get my own program aloft. A few more crashes like that one and maybe the princess will finally let it happen.”


After shouldering aside every airship in our path, we made our way over the city to the large white citadel in the center amongst the densest mass of buildings. It had clearly defined walls that kept the rest of the city at bay and concealed a more peaceful cluster of elegant structures that were clearly the private grounds of the most powerful faction in the region.


“Everything within those walls is part of the palace.” Jynna explained. “After Dean the Destroyer’s original palace collapsed, the Queen built this one from the broken ruins.”


That explained why the palace was so much more tastefully constructed than Jynna’s tent or airship. I approved of the proud and elegant buildings, and was happy to hear that Dean's daughter was sensible enough to destroy whatever monstrosity Dean had built for himself. The palace's sheer size hinted at far greater power than the Demonstar Clan tried to project back in Wood’s End. Despite not being as richly decorated, I could see with a glance that the palace was well-maintained and a symbol of far greater wealth than mere gold and jewels.


I spotted dozens of secluded gardens from above, many of which contained food I’d only seen growing in my own Hydroponic Farm, or in Sava’s textbooks about alchemy. Among those many manicured gardens I spotted more than a few statues of Dean like the one he’d left in the Hearthwood, though these were far larger.


“How did you even carve a statue fifty stories tall?” I asked.


“I’m told grandfather did it himself.” Baroness Jynna replied. “He hauled a massive piece of stone out of the ground, then folded space until it was the size of a table. He hired the best craftswomen he could find to chip away at the stone while it was small, then he brought it back to full size.”


“That’s actually fairly impressive.” I said. “Though I wish Dean had chosen a better pose.”


The towering tribute to Dean’s impact on this city grinned out of the corner of his mouth, looking slyly off to the side as he held his arms up with fingers pointed and appearing like he'd been caught mid catcall as he thrusted his hips forward.


“I like it.” Sava declared. “It’s a very artful pose. If what we’ve heard about your old friend is factual, this statue is true to life.”


“Well said Sava! It is a very lovely statue.” Jynna clapped my companion on the back. “Now come, the princess is waiting for us.”



***


We made our way off the airship, past the giant statue of Dean, and into one of the main entrances to the palace.


“We’ll be heading into one of the peripheral reception chambers.” Jynna explained. “We can’t use the main one because it’s the princess greeting us, not the queen.”


If Jynna hadn’t called this chamber a peripheral side chamber, I would have thought it was the biggest room in the palace. The walls stretched endlessly in all directions so that I could barely see walls in the distance. There was a lake in the center of the room, and around it fine stone tiles gave way to clean white beach sand. This was a display of spatial magic on a scale I’d only witnessed from Dean’s pocket world where he’d imprisoned the Hearthwood’s monsters.


Across the room and atop a tower that reminded me more of a lifeguard’s chair than a throne, I caught sight of Princess Tivana.


“All rise for the princess!” A voice off to our side commanded. I glanced around the room and suddenly saw a host of servants materialize around us as though they’d been there the entire time.


As we were already standing, we all lined up and gave Tivana a short bow. Tivana tapped the armrest of her chair impatiently as each of us dipped our heads one at a time as Jynna had taught us. When my turn finally came, Tivana held up a hand.


“You don’t need to bow.” She said. “My grandfather always said you were one of his closest friends, and no one on this continent would dare make one of Dean the Destroyer’s friends bow his head.”


“I’m grateful.” I replied. “Is there somewhere we could talk… less formally?” I asked as I gestured at the wide space between the two of us. With the size of the room, Tivana’s throne was practically half a kilometer away. If we didn’t both have enhanced senses, we wouldn’t even be able to hear each other talking.


Without a word of warning, Tivana appeared a single step in front of me. “Show the others to their quarters.” Tivana commanded her servants. “I’ll take Theo to his room myself.”


I shrugged and followed Tivana through a winding maze of corridors that reminded me of Castle Mac.


“Space is folded throughout the entire palace, as you might guess from the home of a clan of space aspect cultivators.” Tivana explained.


“So I noticed.” I said as I inspected the vast hallways. Each corridor was wide enough to be a king’s private suite unto itself. 


"Mind if you ask what your own rooms look like?" I asked curiously. "I've never seen the chambers of royalty, and I'd like to see how my own bedroom stacks up." The Wanderer's Personal Chambers were both inviting and comfortable, though I wouldn't be able to enjoy them again now that they were being used as a prison to lock away a hostile sorcerer.


"I can show you if you like." Tivana said, face even. "You'll probably be seeing me there often."


I stepped back for a moment, not really sure how to respond.


"I've been using it as my office lately." Tivana continued, apparently completely unaware of where my thoughts had gone. "I don't feel comfortable using the my mother's study."


"You don't want to fill your mother's shoes?" I asked.


Tivana tilted her head the tiniest bit in a gesture between a shrug and not answering at all.


"And what about the Queen herself?" I said when it seemed Tivana didn't intend to say anything more. "I doubt I qualify for an audience with her myself, but will I get the chance to see your mother from afar?"


"Unlikely." Tivana said. "Even I haven't seen my mother in years. She's intent on becoming a demigod and has secluded herself somewhere she can focus her efforts on that alone."


"It sounds like she's a very dedicated woman." I said. "You must admire her."


"Every elf of Deania admires my mother." Tivana replied. "We have peace only thanks to her power and protection."


"And yours as well, from what I've heard." I smiled. "I heard a rumor that you dealt with several problematic clans that fell into the clutches of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye before they could even act according to the whims of their new masters."


Tivana stopped walking. She stood still, and without looking at me said, "Do you think I'm a monster for wiping out my own people like that?"


I sensed the princess wanted an honest answer, so I gave her one. "No. You had to dirty your hands to protect this country. You may never be thanked for what you did, but it was decisive and it was the right thing to do. In your shoes, I would have done the same in a heartbeat."


I watched a tiny bit of the tension seep out of Princess Tivana's shoulders and the faintest hint of a smile crept up her face.


"Good." She bit her lip, apparently in the middle of considering something more to say. After a moment of thought she shook her head and waved at a nearby door. "Go ahead and open the door before us."


I did as she asked and tugged on the bronze knob. The door swung open and I found myself staring at an old library. Endless rows of shelves towered into the air across dozens of flights of stairs that spiraled up into a distant ceiling.


"The palace public library." Tivana said with a glance into the room. "You're welcome to browse the books inside at your pleasure. Though, once you reach true mage you should have access to better sources of new spells."


"Your family has certainly amassed an impressive collection." I said with a low whistle. "I didn't think Dean would have bothered with something like this."


"My grandfather was given many gifts, and he went on many adventures. Occasionally, rare books found their way into his hands and he left them to the family. Most of his collection is here, though we keep a few of the more valuable tomes behind locked doors."


Princess Tivana closed the door to the library. "Now go ahead and open the door again."


I did as Tivana instructed and found myself staring at an entirely different library. This one was much smaller, no bigger than a single room. The books were locked behind a wire cage and the floors were lined with defensive wards. It was clear that this was not a public library.


"The room changed?" I said in surprise. The door had suddenly opened to a different room, similar to what Mac could do back home for the rooms that were part of The Wanderer.


"You're not as impressed as most guests to the palace." Tivana replied. "But that's not surprising considering you've already managed something similar back at your home. As you've likely guessed, these hallways utilize space magic to connect to multiple destinations. The enchantments of the hallways skim your surface thoughts to figure out your intended destination and arrange the room on the other side of the door accordingly."


"That's certainly worthy of impressing me. I had no idea you could have enchantments take inputs from thoughts.."


Tivana closed the room to this new library, and I noted that she had not allowed me to peruse this one as I pleased as well. This must be where the books not meant for the general public where kept.


"The enchantments are quite good at picking up on your hidden desires," Tivana explained. "Whether you are conscious of them or not. Interesting, I wouldn't have thought you'd open the doors to both libraries on your first two attempts. I would have thought you'd open the door to our royal treasury or perhaps the palace massage parlor."


"Knowledge has been on my mind lately. Or rather, my lack of it." I shrugged. "After all, if you don't know what you need you won't even know to want it."


Princess Tivana gestured for me to attempt to open the door again. "Try thinking of somewhere warm and comfortable. A place to meditate and relax. A private place you could see yourself living in for a long time."


I did as the princess suggested and opened the door again to find myself gazing into a cozy study complete with a wide bed, a writing desk, and a reading chair.


Princess Tivana peeked inside. "You have good taste. I'm told this is the room Sam the Fateweaver stayed in when he was a guest of my grandfather's."


"It does seem like something Sam would like." I looked over the spartan room that at first glance reminded me more of Sava's alchemy shop than a chamber inside a palace. Unlike the rest of the palace, the walls to this room were made from bare wood and there was an open fire sitting on one corner burning smokelessly without any fuel. "Modest, but cozy."


A closer look at the walls and furniture revealed that everything here was of the finest quality, and the chairs and tables were made of flawless ironwood that couldn't be found in the Hearthwood. Tivana waved her hands and wooden panels activated and revealed concealed light enchantments that illuminated the room in a soft yellow glow. It seemed this room had better furnishings than its meager appearance suggested.


"I'm glad you approve." Tivana replied. "The elders of the royal clan are preparing the earth aura fragments we have in storage so that you may attempt to form a bond with one of them and ascend to true mage. You'll have your choice from our entire supply, but most are being preserved inside a time dilation chamber to prevent their decay. Extracting them without reason would reduce their long term viability, so you'll have to submit a request for whichever aura fragment you want to try."


Tivana passed me a catalogue. "This is a list of everything you'll have to choose from, compiled by our master artificer himself. Simply find a door and think of a workshop and you'll find him tinkering with some project or another. Pick your preferred aura fragments out of this list then go see him and he'll fetch it for your inspection."


"I owe my thanks to you and your family." I said.


Tivana nodded in reply and said, "Dinner is served every night and is crafted from some of the finest mystic beasts and plants found in Deania. You won't want to miss it, as every meal will aid your cultivation. The kitchen also serves ordinary food for breakfast and lunch, though those meals are not so magically invigorating. Attending the evening meals will also give you the chance to meet many of the palace's long term guests like yourself."


"What about the leaders of the great clans and important people here in the capital?" I asked.


"Remain a guest of the palace long enough and I'm sure there will be a social event for you to get to know the important figures of Deania. But save that for after you become a true mage. For now, you should focus your efforts on achieving that goal. Mage acolytes might hold roles of importance elsewhere, but here in the capital only a true mage can win the respect of others. If you ever wish to be more than someone else's pawn, you must at least become a true mage" Princess Tivana said as she gestured for me to enter the room I'd be staying in.


Tivana passed me a small disk of bronze that she called a guest medallion. It would identify me to the palace and the palace guards as someone who belonged and would let the magical hallways grant me access to most of the palace's rooms.


I thanked Tivana again. "I really appreciate everything you're doing for me and the Hearthwood Clan, Princess Tivana. If there's ever anything I can do in return, just let me know."


"Don't let my clan's elders hear you say that." Tivana said before turning on her heel and heading down the hall.


She made it to the next door down the hallway when she came to a sudden halt. "One last thing," Tivana said, "I suspect you have a spy in your inner circle."


She met my gaze and probably expected to see shock or anger. Instead, I nodded. “Are you talking about Korra, or Eltiana?” I asked. Both had ties to large organizations that didn’t belong to me. I doubted a criminal syndicate got along well with the country’s royal clan, and I wasn’t sure which guild owned Korra’s contract, but I suspected they were powerful.


“Neither.” Tivana replied. “The one known as Illiel.”


I frowned in thought, then nodded. “I assure you; she’s had no contact with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye since she met me.”


Tivana shook her head. “Not the cult. A danger far closer to home. Her mother.”


That was a subject Illiel had long been quiet about. Back in the Hearthwood, she hadn’t let me learn her family name, though when we first met, she had let slip the fact that her mother was a countess.


“Let me ask you this,” I said, “are all those who hold noble titles related to Dean?”


“Yes.” Tivana replied. “All those who hold formal titles of are members of the royal clan. The other clans who are our vassals may have their own names and titles within their territories, but all royal lands are ruled by members of the Deanian Royal Clan.”


“Then that would make Illiel a relative of yours.” I said, nodding.


“A cousin. The same as Jynna.” Tivana replied. “Frankly, I’m surprised neither I, nor Jynna, recognized her until I checked the family records. I suppose I have my aunt’s mind magic to thank for that.”


I held up a hand. “I think I’d best ask these questions of Illiel herself. After we’ve talked, you can tell me your side of the story.”


“As you wish.” Tivana nodded, then opened the door. When the door closed, a moment later, she vanished completely. Out of curiosity I tried to follow her, but when I opened the door, I found it led to back to the library with no Tivana in sight.








CHAPTER TEN










I TRIED THE door before me once more, really trying to picture Princess Tivana and where she might be, hoping the magic of this palace would take me to her. When I opened the door, I found a bedroom. Unlike the room Tivana gave to me, this one was more of a long hall filled with a long row of cots. On those cots, Nela, Sava, and Illiel were busy getting settled.


“Theo!” Assyrus said, wrapping her arms around me. “We thought the princess had tried to steal you from us for a moment there.”


“Well, here I am.” I replied. “Completely unstolen. I’d say my room’s right down the hall, but I suppose it doesn’t really matter with how much magic has been built into this palace. It’s quite an intriguing idea. I’ll have to see if Mac can replicate it back home, so I stop getting lost in my own castle.”


“Castle Mac was becoming quite the labyrinth before Tim’s wizards destroyed it.” Illiel confirmed. “I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to find my way around either once the place is put back together.”


“Theo!” Korra said as she opened the door I’d just stepped through. “Ha! Found him first, you little wannabe ninja.”


“Says the one sneaking around the palace using doors.” Eltiana said as she poked her head through an open window. She shook her head in disappointment at Korra. “Seriously, what are you going to do when you have to hunt someone down without going inside their home?” Eltiana shook her head while clinging to the wall outside the window like a spider. “I’d never stoop to using the hallways when I can peer in through windows.”


“What does it look like from outside?” I asked curiously. “Space seems more than folded here, it’s downright convoluted.”


“It’s nothing too complicated.” Illiel said. “The hallways are tiny pocket worlds with many attachment points to the palace. The treasure spirits governing the hallways skim your surface thoughts in the same way a beginner mind mage would and try to match a room to what they see. After a bit of practice, you’ll be able to get where you want to go quickly.”


“You sound like you’ve been here before.” Sava said.


Illiel shrugged. “Once or twice. But that’s beside the point. Melise and Eltiana have already found Yorik, she’s recovering under the care of the palace’s spirit healers.”


“I’ll be heading back there.” Eltiana said as she ducked back down the side of the building. “Any who want to really know how to get around a building can follow me out the window. The rest of you lazy no-goods can use hallways like a hard-working peon.” Eltiana rolled her eyes as she vanished from sight down the side of the building.


"Wait." I protested, holding up a hand. "Yorik? Did you just say she was recovering? What happened?" I tried to force the nervousness out of my voice.


"Don't worry so much, Theo." Eltiana rolled her eyes.


"I think she'd be happiest if we let her tell you herself." Illiel explained.


I was still thinking over Illiel’s words about Yorik recovering under the care of spirit healers. We hastily backed out into the hallway and did our best to think of hospitals and infirmaries. If Yorik was injured, I wanted to visit her before doing anything else.


“Let me try!” Nela said after Sava and Assyrus opened the door to a potion storage closet and a kitchen instead of the infirmary we were looking for.


Nela stepped up to the door, frowned in concentration, then slowly turned the knob. The door swung open and revealed a variety of strange apparatuses of various sizes and shapes.


“Perfect.” Nela said as she stepped inside the small, shaded room. “It reminds me of the Medical Bay.” She strode over to a nearby cot and flipped the blankets open to reveal fresh and clean sheets.


Korra frowned. “I don’t know about that. What kind of hospital has cuffs at the head and feet of their beds?” Korra lifted a pair of bronze shackles from the bottom corner of the cot. They were scripted with a series of strength enchantments I recognized, though the number of times I saw the symbols repeated indicated someone had gone through a great deal of trouble to make those shackles unbreakable, even to someone very, very strong.


“I’m sure the palace guard captures criminals from time to time.” Nela said. “They’d need to treat wounded criminals somehow, and without the shackles their prisoners might try to escape. Look here! Needles!” Nela pointed at a box of sharp and pointy things.


Korra peered into the box and withdrew what Nela had spotted. “It looks more like a needle wheel than anything used to inject a medicine.” Korra said.


Sava frowned and took the strange wheel contraption. “Strange… I don’t see a hole to insert the potion. Perhaps you coat the surface of the needles? I can see how it might work… Some potions need to be applied subdermally all over the body, and this tool would make that quite a bit easier.”


“And what about this?” Korra asked doubtfully as she withdrew a large wooden paddle. “Think this is a medical tool?”


“Maybe spirit healers use it to give their patients a massage.” Assyrus shrugged.


“Yeah, a massage on the ass.” Korra laughed and gave the paddle a playful swing before continuing to dig through the box. “And what about this stick? It’s clearly a riding crop.”


“…Maybe one of the spirit healers likes to ride untrained unicorns?” Nela asked, though she sounded a little less sure of herself. This crop was identical to one Sharian had once used on her.


“Alright.” I said. “I’m beginning to suspect we’re in the wrong room. Let’s head back.”


At that very moment I heard a loud click behind me and a buzzing not unlike those I heard when Mac moved one of The Wanderer’s rooms to a different location. When we turned, the door we’d just walked through looked different. It was as though the real door had been replaced with a painting of a door. I reached for the knob only to find the handle was nothing but the image of a handle. Where a brass knob should have been, my hands found only a rough stone wall.


“Let me try.” Assyrus said, walking up to the wall. She crouched low and jumped, unleashing a perfect flying kick against the painting of the door.


She bounced off it like a pebble thrown against a brick wall.


“Ow.” Assyrus said. “That hurt.” She shook the soreness out of her leg and dusted her clothes off as she stood up.


“That wouldn’t have worked no matter how hard you kicked the door.” Illiel said. “The hallways are in alternate dimensions. You can’t break into them without spatial magic. If by some miracle you managed to kick your way through, we’d all be sucked into the void between worlds.”


“It was worth a shot.” Assyrus shrugged.


“It seems we’ve stumbled into some sort of dungeon.” I said as I looked around the room around us.


“A sex dungeon.” Sava added. “Now we know what’s been going through Nela’s mind as of late.”


Nela blushed. “You could treat patients for something in here!”


“Yeah, you could cure them of their sexual frustration.” Korra laughed. “Which, I must add, you elves tend to have a lot of.”


“Let’s just find another exit.” Illiel sighed. “It should be around the corner here.”


“You’ve been here before, Illiel?” Nela asked hopefully.


“Never to this exact room.” Illiel replied. “But more than a few elves have worried about getting trapped in a room-sized pocket world due to a failure in one of the enchantments. These tiny realms aren’t particularly stable when they’re closed off from the world completely. At the very least, there’s a connection wide enough to blow in fresh air kept open at all times. Usually there are two or three entrances as well. Basically, every room in the palace has at least two ways in and out, and one of them is open at all times.”


“Good.” I gave a small sigh of relief as I poked through the contents of my Dimensional Storage. I could still access The Wanderer’s systems from here. Even if we were trapped, we’d have infinite food and water until we figured out how to break out.


Nela waved her hands for quiet. “Shush! Do you hear that?”


I bent my ears to listen, and I finally caught a distant and muffled voice saying something.


“…Haha! Now, my pretty little elf! Let’s hear a few more delightful screams out of you! A little more extraction and I’ll have fully powered up the new ballista!”


We heard a series of dull fleshy thwacks interspersed by muffled cries and something that sounded like begging.


“There’s someone here.” Nela whispered. “Two someones.”


“And one of them sounds like they’re torturing the other.” Assyrus said. She reached into her bag of holding and drew her ironwood sword. “Let’s go rescue them!”


I nodded. “If we can’t find an exit soon, odds are we’re going to have to confront them. I’m betting they know how to get out of this place. Maybe they’re even the one who locked us in with them.”


We crept silently through the halls, which were far narrower than those outside. The voices got louder and more vicious as we traveled.


“Mwahaha! You look so lovely and struggling and squirming there, captain! Why, if everyone in the palace knew how the feared and respected captain of the Deanian Royal Guard was squirming on my wooden horse… hehehe!” The voice continued to chuckle malevolently. Now that I heard it clearly, I identified it as male. It was a bit deeper than my own and had a peculiar tone to it that I hadn’t heard from any elf I’d met thus far. I couldn’t place it, but the voice definitely didn’t sound elven.


“Yes… I can hardly believe I have a wizard to toy with tonight! I just need to extract a little more of this incredibly powerful energy from you and my creation will reign terror and destruction like you’ve never seen before!” The voice cackled. Whoever this guy was, he seemed to take great pleasure in whatever he was doing to his victim.


“No doors anywhere.” Illiel whispered. “We’ve checked all the rooms except for the one that voice is coming from.”


I nodded silently. “Then conflict is inevitable. Remember girls, this isn’t the Hearthwood, and there are plenty of powerful people. It sounds like he’s got a wizard captive in there, but he’s not a wizard himself. We should expect that he’s a powerful true mage and be ready for a tough fight.”


“We’ve taken down true mages with less.” Sava said confidently. “Now that I’m one myself, I’d like to see how I stack up.”


“I’ll see if I can rescue the wizard.” Korra said. “An ally like that would certainly make fighting whoever this is a lot easier.”


We came to the only door we hadn’t opened yet. Behind it we could hear mad cackling and tormented moans. I had an odd thought then and stepped back. Instead of knocking down the door myself, I nodded to Assyrus. “I think you’ll actually be able to kick this one down.”


Assyrus grinned, jumped back onto her heels and unleashed her flying kick once again. Unlike before, when she hit the door this time it splintered into millions of tiny pieces that sprayed about the room inside.


“Ahh!” The male voice cried out in surprise.


Everyone rushed into the room. I stood by the entrance for a moment to lay eyes on the situation.


The male voice had been coming from a short, somewhat bulky figure. He wouldn’t have come up to my chest even if he were standing straight. Right now he was hunched so low his beard touched the ground as he worked a peculiar mechanism attached to the elf he’d been ‘tormenting’.




New species discovered!

Dwarves:

This race of sturdily built people is fond of enchanting and drafting magic. One of their most prominent planets, the World of Hammer and Chisel, trades throughout the Ten Thousand Worlds. They have an incredible fondness for elves, though the inverse is rarely true.





Just as interesting as the dwarf was the elf he was with. She was bound to a large wooden triangle, straddling it with her legs on either side. Both of those legs were tied neatly, ankles to hips. Her arms were similarly restrained while a large device dangled in front of her bare breasted form, suspending a crystal that glowed with brilliant pink light as it absorbed zeal in vast motes of flowing currents from the squirming elf.


“You’ve trapped us here, you evil tormentor!” Assyrus shouted. “Now we’ll fight you to our last breaths to end your wicked ways!”


Nela and Sava quickly came to the same conclusion I had and lowered their weapons. Illiel stepped back and stood behind me while Korra slipped past Assyrus and the dwarf.


“Oh dear, oh dear.” The dwarf said as he stumbled over many discarded books, scrolls, gears, and enchanted tools. “You all have the wrong idea!” He hopped as quickly as his stubby legs allowed to a nearby curtain and started tugging it shut. The bound elf started struggling in panic when she heard Assyrus’ voice and tried to tear herself free. She shrugged her eyebrows and cheeks furiously to work the blindfolds off her brow and gag out of her mouth, but she was making slow progress with both.


“Ha! That’s what the last cult of evil mind controllers we fought probably would have said if we’d given them the chance!” Assyrus continued as she swung her sword menacingly.


That was when Korra popped up behind her and flicked her claws across the strap holding the gag in place. Whatever enchantments that made it strong enough to keep the wizard from tearing it off with the first flinch were ineffective at mitigating the sharpness of Korra’s claws. The elf spat the gag out and licked her lips for a moment before shouting.


“Noggen, you dirty little dwarf! This wasn’t part of the deal! I wanted to experience unending pleasure, not unending humiliation! Get me free of these restraints this instant so I may sear this lot of vile scum off the face of the Serenity! How dare they attempt to shame me! I will—“


“And now I see why you were gagged.” Korra said as she picked up a new instrument of silencing elves off the nearby table and stuck it into the elf’s mouth mid-curse.


“This is all sanctioned by the queen, I assure you!” The dwarf said hastily as he pushed buttons on a nearby panel to swing out a panel concealing hidden curtains. “Well, I suppose it’s the princess issuing the orders right now, but it’s the same thing! I’m doing this for the good of the palace!”


“A likely story!” Assyrus snorted. “Didn’t you hear her angrily curse you a moment ago?”


“She was cursing at you!” The dwarf shouted as he tugged on the curtains. “Granted, she cursed at me too, but you know how elves are.” He glanced at Assyrus and seemed to remember he was talking to an elf. He turned his gaze to the only non-elf in the room. Looking at me, gave me a pained smile and placed a finger over his lips to keep us all from talking.


The curtain he was tugging at quickly obscured the elf of his recent ministrations from view. After he was satisfied with the curtain, he tapped a ward activation symbol and blue light sprang up around the curtain in a protective barrier. The sound of the elf’s remaining words was completely cut off, and I realized the barrier muted all sound between us.


“We seem to have interrupted something we shouldn’t have.” I scratched the back of my neck awkwardly. “Look, we were looking for the medical bay and somehow we ended up here. The exit didn’t work, so we started looking around. There weren’t any other doors elsewhere, so we figured the way out had to be through here.”


“Oh boy.” The dwarf pinched his brows and adjusted his spectacles. “You’re just lucky the captain is gagged and blindfolded right now. She’ll be furious when I untie her in a minute, and I’m afraid I won’t be able to power up my new ballista design after all. I suppose this is what I deserve for locking the back entrance with an enchantment instead of walking over there and locking it by hand. I would have seen you all milling about had I done so.” The dwarf sighed morosely. “And things were going so well… I’ll never be able to talk another wizard into letting me harvest from her.”


“That’s what this was?” I waved my hand at the curtain and what we knew was behind it.


“It’s a classic dwarven design from my home world.” The dwarf shrugged. “Elves tend to really love it though. We use it to create power stones, and they get to fulfill their repressed needs.”


“An intriguing concept,” I said, “I’d love to ask you a few questions, but I imagine you’d like to let that wizard out as soon as possible. You seem to only be a mage acolyte.”


The dwarf nodded. “Elvish spirit cultivation isn’t my greatest strength, but I’ve been trying to do as the locals do. Don’t think you’ll ever catch me on one of those energy extraction machines though.” The dwarf chuckled merrily. “Alright, out you go.” He ushered me and my group towards the nearest exit.


“Thanks.” I said. “And pass along my apologies to the captain for barging in.”


The dwarf winced. “It might be better if I avoid mentioning it ever again. But do tell your sword-swinging companion that I’m not evil and that she should probably try to keep quiet whenever she’s around the palace guard. The captain will be trying to track down whoever saw her like this and while she’s blindfolded, her hearing works fine.”


I nodded. “Thank you for the warning.”


The dwarf stepped out with us for an instant. While we were in the hallway, he opened the door and gestured. “The real infirmary. Please try not to get it confused with my workshop again. Though I’ll also make sure I do a better job of keeping the back door locked in the future.”


“Noted.” I replied. “Thank you for your help.”


The dwarf nodded and adjusted his belt around his rounded belly before heading back out into the hallway where he’d no doubt face the fury and anger of a humiliated wizard.








CHAPTER ELEVEN










AFTER OUR EVENTFUL encounter, we finally made our way to the infirmary where we found Yorik resting on a cot. Her stomach was bandaged, but she appeared to be resting healthily on the bed as Melise poked and prodded her.


“What happened?” I demanded. “Were you ambushed on the way here?”


Yorik snorted. “No. Safe journey.”


Melise smiled up at me. “It’s nothing like that, Theo. Staying in the capital for a single day and cultivating haphazardly for a few minutes was all it took for Yorik to reach the very peak of the heartwielder realm. Since she was in the palace already, the spirit healers suggested she break through to mage acolyte immediately. With the palace’s resources, Yorik had as easy and smooth a breakthrough as anyone could hope for.”


Yorik gave me a toothy grin. “Mage acolyte now.”


My thumping heart finally went quiet, and I took a seat on a nearby empty bed. “Oh.” I nodded. “You scared me for a bit there, Yorik. I suppose I look a little silly to you now. You would have been fine even if someone tried to attack the princess.”


In response, Yorik tried to give me a salute, but her arms were weak.


“None of that now.” Melise said. “Implanting a spellheart is a traumatic process, and I’m sure making a wound big enough for the insertion was difficult, given the toughness of your skin. You should rest and recover.”


Yorik looked at me and I nodded in support of Melise’s diagnoses. “Relax Yorik. We’ll be here for a few weeks at least. I’m glad you’ve already made use of our stay in the capital. This trip will have been worthwhile if breaking you through to mage acolyte is the only thing we accomplish here.”


“Whew.” An exhausted voice said from the window. “I finally found the right room.” Eltiana said as she pried a dagger through the gap between panes of glass to lift the window.


When Eltiana finally made it into the room, she went entirely limp and collapsed on the nearest empty cot. “You know…” she panted, “… sneaking around a palace has always been a dream of mine, but I think I’ve fulfilled it already.” She huffed and stretched out on the spare cot before curling up and closing her eyes. “But now that I think about it, using hallways and doors doesn’t sound like such a bad idea after all.” Then she yawned and fell asleep.


“Feast tonight.” Yorik said. “Be there.”


I grinned. “Is the food really that much better than we have in the Hearthwood?”


Yorik smiled toothily and rubbed her belly. “Meat.”


Back home the elves of the Hearthwood mostly ate the plants grown in the Hydroponic Farm. Everything grown there was both nutritious and filled with both zeal and vitality, making it immensely beneficial to all the elves who ate it. Many elves were content to a vegetarian lifestyle, but Yorik and a few others had a more carnivorous lifestyle and began supplementing our diets with monster meat, which had benefits of its own to cultivation. Those had been tasty, but according to Yorik the wild game they hunted here in the capital was head and shoulders above what we could hunt in the Hearthwood.


Our group sat and chatted for the next few hours. We spent our time hopping between the infirmary and the girl’s shared bunks. At their request, I showed them the room Princess Tivana gave me.


“Look at this!” Eltiana said. “Theo’s got his own private room!”


“Oh, thank the heavens!” Assyrus said. “That little cot the servants gave me was tiny.” She collapsed onto my bed and sank deeply into the plush mattress.


“It’s not as big as the one in the Personal Chambers.” Melise said. “But I think we can all squeeze together on it if we’re willing to snuggle.”


“Does this chair vibrate as well?” Sava asked as she flipped my reading chair upside down, looking for a lever.


“Careful Sava!” Nela warned. “Remember how we broke Baroness Jynna’s chair?”


Sava snorted. “I know what I’m doing this time…” Sava tested one of the legs to see if it would activate the chair’s vibration functions, only to find the leg snapped off in her hands. Sava’s face flushed red and she tried using nature zeal to glue the leg back on before anyone other than me noticed.


“Perfect.” Illiel said as she spotted my writing desk. “There was nowhere to sit down and work in the other room.” Without wasting another moment, she piled books and sheets of paper on every corner of the desk except for the tiny area she was working on.


Eltiana and Korra bounced on the bed, comparing backflips for a while until Assyrus whacked them both with a fluffy pillow until they stayed off her side of the bed long enough for her to fall asleep.


“Just make yourselves at home then.” I said, shaking my head as within minutes my bedroom went from pristine to looking like we’d lived there for years. I flipped through The Wanderer’s screens as I made plans for what new rooms I’d purchase and what new abilities I’d try to learn when I became a true mage. I also took the opportunity to flip through the list of aura fragments Tivana had given me and picked what I thought would fit best with my own plans for my future development.


Before long we heard a bell chime by the entrance to the door. A voice emanated from that region of the room shortly after.


“Dinner for all guests is now being served in the auxiliary dining hall. Today’s main course is Devil-Eye Dragon Crab.” The voice said.


“I assume that’s the feast Yorik mentioned.” I said as I sat up from the corner of the room.


Assyrus jolted awake mid snore. “If there’s one thing I trust Yorik on, it’s finding good food. What are we waiting for?”



***


Fortunately, we had far greater luck finding the auxiliary dining hall than we’d had finding the infirmary.


When we entered the dining hall, we found a large open room filled with tables and chairs. We found Yorik already sitting at a table that could fit us all. She waved at us, already wearing a bib and wielding her fork and knife like a shark about to sink its teeth into its favorite prey.


Yorik passed a bib to Assyrus and waved a hand at a nearby servant. “Ready.” Yorik said. Within moments a servant rolled a cart filled to the brim with plates and covered dishes to our side. As she laid out plates before each of us and set the first course on the table, she told us its tale.


“Your appetizer comes from the world of Gleam and Glimmer, home of the fairy race.” The servant began. “They’ve crafted all sorts of fine nectars, wines, and honeys that can heal and strengthen the body, and provide benefits regardless of what manner of cultivation you practice.”


She unveiled a tray of sweet-smelling biscuits surrounded by tiny leaves the size of nettles. Each one melted in my mouth and filled me with an incredible sweetness that was so enthralling I was disappointed when we’d eaten the last one.


“Those were fantastic.” I replied.


“You wouldn’t happen to have more of them, would you?” Assyrus asked hopefully.


Yorik impatiently glanced at her out of the corner of her eyes and waved at us to hurry up.


The servant smiled. “It seems your companion is eager to get to the main course. As promised, I present to you a Devil-Eye Dragon Crab.”


She unveiled the main dish to reveal a long, chitinous crab with a head like a crocodile and pincers the size of swords. It’s back was as big as a shield and it had a golden ring across its surface. Even cooked, it looked like an incredibly fearsome creature.


I glanced around the room to find other groups were being served the same kind of crab, but I noticed a few envious glances cast our way. Our crab was twice the size of any other group of guests, and theirs lacked the golden halo on our crab’s back.


“Ah, I see you’ve realized this is no ordinary Devil-Eye Dragon Crab.” The servant said. “It’s a King Devil-Eye Dragon Crab! The other crabs in its court were all powerful mage acolytes and true mages, but this King Devil-Eye Dragon Crab proved to be a powerful foe even to the wizard who caught it in the Myriad Monster’s Sea. It reached the very peak of the true mage rank and might have evolved into something dangerous if it was given another century or two.”


“I’m flattered that the princess thinks so highly of us.” I said.


“Oh no, this wasn’t the work of the princess.” The servant said, shaking her head. “This crab was actually personally caught by one of the Royal Clan’s elders. They’ve been looking for something like this since they got word of your coming.”


The servant leaned in conspiratorially. “I’ve only just learned this myself, but I’m told King Devil-Eye Dragon Crab meat can work as a powerful and long-lasting aphrodisiac, especially on men.” She smiled at my surprised expression. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the elder in charge of serving royal guests decided to serve this dish on the day such a handsome man arrived.”


The girls had heard everything they wanted to know when the servant mentioned the crab was an aphrodisiac. They eagerly cut pieces off the main dish and dragged them to my plate.


Yorik herself tore one of the massive claws free, shattered it, then plopped the torso-sized piece of meat on my plate.


“Eat.” She said before quickly cutting free a few more pieces to fill her own plate.


I chuckled and shook my head. “I really don’t know if I should.”


“Do it, Theo!” Melise shouted with glee. “If you do, we’ll make sure it’s your show tonight! We’ll do whatever you want to make sure you’re fully satisfied, no matter what it is.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Really? Does that offer stand for all of you?”


The girls all nodded, and I chuckled. “Okay then. I’ll be holding you ladies to your word then. I get to do whatever I want to you this time.”


The girls smiled at each other and a caught more than a little excited whispering as they eagerly dug into the meal before us.


“I have a feeling I’m not going to be able to sleep tonight.” I said as I watched all the girls around me feasting on aphrodisiac. “Oh well. I might as well make sure I don’t tire out too quickly.” I said as I bit into the main course.


By time we finished eating the massive crab, we were all well and truly stuffed.


“Really,” I chuckled, “I don’t know where you girls put it all.”


I wiped my hands and made to stand up, but a new servant approached.


“Let me clear off the table for you all. Then we’ll get you settled with wine and dessert.” The servant said.


To Assyrus’ delight, the servant revealed plates of artfully arrayed mounds of ice cream, which quickly made their way around the table. It was all excellent, as were the glazed truffles and cakes served after that. I also noticed most of the other guests standing up and departing after finishing their main course, with no sign of dessert coming their way.


One particularly small, bandaged form stared at us from the a nearby table with great jealousy as he nursed a glass of cheaper wine than I was drinking and grumbled at us.


Assyrus nudged me. “Does that pile of wrappings look familiar to you?”


I squinted and caught sight of a small beard poking out between bandages. “It does! That’s the dwarf we ran into today. What was his name?”


“The wizard called him Noggen.” Illiel replied.


At the mention of his name, the dwarf stood up and strode over. “Did I hear my name over here? You all wouldn’t happen to have kindly invited me to join you?”


Without waiting for a response, Noggen pulled his chair up and plopped down next to me before eagerly digging into some of our remaining dessert and a few bits of crab Yorik had hung onto.


I laughed. “Come and join us, Noggen. I wanted to talk to you sooner rather than later.”


Noggen nodded. “I can certainly see why.” He said as he held up a piece of crab for a moment before gobbling it down himself. “Without my help, you’ll be in quite a bit of trouble tonight when this stuff finally kicks in.”


I raised an eyebrow. “You think I need your assistance in that regard?”


The dwarf shook his head. “More like you’ll need my tool kit. I’ll lend you a hand this one time and drop off my supplies after we finish eating. I’m supposed to swing buy later anyway and look at your aura fragment selections so I can fetch what you’re interested in from the palace’s stores.”


“You’re the palace’s master artificer then?” I asked.


The dwarf nodded as he tilted a plate of chocolate sauce up on its rim and poured it into his mouth. “That’s me! Master artificer at your service. Mostly I just secure power for and maintain the weapons the queen has purchase from my homeland over the years. That’s the World of Hammer and Chisel, by the way.”


“I’ve never had the opportunity to leave this world.” I said. “But I’d like to do a bit of exploring once I have my affairs in order. The World of Struggle and Strife is on my list. Do you recommend the World of Hammer and Chisel?”


The dwarf stroked what few strands of beard escaped his bandaged face. “If you’re inclined to drafting, power stones, or goldmongering, you’ll certainly find the place useful. However, I’d recommend you go there with a different group of friends.” The dwarf gestured to my elven and orc companions.


“You seem to get along with elves well enough. Are there tensions between the elf and dwarf races?” I asked.


Nela answered for me. “Dwarves are dirty little perverts.”


Noggen laughed heartily and slapped his knee. “No, we dwarves have nothing against elves. In fact, they’re quite popular there.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “You’re welcome to come. If you come alone, I’m sure you’ll have a merry time and make plenty of new friends. But if you take your companions…” the dwarf shook his head. “You’ll have to excuse my kin for getting overexcited.”


“Dwarf magic is little more than the power of captured elves, bottled up and used to fuel their machines.” Illiel explained.


Noggen chuckled. “Elves like to pretend to be disgusted by our creations, but I can’t count the number of elves that have come tapping on my door late at night asking if I need help making power stones.”


“So that’s how it is.” I raised my wine glass. “It’s a shame elves can’t be more open about their desires. Speaking of, by your heavily bandaged state I take it things with the wizard didn’t go well?”


Noggen shrugged. “She was a bit embarrassed, but I fortunately managed to funnel all her anger away from me and at your companion here.” He waved politely at Assyrus. “I let her vent her frustrations by hitting me with a few fireballs, but the bandages are mostly so she’ll feel satisfied the next few times we pass each other in the hall. The healing salves on this world really work wonders.”


Assyrus responded to this news of an enraged and humiliated wizard hunting her down to wreck vengeance on her by reaching for another plate of ice cream.


I reached into my pocket and extracted the subject of my recent study. “Speaking of those aura fragments, I already have my list. The palace has quite the collection, it seems. There’s nearly eight hundred fragments for the earth aspect alone.”


The dwarf chuckled. “Eight hundred might seem like a lot but remember those are meant to be rewards for elves aspiring to become true mages across the entire nation. The Royal Clan has given you a most enviable opportunity.”


“I’d like your input on the choices I’ve selected.” I said as I patted the piece of paper on the table. “I’ve highlighted the ones I’m interested in.”




Deanian Royal Palace Aura Fragments

Earth Aspect Catalogue (Total Count: 802)

Last updated year 436 (After Dean).







Three Star Aura Fragments




Seven-Shaded Basilisk

This aura fragment was harvested from an evolved basilisk corpse and can give the user the ability to hide in any earth-adjacent shadow, concealing themselves from possible targets. First Generation aura fragment, harvested from a slain mid true mage monster.




Diamond-Clawed Tree Crawler

Harvested from a common true mage rank forest dwelling monster in Deania’s northern forests, this aura fragment grants its user incredible grip strength and allows them to go without food for months at the cost of slowed movement speed.







Four Star Aura Fragments




Stoneheart Warden Elemental

These naturally occurring elemental monsters protect passageways leading to dense sources of earth aspect energy. Fusing with it grants its wielder immense stamina and durability. Second Generation aura fragment, gifted by a late true mage who cultivated the Stoneheart Warden Elemental’s aura.




Armorskin Rocky Giant

This aura fragment allows its wielder’s skin to take on aspects of stone and earth to a degree that would kill a normal earth cultivator. Those who bind this type of aura fragment will find their bodies become larger and hard as rock. Harvested from a magic treasure component estimated to be from a wizard rank monster. Though it should be a first generation fragment, time and decay has reduced its size and robustness to that of a third generation fragment.







Five Star Aura Fragments




Island-Devouring Earth Wyrm

This massive coiling monster can spend decades beneath the ground, arising every few decades to devour entire land masses and digesting them over many years. Binding this aura fragment will dramatically extend its wielder’s lifespan by several hundred years and allow them to consume vast quantities of raw earth to harvest zeal. As a price, the wielder must spend many years in an inactive state of hibernation as they assimilate new sources of power. Third generation aura fragment, donated by an elder of the Fateweaver Society at the early wizard rank.





The dwarf scanned the list up and down, nodding slowly as he picked over my suggestions.


“I see you’ve already discarded all the one-star and two-star aura fragments.” The dwarf said.


I shrugged. “If they’re rated that low, they can’t be that good.”


Noggen stroked his bandaged chin and said, “It’s true most of those low-ranked aura fragments aren’t as impressive as those higher rated, but they’re also easier to bond with and are perfect for those who have no aspirations beyond the peak of the true mage rankings, they’re a valid choice.”


I shook my head. “I want the best, even if it’s more difficult for me now. I plan on walking the path of spirit cultivation for a long time.”


Noggen nodded. “Fair enough. Just remember there are other paths to power as well, and you need not pursue this one to its end. I would like to point out one specific two-star aura fragment, though.”




Oaken Stone-Tusked Boar

Harvested from a hearty forest-dwelling beast, this aura fragment gives its wielder massive increases in strength, speed, and durability. As a price, it requires ten times as much vitality to maintain. Its users often have short but eventful lives. First generation aura fragment, harvested from a slain early true mage monster.





“Using that much vitality to maintain their aura would be a death sentence for an elf.” I realized. “But as a human, my body has more vitality than it knows what to do with.”


“And as such the two-star rating doesn’t really apply in your hands and this aura fragment won’t shorten your lifespan at all.” Noggen agreed. “Though it might decrease the frequency at which you could sire new children once you completed it at the peak of true mage.”


Sava grabbed my hand. “As a matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan, I’m going to strongly encourage you to pick another aura fragment. For your own sake.”


The rest of the girls, Yorik included, all bore holes into me with their gazes.


“Alright fine.” I waved my hand in defeat. “I won’t be binding an Oaken Boar aura.”


Noggen shook his head. “On my homeworld, you’d be beaten to death by a million envious dwarves.”


I sighed as I scanned the list up and down again. “You’d think having so many aura fragments to choose from would make this decision easier. Instead, I’m struggling to find a good fit.”


“We’ll start with the basilisk and tree crawler fragments.” Noggen declared. “I’ll bring them out just to see if they look like they’re going to accept you. You don’t have to commit to them at that point, but it will be nice to narrow down your options a bit more. I’ve heard your kind struggles quite a bit with finding a compatible aura fragment.”








CHAPTER TWELVE










THANKS TO THE magic of the palace, waddling back to my room proved to be surprisingly easy. The food went down smoothly and after reclining on my broken chair for a few minutes, I was back to normal.


I spent a few minutes in quiet cultivation testing Dean’s orb for a little while to make sure I could draw power from the imprisoned salamander and earth elemental without pulling anything from the Shadowblade Beast or the Sky-Touching Kilobeast. It was difficult, but I was quickly getting the hang of using the orb now that I could take it out without fear of getting mauled to death by an angry monster. I could use the orb to accelerate my body cultivation and help cultivate once I was a true mage. Just the few minutes I spent toying with it was enough to push the limits of my Blackgorge Fiendbody a little further, and I made a note to do this as frequently as I could without hurting myself.


True to his word, the dwarf artificer Noggen showed up shortly thereafter.


“Here is the first of the aura fragments you requested.” Noggen said as he withdrew a plain wooden box covered in flowing elvish script that glowed with clear signs of enchantment, along with a few circles and shapes that indicated evidence of diagram magic.


“Which one is this?” I asked as I accepted the box. I flipped the lid open briefly and caught a glimpse of an amorphous cloud of deep brown light, like a glowing dust cloud that refused to settle. I realized this cloud would quickly dissipate if removed from the box I’d been handed, so I shut the lid and tucked the aura fragment under my arm.


“That would be the Seven-Shaded Basilisk fragment.” Noggen replied. “The treasure keepers hate to part with anything, so getting them to let you look at their least valuable fragments first will be the easiest. Getting that five star fragment you’re interested in is going to be like extracting power stones from the captain.” Noggen chuckled. “Speaking of extracting power stones, I brought you one of my spare toolkits!”


Noggen had been carrying a much larger box in his other arm, which he set on the ground at our feet with a heavy thump. He flipped the lid open to reveal what was immediately recognizable as a vast array of sex toys. The top layer of the chest was filled with vibrating rods, rings, and eggs of all sorts. Many of them had pointed ears carved into their sides, clearly designed specifically for use on elves.


“Thank you for these, Noggen.” I said. “But it looks like the girls are more interested in sleeping off their meal than anything else tonight. Besides…” I glanced down at the toys.


“Oh don’t worry, those are all brand new, top-of-the-line elf energy extraction implements! I got them as a gift last time I went back home. The dwarf who gave them to me was hoping I’d send him a few illusion images of them in use, but that’s up to you. And trust me, those elves of yours will be getting rambunctious any minute now. I can feel the crab starting to kick in on myself.”


Noggen readjusted his belt and turned around. “Now I really need to get going. I’m sure some elves in the palace will be willing to donate a few power stones to keep this place up and running. In fact, thanks to that last meal I expect I’ll be overrun with offers for assistance over the next few days. And I’m currently more than motivated to pull a few all-nighters.”


The dwarf chuckled merrily as he scurried off faster than his diminutive form would suggest he could move.


Before I even turned around, I felt a pair of soft arms draped over my shoulders. “That looks like an interesting box of toys.” Sava whispered in my ear. “And that dwarf said they were brand new. What do you say we break them in?”


Apparently, Noggen was right about the crab kicking in about now, because I suddenly felt more feminine hands on my body than I knew Sava had on her own. Those touches alone triggered a rising fire within me.


“Hold up ladies,” I began, “the last time I let you girls run the show I was sore for days. This time we’re doing things my way, one at a time.”


I kicked open the lower hatch on the chest to reveal a less tame set of toys. Among the many new toys, I spotted plush handcuffs, a leather paddle, and several sets of enchanted nipple clamps.


“Perfect.” I declared. “Noggen brought me the perfect tools to remind you ladies why I’m the patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan. I picked up the leather paddle and looked around the room. All eyes were fixed on the toy in my hand. “First, Korra, I’m afraid this is a Hearthwood matriarch’s only event. Please stand outside the door and keep watch. I’d like to know if anyone comes knocking.”


Korra sagged but did her best not to let her disappointment show. She dragged herself out the door and closed it a little too loudly for the uncaring demeanor she was trying to project.


“I hope you girls remember you all promised to do things however I wanted tonight. Now let me think…” I swatted the paddle against the palm of my hand. “Which of you girls has been the naughtiest recently?”



***


After quite a bit of finger-pointing, some of which was directed at the pointers themselves, I decided that all the girls had been naughty enough recently for some discipline.


“Remember how I snapped Jynna’s chair?” Nela said as she lay across my lap, ass reddened and thighs wet. “You had to promise to find a new one, except we couldn’t find something that vibrated so you’ll have to make one yourself? Well, I’m not even the least bit sorry for that.”


“Are you saying you need more spanking?” I asked as I rolled my eyes. “Forget it. Just for that, you must do the spanking from here on. I’ll just point and say how many.”


I pushed Nela off me and pointed to a nearby chair. “Illiel, that chair over here please. Then I want all you naughty girls in a line. Yorik, make sure Nela puts a bit of muscle into her smacks.”


“Yes chief! Your women need to be reminded who’s chief!” Yorik grinned toothily.


One by one, the proud matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan stripped each other bare before my eyes. Panting and lustful, they knelt at Nela’s side and placed their stomachs across her lap.


Melise was the first in line, and she eagerly laid herself down to receive her dose of discipline.


“Melise has always been a good girl for me.” I said. “Three spanks should be enough. How about you declare your love for me with each hit?” I suggested.


Melise smiled at the suggestion.


“I!” She began.


Smack!


The paddle in Nela’s hand rung out against Melise’s soft rear.


“Love!”


Smack!


“Theo!”


Smack!


“Well done.” I gave both girls a round of applause. “As a reward, Melise gets to sit over here on my lap while Nela deals with the rest of you.”


Next up was Sava. “What do you think, Melise?” I asked as Sava laid herself across Nela’s lap.


“I don’t know how good she’s been Theo, but she is a true mage. In most clans, she’d be the one in charge.” Melise suggested.


I nodded. “Right then. Twenty spanks.”


Illiel and Assyrus both only received five smacks each. Eltiana received twelve, but only because I didn’t have Korra in here too. Finally, it was Nela’s turn again. She seemed entirely too excited by the prospect and practically jumped into Yorik’s lap as I instructed Yorik to take the chair.


Unlike Nela, Yorik chose to forgo the paddle in favor of using her bare hand. As her palm struck Nela’s perky rear, I saw a tiny grin creep up the corner of Yorik’s face. Those true mages weren’t lying, Nela really did have an admirable butt.


“Remember Nela, you’re being punished, so wipe that smile off your face!” I turned to the rest of the girls. “Hold in that giggling!”


After thirty lusty smacks and several long squeezes, Yorik finally got Nela squealing enough to satisfy both me and her. When I had Yorik push Nela off, she stood up and gave her own ass one last slap for good measure.


Yorik made to stand and return to my side. “Not so fast, Yorik!” I said as she gave Nela’s reddened ass a final affectionate squeeze. “You need discipline as well.”


“Me?” The orc raised her eyebrows in surprise before shrugging and handing the paddle on the ground next to her back to Nela. The smirk at the corner of her mouth said she doubted Nela could hit her hard enough to feel anything at all.


“That’s right.” I nodded. “Remember when we first met? You were impersonating Princess Tivana herself while you tried to rob the constable’s office in Queenshold. Imagine my embarrassment if that tale got back to our hostess? Don’t go easy on her Nela. The Blackgorge Fiendbody makes this punishment little more than a tickle for her.”


It took Nela more than a hundred tries for Yorik’s rear to even begin to approach the healthy red blush on the rest of the girls. Eventually, Yorik began taking pity on her and started pretending the spanks felt like something more than insect bites before Nela’s arm was completely exhausted.


“Alright,” I said as I ushered Melise off my lap to line up with the rest of the girls. “Line up in front of me. Each of you can do a little spin and pose for me and tell me about how you’re going to work harder than ever for the benefit of the Hearthwood Clan�.”


“I’m going to make lots of new elves for the clan!” Melise said as she twirled around and thrust her voluminous chest out in my direction.


“I’m going to brew potions that will make everyone stronger!” Sava said, hand confidently on her hip.


“I’m going to keep the Hearthwood organized and orderly!” Illiel said, trying to figure out what to do with her hands.


“I’m going to… uh… bring the secrets of ice cream back home!” Assyrus said, striking a battle pose.


“I’m going to strike down our enemies from the shadows!” Eltiana said, turning sideways and touching her lip seductively.


“I’m going make the world hold our clan in awe!” Nela said, stepping forward with a sway of her hips.


“Going to make the Hearthwood strong.” Yorik declared, grabbing Nela by the ass and hauling her closer.


I grinned ear to ear. “Now I’m really feeling turned on! Assyrus, we’ll talk about your life goals later.” I stood up from my throne-like chair and propped open the rest of Noggen’s toy box to withdraw a variety of interesting implements.


“I’m not going to let you ladies mob me all at once this time.” I began. “I can tell by how damp this spanking paddle is that each of you girls are eager, but remember, you all promised me full control tonight.” My back and hips still weren’t fully recovered from last time, so I had a few new ideas that would keep me from overexerting myself again.


I pulled out a large bronze hook with a loop at the end for tying off at the end. “Melise, do you know what this is?”


“It looks like a giant fishing hook with a ball at the end instead of a point.” Melise said.


“Not quite.” I replied. “It’s something called an anal hook. Your job is to get yourself set up with the whole rope and pulley apparatus. I want the hook in your rear and the rope at the other end in your mouth. I’ll come to inspect you once you’re finished.”


Melise scurried off to the bed with my selection for her, already threading a rope through the eye of the hook as she placed the end of the rope between her teeth and tossed the hook over the rafters above us.


“Sava,” I said as I pulled out several bundles of ropes. “I recall there was a time when I was weak and vulnerable. I was wounded and dying down by the river until I fell into the hands of a certain alchemist. You sewed two hammocks together into a very awkward net contraption. I think you should experience the other end of that treatment, so weave yourself a big net out of that and hang it over the bed next to Melise for me.”


Sava took the bundle of ropes. Her nimble fingers and mastery over nature zeal made the rope fibers blend together until the ropes formed large continuous net.


“Illiel,” I pulled out a bronze sphere with the symbol of an eye carved into it. “The dwarves who built this kit for us wanted pictures. I think this is the device that takes them. I won’t be sharing these images with anyone, but I would like to start assembling a collection for my own personal use. Your job will be to take pictures of everyone throughout the night and keep careful records of what everyone is doing, including yourself.”


Illiel accepted the bronze eyeball and immediately managed to activate the runes on its surface. “I’ve seen one of these devices before. They’re often called Dwarven Illusion Viewing Spheres. It appears to be one of the highest quality as well! I should be able to record sound in addition to images.”


“You're good at quite a few skills, Assyrus.” I said as I withdrew a massive rubber penis from the tool box. “I’d like to see you practice one just for me. This rubber dildo is a bit smaller than I am, but if you can touch the base with your lips, you’ll have achieved something none of your peers can handle.”


“Eltiana,” I tapped my chin in thought. “I suspect you could escape any of these bonds if I had you tie yourself up for me… so what do I do with you?”


The purple haired ninja rubbed her thighs together. They slid easily against each other as her lower lips dripped natural lubricant between them. “I don’t think I’d be able to escape your firm grasp, Theo.”


I chuckled. “An interesting suggestion, but no. While we’re walking down memory lane, I remember you throwing quite a few poisoned daggers at me when we first met, as well as you trying to hit me with a whip. I can’t endorse drinking poison at playtime, but this riding crop resembles the whip you were trying to swing at me back then. I’ll give you that pillow as a shield and you can do your best to pretend to be me.”


Eltiana jumped in front of me as I lightly swung the riding crop towards her shoulder. The ninja shifted her weight back just far enough that the blow missed her shoulder and flicked across her hardening nipples instead.


“Oh, I’m Theo! Please stop hitting me so well, Eltiana, who is the greatest ninja in the world!” Eltiana moaned as the riding crop struck her nipple.


“That may have been a few months ago,” I said as I laughed, “but I don’t remember ever saying something like that.”


Finally, I turned to Yorik. “Even after all this time, Yorik,” I began, “You still don’t feel like we’re family. Well, tonight you’ll get to spend time with everyone as my personal assistant. Pass out these blindfolds and take this vibrator. Tonight, you’re going to be my second pair of arms. You’ll run between each of the girls to make sure they’re wet, panting, and ready for me to take my time with them at my own pace.”


While Yorik and the rest of the girls made their preparations, I continued to chase Eltiana around the bedroom. Eltiana was both smaller and nimbler than I was, so she had no trouble keeping out of reach of me as I chased her around the room. She jumped over the bed, smacking Sava’s ass as the Riverweed matriarch struggled to worm her way inside her own suspended net contraption before bouncing over the bed and continuing her taunting.


“I’m Theo and I’m still running away from the beautiful and attractive Eltiana who just wants to try her hand at sexily wielding a whip.” Eltiana teased as she jumped backwards just out of reach.


“I didn’t run away from you, and I definitely didn’t say that.” I laughed as I continued to chase her around the room.


After a minute of chasing Eltiana around the room and snapping both the wardrobe and the writing desk in two during my clumsy chase, I realized I’d have no chance of catching Eltiana this way.


“Alright.” I said. “This was a good warm up, but I can’t tire myself out on you alone, Eltiana.” I’d long since activated Heart of the Mountain to keep up my endurance, but now I activated Twisted Step as well. With mind magic obscuring my position, Eltiana couldn't toy with me as easily and I started hitting more than stray nipples.


“Quit jumping around!” I complained. “I stood my ground, shield and spear in hand as I fought a battle for dominance. While I was outnumbered if you'll recall. Speaking of, Yorik! I need your help.”


Yorik jumped off the bed where she’d been pushing Sava into a net just moments ago. I wielded my stick in a sudden flurry of motion. Eltiana jumped back and into Yorik’s waiting arms. While the purple-haired little ninja was fast, once she was in Yorik’s grasp there was no escape.


“I don’t remember this part.” Eltiana said.


“Nope,” I agreed. “But it’s how things would have ended if I was the one chasing you down.” I turned to Yorik. “Flip her upside down for me, Yorik.”


Yorik shifted her grip down from Eltiana’s shoulders to her thighs and eventually her ankles. With one jerk, she flipped Eltiana completely around until she was hanging by her legs in the air. Yorik was so much taller than the petite little ninja that with the orc holding her this way, Eltiana couldn’t even touch the ground when she let her arms hang down.


“Now if I’d been unfortunate enough to become your captive,” I began, “I probably would have fallen prey to these pretty little thighs of yours.” Yorik pulled Eltiana’s legs apart for me and I struck her inner thighs with my crop.


“Yeah, but you wouldn’t be hitting them with that stick.” Eltiana giggled.


“True.” I said as I ran my fingers around her lower lips. My hand came away sticky and wet. I gave my finger a lick and was reminded once again that elves tasted like honey and fresh fruits.


“Like what you see?” Eltiana giggled and twisted her hips in Yorik’s grasp. “I should hope so with the amount of time you spent working my snatch a few days ago.”


I nodded. “You’re right, and I’m still sore because of it.”


I walked over to my chair. Considering how much furniture we’d already broken, what was a little more? I grabbed the arm rests on the chair and snapped them off in my hands to make a little more space.


“Grab those fuzzy handcuffs Yorik. I want her able to bounce on one thing and one thing alone.”


Yorik wrapped the warm leather cuffs around Eltiana’s limbs so each side of her was bound hand to ankle. I pulled the small elf into my lap, so she straddled my waist.


I funneled earth zeal to my lower regions until my cock stood as hard and tall as a stone pillar, rising higher than even its prodigious maximum height without magic.


“Alright Eltiana.” I said. “Now it’s time for you to feel what it’s like to be worn out after a night of lovemaking. I want to see you up on top of my little brother here.”


Panting and drooling, Eltiana jumped onto my cock. Even bound, she bounced through the air and flawlessly positioned her fall so she’d sink down my length with her descent.


“I challenge you to find any other girl who can pull that off with her hands tied to her ankles.” Eltiana said proudly.


“It was very impressive,” I replied, “but save some strength. You’re going to be bouncing up and down for quite a while. Earth magic does wonders for stiffness, and my Heart of the Mountain technique enhances more than just my physical endurance.”


An hour enduring such rhythmic exercise at the intensity we were accustomed to turned Eltiana in an exhausted, moaning puddle. I gave her a few minutes to recover as I walked over to my next target.


Melise and Sava had long since set themselves up per my instructions. Both girls faced each other hung over the same rafters. Sava was suspended in her net, and Melise had her ass thrust in the air by the hook in her ass. Illiel had been digging into the box of supplies and pulled out the nipple clamps, which she used to attach both girl’s nipples together as they squirmed in their respective predicaments.


“How are we doing for pictures, Illiel?” I asked as I looked at the eyeball-shaped device in Illiel’s hands.


“This will be quite the start to our collection.” Illiel said, not taking her eyes off the viewing hole through the sphere’s center as she zoomed in on Melise’s drooling face with a rope clenched between her teeth.


“You know, Melise,” I laughed as I inspected her handiwork. You didn’t have to cut the rope this short.” I laughed. “You could be laying comfortably on the bed, but instead you’re here practically doubled over backwards just to make your dripping womanhood slightly more accessible to me.”


I grabbed Melise’s hips and stomach, running my fingers down its length. Somewhere over her womb I felt a peculiar bump.


“What’s this?” I murmured.


Melise blushed furiously. “Phthatzz privvat!” She mumbled around the rope clenched between her teeth.


“Now I’m doubly curious.” I said as I poked and prodded the artfully presented elf. “You wouldn’t have happened to have already made off with one of those vibrating eggs, did you Melise?”


Melise wriggled her torso, pulling on the clamps attaching her nipple’s to Sava’s.


Sava had apparently had enough of that, because the corner of her eye twitched at the tug. A moment later, she grinned mischievously before saying, “Press on the spot between her legs. Right above where you felt the bump.”


I followed Sava’s directions and Melise’s face turned bright red as she threw back her head and moaned. Wave after wave of tremendous pleasure overtook her as she shook from head to toe. This was more than an instant orgasm; it was like every part of her body was experiencing the peak of orgasm over and over.


Tremors spread up and over her entire body as that hard spot slowly traveled down towards her opening.


I was still wondering what she could have possibly stowed in there when an egg popped out. This wasn’t one of those egg-shaped toys Noggen brought me, but a real, natural egg. It was only slightly larger than that of a chicken and warm to the touch. Looking at it under mage sight, I could barely make out the start of a golden-colored wisp.


“Is this…?” I held the egg up to the light in wonder and amazement.


“That’s the egg of your future child by Melise.” Illiel nodded. “Ha, I bet Melise is pretty embarrassed to lay an egg in public! An elf’s muscles are quite helpless after all that pleasure and we can hardly move a finger for an hour or two. Most elves hate being seen in such a pathetic state.


At that moment, Melise could no longer keep the rope in her mouth and her ass crashed back down to the bed as she moaned into the sheets in the aftershock of her pleasure.


Cradling the egg more preciously than the most valuable gemstone, I panically said, “What do I do? Did I pull it out too early? Should I try to put it back?”


Sava laughed at that as she tried to work her breasts into a more comfortable position. When Melise flopped down on the bed, the clamps tugged Sava closer. “No, Theo. We can lay our eggs whenever we want. That was probably one of the eggs we made on Jynna’s airship. Melise was just hanging onto it until she could have a moment of privacy. It’s perfectly healthy as it is. Just leave it on the ground in the corner. The capital has enough zeal that the egg will hatch into a wisp quickly enough if you just leave it on the ground.”


“This is my fourteenth kid.” I said, still cradling the egg.


“It might be your fourteenth kid.” Illiel warned. “Not all eggs are able to develop into wisps. And not all wisps are able to manifest into elves. And even then, they might not be able to bind a spellheart and begin cultivating. You’ve probably heard the expression, ‘don’t count your children until they reach zeal accumulation’. Though I suppose here in the capital they don’t count them until they become mage acolytes or true mages.”


“So, my possible fourteenth child.” I said, still cradling the egg. “I’m most certainly not putting her on the ground in the corner.” I pulled a crimson and gold chest out of my Dimensional Storage. Previously it had been filled with Queensmarks, gemstones, enchanted jewelry, and all manner of valuables. It was one of several I raided from the treasury in Wood’s Edge.


I tipped the chest over and dumped all those gold and jewels on the ground without a care in the world. I dumped zeal crystals into the chest until they lined the bottom, then I layered magical plant leaves to form a bed on top of them.


“Hey, that’s Nine-Lily Koi Petals! I was going to make a hair dye potion with that.” Sava protested. “And that’s the unicorn horn dust I needed!”


“Melise’s new egg needed something soft. The zeal crystals will help her develop, but I wouldn’t want her to sit on something so rough.” I said as I gently placed the egg down on the bed of petals. I scribbled Melise’s name on the chest before gently carrying the whole box to a safe place on the other side of the room.


“Last time,” I said, “Melise and Nela got their wisps mixed up. Even to this day, we still can’t tell which one of them is Comela’s mother. From here on out, I want to be a little more orderly with our children. The capital is full of dangers and I don’t want you girls getting into a fight with my children at risk inside you, so I’m going to be playing doctor today and making sure they all get the best possible care.”


Sava was still snickering at Melise as the latter continued to moan into the sheets, helpless following her egg-laying. “Here that Melise? Theo doesn’t think you’ve been laying well enough for him.”


“You girls were all too shy to lay an egg in front of me before?” I flexed my fingers and looked each of the girls over. By now, virtually every one of them was bound and exposed in one way or another. “Now that I know the technique, I’ll be looking each of you girls over.”


Soon I had six sets of chests laying in the corner side by side, each labeled with the names of one of my girls on them.


“Thanks for the help, Yorik.” I said as Yorik pulled a moaning Assyrus over to the pile of pillows we’d laid out to make a bigger bed. “Someday, one of those chests might have your name on it.”


Yorik tossed Assyrus, who was still a quivering pile of jelly, onto the blankets at my feet. She glanced down at the elves in amusement as she lay down herself and began snoring in moments.


After a long night of hard work, I sat back down on my chair, refreshed and relaxed with a panting pile of powerful women on the floor at my feet.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN










AFTER THOROUGHLY WEARING the girls out, I popped open the door and glanced around. Korra leaned morosely against the wall, chin in hands as she pouted.


“No sign of Princess Tivana?” I asked her.


“Nope.” Korra said, refusing to look at me.


“That’s a shame.” I shrugged. “I’d really been expecting to see her tonight. Perhaps she was feeling shy. Or perhaps I’ve been misreading the situation between us.” I almost thought I saw a flash of motion behind a distant set of curtains but when I investigated I found nothing but dust and air behind them.


I turned back to Korra. “Look, I’ve got a bunch of new eggs. Elves make them pretty hardy, but I’d like to put them somewhere with a lot of zeal and lost memory fragments, so they’ll hatch faster. Also, I think raising the wisps here in the capital so they’ll inherit memories from city-dwelling elves will be useful to the clan. It would be nice to have a few children born steeped in the capital’s intrigue, jobs, and mysteries.”


Korra stood up and sighed. “I’ll ask around and see if there’s such a room available for use.” She walked down the hall, head hanging low and arms swinging gently at her side as she walked slowly to the next door down.


I smiled fondly as the sight. “Don’t look so glum, Korra. If we could get your guild and that contract they own off your back, you’d be free to live life however you please.”


Korra’s ears twitched, and she nodded softly as she opened the door and disappeared to another part of the palace.


After a few more hours of fun behind me, the sun came up and I told everyone to get dressed so we could explore the capital. While they were busy pulling themselves together, I went to grab breakfast with Noggen.


“I wasn’t able to stir any reaction out of this aura fragment.” I told Noggen over breakfast.


Noggen shrugged as he wolfed down a bowl of boiled grain. The morning’s food wasn’t nearly as impressive as the feast we’d enjoyed the previous night, but it kept us from getting hungry just enough that we’d be looking to get out of the palace and find something else to eat.


“I’m in the process of getting the next one for you right now.” Noggen said. “That was a three-star fragment anyway, so even if it had reacted to you, you probably wouldn’t have picked it.”


“I also appreciated your help last night with my other problem.” I replied while winking.


“Ah, you found my cousin’s toolkit useful, did you?” Noggen chuckled heartily. “I can tell by your face that you had a fun but sleepless night last night.”


At that moment, the girls finally joined me. They traveled as a group, shuffling slowly, and supporting each other’s weight.


“There they are!” I waved proudly to the group of bleary-eyed Hearthwood matriarchs. “I’m glad to see you ladies up and about!” I chuckled. “Here I was worried you’d sleep the morning away on me.”


“I knew they’d regret missing breakfast. The blue-haired one especially.” Korra said, walking behind the group of elves like a shepherd ushering her sheep along. “So, I got them moving for you.”


“Ugh.” Sava groaned as Assyrus grabbed a bowl of whatever it was we were eating. “I’m certain there’s a potion to fix this.”


“If there is, please brew it for me.” Melise yawned, trying her best to fill her tired voice with her usual enthusiasm. “I’m eager to see the wonders of the capital once again. I’ve been here before as a member of the Songstone Clan, but I wasn’t free to wander where I pleased.”


“What’s on the agenda then?” I asked. “I’m sure all of you have ideas.”


“You’re welcome to go and have fun.” Nela said. “But I’ve got quite a bit of work cut out for me. I need to head down to the finance district and see how difficult it’s going to be to get access to the Songstone Clan’s remaining accounts. After that, I’ll have to hunt down my old friends from other clans, get audiences, and call in every favor the Songstone Clan ever collected.”


“How could we have fun while you’re working hard?” I shook my head. “Let us know what we can do to help?”


The rest of the girls agreed with me and soon we were waving goodbye to Noggen and heading towards the finance district. Traveling with an orc earned us more looks than we would have if we’d left Yorik at home, but besides a few harsh words whispered under their breaths, the elves we passed didn’t say much. Korra didn’t gather much attention. I suspected catgirls were a more common sight than orcs, but I hadn’t spotted any of Korra’s kind yet.


“This is weird.” Assyrus said. “Do they not have heartwielders in the capital? Everyone I can see is a mage acolyte!”


“Most of the capital’s residents are wealthy and well-connected.” Illiel replied. “We’re not the only clan or faction that has resources to let our newly manifested breeze through the heartwielder ranks. Some do it with pills, others do it with special training environments, and some just buy ninth layer spellhearts in large enough quantity that their young are on the verge of advancing to mage acolyte the moment they bond a spellheart.”


“No acting like big shots like we could back in Wood’s Edge.” I said. “Got it.”


“Or even in Bronzeridge.” Sava sighed. “These elves clearly see Nela and I are true mages, but they’re quite unimpressed. Not to mention the number of true mages we’ve passed already. We were unheard of in the Hearthwood, and yet I’ve already sensed ten just leaving the palace!”


“No true mage is going to try that trick with their aura like they did back in Bronzeridge, that’s for sure.” Eltiana said. “If they did, they’d be flattened by the other true mages hiding around every corner.”


“According to that servant,” I said, “the financial district is on the yellow mountain.” I looked up at the gigantic flying pieces of earth soaring above the capital. “I assume we have to fly there?”


“There should be ferries up ahead.” Nela said, glancing at a map in her hands.


Korra rolled her eyes. “The very bottom tip of the mountains almost touch the ground. A few entrepreneurial elves built elevator shafts around the bottom of each mountain going to the top. You can pay to ride the elevator, or you can hang onto the bottom of a cart headed up.”


Despite Korra and Eltiana’s attempts to convince us otherwise, we ended up paying for an elevator ride up to the yellow mountain. The ride was long and lasted several minutes, so some of the girls wanted to finish what we’d been doing the previous night. Nela was deep in concentration though, and I didn’t want to distract her with unnecessary diversions.


“What can we do to help?” I asked.


“You can support me with good wishes.” Nela shrugged. “I’ll probably be talking to the people here for quite a while before I can convince them to grant me access to whatever wealth my clan was storing here. I’m definitely not on the list of clanswomen with access to these accounts, but I should be on the list of inheritors if they look hard enough.”


Minutes later after we were out of the elevator and feasting our eyes on all the impressive symbols of wealth the yellow mountain had to offer. Tall buildings clad in brilliant gold and white stone shot into the air. I caught sight of buildings with the name Loftwealthios plastered on their side more than once, and I realized this was what the elves of the Demonstar Clan had been trying to copy back at Wood’s End. Compared to the real deal, the Demonstar Clan had barely managed to create a cheap knockoff.


“Alright then.” Nela turned as we stood before a tall, golden-roofed building on imposing columns that was positively brimming with defensive enchantments. “The people I need to talk to are in here.”


“Right. Let’s do this!” Assyrus enthusiastically planted a fist in her open palm while the other girls took up similar battle-ready positions.


“Uh… it may be better if you all wait outside.” Nela said. “I think that’s a cafe across the street.”


I smiled. “Okay Nela. We’ll keep our support more on the emotional level for now, but just let us know if you need something from us.”


Nela stepped past a massive circular bronze door that made the entire structure look like a vault. Then we headed towards the cafe across the street.


“What’s a cafe?” Assyrus asked as we crossed the road.


“It’s a place where you sit down and order drinks but not of the alcoholic kind.” I explained. “You can get food there too, though not what you’d get at a restaurant.”


“That sounds wonderful! I really could do with breakfast.” Assyrus patted her belly.


“Mhm.” Yorik grunted in agreement.


“We had breakfast back at the palace.” Melise said.


“That breakfast sucked rotten elf eggs.” Korra replied.


We sat down in the cafe. The name of the place had been in elvish when Nela first mentioned it, so I didn’t think much when Nela mentioned the place. When I entered though, I was surprised at how much seemed familiar to me, a former resident of earth.


The first thing that struck me was the scent of coffee. Coupled with neat tiles, plush seats, and what appeared to be a cash register, I realized this place was built in the image of the cafes I remembered back on earth.


“This looks like a cozy place.” Eltiana remarked as we looked around.


“It certainly does.” I replied. I’d seen overt indications of Dean’s presence all over the city in the form of the many statues of him that dotted every public space. Sam’s influence on this land had been subtler, but I suspected I’d finally caught sight of something he’d built.


We took seats in the corner of the room. Around us, well-dressed elves held quiet conversations or fiddled with illusion stones or old books as they tried to wrap their heads around a new spell or technique.


Then the server came forward. There could be no denying that she was a server, dressed in a black and white maid’s uniform, complete with a tray of steaming hot drinks. That wasn’t too unusual, but what surprised me was her pointed ears and tail.


“What can I get for you fine customers?” The new catgirl purred.


Beside me, Korra groaned.


“Your best coffee for each of us, please.” I said. “And some breakfast foods to go with them.”


“Pitiful thing.” Korra said, shaking her head. “You know, I was afraid that would be my fate when my guild shipped me off to this world.”


“Instead you helped lead a cutthroat band of mercenaries and slavers.” I replied dryly.


“A girl’s got to have her line somewhere.” Korra shrugged. “Mine is at serving coffee to privileged elves.”


Eltiana hurriedly scarfed down her drink and breakfast while we chatted. She slammed her empty cup down and stood up, “Alright, we all know Nela’s going to be in there all morning. I’m going to get to work doing some spying on the Loftwealthios family.”


“Going to pursue your lead concerning their connection to the Demonstar Clan?” I asked.


Eltiana nodded. “That’s right. You saw they own a lot of buildings on this mountain. I’ll just listen in here and there to try to figure things out. If nothing else, I’ll keep an eye out for anyone else listening where I am. That way I’ll know who to buy the information we need from.”


“Sounds like a plan.” I agreed. “Unfortunately, most of us aren’t that good at sneaking about. Korra, why don’t you help Eltiana?”


“Gladly!” Korra said. She stood up anxiously, having been uncomfortable since we entered the cafe which I was beginning to realize was run entirely by a staff of catgirls.


Eltiana groaned. “Do I really have to work with the cat?”


“She’s been here before.” I insisted. “And she knows her way around. You’ll save a lot of time if you bring her with you.”


“Fine.” Eltiana said as she grabbed the catgirl by the arm and marched out.


As they passed, one of the patrons tried to catch Korra’s attention. “Excuse me, I’d like a second latte, extra cream and—“


Korra hissed and flashed her claws. She probably would have done more if Eltiana hadn’t pulled her out of the building moments later.


“They’ll be gone awhile too. Any of you ladies have something you want to take care of in the city while we’re here waiting for me to bind an aura fragment?”


“I’d like to see the Fateweaver Society branch here in the capital.” Melise said. “I’m descended from them, after all. Perhaps some of their secret mysteries will let me awaken a powerful new ability!”


“Somehow, I doubt they just let anyone partake in their secret mysteries.” I said. “But I’m also interested in the Fateweaver Society. We’ll have to go there together.”


“I’m of course interested in what the elves here use for alchemy.” Sava replied. “But there will be little of that here on the yellow mountain. I’ve heard the green mountain is where all the alchemists set up shop.”


“Then we’ll make plans another day. What about the rest of you girls?”


“Crimson mountain.” Yorik said. “Best meat.”


“I’ve done a lot of studying.” Assyrus said as she tucked away the map she’d just spent the last three minutes reading, “and it looks like all the best ice cream vendors are on cyan mountain.”


“More ice cream, Assyrus?” Melise asked in concern. “I thought you’d be more worried about the captain of the palace guard. She’s a wizard and has it out for you.”


Assyrus sagged. “Maybe if I send her some ice cream, she’ll feel better?”


“She’s from the capital.” Illiel said. “I’m sure she’s tried ice cream. The elves of the Hearthwood weren’t called barbarians without reason.”


“What about you, Illiel?” I asked. “How do you want to spend your time here?”


“I’ll be fine with a few hours in the palace libraries. I never thought I’d be spending my days helping a new clan rise to power, so there are regions of my own education I’d like to flesh out while I have the chance.”


Before long, Nela returned. I was about to congratulate her with a fresh cup of coffee in hand when I noticed her grim expression.


“Come join us, Nela! We’re just waiting for Korra and Eltiana to return now.” I said as we all shoveled Nela our leftover breakfast and a few new cups of coffee. She ate in silence until Melise finally couldn’t take it any longer.


“It went that badly?” She asked.


“Worse.” Nela said. “They put me on their list of people to never let inside the building again. I was practically chased out! If I were a mage acolyte, they probably would have done worse to me. They said I was a criminal, even though I used those death spellhearts to get a full pardon for the crimes the Sakaku Clan framed me with.”


I sighed. “The Songstone Clan must have had greater wealth here than I believed to stir their greed like that.”


Nela hung her head. “Some mid-level manager is in cahoots with either the Sakaku Clan or the Demonstar Clan to keep any Songstone Clanswomen from pulling the remains of her broken clan back together.”


I gave Nela and an affectionate pat on the shoulder. “Princess Tivana was going to denounce the Sakaku Clan anyway. I’ll just ask her to do so publicly sooner rather than later. They won’t be able to claim you’re a criminal after that.”


“And then they’ll think of a different excuse.” Nela said, shaking her head. “No, I need to call on my old friends from the other great clans. As the daughter of a matriarch, I got to know quite a few other daughters of powerful elves, some of whom are in the capital. If we had a wizard or two supporting us, no mid-level manager would dare throw me out so easily. Old wizards are always filthy rich, and with a wizard’s lifespan young wizards are bound to become filthy rich. No one on the yellow mountain would cross a wizard, even without taking their power into account.”


“Then that’s our next stop.” I declared. “It’s time to find some of your old friends.”



***


Thus, we set out on a journey over to the blue mountain where most of the wealthier elves kept their homes. I gave the catgirl at the register a message to tell Korra and Eltiana where we went and that they could either meet us on the blue mountain or back at the palace.


“See those large manors?” Illiel pointed out. “Each of those is the home of a wizard. Most wizards are associated with a clan in one way or another, but not all are tied so tightly they live with their families or even care to be near them except for emergencies.”


“It only takes a few generations for kin to feel like strangers to one another.” Melise sighed. “And soon after you find different factions and sides within the clan itself. The Songstone Clan was no exception.”


“These wizards have left their clans and are living here in the capital.” Illiel continued. “I imagine some are here on business, others are interested in making more money than they can make back home, and some just want to live away from their families.”


“My friends should live in these estates.” Nela said. “Though I have to read the names before their gates. They always visited me at the Songstone Clan while their mother’s spoke to mine. I’ve never seen their homes before.”


“Just give me the names.” Illiel said. “I’ll tell you who lives where.”


Nela rattled off the names of a few important families and the people she knew in them. Without checking any notes or glancing at the names on the various estates, Illiel was able to point us in the right direction.


“Lavara Mooncross lives here with her mother, where they’re taking care of political lobbying for the Moonbow Clan.” Illiel explained. “Her mother’s gardens are a common place for tea parties and sparring matches between the daughters of wizards living on the blue mountain.”


“At the same time?” I asked curiously.


“Clearly, you’ve never been to a tea party.” Illiel replied. “There’s often quite a bit of drama. A tea party that doesn’t end in drawing blood is a dull affair. Hopefully, if we head right to the Mooncross gardens, we might be lucky enough to find all of Nela’s old acquaintances already at play.”


Nela smiled. “They’re all going to be quite impressed to find I’m already a true mage! Most of them were still just heartwielders hanging on their mothers’ coat tails last time I saw them.”


The mouth of the estate took the form of a wide pagoda pressed against the side of the mountain. The pagoda was surrounded by lush plant life, though all of it seemed more decorative than magical in nature. The front entrance was guarded by a pair of lion statues who looked like they’d been frozen an instant away from sinking their teeth into flesh. It looked too small for a wizard’s dwelling, but Illiel assured me most of this wizard’s home was built into the mountain behind the pagoda.


“Halt.” Came a low and gravelly voice.


I looked around us and found no elves nearby. Then I looked at the statues. They’d turned their heads in our direction, following us with their eyes even as the rest of their bodies remained frozen.


“Why do you disturb the peace of this manor?” The statue demanded. The voice echoed out from the lion’s open jaws, like the words were being spoken from somewhere deep inside the statue itself.


Illiel tapped Nela on the should and whispered. “Tell them you’re a friend here to see Lavara Mooncross.”


Nela stepped forward to the front of the group and shouted, “I’m here to see Lavara!”


The statues stood still for a moment, then answered. “You are not on the guest list for today’s tea party. Remove thyselves from this garden or be destroyed!”


“Ask for the transmission stone.” Illiel whispered in Nela’s ear. “The statues can contact Lavara and ask her if she wants to add you to her guest list.”


“I would like to speak with Lavara.” Nela said to the statues.


A jade colored rock rolled out of the left lion statue’s mouth and clattered to the ground.


“Speak hastily!” The statue demanded. “Less you wear our your welcome and be destroyed!”


“I’m beginning to get the feeling we’re not welcome here.” Sava said.


Nela whispered into the transmission stone and a surprised voice echoed back in Nela’s ear. I heard giggling and laughter on the other end before the sound abruptly cut off.


“So,” I said, “are we invited inside?”


“No, but she and her friends are coming to the entrance to talk to us in person.” Nela said.


“That could either be really good or really bad.” Melise said.


Illiel stepped behind me. I caught a flare of mind zeal as her inconspicuousness spell enveloped us both.


“I think it would be best for the two of us to remain hidden.” Illiel explained.


A few minutes passed as we shuffled our feet, waiting anxiously before the doors to the pagoda swung open.


“So, like, did she really trip like that in front of her mother and swordsmanship instructor?” One giggling young voice said.


“Yeah! She totally humiliated herself.” Another laughed. “My brother was there, and he said he already told all his friends. That’s most of the guys in the city, by the way. When she wants to start her own family branch, she’ll need to head to the temple of fertility!”


The group of young women who just opened the door all chortled merrily to themselves before they finally took notice of Nela.


“Well… well… well.” The leader, presumably Lavara, said slowly. “If it isn’t Nela Songstone.”


“Hello Lavara.” Nela took a step back, already sensing this wasn’t going to go as well as she’d hoped.


“I heard your mother’s dead.” One of the girls behind Lavara stated rudely.


I glanced to my right and watched Melise’s face tense up. Her usual happy smile became forced, and she stepped up supportively behind Nela.


“I’m coming here because I need your help.” Nela said. “As you’ve heard, my clan is in trouble. I plan to save us, but I’ll have us back on sure feet sooner with your assistance.”


Lavara sighed dramatically. “You need somewhere to stay because you’re homeless now. And you’ll need cultivation resources to help you advance to true mage.” Lavara rolled her eyes. “We’re all trying to advance to true mage Nela. Heck, I need to reach mage acolyte by the end of the year if I want to leave blue mountain unescorted. My mother may be very wealthy, but I have older sisters and I’m not given so much that I plan to share what I have.”


“Many sisters?” One of the other girls laughed. “You have what, three older sisters? I have fifteen, Lavara.”


Lavara held up a hand to silence the gaggle of elves behind her. “If we all pool a few extra resources, we should be able to get enough scraps together that you can cultivate. However, things won’t be the way they were before. We want you to become something called a Cultivation Vessel for us. Basically, that means you’ll cultivate all day on our behalf, then tribute the rewards of your hard work and dedication to us.”


“And you won’t have a seat at our tea parties either.” The girl behind Lavara laughed. “From now on, you’ll be under the table!” The girls all giggled and one of them produced a silken leash, clearly indicating what Nela would be wearing while she was under their table.


“Somehow,” Nela replied, “those arrangements don’t seem entirely fair.”


Lavara rolled her eyes. “You’ve already overstayed your welcome on my mother’s garden. I have command over these earth golems here, each of which has the power of a true mage. If you don’t get on your knees and crawl over to us begging for scraps like the lost little puppy you are, I’ll take those friends standing behind you in as our cultivation vessels as well.”


Nela stared at the girls arrayed before her and shook her head. Even the strongest was only a peak heartwielder.


“You haven’t taken a good look at my cultivation yet, have you?” Nela asked.


Lavara rolled her eyes and reached into the pouch at her waist for a tiny brass monocle. She placed it over one eye and squinted at Nela. Her eyes widened immediately. When she swung her gaze over the rest of our party, she became flustered and angry.


“She’s a true mage!” Lavara shouted. “How!? You were just a heartwielder like us a year ago! And the green-haired one is a true mage as well!” Lavara scrambled backwards almost as quickly as her friends and ordered, “Sentinels! Attack!”


Both lion statues turned their stony faces towards us once again, charging beams of glowing energy in their jaws.


Nela’s hands flashed to her waist and her spear appeared in her hand. Sava stepped up beside her and prepared a fistful of seeds to deal with the other lion.


I shook my head at how rapidly the situation deteriorated. After a moment’s thought, I stepped out of the range of Illiel’s spell.


“Ladies.” I held my hands out invitingly. “You really don’t want to do this. We’re important guests of the princess. To avoid causing any problems for either of our groups, we’ll just depart now.”


Lavara’s eyes flashed to me and she nearly jumped out of her clothes.


“W-who’s this!?” She stuttered in surprise for the second time in the last minute. She hurriedly glanced through her monocle and breathed a small sigh of relief. “For a moment there I thought you’d brought Dean the Destroyer himself to my mother’s home.”


“If he had,” a more imposing female voice from deeper in the house said. “You would have just embarrassed our family enough that we’d need to spend the next hundred years kissing royal ass. As it is, a few words should suffice. Get to your room, little sister. And send your friends home. Mother will punish you when she returns.”


“Elder sister!” Lavara yelped before scurrying off into her room.


“Sentinels, stand down.” This new elf said as she came into view. “Apologies, fellow sisters of the true mage realm.” She turned her gaze to me. “And our little mage acolyte brother here. Please come inside as my guests.”


She paid Yorik, Assyrus, and Melise no heed, seemingly not even noticing their existence. Illiel remained hidden behind me, and the true mage didn’t look hard enough to see through her inconspicuousness spell.


“I never paid much attention to you, Nela.” The Mooncross true mage began. “Though I’d met your elder sister Yulli a few times. She was of my generation, and we met when we were heartwielders much like you met with Lavara in times past. I was sad to hear that Yulli’s life lantern was extinguished, confirming her death. I actually still have a bid for her wisp on the market in case anyone comes across it.”


A healthy blush overtook the true mage’s face for a minute as she lost herself in some internal fantasy that made me suspect she wasn’t too different from her younger sister after all.


Our host shook her head to clear her mind. “I’d like to help you, Nela.” The true mage said. “You’re already a true mage, which is impressive considering you were only a heartwielder a year ago. You have a good chance of making it to the wizard realm some day and with that man beside you…” the true mage glanced over to me.


“Theo.” I said, holding out my hand.


The true mage smiled and bowed in my direction.


“With Theo here and the right allies,” The true mage continued, “the Songstone Clan should be able to recover at least some of its former glory in another few hundred years.”


Nela nodded. “That’s right. If I can gain your support, and that of a few other prominent individuals on the blue mountain, I’ll be able to gain access to the Songstone Clan’s old resources and provide some protection to those loyal to us as supporters of my old clan. After all, I wouldn’t want the Sakaku Clan to show up and destroy us again once we’ve gathered ourselves up.”


The true mage smiled. “I don’t think the Sakaku Clan will be showing their faces any time soon. Word is they’ve suffered a devastating loss in a forest to the north, and right after the princess let my mother and all the other wizards know members of the Sakaku Clan aren’t welcome in the Deanian Queendom. Of course, such things aren’t up to her alone…”


“Is she not running the Deanian Queendom in her mother’s absence?” I asked curiously. From what I’d heard, her mother left her in complete control.


“In theory, yes. The Queen, may the venerable ancestor Dean the Destroyer bless her life and soul, declared that her daughter Tivana was in charge while she was in seclusion. But the queen’s own sister was supposed to lend her aid and support.”


“The queen has a sister?” I asked.


“That’s right. Countess Frostweaver. Besides the princess, the countess is the only other active sorcerer in the Deanian Queendom these days.” The true mage explained. “It wasn’t always like this, but with the Fateweaver Society in disarray we’re weaker than ever. I truly hope the Queen succeeds in her breakthrough, or we’ll be worrying about attacks from all sides.”


I felt Illiel clinging to my back as she hid herself deeper in my shadow.


“And there lies the crux of the issue.” The true mage declared. “You’re on the princess’ side. But quite a few of those in power here on the blue mountain have greater loyalty to Countess Frostweaver than the princess.”


I sighed. “We’re close to the princess. Which means helping us puts you on the princess’ side.”


The true mage nodded. “And I can’t make decisions like that on my mother’s behalf. You’ll have to wait and see which way my mother decides to nod her head.”


After a few more pleasantries, our hostess escorted us out. Illiel breathed a sigh of relief behind me, and Nela balled her fists in frustration.


“All that just to tell me she’s not going to lift a finger to help us.” Nela sighed.


Melise gave her kin a comforting pat.


“I, for one, am glad we’re out of there.” Assyrus stretched her arms. “Did you notice they served Sava, Nela, and Theo food, but didn’t give any to Yorik, Melise, Illiel, and me?”


“Do you want to try another estate?” I asked Nela.


Illiel finally dropped her spell once we were out of sight of the estate. “I know a few others, but if the internal tension in the royal clan has gotten as bad as that true mage suggested, I suspect everyone here on the blue mountain is going to want to remain as neutral as possible. We may be better off finding help for the Songstone Clan from powers inside the palace itself.”


“Agreed.” Nela sighed. “Regaining control over my clan’s assets sounded so simple, and yet here I am stumbling at the first step.” Eyes downcast, she kicked at a stone on the ground. “You’re probably right though. I should look for help from those who’ve already allied with the princess. I’m going to head back to the palace.”


Illiel nodded. “There’s a shortcut back to the palace up ahead, by that tower in the distance.”


Illiel pointed to a massive pillar of translucent ice. The tower stood taller than any other structure on the mountain, and the light reflected off it gave the blue mountain its namesake color.


“Whoever built that thing was quite bold.” Sava said. “That building stands taller than any other wizard’s estates on the mountain.”


“That’s because that tower doesn’t belong to any wizard.” Illiel replied. “It belongs to Countess Frostweaver.”


Illiel led us around a series of corners and bends to a small, cramped elevator leading back down to the rest of the city beneath the mountain.


“You know quite a bit about this region of the city, Illiel.” Sava asked suspiciously. “Especially this hidden elevator. It was really tucked away.”


Illiel blushed and shrugged. “I received a good education, some of which was in the capital.”


“More than some, I think.” I said. I thought I’d already pieced together what Illiel was so shy about, but I wouldn’t press her on the subject if she wanted to keep quiet about it.


We returned to the palace and Nela’s frustrated mood began to give way to despair. Melise returned to our bedroom to comfort her.


"If I can't get help for the Songstone Clan here in the capital," Nela sighed, "I'll have to go to our old land and try to rescue some of our resource cashes. Maybe I can even rescue a few survivors while I'm at it."


"I'm certain Baroness Jynna would be willing to fly us out if we asked nicely." Melise gave Nela a pat on the back.


“I think I’ll stay in the library for the rest of the day.” Illiel said. “There’s a lot I need to review, and I’d like to do it alone.”


“Fair enough. It looks like you girls have your own projects. That leaves just the four of us.” I said to Sava, Assyrus, and Yorik.


“To green mountain!” Sava declared. “Where all the secrets of alchemy shall be revealed to me!”








CHAPTER FOURTEEN










GETTING TO THE green mountain proved to be the same as making our way onto the yellow and blue mountains. Unlike the others, the green mountain had fewer signs of ostentatious wealth and more signs of bustling commerce.


Sava took a deep breath. “Smell that? That’s what hard work, ingenuity, and skill smells like. I can hardly wait!”


“It smells like rotten eggs and burning hair to me.” Assyrus said, wrinkling her nose. “Now I know why this mountain is positioned downwind of everything else.”


Yorik grunted in agreement, furrowing her nose as she looked longingly towards the red mountain in the distance.


“Oh, don’t be wisps on me.” Sava chided. “That store looks like it’s selling alchemy ingredients!” Sava said giddily. “And Illiel isn’t here. Which means to access the Hearthwood’s funds all I need to do is…” Sava saddled up beside me, gazing up at me with wide and pleading eyes. “I promise I’ll be a good investment…”


I laughed at her display. “You have your own money, Sava. Though I would like to see the prices here. Let’s try to find out what vitality potions sell for.”


It seemed every other shop was selling either alchemy products or the raw ingredients to make them. Sava ogled at every shop and all the elves inside each store like a star-struck little girl.


“Did you see that potion on display?” Sava said, shaking my arm. “That was a Heaven-Dragon Wizard Maker potion!”


“Yeah, it smelt like damp tree roots dipped in animal dung.” Assyrus replied.


“That was a five-star potion!” Sava said. “Only the most talented of master alchemists would dare attempt something like that! The cost of the ingredients alone… and the miserable success rate…” Sava shook her head as she tried to wrap her head around what kind of alchemist could make something like that.


“You made a set of four-star potions, and you did an excellent job.” I replied, mentioning Sava’s recent brew, the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir.


Sava blushed. “I stretched myself a bit for that one. I’d place myself solidly among the ranks of three-star alchemists though.”


“I’m no alchemist,” Assyrus began, “but I’m guessing those stars proudly displayed over every shop represent the skill of the alchemists who work there.”


I followed Assyrus’ gaze and quickly noted that every sign had a few sets of silver stars hanging below them. Besides, those stars were names, likely of the alchemist themselves.


“By the looks of it,” I added, “most of the alchemists here are one or two-stars. And look! That three-star alchemist is calling herself a master! I guess that means you’re a master among masters, Sava!”


Sava chuckled in shy embarrassment. “I wouldn’t dare call myself a master. The field of alchemy governs everything under the heavens, and even a scroll so long it stretched around all Ten Thousand Worlds would not be large enough to reveal all its secrets and wonders.”


An alchemist in silver robes stood in front of a nearby shop. She’d been listening in on our conversation and snorted. “Quit your false pretenses. If you’re such a good alchemist, you’d be selling potions instead of buying them.”


Sava’s wondrous smile fell at the ill-tempered elf’s words. “I didn’t mean to disturb your break. Please do not disturb my walk.” Sava tilted her shoulder and turned, prepared to find other shops to gawk at.


“What? Afraid to look at what a real three-star alchemist can do?” The ill-tempered elf snorted. “Claiming a three-star alchemist doesn’t have the right to call herself a master. What nerve!” The elf cursed under her breath.


“My friend meant no insult to you.” I said as I held my hand up. “We’ll be on our way.”


“Oh, so your friend admits she’s a filthy liar and a braggart?” The ill-tempered elf said, completely ignoring my attempt to diffuse the situation. “There’s only six alchemists who can brew four-star potions on the green mountain, and only one who can brew a five-star potion. I know all their names and faces, and hers certainly isn’t one of them.”


“Does green mountain cover the world? Do lands not exist beyond its shadow?” Sava demanded.


“In regard to alchemy? Within Deania there are no places worth mentioning.” The elf snorted. “I know your type. You’re a fish who grew up in a tiny puddle, praised for her genius in what she was raised to believe was alchemy. Your master was probably some old harlot who passed on a few mediocre one-star potion recipes and tried to claim they were real alchemy.”


“Do alchemists look and guess?” Sava asked. “Or do they work with facts and experience? If you speculate with potions the same way you speculate with strangers, I’m surprised your cauldron hasn’t exploded in your face by now.”


The ill-tempered elf shrugged and gestured to the display at her side. “Feast your eyes on these! Blood vitality potions for only 1000 Queensmarks each! Do you realize what kind of success rate I had to master to make such low prices profitable with the cost of high-vitality ingredients?”


“1000 Queensmarks?” Sava asked, positively aghast. “That’s absurd! No heartwielder could afford that price, and they need a high-vitality potion like that if they’re to survive the ascension to mage acolyte!”


I too was surprised. In the Hearthwood, every Queensmark was rare and precious. Depending on where an elf lived in the Deanian Queendom, a single Queensmark was a week’s wages for an average heartwielder. Assuming they spent most of their pay to eat and live, they might never save up 1000 Queensmarks in their entire lives.


Suddenly I was a lot more eager to fund Sava’s experiments. “If only Illiel was here.” I said. “We could set up a market stand right now.” Most of the marketplace was fenced off, but I spotted a run down and derelict building next door.


While Sava and the ill-tempered elf’s argument became less coherent with each passing second, I tapped on the door of the run-down shop.


“Dusty.” I muttered as I waved my hand in front of my face. When I popped the door open all the way, I spotted torn sheets on the ground littered with debris and cracked potion bottles. A pair of blank-eyed elves leaned against the wall; their expressions distant as drool dripped down the corner of their cheeks. While I couldn’t place what potion these elves were abusing, I could tell they were addicts. Of the pair lying on the ground, only one was coherent enough to look at me as I entered with Yorik close behind.


“Who owns this establishment?” I asked.


The elf shifted her eyes to the back room. Her lip trembled, but she was unable to form coherent words.


I nodded and opened the back door. “Hello? You’re the owner of this store?” I asked as I tapped on the door.


When there was no response, I popped the door open. When I did, I spotted what had once been an opulent bed. It was now covered in cobwebs and the sheets had started to rot. Broken glass vials littered the room and empty coin chests. An empty shirt and dress were draped over a chair and table as a buzzing wisp drifted weakly about the room, slowly falling apart as it was starved of zeal within this sealed chamber.


I popped a soul jar out of my Dimensional Storage and captured the wisp. Then I dug through the clothes lying on the table and rummaged through its pockets until I found a small blue card.




This card bestows ownership of plot 47 on Green Mountain’s western alchemy district. By the laws of the Deanian Queendom, this plot is legally owned by the elf whose soul is bound to the gemstone in this legal deed.

This deed may be transferred at the Hall of Property Ownership if, and only if, both parties are willing.





“It seems I won’t have to buy the property after all.” I said to Yorik as I held the deed up to the wisp in my soul jar. “It looks like the shop’s owner died at the bench. Whatever happened, she must have been desperate to resort to brewing addictive substances for money. It doesn’t seem to have worked though. And the deed doesn’t look like it’s passed to anyone else, which means it’s still bound to her wisp.”


I examined the wisp carefully before identifying its natural aspect of zeal. It seemed to have an affinity for nature, though its light was flickering and so weak it was hard to tell much of anything. I shrugged and pulled a few weak nature spellhearts from my Dimensional Storage and crushed them to powder and let them release all the nature zeal they contained. The light in the jar instantly got brighter.


“We’re now holding this shop in trust until our friend in the jar here can re-enter the world.” I declared to Yorik. “Which should be fairly soon if I keep pumping zeal into her. Let’s go get Sava.”


And so I showed Sava her new shop.


“It’s a dump.” Sava said as she looked around the room. “And are those elves addicted to Jillhoney Nectar?”


“Probably.” I said. “Their supply of drugs was about to run out anyway, considering the elf who made them is now a wisp in that jar.” I pointed to the soul jar sitting on the table. “She’s the real owner of the shop, but you can use her as an assistant once she manifests. And once you’ve trained her up and you no longer have the time to sell vitality potions, you can just sell them to her and have her retail them for you.”


Sava was still inspecting the wisp and looking up at me and Yorik worriedly.


“Died at the desk.” Yorik said. “Before we got here.”


Sava breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. You’ve got yourselves a deal. I bet I’ve got enough vitality potions in storage to start making some waves around here. And if I run out,” Sava gave me a peck on the cheek, “I’ve got as many more ingredients as I need.”


I chuckled. “At the rate you girls have been draining me, you’ll need to schedule a time slot. But if you can really get 1000 Queensmarks a piece for these things, it might be worth sacrificing pleasure time for a bit more money.” I’d stolen a few dozen chests filled with Queensmarks and gemstones from Wood’s End, but how many was that, really? A few hundreds of thousands? Sava had hundreds of vitality potions in her bag of holding alone.


“Give this unfortunate alchemist a zeal crystal.” Sava asked as she tapped the soul jar. “If the guards come asking, I want the real shop owner up and about. Keeping her soul in a jar on my desk might come off as slightly suspicious.”


“Done.” I grinned.


The four of us set to cleaning up the shop. Doing so proved to be an easier task than expected when we combined my earth magic with Sava’s nature magic. I rebuilt the floors into smooth tiles that reminded me of the Hearthwood, and Sava turned the walls into a branchless trunk of living wood. Even Assyrus was able to help by scouring the equipment and furniture clean with water magic.


Yorik got to play her part when the pair of addicted elves finally regained enough of their senses for us to reason with them.


“Go home.” Yorik bellowed as she lifted the pair by the scruffs of their necks. “Rethink your life.”


“I… want to go home and rethink my life.” Each elf muttered as they wandered out of the building in a mind-magic induced daze.


“Good thinking, Yorik.” I said. “I’ll have to trouble you to do the same to any other elves like that who wander in here looking for addictive substances. In fact, it might not hurt to put a little mind magic over the entrance. I’m sure many of the locals have started thinking of this shop as a drug den as of late.”


“The sign is ready!” Sava declared as she stepped back into the shop from having her handiwork above the entrance. “A real potion shop.” Sava said wistfully. “It reminds me of simpler times. I used to run a shop like this back in the Riverweed tribe before I met Theo.”


“I remember.” I chuckled. “And it wasn’t that long ago; it hasn’t even been a year since then, though it feels like a lifetime.”


I threw down a few protective wards from my Dimensional Storage. They were a project Argona was working on after studying the broken golem disk she’d received from princess Tivana. I wasn’t sure how well they’d work, but I was confident just having them there would deter anyone from breaking in and ruining the past hour we’d just spent cleaning.


I turned and read Sava’s sign.




Hearthwood Alchemy

Chief Alchemist - Sava Greenstem (three stars)





“I’ll stay behind a bit and make preparations for opening tomorrow.” Sava said. “I don’t know how long we’ll be in the capital, so I plan to make as much money as we can while we’re here.”


“Alright then Sava. Have a safe trip home!” I wasn’t worried about her getting back to the palace. There were plenty of criminals here, but true mages had better prospects than petty crime, and no heartwielder or mage acolyte would try to hold up a true mage unless they had a death wish.


I departed green mountain with Yorik and Assyrus. We were just the three of us, all only mage acolytes. And of us, I had the highest cultivation of the group.


“Is it just me, or do densely packed buildings look spooky at night?” Assyrus asked as she peered into distant shadows.


“Most would say it’s not as spooky as a mystical forest filled with monsters.” I said.


“There could still be monsters here.” Assyrus protested. “Granted, they wouldn’t be as powerful and impressive as monsters from the Hearthwood…” Then Assyrus came to a frightening thought and paled. “…or maybe they would be even stronger, considering there’re wizards and true mages by the hundreds here…”


She turned her head to look down at a nearby alley. I thought I saw a flicker of motion somewhere in the darkness but figured Assyrus’ paranoia must have been getting to me.


Assyrus started tapping her fingers against her chin with increasing nervousness. “What about vampires, Theo?” Assyrus said. “I heard they once enslaved all of elf-kind before our ancestors found this world. What if some of them are still hiding among us?”


I rolled my eyes. “There are plenty of real monsters to worry about, Assyrus. Don’t scare yourself over imaginary ones.”


“Vampires are tough. Sneaky too.” Yorik said as she shot Assyrus a teasing grin. “Could be anywhere.”


“Sava once told me I’m probably immune to vampire bites.” I said. “So, you ladies will just have to hide behind me.”


Assyrus turned her back to the darkened alley she’d been gazing down as she contemplated the idea of clinging to my side.


That was when someone jumped out of the alley and stabbed her from behind.


Yorik drew her hammer from the pouch at her hip in an instant and I tugged Assyrus back into my arms. As Yorik took up a defensive stance, I lifted Assyrus’ shirt to survey the wound.


Blood gushed like a river in an unnaturally steady flow. The dagger was still in her back and I watched a familiar spiderweb of purple veins crawl across Assyrus’ skin.


“Iron dagger.” I realized. The handle of the dagger was designed to break off, leaving only an iron spike in its victim’s body. That would be difficult for any elf to remove without special tools, but I only needed to grab it and tug it free.


Blood continued to flow from Assyrus’ wound, so I threw a healing talisman over it and started pouring a vitality potion down Assyrus’ throat.


Between the two, Assyrus’ condition rapidly improved and the purple veins shooting across her skin halted their progress. But Iron poisoning on elves wasn’t as simple as a wound. It disrupted the flow of zeal throughout the elf’s entire body, and Assyrus wouldn’t be in fighting condition anytime soon.


“Who are you and why are you attacking us?” I demanded of the shadowy figure.


She was wreathed in a cloak of midnight fabric bound tightly to her body. Her hair was pulled back under a hood to avoid revealing any of its color, and she had a black mask over her face that made the whole area seem hazy and indistinct.


The shadowy figure didn’t respond, but the question was only meant to stall them for a moment before I got a read on the level of their cultivation.




Black Masked Assassin (mid true mage, level 24)





That was the limit of the information I could discern on my own. Without Mac using the scanner to find clues, make predictions, and access database information, I wouldn’t be figuring anything else out just by looking.


“She’s a true mage.” I warned Yorik. “She must have been waiting to catch us at our weakest.”


Yorik nodded and swung her hammer. She might have only just reached mage acolyte, but she’d long since achieved the Bronze Skin stage of the Blackgorge Fiendbody, which made her more durable than even true mages.


I was a peak mage acolyte myself, and only two stages behind Yorik in the Blackgorge Fiendbody. Between the two of us, we could handle one true mage.


“Let’s try to capture her alive.” I said confidently. “I’d like to know why she’s after us.”


Then three more figures came out of the alley.




Red Masked Assassin (early true mage, level 22)




Blue Masked Assassin (early true mage, level 21)




Purple Masked Assassin (early true mage, level 23)





“Nevermind.” I hissed as I caught sight of the new figures. Each of them wore the same midnight colored robes bound tightly to their bodies and obscuring any identifying information. Their masks were each different colors, but they were all of the same style and had the same identity concealing enchantment on them.


“Take Assyrus.” Yorik said. “Run to the palace.”


“Will you be alright?”


Yorik curled her fingers around her hammer. “Go.”


Of all the girls from the Hearthwood, I trusted Yorik to take care of herself the most. I also suspected these cloaked assassins were after me, so I doubted they’d stay to fight Yorik if I took off.


I tossed Assyrus over my shoulder and pulled my flying sword out of my Dimensional Storage.


“Curses!” One of our assailants shouted. “He’s got a flight treasure. Grab him before he gets into the air!”


The purple masked assassin jumped in front of my flying sword and reached for my legs. I opened my reserves of earth zeal and powered up to maximum speed, sending my sword flying forwards.


The true mage was skewered right through the chest by the point of my flying sword, but still she grappled for my ankles as we spun wildly through the air.


“Get! Off!” I said as I slammed my boot into the true mage’s face. Dealing with her while flying my sword and carrying Assyrus was taking every bit of concentration I had, so I activated Quicksilver Thought and time slowed down around me.


We soared upwards, twisting around as I desperately held onto the sword while wrestling with the purple cloaked assassin. Below, I could hear the clash of iron-tipped daggers against Yorik’s hammer as Yorik fought the three remaining true mages.


Those iron weapons would hurt Yorik just as much as they had hurt Assyrus, but as a Bronze Skin orc, Yorik’s skin was much tougher to pierce and these assassins no longer had the element of surprise. I trusted her to make it out of this in one piece.


I knelt on the front of my sword and started throwing every spell I had at my assailant.


I cast Fists of Stone to harden my knuckles, Embrittling Palm to crack through whatever defenses she might be wearing, and Five Fierce Furious Fists so I could wail on her face five times as fast. True mage or not, I felt something crack under my barrage of blows and my knuckles soon had blood on them.


Whatever I was doing, it wasn’t enough to knock out this purple cloaked true mage, and she continued to fight with me.


Our flight took us off the green mountain soon enough and I saw the palace arrayed beneath us. I cut the power to my flying sword, and we started plummeting like a rock. The true mage scrambled for the bag of holding at her waist and withdrew a flying sword of her own. As we fell, she pulled herself off the bloody tip of my flying sword and mounted her own. I sucked my ride into my Dimensional Storage the moment it was free of her flesh and pulled Assyrus’ limp form close to my body�.


Behind us I caught sight of more figures flying in a tight cluster of three from the direction we’d just come from. I desperately hoped they’d abandoned their fight with Yorik after realizing she’d take too long to deal with, but I was currently too worried about keeping Assyrus and myself alive to think of anything else.


Their flying swords were faster than mine, but I could still fall faster than they could fly. I would have to time the moment I pulled my flying sword back out just right, because even with the Blackgorge Fiendbody I didn’t think I could survive a fall like this.


Just as we were about to hit the palace’s roof, I pulled my flying sword back out of my Dimensional Storage to slow our fall and urged it to move up and forwards.


Our downward momentum was too great to slow so quickly, so my flying sword continued to fall even as it slowed our descent. The bottom of the weapon clattered against the roof of the palace, shredding tiles and sending them showering around me like waves around a surfboard.


The tremendous grinding noise alerted several elves below as I slowed myself down by tearing the roof to shreds. The four cloaked elves were in hot pursuit of me and more than a few people on the ground were pointing up at us.


“Which group of hooligans dares vandalize public property!?” A furious voice demanded.


With a thunderous crack a new figure appeared in the air in front of me. She had long red hair and wore the chitinous blue armor I’d seen Jynna wear often. Her set of armor was far sleeker and more impressive than what Jynna had back in Queenshold though. I saw several medals and symbols of command emblazoned over her armor. Her eyes carried a burning fierceness and a desire to punish evil.


By her attire, she was a palace guard, and a very important one too. If I had my elvish military symbols right, those sigils on her shoulder marked her as a captain. She flared the power of her cultivation and I realized she was a wizard.




Amisra Copperguard (late wizard, level 39)

Captain of the Deanian Palace Guard.





The four true mages instantly realized they were outmatched. All four tried to turn tail and flee. I flew straight towards the captain and yelled, “They were attacking me! And they nearly killed my friend here!”


Captain Amisra nodded, grabbed me off my flying sword, and threw Assyrus to a few of her similarly armored companions below us.


“My companion needs medical aid. She was hit with iron. I’ve done what I could to stop the bleeding.” I said to them. One of the guards hurried into the palace and came out with a stretcher soon after. They busily tended to Assyrus while others came to look me over for wounds.


“I’m unhurt.” I said, though they continued to prod me. “How’s Assyrus?”


“We’ll need to flush any remaining iron particles out of her body, but she should make a full recovery. She could be up in a few days if you secure a vitality potion for her.” The guard replied. “I’ve got a friend who can get them to you for only 950 Queensmarks.”


I shook my head, opened my Dimensional Storage, and tossed out a vitality potion. “Give her as much as she can take.” I said.


Before long, the captain of the palace guard returned.


The surrounding guards noticed her before I did, turning to salute her even as she drifted down on an enchanted disk made of bronze. Under her arm, she carried a scrap of purple cloth.


“They got away?” I asked in surprise.


A sheepish look flashed across Captain Amisra’s face. “They were reluctant to use any spells at first for fear of giving away their identities but once I started pressuring them they started using time dilation spells to facilitate their escape.”


Amisra glanced at me, and I couldn’t help but remember meeting Noggen a few nights ago. In my mind, I peeled the armor of this elf, then bound and blindfolded her. She looked exactly like the wizard Noggen was extracting energy from that night!


Fortunately, she hadn’t heard my voice or that of the other girls, but she’d heard Assyrus speak loud and clear. With the blindfold on her at the time she couldn’t identify either of us by sight, so we’d be safe from her vengeance so long as Assyrus didn’t say anything.


I glanced over at my companion, who was still unconscious. I breathed a sigh of relief at that and said, “Give me a few of your guards to help rescue my companion. We left her behind on the green mountain. I’ll go out alone and try to bait them out again. If they fall for that, we’ll have a second chance at capturing them.”


“Oh no you don’t.” Captain Amisra commanded. “Lieutenant! Handcuff that man!” She the guard behind me.


The lieutenant glanced at her commanding officer and in a low, conspiratorial voice she whispered, “Uh… captain… I should warn you the royal families’ elders have de—“


“No!” Captain Amisra interrupted. “I’m not looking for that kind of arrest tonight. He vandalized the palace roof, so there’s an outstanding fine in his name.”


I held up my hands. “That’s really not necessary. Just point me in the direction of the proper clerk and I’ll pay whatever fine you want. Or ask the princess to waive it. I have plenty of death spellhearts on me.”


Amisra Copperguard sagged. “She probably would waive it too. She’s been giving out far too many pardons recently.” The captain gave me a sad pat on the shoulder. “I’m sorry. I just… when I saw the five of you on the roof I was really looking forward to arresting someone tonight. I’ve been in a terrible mood these last few days and throwing someone behind bars usually cheers me up.”


“I’m sure there are plenty of criminals out there who need locking up.” I said comfortingly�. “There’s a group to the north of here calling themselves the Demonstar Clan. They’ve been abusing their authority to throw law-abiding governors behind bars under false pretenses. They’re desperately trying to consolidate the old Songstone Clan lands and work any deal they can manage to get one of their true mage matriarchs into the wizard ranks.”


“That does sound bad.” Captain Amisra said cheerily as her mood quickly lifted. “I’ll have someone investigate them right away!” She sent a happy grin my way. “You know, since Dean the Destroyer left, there hasn’t been a real man in the palace.”


Just as the captain was about to skip away in pursuit of her new lead, Assyrus jerked into wakefulness.


“Ow! My stomach! Was I bitten by a vampire!?” Assyrus said, rubbing her stomach and grimacing as she tried to sit up.


The captain froze in place at the sound of Assyrus’ voice, then turned slowly. 


I ran to Assyrus’ side and reached into my Dimensional Storage. I pulled out another vitality potion and jammed it in Assyrus’ mouth.


“Drink up, Assyrus!” I said. “I need you back in top shape as quickly as possible!”


“Sir,” One of the palace’s doctors began, “she already had a full vitality potion. A second one would be mostly wasted before her body’s had time to integrate the new vitality she’s already been given…”


“Nonsense!” I replied. “My people get the best, and never anything less.” I leaned in very close to Assyrus and whispered in her ear, “If you want to live, do your best Yorik impression.”


Assyrus shrugged as I pulled the bottle away from her lips. She altered her voice to sound like Yorik’s and said, “Tastes like the chief!” Assyrus licked her lips and giggled to herself.


Captain Amisra had been looking Assyrus over the entire time. With narrowed eyes, she slowly walked away and headed back towards the palace, throwing Assyrus a suspicious glance as she did.








CHAPTER FIFTEEN










I LEARNED THE palace guards sent out an expedition to recover Yorik shortly after I mentioned her. They flew over to the green mountain on flying swords and found Yorik trying to crawl out of a pile of rubble.


That group of true mages really did a number on her, and she’d be back in bandages again despite having only gotten out of them after her ascension to mage acolyte. Still, she was alive and unharmed, and I couldn’t ask for more.


“Theo! You’re alright!” Sava said as she ran up to me at the night’s feast. “I never should have left you all behind.”


“You have to put a little more faith in me than that.” I shrugged. “I’ve successfully run away from wizard-realm monsters and a peak true mage when I was weaker than I am now. A few pesky early true mages are far from enough to think about harming me. See? I’m unscathed, despite their best efforts.”


“I’m not.” Assyrus grumbled over an exceptionally large bowl of ice cream. She’d been initially relived when I told her she had not been bitten by a vampire. She’d been a lot less relived when I informed her that the captain of the palace guard now suspected Assyrus of being the one who saw her in her embarrassing state under Noggen’s care.


“Mhm.” Yorik was even more heavily bandaged than Assyrus next to her. Her wounds didn’t stop her from digging into the haunch of an Oaken Stone-Tusked Boar, but they seemed to annoy her more with every passing moment. “Need to hit Bronze Muscle…” Yorik said to herself. “Then I could squash early true mages…”


“And I need to reach true mage.” I agreed. “I’ll talk to Noggen tonight. No more of this one-at-a-time aura fragment testing. I’m not leaving the palace until I’ve either failed to bond with every aura fragment Noggen has for me or I reach true mage.”


“It won’t be easy,” Nela said, “To bond a fragment of aura from that dead dragon I had to become a dragon, at least for a moment. I had to be unflinching and unyielding, even in the face of certain death.”


“You did die, if I remember correctly.” Sava replied. “Theo brought you back with the Resurrection Tree.”


Nela shrugged. “We can’t all be born with aura fragments from previous lives buried deep in our soul, Sava.”


Sava sighed. “It isn’t all sunshine and flowers for me either. I’ve got two lives to remember, and my friends from my first one have probably either died themselves or forgotten me.”


“Someday,” I said, “we’ll have the power to explore your past. For now, we must get stronger. I’ll help you with as many ingredients as you need for brewing vitality potions. If you can get that shop making Queensmarks we’ll buy every alchemy formula and enchantment design in the city and ship them all back home to the Hearthwood.”


“I have a few books I’d like copies of as well.” Illiel said as she half-heartedly toyed with some custard on her plate. “Mostly textbooks to help me educate our children after they manifest.”


“You seem down, Illiel.” I said. “What’s wrong?”


“Oh… it’s nothing.” Illiel said as she hunched lower.


“Apparently Illiel was wrong about something, and one of the other librarians broke out a hundred books to prove it.” Melise said. “She’s still beat up about it.”


“I just haven’t had time to read through all the books that they have.” Illiel protested. “They know the library better than I ever will and can look up information in the blink of an eye. I have to dig through catalogues just to find out what catalogue I’m looking for.”


I had Mac, so I’d never really experienced looking up information in catalogues myself. Whatever it was like, it sounded tedious for Illiel to complain about it so. By some mysterious magic, she found paperwork invigorating.


“At some point I’ll start upgrading the scanner again.” I said. “Once I’ve got Mac back in my head, he can import that entire library into his databanks and tell you whatever you want to know with just a quick question.”


Illiel had accepted Mac’s help before back in the Hearthwood, but she didn’t seem convinced. “There are a lot of books there, Theo. I’m not sure if even a mysteriously intelligent dungeon core like Mac could know them all.”


"What about you, Nela?" I asked. "I heard a rumor you went on an adventure with Baroness Jynna?"


"I did." Nela replied. "We saved a few old Songstone loyalists and recovered some supplies to see they're taken care of. I'll be back at it tomorrow morning. Thankfully the Baroness has been willing to fly me out for the day and back again, otherwise I'd never be able to make it back to the palace as quickly as I have."


Midway through dinner, we were finally joined by Korra and Eltiana.


“You girls were out a long time.” I said. “Did you find any leads?”


“We did!” Eltiana said excitedly. “The deal between the Loftwealthios Clan and the Demonstar Clan involves an immensely important artifact. I’m told it's something that will let one of the Demonstar Clan members reach the wizard ranks for sure.”


“Then we’ll have to do what we can to make sure the Demonstar Clan doesn’t get that artifact.” I said. “As it is, we could fight them. With Xoreda and Kysalian living in the Heartwood, I don’t think we’d be in much danger even if a Demonstar Clan wizard came north, but those two certainly wouldn’t fight on our behalf, and we wouldn’t be able to seize any of the old Songstone territory with a wizard in the region. We’d essentially have to give up on anything south of the Hearthwood itself.”


“I’ll call on my friends from the Syndicate!” Eltiana said. “They’ll help us start trouble for the Demonstar Clan. Probably.”


“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Write out a note concerning those gangs whose information you were supposed to leak to the palace guard. I met the captain recently, and she seems to be in an arresting mood. Giving her a few new targets might take her attention off Assyrus for a while.”


Eltiana scribbled a note down and I tucked it into my pocket for later. Noggen stopped by to finish eating our food after he’d run out, so I asked him to bring more than one aura fragment out at a time. He agreed, but only because I said I’d ask the waiter for an extra severing of pork on his behalf.


Before long, we were back in my room, not quite sleeping but too tired to do more than sleep. I settled down on my chair with Dean’s Orb of Devouring for a few more hours of diligent cultivation. Earth zeal poured into me again and again as I flooded each of the 128 particles that made up my Blackgorge Fiendbody with more energy than they could take.



***


And so all of us spent the next week in dedicated study. Illiel was in the library, Eltiana and Korra chased the Loftwealthios family’s tail, Sava got her potion shop running, Nela and Melise gathered support for the Songstone Clan, and Assyrus desperately tried to avoid the captain of the guard.


Most of those days I spent alternating between testing aura fragments, hoping for something I could bond with and using Dean’s orb to suck earth zeal out of the two wizard-realm monster’s Tivana and I had imprisoned.


After over a week of near-constant training, I was getting nowhere with bonding an aura fragment. My efforts in improving my Blackgorge Fiendbody were far more tangible though, and I achieved a breakthrough thanks to my persistent and dedicated effort.




Body cultivation progress detected! You have reached the Stone Marrow stage of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.





Cycling through the different menus, I found The Wanderer now classified me as a level 17 body cultivation entity in its standardized power level comparison system. The same system classified me as a level 19 late mage acolyte, so between the two magic systems I’d have a much easier time of fighting against true mages whose levels ranged around the 20’s.


I would have finally caught up to Yorik if she hadn’t also made a leap of progress on her own.




Yorik Blackgorge (Bronze Muscle, level 23)





“You broke through to the bronze ranks!” I congratulated her as we took a break to talk about body cultivation together.


Yorik grinned. “Won’t lose to elf early true mages so easily now. Bronze Muscle orcs can beat mid true mages.”


“I’m sure our assailants are trembling in their boots already.” I replied. “Now that you’ve reached Bronze Muscle, you should focus on your elvish spirit cultivation. Your mind spellheart’s still at the first region. I’ve collected quite a few pills useful for mage acolytes that no longer do anything for me. You’re welcome to as many as you like to fuel your continued efforts.” I said as I filled Yorik’s pouch with a pile of cultivation supplies.


Yorik grinned toothily. “Months ago, you were weak like an elf. Now you are Stone Marrow.” She shook her head. “For most orcs, those steps take years.”


I chuckled. “And yet it’s still not enough. Using Dean’s orb I should be able to reach Bronze Skin myself in another month. At that point I’ll be ready to fight true mages whether I bond with one of these stubborn aura fragments or not.”


I gestured to a pile of boxes. Every one of them contained a swirling mass of earth zeal that I’d tried to integrate with myself. Nothing seemed to respond to my call though. It was like the aura fragments shied away from me when I tried to embrace them and slipped out of my grasp with a moment’s inattention.


I sighed. “I guess I’ll have to tell Noggen to expand my list. Not a single one of the aura fragments I was interested in responded to me.”


“Perhaps you need something off the list?” Yorik suggested. “Zeal has life and will. Perhaps you must prove you are strong before they accept you.”


“You’re thinking I need to scare the aura fragments?” I asked quizzically.


Yorik shook her head. “Prove your strength by crushing it. Slay the aura fragment’s wielder and take it. A war trophy.”


I shrugged. “At this point, I’m willing to try anything. I wish I’d known how to harvest aura fragments from those true mages and wizards we killed.”


“The princess did.” Yorik said. “Might have them on her.”


I nodded slowly. “You’re right, I’m accessing Deania’s public aura fragment stash. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Royal Clan keeps others in reserve for special occasions. That’s probably where they keep the more valuable ones as well�. Perhaps I can offer more adamantium in exchange for being able to attempt to bond with something from their private collection.”


So, I decided to hunt down princess Tivana again.


“Go.” Yorik waved. “I need to train.” She waved to her hammer, which she’d just been swinging back-and-forth moments ago as she adjusted to her increased speed and strength from reaching the bronze realm of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.


“Right then. I’ll go look for Tivana.” I said. I shut the door to Yorik’s training room and stepped into the hallway.


I locked the door, distracted by thoughts of where a princess might spend her time. Suddenly, a pair of piercing gray eyes ducked between my arms and popped up in front of my face.


“You were looking for me?”


My eyes focused to find Princess Tivana standing a hair’s width from my chest as she gazed up at my face.


“Tivana!” I jumped backwards. I wasn’t used to being snuck up on. With my cultivation-enhanced senses, few people could do it. But with Tivana’s power as a sorcerer, I wasn’t surprised she could pop up without warning.


“Your guess was right.” Tivana continued. “We do keep all the truly valuable aura fragments off the public record. Most of those are with my mother but I’ve collected a few myself.”


I stared at the princess who had her arms crossed as she looked into my eyes.


“What do I have to do to get my hand on them?” I asked. ”I might be able to make a few things you’d be interested in back home.”


“That is possible.” Tivana agreed. “Get me one of these interesting things at some point.” Then she tossed me a bag of holding. “Here.”


I caught the bag and reached inside to find many boxes like those that contained the aura fragments I’d seen thus far.


I let out a low whistle as I realized the number of earth aura fragments in this private collection nearly exceeded those in the public catalogue. “You certainly have quite the horde.”


“The aura fragments in the public catalogue must be refreshed every few decades as we give out aura fragments to promising mage acolytes.” Tivana explained. “This collection comes from those I and a few family elders have obtained over many years and adventures. Unlike the public catalogue, many of these aura fragments are unknown and unsorted fragments. They’re things the powerful members of my family have been gifted or picked up over the years. We wouldn’t bother to hang on to anything that wasn’t special in some way.”


“So, every one of these aura fragments is valuable and important.” I said. “I’ll take good care of them while they’re in my hands. There seems to be other stuff in here besides aura fragments though.”


“Cultivation elixirs, pills, potions, and salves.” Tivana said. “I see you’ve been making liberal use of my grandfather’s orb. Presumably, your current limitation to growth isn’t the amount of zeal at your disposal, it’s how fast your body can integrate new power and make it your own. Those cultivation supplies will help increase your limits faster. You should feel lucky. Very few elves can ever dream of cultivating power so fast that they’d need the medicines in that bag.”


“These seem expensive.” I said as I fingered an ornate vial hewn from flawless sapphire. It was the size of my fist and the potion it contained positively glowed with magical might.


“They are, even for me.” Tivana agreed. “Don’t use them all at once. I won’t be able to secure you a second bag like that one. The elders of my clan were unwilling to part with so much, even for you. I hope one of those aura fragments and the medicines in that bag can help you reach true mage, but I have my doubts.


“Many elves find themselves stuck at the peak of mage acolyte. Finding an aura fragment that they can coax into bonding with them is one challenge. Successfully ascending to true mage is another. Thankfully, the first hurdle can be remedied with great wealth, and the second hurdle can be remedied with great knowledge. That is why true mages almost never appear outside of the influence of factions who already possess true mages.”


“And with your help,” I replied, “I’ll have both as well. Once again, I thank you for your aid and will repay you tenfold when I am established.”


Tivana stared at me for a long moment. “Your will is firm. Good. Half the reason many male elves fail to advance past mage acolyte is because they are too pampered and privileged by their scarcity among us. The other half is that their families rarely let them face true danger.”


I nodded. “I’ve witnessed multiple elves advance to true mage in the middle of battle. If these potions and aura fragments don’t work, I may have to do the same.”


“And to that end, I grant you this.” Tivana tossed me a small stone carved with a single simple symbol. It appeared to be a rather rudimentary enchantment. Compared to the other gifts Tivana had just given me, it didn’t seem like anything special.


“What’s it do?” I asked as I flipped the rock over and looked for other signs of enchantment.


“That’s a simple transmission stone.” Tivana explained. “It can contact me one time, and one time alone. I give you permission to call for my aid within the next six months. If you contact me with that stone, I’ll immediately drop what I’m doing and rush to your aid to rescue you from whatever inescapable danger you’ve thrust yourself into.”


Suddenly the rock felt much heavier in my hands. “I can contact you any time?”


“That’s correct. And I will come to your aid as fast as I can. But remember this, Theo of the Hearthwood Clan. Every moment of my time is spoken for, and there will be precious few moments where I am not devoting myself to the Deanian Queendom. Taking me away from repelling sea monsters to the east could cause cities to be destroyed. If I abandon a fight with the orcs to the south, or mountain monsters to the west, our borders could collapse, and we could lose land to invaders. Even here in the city, my presence alone curtails rebellion and chaos.”


I nodded slowly. “If I use the stone, it needs to be a real emergency. Otherwise, I’ll have endangered the entire Deanian Queendom for nothing. I understand and thank you for your trust.”


I tucked the stone into the pocket of my tunic, aware that this precious rock was the most valuable of all the gifts Tivana had given me. Just the threat of being able to summon a sorcerer could save my life in a moment of dire need.


“By the way,” Tivana said as she was turning to leave. “I noticed that my palace guards have been busy as of late. Someone left a note on the captain’s desk containing a very detailed report of the illicit activities of a few notable gangs here in the capital, along with the names of witnesses who were ready to testify against them. I went to ask the captain about it, but when I went to her room, she’d already flown north to investigate the Demonstar Clan’s recent claims on a few old towns still loyal to the Songstone Clan.”


“If you’re guessing both those were my doing,” I said. “You’d be absolutely right. I hope you don’t mind me borrowing your people this way.”


Tivana grabbed my hand and looked up at me.


“Just make sure you don’t go too wild.” Tivana cautioned. “These are unsteady times, and I caused chaos enough when I tried to nip the Unblinking Eye’s invasion in the bud. You are not me, so you must be careful. Slaying a cub could draw out a mother bear.”


She glanced between my hand, grasp in hers, then up to my chin, which was nearly touching her forehead. I watched her lip tremble as she tried to say something more.


Whatever it was, she held it in. She turned and vanished in a flash, disappearing into nothing but a cloud of dust and a few cryptic words ringing through my mind.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN










AFTER SPENDING COUNTLESS bleary-eyed hours reading through the instructions for every potion Tivana had given me, I packed my bag of goodies back away in my Dimensional Storage and went for a walk to clear my head. I was startled midway through my walk to find Nela anxiously scurrying about the palace. She had an impatient look on her face as she glanced down the hallway. She turned to the nearest door, yanked it opened, slammed it shut, and then opened it again several times in quick succession as she searched a dozen rooms in a handful of seconds.


"You have the look of someone who's searching for something." I said as I leaned over Nela's shoulder to try to figure out what she was looking for.


"Not something." Nela corrected. "Someone. Baroness Jynna. I need her help to get to a small town called Coppersand. It's near Bronzeridge and I was hoping she wouldn't mind giving me a ride."


I nodded thoughtfully. "We already owe her several favors. How badly do you need her help?"


Nela grimaced. "Pretty badly. Coppersand is one of the few towns that have maintained their Songstone-appointed leadership. I'd hoped they'd become a hub to help us govern the whole region. Apparently, the Demonstar Clan has decided it's time for them to switch their loyalties or be destroyed."


"Then I suppose getting there quickly would be of vital importance." I replied. "Let me ask the palace guards."


I talked to a few guards, who were all very polite and quickly pointed me to the royal family's private wing and even left their posts to escort me there.


When the guard finally left our side, Nela leaned close and whispered, "That was strange. When I tried to ask the guards for anything, they just stood there ignoring me, like I was not even there."


I shrugged. "I'd like to pin it on my dashing good looks, but I suspect it has to do with the fact that I'm Princess Tivana's guest, while the rest of you are just my guests."


We found Baroness Jynna right where the guard said she'd be. To Nela's delight, she was quick to agree to give her a ride to Coppersand.


"Nonsense." Jynna waved her hand as Nela asked what she could do in return. "I enjoy piloting my airship. Besides, I needed to take a trip to my home in Bronzeridge. It's very close to Coppersand. I may wish to visit the town you're interested in as well. Just to check up on the mining. Nothing important, I'd just like to make sure they didn't under-report the scale of their mining operations last year."


"We'd love to have you join us in Coppersand." I added as we briskly walked to the airship. "Maybe you could help us with more than auditing the town's books."


Jynna grimaced. "As a member of the royal family, I can't involve myself directly in a conflict between clans. Especially since neither of you have been recognized as great clans of the Queendom. However, I do have some interest in Coppersand. After all, without their copper, Bronzeridge would quickly prove itself unworthy of its name."


"I suppose your lands must be rich in metal deposits." I said before either Nela or Jynna could question my attempt to board the airship with them.


"The Songstone Clan wasn't the only family to get rich mining." Jynna explained. "When my mother saw how much they were pulling out of the ground, she figured we could do it too. This region is rich in ore of many types. The mountain range to the west stretched all the way over to Bronzereach before my grandfather leveled most of the nearest mountains to keep them from blocking the evening sun on the banks of the lake behind the palace."


As soon as we were aboard Jynna's airship, we were barreling through the air as fast as we could. Unfortunately for other airships, flying swords, and birds in the sky, that meant plowing forward in a straight line without turning or slowing for anything.


Jynna ignored any imperiled shouting, crunched vessels, or cawing birds and continued to answer my many questions about the area around Bronzeridge.


"Oh no, all mining is done with earth magic." Jynna explained. "I don't think I've ever heard of anyone trying to use a shovel or pickaxe. I suppose you could. It just sounds awfully slow."


I chuckled. "Sounds interesting. Maybe I'll be able to pick up a new earth aspect spell."


"I doubt it." Nela added, still fretting over the fact that I'd come along. "Miners don't exactly use spells meant for combat. And the ones they do use are rarely any good. They'll help you dig holes or break stones, that's about it."


I shrugged. "Maybe, maybe not. At any rate, I'd like to have more earth aspect spells back in the Hearthwood. There's a tragic dearth of them in the clan library."


"Do what you want." Nela said. "But please, wear one of those cloaks like you did in Wood's Edge. You're very recognizable. Just until we know if these elves are still loyal."


"Don't worry about me. I'm just getting some fresh air. I can drink potions and prepare for true mage anywhere, so there's no reason I need to stay in the palace."


I agreed to stay out of trouble as Jynna landed us on the outskirts of a town. It was bigger than Wood's Edge, though not as richly decorated. All the buildings had an older look to them, and I noticed that they were universally built from functional seamless stone. The same earth cultivators who mined copper in the area likely also built the houses.


There were no walls to be seen, but the ground was barren all around and the town was settled on the top of a hill. If this town were to repel the Demonstar Clan, they'd need to rely on the natural defenses of the rocky terrain.


"What's our plan?" I asked Nela and Jynna as I donned my cloak. I'd really have to consider getting something made that was a little more effective.


Baroness Jynna turned to Nela. "This is your quest. I can't get directly involved."


Nela reached into her bag of holding and pulled out her spear. She wrung her fingers around its shaft and hoisted it in the air. "We'll go in politely at first and make sure the town still honors its pledge to the Songstone Clan, but we're not here to play. I intend to go as a true mage. In the past, that’s usually gotten towns like these stepping in line."


"It's certainly the quickest." Jynna agreed.


We approached the building. With no walls there were no guards outside the town, which struck me as somewhat peculiar in a world with so many hostile monsters roaming about. We entered the settlement unhindered, though Nela was releasing the full power of her true mage cultivation base. Jynna kept hers in check and tougher to read, but an elf who looked closely would probably identify her as well.


I thought about using the Cultivation Concealment technique on myself but figured that if Nela wanted to make a strong entrance, I'd be better off looking like the late mage acolyte I was.


The people in Coppersand were a bit stronger than in Wood's Edge. Mage acolytes were more common, but not to as great an extent as in Bronzeridge or the capital. Several mage acolytes took notice of Nela as we walked into the town, and I spotted a few take off in a run at the sight of us.


"I suspect we'll have company soon." I said as I watched the elves who had run scramble off deeper into the settlement.


"Good." Nela said as she led the way to a modest town hall. Despite Coppersand being greater in size than Wood's Edge, its town hall wasn't nearly as impressive as the Clan Hall the Demonstar Clan had built.


Before we'd so much as knocked, the massive copper doors swung wide and a lean, wiry elf stepped out. Her hair was trimmed short above her ears and was messy in a way that suggested she was rarely seen without a helmet. She was partially clad in chitinous armor, but otherwise carried no visible weapon. Her face had pink scratches across them, which likely meant she was only now recovering from a fierce fight.


"Lady Nela!" the wiry elf shouted as she held her arms wide. "I heard a rumor that you were still alive! You have no idea how wonderful it is to see a living Songstone. And a true mage! Your mother would be proud."


"If she still lived, she would want me to protect those we swore to defend." Nela said. "Tell me, mayor of Coppersand. Do you still honor your oath to the Songstone Clan?"


"Of course!" The mayor of Coppersand said. She smiled at us, though to me her expression seemed unnatural. Like her face was usually stiff and would never naturally grin that wide.


I glanced at Nela and Jynna, but both of them nodded approvingly as the mayor reaffirmed her oath.


"Please." The mayor said. "As my liege, let me honor your arrival with a banquet."


"Your continued loyalty is a credit to your family, your ancestors, and your town." Nela said. "But we don't have time for a banquet. There are several smaller towns and villages that need the stability and support you can provide. What is the strength of Coppersand's garrison?"


The mayor opened the doors to the town hall and beckoned us inside. "I have one other mage acolytes serving under me at the late stage, as I am. There are also a pair of mid mage acolytes who occasionally follow my orders, depending on what I can pay. There's about a dozen early mage acolytes who are part of the emergency militia, but I can only call on them if a monster is attacking nearby."


Nela frowned. "That's it? The Songstone Clan records say there were five late mage acolytes stationed in this region."


The mayor shrugged. "There was a small insurrection when the Songstone Clan fell. Three of us died dealing with it."


I narrowed my eyes at the mayor suspiciously. She led us down the hall, intent on serving us food and drink even though Nela rejected her offer of a banquet.


"We really can't afford to waste any time." Nela replied as the mayor led them down the hall.


"Please, Lady Nela. This is a rare opportunity for me. Let me serve you some of our local wine and show my hospitality." The mayor insisted.


"I wasn't aware Coppersand had any vineyards to make wine." Jynna said. "The land around here is barren besides what grows near the rivers. And everything by the rivers is carefully managed by those back in Bronzeridge."


The mayor flinched. "Ah, it seems you're quite familiar with the area. You must be from Bronzeridge." She waved her hand before her face. "It's a local brew, but the grapes come from the Bluefield Clan's land further south."


I imagined it would be far more difficult to ship fresh grapes than it would be to move bottled wine and thought about asking, but I also wanted Nela to take the lead.


The mayor led us to a small chamber off to the side of the room with a desk, a window, and a small cabinet. It looked more like a private office than a place to greet important guests. She hastily opened the small cabinet and withdrew a tray with three wine glasses and a single bottle of wine. She placed all three glasses on the desk and quickly poured three deep glasses of wine.


"Just water will be fine." Nela said.


The mayor shook her head. "This wine is excellent for cultivation! Many heartwielder's have progressed an entire layer of zeal accumulation just from drinking a cup! Truth be told, I'm really interested to see if a bottle or two can help a true mage."


Nela and Jynna both looked at the glasses doubtfully. Without waiting for any of us to respond, the mayor quickly poured three glasses and pushed the tray gently towards us.


Nela furrowed her brows as the sight of the three glasses. "You seem to be one drink short. You forgot about yourself."


"Oh no, no." The mayor waved her hand. "I've had as much as I can drink already. I wouldn't want to waste wine like this on myself. But please drink up! Surely you drank far finer as a heartwielder back in the Songstone Clan."


Nela picked up a glass, swirling it in her hand as she smelled its aroma.


I stepped forward and plucked the glass out of her hand, then picked the other two glasses and the bottle off the table. I pulled everything into my Dimensional Storage and then grabbed a cloth on the table. I pulled out a pen and hastily scribbled out a note to Mac asking him to run the wine through the substance analyzer.


"Excuse you!" The mayor said. "That wine was a gift. A servant shouldn't pluck wine from her master's hand!"


"I'm not a servant." I replied as I looked at my Dimensional Storage for Mac's reply. He sent a message back mere seconds later.




Sunlight Vein-Scarring Poison (three star)

This subtle poison targets an elf's meridians, making magic more difficult to cast spells. It is especially effective against sunlight aspect cultivators.





"She was definitely trying to poison you." I announced. "The wine has something called Sunlight Vein-Scarring Poison."


Nela's face darkened. Jynna took a step back, but folded her arms and frowned at the mayor.


"Poison?" The elf gasped. "I... no! Never!"


"I bet you ladies are glad I tagged along now." I said.


"We would have figured it out." Nela replied. "But you probably saved me an embarrassing retreat and a terrible stomach ache. So... thank you Theo." Nela sighed, leveling her spear at the mayor. "Thank you for once again dashing my hopes. I suspected the Demonstar Clan would have made contact with you, but I didn't expect them to get the town's mayor to switch loyalties without a fight."


"This one probably wasn't the town mayor your clan appointed." I said. "My guess is that the other late true mages weren't killed suppressing an insurrection. They were killed by an insurrection. Likely one led by this very elf."


The mayor tried to put up a fight after that, but she stood no chance against one true mage, let alone two. For all her talk of not getting involved, Jynna couldn't help but use a restraining spell on the mayor to keep her from getting away.


"The Songstone Clan is dead, surely you know that Lady Nela!" The mayor hissed as she dropped all pretenses of innocence. "If you were wise, you'd seek the aid of the Demonstar Clan like I have."


"Wise or not," Nela countered. "Your life is in my hands. Remember that while you explain to me why you betrayed my clan."


"I heard a rumor that the Sakaku Clan lost a battle in the forest to the north." The mayor hastily explained. "Word is they lost at least one matriarch. They should be weak now, and yet rumor is there’re more wizards than ever in their territory and that they've cut off all communication with the royal family. I think that territory is conquered in all but name. We're near the border of what lands the Sakaku Clan claimed after the fall of the Songstone. If the rumors are right and the Sakaku Clan's territory is going to be the forward springboard for an assault on Deania, I won't survive without the support of a powerful clan."


Nela shook her head sadly. "If you'd just stayed loyal to the Songstone Clan, you would have had exactly that." She set the butt of her spear against the ground and leaned against the wall. She turned to Jynna and me and asked, "Now what do I do with you?"


Jynna shrugged. "I don't take kindly to disloyalty. Usually the oath breaker is handed over to their old liege lord to be punished by them. In this case, that would be you."


"You have a kind heart, Nela." I said. "But this elf worked to deliberately undermine what little power and sanctuary remained for the elves under the banner of the Songstone."


Nela wrung her fingers around the shaft of the spear. Her brows drew tighter and she nodded. "Okay then." She grabbed the elf by the shoulder and dragged her through the door of the town hall. Once we were outside, she hoisted her spear in the air and shot a pillar of light in the air. "Attention one and all!"


Elves dropped what they were doing. They looked up to find their mayor bound and getting dragged along by a true mage with her brows drawn tight in anger.


Most of the elves of Coppersand decided that running from the true mage would be more dangerous than hearing what she had to say. One by one, elves gathered.


"Where is the other late mage acolyte in this town?" Nela demanded. "And who else participated in this insurrection I've been hearing about!?"


Elves glanced at each other. There was some scuffling among their ranks before a pair of mage acolytes took charge of the crowd and grabbed two elves, tugged them free of the crowd and tossed them on the ground in front of Nela. They tried to do the same with a third, but she was a late mage acolyte and had been doing her best to quietly back away.


"Ah, there you are." I said as I pointed to the ground at the mage acolyte's feet. As busy as she was shoving off the two elves trying to grab her, she didn't notice mud creeping up her boots and grabbing at her legs.


Nela jumped over the entire gathered crowd, leaping ten feet through the air in a mighty jump to land before the escaping mage acolyte. She grabbed her by the throat and dragged her over to her companion. We interviewed a few of the locals and quickly discovered some very damning evidence that my guess at the nature of the recent insurrection was spot on.


"You can't do this!" The mage acolyte said as she squirmed. "The Demonstar Clan promised us their protection!"


"And all you had to do to gain it was murder three elves who thought of you as sisters in arms! Three elves who were truly loyal to the Songstone Clan." Nela wiped a tear from the corner of her eye, then her expression turned grim once again. 


Baroness Jynna grabbed this other traitor who'd been squirming in Nela's arms and bound her as well.


"May you learn the value of loyalty in your next life." Nela said, leveling her spear. A burst of sunlight zeal shot out of the tip, incinerating both bound mage acolytes in an instant.


The crowd shielded their eyes at the intense heat and light, many shying away after witnessing the power of a true mage for what was likely the first time in their lives. After a long moment, Nela's spell finally faded away and everyone breathed a collective sigh of relief.




Enemies slain by follower. +100 points.

+10 Blood Crystals acquired.





The elves stood in silence as two of the town's most powerful figures floated through the air, reduced to bodiless wisps.


"No one is allowed to gather or nurture their wisps." Nela commanded. "Let them form a new body or perish on their own. In either case, I do not wish for them to have either power or memories from their traitorous lives."


The gathered elves looked at each and nodded. Not one of them spoke until finally one of the two mage acolytes who had taken charge of the crowd earlier stepped forward. "I must say, it's truly an honor to meet you in person, Lady Nela. Coppersand has not been graced by a true mage in a very long time. We'll have to prepare a banquet in your honor."


"If you try to offer me wine, I'll have to refuse." Nela warned.


The elf chuckled, not really comprehending Nela's words but nodding vigorously. "No wine, as you wish. But please, let us make you at home in the mayor's old quarters while we prepare a few gifts to thank you for correcting our town's faulty leadership."


The elves ushered us inside and sat down inside the very office the mayor had recently tried to poison us in. The elves were quick to embrace new leadership, which I realized either meant the old mayor had not been well liked or that true mages were more feared than I'd assumed.


Jynna walked around the corner, frowning at the walls and floor. "Are you certain you'd rather sleep here than go camping? I think my tent is a bit more comfortable than this place."


I looked around the room. Sure, it was plain, but the sheets were reasonably clean and there were beds, tables, and chairs. "It'll be comfortable enough for us here. But if you want to set up your tent, then by all means do so. Just do it in the rear courtyard. I think the colors would strike too bold an image if you set it up out front. Put it under those big trees, please. I'd rather not be visible to every passing airship."


Jynna left to set up her tent and Nela turned back to her table. She'd obtained a map from the locals and set the map out on the table. Currently, she was marking out the locations of all the nearby towns with Songstone loyalists that she planned to head to and gather in this settlement.


"Originally, my plan was to gather everyone here." Nela replied. "Copper is a valuable trade good and concentrating our forces here in Coppersand would ensure the Demonstar Clan would only be able to pose a threat to them if their matriarchs came in person."


"What's the plan now?" I asked curiously.


Nela sighed. "I can't see any option other than to stick to it. It's just... I'd been expecting to have five late mage acolytes to help defend the place. Without them, I need to be ready to get here myself at a moment's notice to fend off any minor attack the Demonstar Clan might send this way. Either that or I'll have to take everyone back to the capital with us."


"Both those options sound rather impractical." I said skeptically. "Just how many elves are we talking about here?"


"At least a hundred." Nela said. "Maybe more if they have daughters or if they rescued other survivors. They're all Songstone elves who escaped towns that are now in Sakaku Clan territory. They have no homes left to go to, and it's my duty to take care of them."


"I do really like your original idea of settling them here to secure this town for the Hearthwood Clan." I said. "How strong are they?"


"There are a few mage acolytes amongst them. Three mid mage acolytes, but none of them at the later stage. That's really what they need if they're to defend a town. Most of the rest are far weaker. And their daughters are probably only heartwielders."


"Why can't we just raise one of those three to late mage acolyte?" I asked. "And while we're at it, we can make the heartwielders stronger cheaply enough." 


Nela sat up, blinking in surprise. "That's right... I didn't even think of that. Many of the survivors have sunlight spellhearts from the dead, and Sava has long since developed a spellheart enhancement potion that works for sunlight zeal. We could enhance them all! That's not something most clans would ever dream of doing!"


Nela sat up, grabbed her spear and started walking towards the door with purpose.


"Where are you headed?" I asked.


"I'm going to have to visit the nearby towns myself." Nela explained. "I've got no living subordinates to send the message for me, so I'll have to stay here and send the message myself."


I chuckled. "You're too used to having family servants and retainers. It isn't that hard to find help if you know how to ask." I said. "In fact, there's a mage acolyte out there who seemed particularly eager to please you. Why don't we call her in?"


Soon enough, the mage acolyte was saluting Nela like she'd served the Songstone Clan for three generations. Nela didn't even have to make any mention of pay or duties before the elf was already recruiting others in town as runners to send messages. Before the hour was up, elves were running in all directions to contact the elves Nela wanted to bring to Coppersand.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










WHILE THE TOWN worked on our behalf, they threw us the banquet they promised. I had Mac run our drinks through the Substance Analyzer again and found no poisons in our beverages this time. They gifted Nela a grand copper shield, Jynna a set of copper goblets. To my surprise, they even offered me a gift in the form of an ornate copper comb.


"This comb is enchanted to allow you to style your hair in ways that defy gravity! Hair placed with this comb will stay in place, even in battle!" The elf who gifted the enchanted tool assured me.


"Thanks." I said as I accepted the comb awkwardly. Many elves sported long locks of flawless hair cascading down their shoulders and back. Unfortunately, I hadn't even been in this world long enough to grow such long locks, so the comb was mostly useless. At the very least though, it would be a good gift to pass on to one of my daughters. I put on a grateful smile and the elf peered into the shadows of my cloak, apparently hoping to catch a glimpse of my face. Her manners got the better of her quickly though, and she averted her gaze before stepping to the side and letting the servers present trays of candied beetles.


I held up one such treat. Nela looked at me curiously as she held a hand up to wait for a better snack.


"You're going to eat one of those?" Nela asked, looking askance.


I studied the beetle curiously. "Doesn't this look similar to the Waterbeetles back home?"


"Sandbeetles." Jynna explained as she accepted a tiny pink beverage poured over crushed ice. "They're a common cousin, though their shells aren't as durable. They're a bit more prolific, though."


After serving us food, the elves demonstrated their fighting abilities. While they didn't embarrass themselves, I wasn't impressed. Yorik's soldiers had been fighting better after two weeks of practice on the Training Grounds.


Nela and Jynna pointed out a few flaws in their spells, and the elves who were corrected gratefully accepted the guidance of the pair of true mages. I sent the sandbeetle back through my Dimensional Storage and had Mac analyze the creature. He seemed quite certain that they would be valuable enchantment ingredients for Argona, so I had a few heartwielders hunt down a box of them for shipment back to the Hearthwood.


By the time the sun was starting to set, the runners we'd sent out earlier were already trickling back with new guests in tow.


"Lady Nela!" The Songstone survivors shouted in elation as they caught sight of Nela's form. "And Baroness Jynna! We would never have made it out of Sakaku Clan territory if not for both of your help. Thank you for saving us."


"Sounds like you two have been going on adventures without me." I said to Nela.


Nela nodded. "Jynna was kind enough to help me go on a few excursions into former Songstone lands to rescue loyalists stranded in areas under the control of the Sakaku Clan and the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. We've recovered a few resource caches, a lot of wisps, and a number of loyal elves and clanswomen who narrowly escaped death when the main family was destroyed."


"And here I thought I was doing the most work back in the capital. No wonder we've barely been seeing you recently."


Nela let a bit of exhaustion creep into her voice. "It certainly has been tiring. Has there been any word in the investigation of those people who attacked you on the green mountain?"


"The palace guard is handling it." I waved away Nela's concern. She had too much on her plate right now to be worried about me.


The Songstone survivors approached us and awaited instruction. "Alright then." I said to catch their attention. "Heartwielders with me! I'll leave enhancing the mage acolytes to you, Nela. I'll compensate you for whatever zeal crystals they consume out of the clan's supply. After all, getting these elves in fighting shape is a tactical move for the Hearthwood Clan. Though, please try to focus their use on getting one of those mid mage acolytes to the late stage."


Nela briefed the mage acolytes about the current situation with the Songstone Clan, and how it had reorganized as part of the Hearthwood Clan. I took the heartwielders to a bubbling cauldron I'd set up earlier and asked them to pull out their spellhearts and place them inside. They cast each other nervous glances. Few heartwielders were willing to risk a stone they'd spent years nurturing.


"It will help you." I promised. Then I crossed my arms and waited for one of them to put their spellhearts inside and demonstrate that it was safe.


"Your voice sounds… different." One of the heartwielder's pointed out. One of her companions elbowed her in the ribs for the rude words. I chuckled and shrugged. Coming to a sudden decision, I pulled down my hood. I'd seen enough curious glances thrown my way to realize my disguise was going to be seen through sooner or later, cloak or not.


"I'd rather you not ask too many questions." I flashed the elf a smile.


"Oh, I see." The elf said, covering her mouth. "You're too handsome. You're worried your face will distract us all."


I burst out in a belly-deep laugh and clutched my stomach. "I like you. I'll have to make sure I tell that one to Nela." I pointed to the cauldron. "As a reward, you get to be the first to put your spellheart in the cauldron. The first one in will have the best chance of reaching mage acolyte."


The elf hesitatingly placed her spellheart inside the cauldron, glancing up at me as she did so. I instructed her to cultivate from the surrounding solution and to her surprise she found her spellheart increasing in size and power with remarkable speed. Before long, she gasped with amazement as she reached the sixth layer of zeal accumulation, quickly followed by the seventh.


The other elves were skittish at first, but they were quick to spot a good thing when they saw it before them. The rest of the heartwielders rushed forward, stuffing their spellhearts into the solution and cultivating with all their might. I tossed another cauldron with a few dozen sunlight spellhearts Nela had given me and had all the elves transitioned to that one once the cauldron they were using was nearly spent.


I'd seen how anxious Nela had been since learning the five late mage acolytes she wanted weren't here. I didn't plan to skimp out on her now, so I kept up the spellheart enhancement procedure until I ran out of sunlight spellhearts, and even tossed in a few zeal crystals to keep going a bit longer.


By the time the heartwielders were nearly done, several of them were ready to try to break through to early mage acolyte. The rest still needed time to adapt to their new level of power before I enhanced their spellhearts any further. I took the would-be mage acolytes aside and explained a modified version of the mage acolyte ascension ceremony. Back in the Hearthwood I had Mac performing the procedure like a surgery for all the elves who wanted it, but here we'd have to do things the old fashion way.


I had to caution a few elves against trying the ascension ceremony immediately but assured them that I had quite a few high-quality vitality potions to ensure they'd survive it.


Instead, I had had them start learning spells. I didn't know any sunlight aspect spells, but I'd seen enough of them to know how they worked.


"This is called the One Star Palm." I explained. "It's a spell Melise loves to use, though she uses an enhanced and perfected version called the Five Star Palm. I'm told the spell is popular with those skilled in spirit healing, as the zeal manipulation techniques are the same."


I walked the elves through the process of focusing their zeal into a finger and transferring it to their palm to create a stable sphere of energy they could strike with like a weapon. I tried to demonstrate with earth zeal but ended up with a handful of mud instead of anything usable as a weapon. Fortunately, one of the heartwielders was a quick study and assisted me in teaching all the others.


Soon all the elves had a real combat spell, and several were quite excited.


"I can finally do more than dry raisins!" a heartwielder said as she shouted with glee.


"This is incredible! If we get attacked by a Plains Serpent again, I'll be able to do more than shine light in its eyes!"


"I'm glad you're all excited." I said. "Now it's time for weapons practice." I handed out a few of the weapons I'd looted from the town hall and distributed them to the gathered band of heartwielders. I drilled them through Assyrus' combat forms and even took them through a few of Yorik's group combat drills. I was certain either matriarch would have been able to do a more efficient job than I was, but I was able to imitate the two of them quickly enough. These elves wouldn't be fit to defend the Hearthwood any time soon, but they'd be strong enough to fend for themselves in a dangerous world.


The sun set and day turned to night. I had a few light enchantments in my Dimensional Storage, but with so many sunlight cultivators practicing their spells nearby, it might as well constantly be midday. A few elves had gotten tired enough to turn in for the night, but most realized this was a rare opportunity for them that they'd be foolish to waste. I worked those elves through the night until their fighting started looking competent to my untrained eyes.


While they trained hard, I did so as well, though my training was of an entirely different nature. I had to steady my body and spirit in preparation for bonding with an aura fragment and reaching true mage.


For many mage acolytes, this might mean as much as a year of doing nothing but meditating, or a long journey of self-discovery and testing themselves in combat. Fortunately, Tivana had included a Spirit-Honing Diagram with her bag of goodies, which took the form of a simplistic drawing of plain black and white lines that I was supposed to stare at while breathing slowly and evenly.


Despite my initial doubts, I found examining the diagram soothed the flow of zeal throughout my body and made calming the flow of zeal easy and natural, especially when I examined the diagram after consuming the recommended focus-enhancing potions Tivana had included.


Over the next few days, several more waves of Songstone loyalists found their way to Coppersand. I took all the heartwielders under my wing and raised them up as far as I could. Even a few local townsfolk joined in, and I welcomed them. After a few days of concerted training, I regrouped with Nela and Jynna to see how the mage acolytes were progressing.


"We managed to push one of the mid mage acolytes to the later stage." Nela said happily. "She's very grateful and is willing to take up a leadership position defending this town. The only issue is that she's an older elf and doesn't have any confidence in reaching true mage to extend her lifespan. She had already settled down on a quiet farm to live out her days in peace when her home was destroyed."


"I'm glad she's willing to serve us in this manner." I said, "but if you can't convince her to try reaching true mage, we should try to raise a second late mage acolyte, so this town is at least as strong as it was when we got here."


Nela was about to say something more when our discussion was disturbed by one of the heartwielder's I'd been training sprinting into the town hall and throwing the door wide. She panted in the door frame, brow covered in sweat and drawn tight with worry.


"We're under attack!" The heartwielder declared, panic on her face.


"Monsters? The Sakaku Clan? The Cult?"


"No." The heartwielder replied. "It's the Demonstar Clan."


When we left the town hall, we found Jynna already outside. She turned to us and flashed a small smile. "The way these elves were panicking, I'd thought an army of ten thousand was about to trample this town under forty thousand unicorn hooves. Instead, it's a band of twenty mage acolytes from the Demonstar Clan. It looks like only two are at the late stage." Jynna shook her head and returned to her tent. "I can't get caught up in feuds between clans, especially ones as small as this. I'll be in my bath if you need me."


Though twenty mage acolytes didn't seem like much of a threat to Jynna, they were likely more than enough to overwhelm all the heartwielders I'd been training for the last few days. Based on the heartwielder's panicked reaction, they could probably do the same to the mage acolytes Nela and Jynna had been training.


"This could be a good opportunity for us to see what your trainees can do." I suggested.


Nela shook her head. "Those Demonstar mage acolytes didn't show up with swords drawn. My guess is that they showed up to talk with the previous mayor. But the fact that they have swords on them instead of in bags of holding likely means they're willing to use them if they don't like how their talk goes."


"So, you'll deal with them all yourself?" I asked. Nela nodded and took off to the other side of town to meet the Demonstar Clan.


I gathered a few heartwielders I recognized from my training sessions and ushered them towards me. "Gather your friends. Nela's about to give us all a show."


I made it across town with a band of heartwielders in tow just in time to see a mage acolyte get blasted to bits under a bolt of light.


The Demonstar Clan already had their weapons drawn for battle. I led the heartwielders as close as I dared, and we watched the confrontation.


"A true mage!" one of the mage acolytes shouted. "There wasn't supposed to be a true mage here! What do we do!?"


The late mage acolyte grit her teeth and bared her sword. She leveled its point at Nela and shouted, "You should run as far as you can, Songstone true mage! The matriarchs of the Demonstar Clan have decided to place this town under their protection!"


"Then they'd best come and tell me so themselves." Nela said. A golden glow enveloped Nela like a corona of light. Its color shone golden before sinking to a deeper, darker hue.


"She's just an early true mage." the Demonstar leader affirmed, trying to bolster her troops’ morale. "She can't compare to the clan matriarchs! If we all rush her at once we should be able to overwhelm her."


"W-would we get a reward for killing her?" Another mage acolyte asked.


"For killing the last Songstone true mage? We'd get rewards that would pave our cultivation all the way to true mage ourselves!" The leader cackled. Crimson light enveloped her sword, which lengthened considerably into the talon of some massive creature.


One of the heartwielder's turned to me with a nervous expression. "Is Lady Nela going to be okay? That's a lot of mage acolytes running her way."


I chuckled. "That band of idiots has probably never seen a real true mage in action. It's true Nela only recently ascended, but I'd wager she's stronger than most. I wouldn't have brought you girls here to watch if I weren't certain she'd wipe the floor with them." In fact, I was certain I could wipe the floor with this lot. The only real threat in the group were the two late mage acolytes.


The heartwielder wrung her hands and looked on with an anxious expression. Across from us, Nela's golden corona turned deeper and darker until it was the fiery orange of a sun at dawn.


The Demonstar mage acolytes fell upon Nela all at once. And all at once they were repelled. Nela swung her spear in a wide arc and they were thrown backwards by a burst of golden light. Then Nela did something I hadn't seen from her before. Her aura turned far fiercer and more malevolent than anything I'd seen from a Songstone sunlight cultivator. It was still bright and burning, but it carried a sense of fear and dread, like a light preceding the wrath of a great and terrible beast.


"The dragon's aura..." I muttered as I realized what I was sensing. "It seems Nela has already started tapping into it."


The Demonstar Clan mage acolytes realized their mistake as a wave of power swept over them. Their skin sizzled as heat and light seared their flesh. Nela saw us watching and decided not to draw this fight out any longer. Orange light enveloped the mage acolytes one by one until they burst apart, and all their bodies dissolved into motes of light.




Enemies slain by follower. +75 points.

5 Blood Crystals acquired.





The heartwielders gathered around me gasped in awe at how easily these powerful foes were vanquished. I sensed reverence and worship emanating from some of the elves' face's, and a few more sparkled with ambition and desire at how easily Nela had crushed these powerful and deadly foes.


"Well done, Nela!" I said as I led the group over to Nela's side. She was bending over an elf I hadn't noticed before, examining her wounds.




Songstone-Appointed Mayor (late mage acolyte, level 17)

Status: Gravely wounded.





"That wouldn't happen to be the late mage acolyte you just appointed to lead this town?" I asked.


"I'm afraid so." Nela replied. "She isn't dead yet, so I hope one of Sava's vitality potions will help her recover. Only time will tell."



***


I gathered the dead Demonstar mage acolyte's belongings up in my Dimensional Storage and returned with my heartwielders for another day of training. I happily noticed that quite a few of them were working harder than ever before. Ordinarily, I would have wanted to wait a month or more before letting any of the elves at the peak of zeal accumulation attempt to break through to mage acolyte, but I wanted to reinforce the town as quickly as possible. After all, I had affairs back in the capital to deal with and every day Nela spent here was a day she couldn't spend saving what was left of the Songstone Clan elsewhere.


So, I reluctantly let my students convince me to preside over a series of four mage acolyte ascension ceremonies. All the elves were already fit and healthy, so when combined with a quality vitality potion like the ones I could provide they all had a very good chance of reaching mage acolyte successfully. One by one, the gathered mage acolytes pierced their own stomachs with a ceremonial dagger. Their companions tended to them while they bled and struggled to integrate their spellhearts with their bodies.


Three of them succeeded without issue, which I'm told is a ratio any clan would be proud of. One couldn't integrate her spellheart properly and the magical backlash tore through her body in such a devastating way that there was nothing I could do to save her. She passed away and I collected her wisp to be sent back to the Hearthwood. I couldn't help but feel a little twinge of guilt at not forcing her to practice for at least another week before attempting the ascension ceremony.


The three mage acolytes who succeeded became part of Nela and Jynna's training regimen, and I continued to drill the remaining heartwielders.


While overseeing the day's practice session, a new letter popped up in my Dimensional Storage. I'd been keeping Mac apprised of the situation here and in the capital through letters, while he did the same for me as he kept an eye on the Hearthwood.


I wouldn't have been surprised to see another note from Mac, but this letter was from Argona.




Father,

Mac's been telling me all about your troubles over in Coppersand. The world outside the Hearthwood certainly sounds like a strange and dangerous place, but if it's where those sandbeetles you've been sending us come from it can't be all bad. I've been practicing making enchantments with Mac's help, and I think I've built a few weapons and tools the elves you're helping might find useful. You'll find them in your Dimensional Storage.

From your daughter,

Argona





I smiled and tucked the letter away and I pulled out the weapons Argona mentioned in the letter. They were made of the unadorned ironwood grown in the Hearthwood but inscribed with lines of power. In this case, that mostly meant sharpness, strength, and the ability to cut. Every line was carved with Argona's delicate and sturdy hand. There were also quite a few healing and defensive talismans included. All the enchantments were fairly low powered, but they were more than adequate for a heartwielder's armaments.


I was a little concerned that Argona's closest friend seemed to be Mac, an obsessive AI with an ego too big for his hard drive. I could only hope that spending so much time with him wouldn't affect my sweet and innocent daughter's personality in any negative ways.


Things were just starting to settle back down when we had another set of guests from the Demonstar Clan. The locals were able to deal with this group without Nela's help and doing so was a major boost to morale. Between that and clearing out the local monsters, both the rescued Songstone Clanswomen and the townsfolk were joyous at the current state of things here in Coppersand.


Nela, Jynna, and I were all beginning to get nervous though. We'd hoped that the Demonstar Clan would just write this town off as a loss. After all, there were many towns to claim and the Demonstar Clan wasn't just moving on Coppersand. There was plenty of territory to take from the Sakaku Clan since the cult appeared to be only protecting their puppet's name and major settlements. With any luck, they'd turn their attention to an easier target.


But it looked like that wasn't going to happen. They wanted Coppersand and were willing to keep sending mage acolytes to get it. Jynna was heading back to Bronzeridge every few days and only checking on us occasionally to see if we wanted to head back to the capital. Nela knew she was needed elsewhere, and I was also starting to get anxious to return to the palace. I'd consumed dozens of Tivana's potions by now and I was could feel I was nearly ready to begin attempting to bond with an aura fragment.


Just when we were beginning to think our worries were in vain and Coppersand was safe enough for us to leave, disaster struck.








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










IT WAS MORNING on a clear, cloudless day. The many worlds hovering above us lit brightly in the morning light. There were two minor suns in the sky that I didn't recognize, so I assumed this planet had started orbiting a new pair of lesser celestial bodies. The elves ignored their planet's windy and turbulent course as though having new suns in the sky was an ordinary and unremarkable occurrence. There was a new planet hovering above us too, getting closer by the day. its landmasses were now discernible to my enhanced vision, and I found myself wondering if it was inhabited, and if so, by who. I tried to ask around, but the elves I was training were far more concerned with reaching mage acolyte as quickly as possible.


Several more of their number had hit the peak of zeal accumulation thanks to my frequent spellheart enhancements. I'd even brought some of the sunlight aspect mage acolytes over to help me tutor the heartwielders in additional combat spells. More of the townsfolk started participating in my training sessions, and I did my best to prepare spells for them as well. Fortunately, many of them practiced earth aspect cultivation, which I was well versed in.


I was startled out of my lecture by an unexpected cluster of black dots in the sky. A few of my pupils saw what I was squinting at and turned to take in the dots as well.


I stared long and hard at them, and after a few seconds I noticed they were getting bigger. Gauging the size and distance, I guessed this was a group of four elves riding on flying swords. That wouldn't be unusual if those four figures were headed to the capital, but I'd been keeping an eye on these airborne figures and was starting to realize that they were headed right for Coppersand.


"Master Theo?" One of the elves I'd been teaching said uncertainly. "What are those things in the air?"


"They're visitors. And unless Nela is expecting someone, I don't think they're going to be friendly." I glanced around at the gathered group of heartwielders. "Class is canceled for the day. Pack some supplies and be ready to move at a moment’s notice."


The surrounding elves glanced at each other nervously, but over the past week they'd learned to listen to what I said without much fuss. They hurriedly dispersed to their temporary or permanent residences and packed up what belongings they had.


Nela was staring up at the sky when I found her. She took quick notice of my approach and shot me a small glance before setting her sights back on the horizon. "You spotted them too?"


"I did." I replied. "You didn't happen to invite anyone else out here, did you?"


Nela shook her head.


"It could be a couple of mage acolytes." I said hopefully.


"They've been flying for a long time now. An ordinary flying sword wouldn't stay in the air that long unless a true mage was riding it. That means they're either true mages or mage acolytes burning through zeal crystals like twigs on a fire. Either case means they're someone important." Nela straightened her shirt and patted the dust off.


"Is Baroness Jynna still here?"


"No." Nela sighed. "She left for Bronzeridge again this morning. She left me a transmission stone to contact her, but these visitors would make it here before her."


"I see." Nela agreed to have the mage acolytes she'd been training lead all my heartwielders out of town behind a convenient nearby ledge. The townsfolk followed soon after, and Coppersand was quickly reduced to a ghost town.


Nela and I stood near the center of the town, awaiting our guests. I buried my flying sword just under my feet. A small layer of dust obscured it from sight, but with a thought I could activate it and carry Nela and myself to safety.


The four unexpected guests spotted us from the air and touched down in front of us. Now that they were close enough to see clearly, I spotted matching crimson robes on each of them.


Nela caught my eye and nodded, mouthing the word, 'Demonstar'.


I squinted at the cluster of four and a scan confirmed that all four of them were true mages.


"Four true mages." I whispered. "Isn't that all the Demonstar matriarchs in total? Why would all of them show up here?"


Nela shrugged. "This town mines a lot of copper, but it isn't that valuable. Your guess is as good as mine."


One of the four Demonstar matriarchs stepped to the front. She was clearly the leader amongst the four and the other three all looked towards her deferentially.




Lycara Demonstar (late true mage, level 29)





"She's a late true mage." I hissed. "Do you want to run?" I'd evaded a late true mage before, but it hadn't been easy, and it hadn't been safe. I was a lot stronger now, but the thought of a long chase still made me anxious.


"Let's wait." Nela said. "I want to hear what they say."


Lycara Demonstar strode over to us like a woman scrutinizing a pair of looters stealing undergarments from her bedchamber.


"I'd ask the two of you what you're doing in my town," Lycara said demandingly, "but I can guess you're here to cause trouble."


"I don't believe this is a town under the Demonstar Clan's governance." Nela replied frostily.


"What you believe is irrelevant." Lycara snapped. "Don't think I don't know who you are, Nela Songstone. For a while we debated whether we'd let you flee for your life or if we'd go and hunt you down and kill you. Originally, we were undecided, but your current meddling has caused me to withdraw what mercy I'd previously planned to offer you. Now I'll kill you and lock away your wisp in my bag of holding until it fades to nothing."


Nela's jaw tightened. "I've long suspected our differences were irreconcilable. It's strange to think that you once served the Songstone Clan as vassals. I remember my mother spoke highly of your tribe. If only she knew your loyalty was weak in comparison to your greed."


"The era of the Songstone is over!" Lycara hissed. "And you should have died with it! I'll be fixing that now."


Nela's aura burst to life around her. Lycara held her hand up, holding back her other matriarchs as she curled her fingers into claws. Lines of crimson formed around them, and I could hear a faint echo of some terrible beast emanating from somewhere within her shadow.


Lycara attacked first, and Nela met her blow with her spear. The auras of the two true mages met as they fought, and I could see Nela's aura was far less dense in the air around her. Nela wasn't on the same level as this Demonstar true mage, and her defenses quickly shattered. My golden-haired elf was thrown backwards, and her weapon flew from her hand.


I stomped on the ground under me and scattered the dirt and dust concealing my flying sword. I sent a burst of zeal into the flying treasure beneath me and took to the air. I maneuvered my sword under me to catch both Nela and her spear.


I was about to turn and retreat in the direction of Bronzeridge when Lycara said something that caught my interest.


"Don't think I don't recognize you as well, Theo of the Hearthwood!" Lycara shouted. "I know you're the reason that little brat was able to cultivate as fast as she has!"


I cocked my head over my shoulder. "I'm glad to hear my work is appreciated, though I can't claim all the credit. You haven't seen the number of long days Nela's put in to get this far."


Lycara snorted. "You should have stayed in the capital."


"I really have to know, who told you so much about me? It's somewhat frightening to think you have skilled informants." I said.


Lycara stood straighter and gave me a predatory grin. "As head matriarch, I have to deal with unsavory types for the good of my clan. One such unsavory group is the Seven Snake Syndicate. They're a pitiful band of washed-up has-beens, but they had quite a bit of information on you and your clan that they parted with quite cheaply."


Most of the information the Seven Snake Syndicate had on the Hearthwood Clan probably came from just asking Eltiana. It seemed the syndicate had no intention of protecting the family of one of its members. I realized I'd have to deal with them, just like I'd need to deal with the Demonstar Clan.


"Thank you for the information." I said. "Here's a bent copper for that." I plucked a rusty, beat-up Macmark. It was one of the early prototypes with a picture of Mac's cube and my own face drawn in its most condescending expression.


Lycara snatched the coin out of the air, glanced at it, then glared at me furiously. Meanwhile, I was already making my getaway. The true mage dashed back to her flying sword, her companions following soon after. I fed Nela a vitality potion, and she quickly pulled herself back together.


"That was dumb." I said when she got a grip on herself again.


Nela hung her head. "You're right. I just figured... we've taken on true mages before, and if the Demonstar Clan's matriarchs were defeated, it would go a long way to driving them off."


"You'd need a perfect opportunity for that." I said as we flew. I shot a glance over my shoulder and saw that the four Demonstar matriarchs were following us. "You'll just need to be patient and be ready to strike when such an opportunity presents itself."


Behind us, the Demonstar matriarchs were slowly gaining ground. Their flying swords looked similar to mine in design, but they were clearly a bit faster.


I'd long since taken the time to study the flying enchantment that powered my sword but had found the configuration baffling. The flight stabilizers and the control diagrams were simple enough. By comparison, the body of the sword itself was downright mystical. It was as though someone tried to glue fins and a steering wheel on a bird. Whoever made the sword itself was leagues ahead of the enchanter who made it into a vehicle.


But that presented the problem of not knowing how to make myself faster. Would more power speed me up or tear me out of the sky?


I wasn't sure, so for now I tried a more primitive approach to slowing our pursuers down.


"Make sure I don't crash into anything." I instructed Nela as I turned around. Then I started throwing things.


At these speeds, all I had to do was call something out of my Dimensional Storage and let it fall away from me. It would quickly rocket backwards in the direction of our pursuers. Mac told me I had a bad habit of filling my Dimensional Storage with junk, but that junk certainty came in handy here. A whole pile of discarded clothes popped into existence before me, flying backwards and striking one of the Demonstar matriarchs in the face. She started tumbling out of the sky as she grabbed at the clothes and yanked them off her.


A pair of old shoes I'd thrown struck another, followed by a pile of colorful rocks and broken jewelry.


"Stop that!" Lycara demanded. She flew to the front and cast a spell that created a giant crimson shell in front of her. Anything that struck the phantom image of a shell was deflected and bounced harmlessly aside.


I grabbed a fistful of scrap iron and tossed it at the shield. The iron struck the shield, causing warbling fluctuations to run through the entire spell as the iron destabilized the zeal that it was made of.


Lycara grew furious as her spell fell apart just in time for a pair of undergarments to strike her in the face. In an angry huff, she pointed her finger at Nela and me, summoning a bolt of deadly energy at her fingertip.


Lycara's attacks had aspects of force zeal in them, especially that shield spell I'd just dissipated. I snatched at those particles of zeal as they trailed off into the distance and used them to activate the shield enchantment on my vambraces. The enchantment sprung to life, generating a small shield of force zeal similar to what I'd just seen Lycara use against us.


Lycara's bolt of energy shot out of her fingertip and transformed itself into a fiery crimson phoenix. It collided with my shield and burst into a gout of fire that singed my skin.


"We're almost within the territory of Bronzeridge." Nela said. "They won't dare to chase us there when we've got Jynna on our side."


I nodded silently and started dropping altitude. I was confidant I could push my sword a little harder, but I wasn't sure how long I could sustain a faster speed. Our pursuers would have a more difficult time chasing us if they had to weave through obstacles on the ground. We were nearing the rocky cliff faces I'd instructed the townsfolk and Songstone survivors to hide in.


I really had instructed them to hide, but their recent hours of training and the massive leaps in power most of their experiences had given them newfound confidence. Shortly after descending from the sky, I heard a dozen muffled shouts.


"They're from the Demonstar Clan! Those traitorous scum betrayed our clan at the first chance they got!"


"Masters Theo and Nela are in danger! We have to help them!"


"Even true mages can't fight all of us, right?"


More than a dozen spells flared to life among the rocks. Most of them were the One Star Palm of Light, and I knew my students were rushing to my aid. "Get out of here and hide!" I yelled.


But this was the one time they chose not to listen to me. Presented with the opportunity to test their new limits, many heartwielders and mage acolytes shot beams of light at our pursuers or hurled pointed rocks.


Alone, each of the attacks would have been too weak to be so much as an annoyance to the true mages. With more than two hundred, they were forced to erect defenses. I waited until those defenses were nearly finished and the weak attacks of mage acolytes and heartwielders had no chance of breaking through when I tossed another fistful of iron scrap and dissipated the shields once again.


Lycara growled as her shield collapsed a second time. She glared at the elves on the ground around her like looking at a swarm of insects. By the look on her face, she knew she had to keep pursuing us, but she really wanted to deal with these insignificant assailants.


"Break away and deal with vermin. At least the Songstone survivors were kind enough to gather themselves in one place for us. After we wipe them out here, we'll head north and wipe out this Hearthwood Clan the Syndicate told us about." Lycara said.


That last line made me nervous, but I had to focus on the fight at hand. I grabbed one of the heartwielder's I'd trained. "Run as fast as you can into Bronzeridge. Try to find Baroness Jynna. We should technically be within the area under Jynna's governance, so get her out here with some backup for us."


The elf nodded and swiftly departed. Nela and I focused on drawing the attention of the matriarchs and striking a blow whenever they focused too much on chasing down the mage acolytes and heartwielders. Despite our best efforts, our trainees were getting picked off one at a time. Out of two hundred, more than thirty were already dead. Nela and I had managed to score a few good blows against the lesser matriarchs, but Lycara kept on top of us so much that we could never do more than hit one with an occasional attack.


Our mounting casualties meant the tides were quickly tipping in favor of the four Demonstar matriarchs. There were less heartwielders and mage acolytes to draw attention away from the others, and those that were left were either wounded or running out of zeal. I winced as I watched one of my students get torn in half by a phantom claw.


Just as I was considering our options for a mass retreat, I heard a horn blowing in the distance.


"The Demonstar Clan has grown bold as of late." a figure shouted from the distance. I looked at the speaker and spotted an unfamiliar elf. She hovered in the air on a flying sword not unlike my own. Her arms were crossed as she stared at the Demonstar Clan matriarchs.




Spirelord of Bronzeridge (mid true mage, level 25)





Lycara frowned at the intruder, but upon realizing she was weaker than herself, Lycara snorted. "This is the Demonstar Clan's business. Keep to your affairs and we'll keep to ours."


The Spirelord stared and I saw a smile creep up the side of her face. "I don't think so."


"You're in violation of the royal land disbursement charters penned by Dean the Destroyer himself." Baroness Jynna said from the pilot's seat of her airship. Nearly a dozen other true mages stood behind her. Several pulled out flying swords, carpets, and cushions of their own and took to the air by the airship's side.


"If it isn't the Spirelords of Bronzeridge…" Lycara clucked her tongue. "I didn't realize you were so united these days."


"We're happy to compete against each other when peace allows, but if someone like you threatens Bronzeridge or its interests..." An older Spirelord with pure white hair glared at the Demonstar matriarchs and looked to her companions for support.


The leader of the Demonstar Clan looked between her own matriarchs and the gathered Spirelords. She weighed her odds and apparently found them not in her favor.


"Fine then." Lycara hissed at the spirelords. "But I will remember this insult when I reach the wizard realm."


"If you reach the wizard realm." The white-haired spirelord said. "None of us can guarantee the wizard realm. Otherwise we would not all be stuck at true mage for so long."


Lycara curled her lip in distaste. "You know nothing of the plans I have in motion, old hag. When I first manifested a body, you were at the same level you're at now. Look at you, over a century of cultivation and you're not any stronger to show for it."


The Spirelord shrugged off the insult and returned only a cold gaze. Without any further exchanges of words, the Demonstar clan matriarchs gathered themselves and fled into the distance.


Baroness Jynna turned to the spirelords. "Thank you all for coming."


Jynna gave her companions a shallow bow, which they returned to her.


"Think nothing of it." The white-haired spirelord said. "It's rare that we have the opportunity to get together like this. Perhaps I can use this as an opportunity to talk one of you out of your share of this year's harvest of Bronzeflower Dew?"


Another Spirelord snorted. "You're not the only one of us with an aging body. We're all trying to extend our lifespans."


The Spirelords devolved into internal argument the moment the need for unity collapsed. They headed back to Bronzeridge in small groups while Nela and I did our best to save the wounded elves below us. Jynna promised to grant an allocation of land to the elves for them to build new homes closer to Bronzeridge.


The townsfolk were upset about having a long trip to the copper rich earth they were used to, but Jynna promised them that Bronzeridge could provide protection during these troubled times. The Songstone survivors mostly looked at it as a temporary residence until Nela could pick them up again and lead them to the Hearthwood.


"This is just going to keep happening, isn't it?" Nela said with a sigh as she watched the townsfolk and her clanswomen set themselves to building a settlement.


"Yes." I agreed. "I'm afraid just reaching true mage isn't enough to end all your troubles. It just means you're strong enough to lift a heavier burden."


Nela let out a long, slow breath as she leaned against me. "And here I thought my sister Yulli had it easy."








CHAPTER NINETEEN










BARONESS JYNNA WAS kind enough to give me a ride back to the capital, though Nela stayed behind to continue rallying Songstone survivors and keep an eye on the Demonstar Clan's movements. She had a long excursion planned deep into Sakaku Clan territory to retrieve a few important artifacts her clan had stashed away and felt it would be best if she worked this one alone. I gave her as many bottles of vitality potions as she could take and stuffed her bag of holding full of healing talismans.


I'd returned just in time to catch dinner with everyone who'd stayed back at the palace.


“You’ve been a busy man as of late, Theo.” Melise said over dinner. We were having a quiet feast tonight. Having urgent business to attend to, Illiel, Nela, Eltiana, and Sava all left as soon as they'd polished off their plates.


“We’ve all been busy.” I said. “But as for me? If you can call spending all day peering into a bag looking at magic clouds of dust busy, then I suppose I have been.”


“Body cultivation?” Yorik asked.


I nodded. “I’ve been keeping up with that. The princess gave me a few potions that are helping me refine earth zeal from Dean’s orb faster. I can manage drawing from it for over an hour now before I tap out.”


Yorik nodded in approval, and I took the opportunity to ask about how everyone else was doing.


“Terrible.” Assyrus said.


And she did look terrible. Her hair was messier and her posture slouched. Her eyes had bags under them from long nights with little sleep, and she’d been eating dinner as though she were busy trying to forget something else. The way her eyes darted around suspiciously gave her a paranoid air, and she shifted closer to Yorik for protection.


“There aren’t any vampires here.” I comforted. “Nor are there any assassins to pop out at you from the shadows.”


“But there’s still a wizard…” Assyrus said, collapsing into Yorik. “And she’s been lurking around me recently.” Assyrus whipped her head around at that moment, scanning the room behind her to make sure the wizard she was talking about wasn’t ready to jump her at a moment’s notice.


“Maybe you should stay in Sava’s shop?” I suggested. “At least that way you’d be out of the palace.”


“But then I’d run into the assassins.” Assyrus moped. “Chief Antgut was right. The world beyond the Hearthwood is terrifying. I never should have left.”


“I admit, you’ve been the least lucky out of all of us.” I said. “If you want, you can stick by my side and cultivate. Though I expect to actually get some cultivation done, mind you.”


“Train with me.” Yorik suggested. By now, she’d become well-acquainted with all the sparring rooms in the palace. Several true mage servants and guards had lost a fight to her after checking her cultivation and thinking she was only an early mage acolyte. Even after that, she had no shortage of sparring partners as elves all over the castle wanted to test themselves against an orc body cultivator.


I asked them both for any news about the identities of those assassins we’d fought off, but nobody had turned up any clues. Even Korra’s private investigation revealed nothing of their identities.


“Whoever they were,” Korra said, “they must be a somewhat powerful organization. Deploying four true mages isn’t that hard for big clans and major factions, but it’s not something every two-copper family is capable of.”


“Do you think it’s the Demonstar Clan?” I asked. “They’re the most likely suspects.”


“I asked around,” Korra agreed. “And none of their matriarchs are in the city. The Demonstar Clan has been very busy between Nela pulling together the remaining factions loyal to the Songstone Clan and you pointing the palace guard in their direction. Unless they’ve got a lot of hidden true mages, there’s no way they were behind this. All their true mages are accounted for.”


“Then it must be the cult.” I shrugged. “I expected they’d target me again.”


“Maybe.” Korra shrugged. “The Cult of the Unblinking Eye employs plenty of assassins, but these four didn’t clean up after themselves the way cult agents usually do. The cult is fond of dealing with these things by using mind magic. The four who attacked you worked very hard to avoid crowded locations where they might be spotted, and they refrained from using any spells at all that might give away their aspects.”


“That’s certainly a mystery.” I agreed. “And not one I like hanging over our heads. But they’ll show themselves sooner or later. We just need to be smart and ready for them when they do.”


Assyrus eventually decided to train with Yorik, and Melise filled me in on what had made the other girls leave so hastily.


“Illiel’s decided to read every book in the library.” Melise began. “I went with her once and don’t hold high hopes of her accomplishing her goal. You could spend a lifetime flipping pages there and not finish reading through the books on the first floor. Though I suppose that as a mind cultivator Illiel can grow stronger in the library faster than anywhere else.


“Nela went with Baroness Jynna back outside the capital. She’s gathering up Songstone loyalists using the connections of the clanswoman we rescued. Some weaker ones are being sent back to the Hearthwood, while Nela’s rallying others to Baroness Jynna’s estate in Bronzeridge.”


“Baroness Jynna’s doing us a great favor then.” I said. “We’ll have to thank her somehow.”


“As for Sava?” Melise continued. “She’s having some trouble with the local shopkeepers. After a week selling thousands of vitality potions she’s thrown the green mountain into chaos! A few of the better-connected alchemists are trying to do something about her�. I heard a rumor that the shop’s owner had some outstanding debts to be dealt with and they’re using those as leverage.”


“Unless they know the queen,” I said, “I think we’re better connected than they are. But we can’t be asking Princess Tivana to resolve all our problems. Hopefully, Sava can clear this up on her own. What about Eltiana?”


Melise shrugged and Korra looked up from the forkful of fish she’d been toying with.


“Eltiana’s at a meeting.” Korra said. “She didn’t say with whom, but I’m guessing she’s with the Seven Snake Syndicate.”


“I hope it’s the promotion she’s been dreaming of.” I said. “But I have a feeling they’re just going to give her another job. Slipping the palace guards information was easy, but the princess advised me not to stir up too much trouble. If this snake syndicate asks for something else along those lines, I’m going to have to veto it.”


Korra shrugged and grabbed another fish, even though she was still toying with the one on her plate.


“Oh, and my guild contacted me.” Korra said so casually it had to have been planned.


I raised an eyebrow. “And what did they say?”


“Nothing much.” Korra shrugged. “They just wanted to offer you an invitation to the World of Tooth and Claw.”


“That’s an interesting proposal.” I said. “How do they expect to get me there?”


“Without a planetary alignment, you’d either need a powerful void ship, a portal, or a teleportation array.” Korra explained. “The Deanian Queendom doesn’t have a portal to the world of Tooth and Claw, but once you reach true mage, you’ll be strong enough to survive using a teleportation array.”


“That’s why we didn’t teleport to the capital.” Melise said. “Teleportation is quite stressful on the body. Mage acolytes and heartwielders get torn to pieces. Though I’m told teleportation across worlds is even more violent considering the vast distances.”


Korra shook her head vigorously. “That may be true for other worlds, but my guild controls a special array that makes the trip far gentler. Besides, if Theo reaches Bronze Skin in the Blackgorge Fiendbody, he’ll be tough enough to survive what even most wizards can’t.”


“I’ll consider your guild’s invitation once I reach true mage or Bronze Skin.” I said noncommittally.


“But…” Korra tried to come up with a reason to make me more eager but trailed off midway. “…that’s probably for the best.” She let out a breath as the tension fell from her shoulders and she gobbled down the fish that she’d been toying with before patting her stomach contentedly.


“Teleportation arrays and adventures on other worlds.” Noggen said as he approached our table, empty plate in hand. “Sounds exciting! Do you mind if I grab a little of that fish?”


The dwarf quickly stuffed himself while the rest of us finished up. Around a mouthful of food, he said, “Are you coming to the meat-and-greet tomorrow? Quite a few important people from the capital will be there. I’m told there will be lots of free food just as good as this stuff.” The dwarf gestured to the rapidly diminishing bounty in the center of the table. “And I might be able to see some of my old… patients.” The dwarf chuckled as red hue filled his cheeks.


“Do you mean a meet-and-greet?” I asked. “Nobody’s told me about any social events happening tomorrow.”


“Some people might call it that.” Noggen agreed. “But I like to call it a MEAT-and-greet. Even though event is happening in the palace, it’s actually being hosted by the Moonbow Clan. They’re quite fond of hunting, thus you can always expect a wide variety of magical monster meats.”


Yorik, who’d previously started snoring at the mention of a social event, immediately perked up.


“It would be nice to get to know all the major players in town. I hope the Demonstar Clan shows up.” I grinned.


Noggen shook my hand vigorously. “I’m sure you’ll be very popular at the party. Just make sure to tell everyone that you sometimes help me with power stone extractions. You mentioned you wanted to, so I brought it up in a few conversations.” Noggen chuckled awkwardly. “I may have let them think that you’d be the man behind their blindfolds.”


“That sounds rather unfortunate for you.” I replied. “Just hope they don’t ask me that question.”



***


I finished my daily ritual of drawing more earth zeal from Dean’s orb early that morning, leaving plenty of time for me to meet up with Noggen.


“The event’s being held in one of the peripheral reception chambers.” Noggen replied. “I’m not sure if you’ve ever been there. It’s the room with the lake and a beach inside of it?”


“I have.” I replied, and I opened one of the doors in the hallway to take us there.


The peripheral reception chamber was already buzzing with activity by the time we arrived. Elves wearing the brownish leathers of the Moonbow Clan hustled left and right as they hurriedly carted plates of sausages and meat cakes.


Near the entrance, I caught sight of Yorik scraping a server’s tray clean and dumping fistfuls of appetizers down her gullet. Behind her and looking equally out of place, Assyrus scanned the room warily. Across the room, I saw Eltiana dressed in a server’s uniform awkwardly serving from a tray of fried wild bird wings. A few nearby servers shook their head at Eltiana’s poor form as a server, and I wondered what my little ninja was up to.


“Well then, Noggen,” I said, “how do we go about this? I’d like to make introductions with a few important people from the major clans so I can get a feel for them.”


Noggen nodded sagely, cupped his fingers around his mouth, and shouted, “Everyone! Come meet my assistant! That’s right, this is the man who’ll be helping me with power stone energy extractions from now on!”


Those who hadn’t taken notice of the two of us on our informal entrance were now very much aware of our presence. Elves of all clans turned towards me, many with intrigued gazes. They glanced between me and Noggen, confused and wary.


Eventually a few of them overcame their embarrassment at being close to Noggen and walked over to talk to me.


“I heard a rumor that the princess had taken in a rather handsome guest.” One elf from a clan called Bluefield said. “Though I could have sworn she said you wouldn’t be able to make it today. I suppose I should have known better. If Dean the Destroyer was any indication, chakas love a good party.”


I shrugged. “The princess thinks I’m still cultivating. I was cultivating until a moment ago, but I couldn’t overcome my curiosity. Tell me about the Bluefield Clan.”


“We tend to the lands southwest of the capital. The Moonbow Clan is our eastern neighbor, and the Songstone Clan used to be our northern neighbor. We grow quite a few herbs to feed the alchemy trade here, though we’ve also started mining the eastern mountains now that Songstone Clan is no longer around to do so.” The elf explained, doing her best to ignore Noggen waving his hands at her side.


“What about politics?” I asked. “What’s the Bluefield Clan’s opinion on current events?”


“We try to stay out of trouble for the most part.” The elf explained. “We’re a clan of humble earth cultivators and we’d rather not get caught up in the chaos of politics. I’m only in the capital because I’m overseeing a little exchange with the Loftwealthios family on behalf of my clan.”


The elf continued to chat with me for a while. The way the representatives of other clans patiently waited their turn to speak suggested that the Bluefield Clan was more powerful and influential than the elf I was speaking to let on.


Eventually, it was an elf from the Moonbow Clan who butted in.


“Did you like the bow I gave you?” She asked hopefully. It took me a moment to place the elf as one of the Moonbow Clan true mage’s I’d met in Bronzeridge.


“I haven’t gotten the chance to fire it.” I admitted. “But it does have a nice feel to it.”


“That’s a terrible shame.” The Moonbow Clan elf said. “Why don’t you come to my estate tonight and I’ll teach you how to hit a target with it?”


“Ahem.” The Bluefield Clan elf cleared her throat. “We were busy discussing the secrets of earth cultivation. This respectable man wants to break into the true mage ranks with an earth-aspect aura fragment. As a true mage from the Bluefield Clan, I’m better suited to teaching him what he wants to learn than you are.”


The Moonbow Clan elf snorted. “Your clan may lead the neutral factions, but your supporters are shrinking by the day. Soon, even your clan will have to choose between the princess and the countess.”


“We choose the Queen.” The Bluefield elf responded easily. “And her father the Destroyer. When either returns this petty squabble will be settled with a few words.”


“Perhaps they will return to us in a hundred years. Or maybe a thousand.” The Moonbow Clan elf shrugged. “My clan prefers to focus on the here and now.”


“Ladies!” I said. “Let’s not make this an unpleasant event.” I rested a hand on the Moonbow Clan elf’s shoulders. “I’ll have to take you up on that offer to learn to shoot some other time.”


The Bluefield Clan elf’s face lit up as she realized she’d won my attention, and she was about to say as much when I heard a throat clear behind me.


“P-princess!” Both elves squeaked.


I hurriedly pulled my hands off both elf’s shoulders and strode over to Tivana.


“I’ve never seen you dressed for pleasure rather than combat.” I said as I looked the princess’ silky black dress up and down.


“I used to wear this dress all the time.” Tivana explained. “These days, I don’t wear it so often. But I should be asking you why you’re here.”


“I’m mingling.” I explained. I lowered my voice. “Why haven’t you secured the loyalty of the Bluefield Clan? They seem better disposed to your mother than your aunt. You could leverage that and get them answering to you.”


Tivana crossed her arms. “I can protect this country on my own until my mother or grandfather come to lift this burden from me. Besides, they all think I’m a tyrant at this point anyways.”


I asked Tivana to explain that to me. With a sigh, she said, “When I realized the Cult of the Unblinking Eye had infiltrated The Sakaku Clan and three others, I couldn’t afford to wait and win supporters. Waiting days or months for the approval of the clans and major families would have played right into the cult’s hands. So instead I left in person and razed all three clans to the ground over the span of a week. You were there when I finished cleaning up the Sakaku Clan in the Hearthwood.”


“And as a result, the other clans are trembling in fear, thinking you simply found them distasteful one day, so you exterminated them all.” I said. “You saved the entire Deanian Queendom by acting early, but you paid the price in losing your reputation.”


“My reputation isn’t worth much.” Tivana replied. “In these difficult times, I’m happy to sell it to keep our enemies at bay.”


“Suit yourself.” I shrugged. “Will this aunt of yours be showing up today? I’d like to see who our opponent is.”


“Our?”


I smiled and pulled one of Tivana’s hands off where it was crossed over her chest and into my own hands. “Yes, ours. After all you’ve done for us, the Hearthwood Clan is on your side, whether you want our help or not.”


Tivana’s face flushed, and she hurriedly turned away. “I appreciate the offer of support, but I have no use for a clan with two true mages to their name. As for meeting my aunt? You’ll have to leave disappointed. There’s no way she’d—“


“No way I’d what, niece?” A gorgeous beauty said as she stepped into view. Her motions were smooth and elegant, like slowly drifting through the air. I glanced to where she’d come from and saw lingering threads of mind magic splashed about in a manner that resembled Illiel’s inconspicuousness spell. The spell quickly collapsed under my scrutiny and the mind magic evaporated like the spell had never been there.


“Hello, Aunt Frostweaver.” Tivana replied coolly.


It didn’t take a genius to figure out why this royal clanswoman was named Frostweaver. She’d forsaken the black and white colors of her family in favor of shining silver and ice the color of a glacier at twilight.


It was ice, I realized. Her entire dress was sewn from sheets of thin frost. Through some twist of magic, she’d made those sheets of ice flexible enough to bend and twist over her body, trailing behind her as she walked. The dress seemed to melt at the edges only to reform as constant waves of frost zeal flowed through the dress.


“So, this is my father’s old friend.” Countess Frostweaver said as she touched my cheek with the back of her hand. “And my daughter’s new one.”


Tivana wrapped her arm around mine and pulled me towards her. “Theo is my guest, not yours, aunt.”


Countess Frostweaver laughed lightly. “If our clan’s founder is any indication, chakas love to be shared.”


Countess Frostweaver dropped her reaching arm and the silver chains shook on her wrists like ornate manacles. Now that I knew where to look, I saw the silver chains she wore wrapped around her entire body, but especially her wrists and ankles. The silver chains around her neck bore a tiny weight carved with an inhumanly seductive smile, disturbed only by the pair of vampiric fangs that hid behind plush lips.


“So, you’re Illiel’s mother.” I said. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”


“You guessed it after all.” Countess Frostweaver smiled. “Though I’m sure little Illiel never told you. Truthfully, she won’t be any daughter of mine unless she manages to reach true mage. I tossed her out of the nest into the clutches of our nation’s neighbors and hoped to see her either fly or fall. With your help, she might find wings yet.”




Countess Frostweaver (mid sorcerer, level 45)





That was all the information I could derive out of a sorcerer-level mind mage without Mac’s help. I sensed tremendous waves of frost zeal emanating from her. Though she’d quickly hidden her mind magic, I’d seen it clearly. She cultivated two zeal aspects like I did and was even a little stronger than the princess beside me.


“Surely you could lend her more help than I?” I replied hesitantly. “The vitality I emit aids cultivation, but wealth and knowledge can work wonders of their own.”


“If she will not walk into the arms of my goddess, then I will not help her rise.” Countess Frostweaver stroked the vampiric pendant on the chain around her neck. “But as for you? I could lend you my aid for your presence in my spire alone.”


I sensed Tivana’s hand tense around my arm. Though she said nothing, I could feel her eyes on me, scrutinizing me for the slightest twitch of interest.


I showed none as I surveyed the pair of sorcerers before me. The rest of the room cowered in terror, but more elves cowered on Countess Frostweaver’s side than on Tivana’s. I thought for a moment which side I should stand on and both my heart and my mind pointed to Tivana. She might be the weaker party here, but she was by no means weak.


I smiled, bowed, and inched myself closer to Tivana’s side.


“Venerated sorcerer,” I began. “You flatter me, but Princess Tivana has done much for my clan. You’d be hard pressed to help us as much as she has.”


“Oh, and how could I help the Hearthwood Clan?” Countess Frostweaver asked, revealing she’d already researched my origins. A few representatives of the Demonstar Clan looked up at the mention of the Hearthwood.


“As you know, our nation is not at peace. The Cult of the Unblinking Eye threatens our borders. Recently, they’ve threatened my home.” I smiled slyly. “If you could help us deal with these invaders and their agents placed within our country’s ranks, I would be forever grateful to you. As would our entire nation.”


Countess Frostweaver’s face darkened, as did those of a few elves on her side. The countess herself was associated with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye and was probably the leader of all their agents throughout Deania. I was essentially asking her to deal with herself, and those few who knew about the cult knew it. Reminding the neutral clans that Countess Frostweaver associated with the realm’s enemies would hopefully stir any patriotic hearts among them to Tivana’s side.


The Bluefield Clan representative I’d just been talking to looked particularly thoughtful. She pulled out a transmission stone that reminded me of what Tivana had given me and was about to step outside and send a message to her clan back home. She’d likely just realized Countess Frostweaver’s connection to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye with my public hinting.


“Where do you think you’re scurrying off to, Bluefield?” Countess Frostweaver asked icily.


The Bluefield true mage quickly tucked the transmission stone back into her pocket and shrank in on herself. “N-nowhere, venerated sorcerer.” 


I cleared my throat. “The esteemed true mage from the Bluefield Clan offered to give me a demonstration on how to bond with an earth aspect aura fragment.” I explained. “She was just heading into the back room to prepare.”


While the Bluefield true mage had made no such offer, she bowed her head hastily and agreed. “That’s right! Theo is an incredibly promising and talented man and advancing him to true mage will benefit our country as much as gaining another wizard would.”


The Bluefield Clan had done well to choose this elf to represent them in the capital. She’d chosen her words carefully, so if Countess Frostweaver protested any further, the neutral clan’s doubts about her loyalty to the Deanian Queendom would only increase.


Finally, Countess Frostweaver tilted her head dismissively and turned to the Moonbow elves, who immediately began shouting fawning words of obeisance.



***


The Bluefield Clan representative really did demonstrate the process of assimilating an earth spellheart, and a few of the tips she provided gave me new ideas to try. But our biggest gains came when I got Tivana to sit down with her.


“Here, just take a seat for a little while.” I pleaded with the stubborn sorcerer. “Just be there while I answer a few questions.”


“So…” the Bluefield Clan representative asked hesitantly. “You’re really certain Countess Frostweaver is in league with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?”


“Why else would she not fly off with Princess Tivana to fight them?” I asked. “Not to mention the fact that I found her own daughter working for them. Though that daughter now works for me instead.”


The Bluefield Clan representative looked to Tivana for confirmation. The princess, arms still crossed, gave her a tiny nod of approval as she stared the Bluefield Clan representative down from across the table.


“Tell me again, what are the Bluefield Clan’s plans for the future?” I asked.


“To sow our crops, sell our goods, and mind our own business.” The representative replied.


“No, I mean your plans for war.” I asked. “What will you do when the Cult of the Unblinking Eye comes to burn your homes and slaughter your families?”


“That wouldn’t happen!” She said, flustered.


“It already has. Look at what’s happened to the Songstone Clan.” I shrugged. “You’re not much further south than the Songstone Clan. I imagine you’re next on their list.”


The face of the Bluefield Clan representative paled. “B-but that was the Sakaku Clan that wiped them out! They were ending a long-standing feud and rivalry!”


I shook my head. “The Sakaku Clan’s fate was even worse than the Songstone’s. At least the Songstone faced their death with dignity. The Sakaku Clan matriarchs had their minds ravaged by an archreaver until they were scarcely more than puppets.”


“You’re certain that isn’t just the usual spying, they’re really trying to take over the Deanian Queendom?” The representative asked again.


“They definitely weren’t just spying when they came knocking on my door.” I joked. “Give them along enough and they’ll be scrubbing the minds of the Bluefield Clan’s matriarchs dry as well and sending you in as cannon fodder for the next conquest.”


I gave the representative a detailed description of what Tim had done to the Sakaku Clan matriarchs. The representative’s face had long since gone pale and drawn with worry.


“You… have proof of this?”


I smiled faintly. “We have several Sakaku Clan survivors staying as guests of my clan in the Hearthwood forest. Two of them are Sakaku Clan wizards, though one only recently broke through to that realm from the true mage ranks. Right now, the Sakaku Clan matriarch we rescued from mind control is still unresponsive, but we have high hopes of fixing whatever was done to her, eventually.”


“Then I must impose on your clan as well.” The true mage said. “One of my clan’s matriarchs will go to see if they recognize one of these wizards. If everything you’ve told us is true, then we were wrong to doubt the princess’ claims when she said as much, and the safety of this entire region is at risk.”


“It is.” I assured. “Do what you need to do. Once you’ve confirmed the truth, you should speak with the princess and me again.” I placed a hand on the true mage’s shoulder. “We are strong enough to resist the Cult of the Unblinking Eye if we work together.”


The Bluefield Clan representative hurriedly left the room, already speaking into her transmission stone. I walked princess Tivana out of the room myself.


“Why did you do that?” Tivana asked me.


“Your aunt seemed to have more friends back there than you did.” I replied. “I’m winning a few new faces to our side.”


“The Bluefield Clan can’t help us.” Tivana said. “They’re earth cultivators, and they will fall to mind magic as easily as the Sakaku and Songstone Clans did. I’ve already been gathering aid from the death cultivators to the north because their abilities are a natural counter to mind magic.”


I shrugged. “Wars are fought with more than soldiers on the battlefield. Have you thought of raising additional fortifications to fight off the Cult of the Unblinking Eye when they invade?”


“Stone walls do not stop mind magic.” Tivana replied.


“I suppose you’re right.” I shrugged. “But mind magic, and the danger it represents, is largely unknown in the Deanian Queendom. Dean crafted these anti-mind magic pendants. If the people were aware of mind mages in their midst, perhaps we could release spells and items effective for countering them. If the elves here knew there were mind mages in their midst, they’d work hard to protect themselves. That way the elves of Deania wouldn’t be helpless.”


“Doing that could also cause a mass panic.” Tivana said, arms still folded. “I haven’t prevented knowledge of mind magic from spreading, I’ve just only made the effort to inform those who needed to know. It’s the Cult of the Unblinking Eye that suppresses the existence of mind magic in the eyes of heartwielders and mage acolytes.”


“I’m sure they have agents everywhere.” I replied. “They must be in every town and city by now if they worked so hard to infiltrate an unimportant place like the Hearthwood. But I don’t believe they’re so numerous that they can tweak every elf’s thoughts. Especially if Illiel and I can come up with some simple spells that resist mind magic. If you’d prefer, we can use the Hearthwood as a proving ground.”


Tivana sighed. “I don’t think it will hurt me, at any rate. If you want this to be your project, then let it be so. Just remember, your primary goal is to reach true mage as quickly as possible.”


I wrapped my hand around Tivana’s and smiled. “I don’t plan to let up for a moment.” I replied.


Tivana glanced down at my hand and her cheeks flushed pink for a moment before she abruptly stood up, turned on her heel, and disappeared.








CHAPTER TWENTY










WHEN I RETURNED to the peripheral reception chamber, Countess Frostweaver had already left. With both sorcerers gone, everyone had quickly returned to normal and began laughing and talking amongst themselves.


I threw a small shroud of informal mind magic around myself, molded after Countess Frostweaver’s version of Illiel’s inconspicuousness spell. With that up, I marched across the room in pursuit of one figure I’d spotted serving food who definitely wasn’t supposed to be a server.


I wasn’t the only one who noticed Eltiana serving food. The fried bird wings she was responsible for handing out had long since caught Yorik’s attention. Assyrus followed close behind, and even Korra was sampling the food Eltiana was carrying.


“Hello Eltiana.” I said as I picked a glass of wine off the table and poured it into an empty cup resting on a nearby table. “What manner of suspicious activity are you up to today?”


“She’s doing another menial task for the Seven Snake Syndicate.” Korra explained with a roll of her eyes.


“It’s not a menial job!” Eltiana insisted. “I’m sure this is very important work. I just don’t know how it fits in with the syndicate’s plans.”


“Menial task.” Korra said, gobbling down a wild chicken wing. “I get all my guild’s menial tasks, so I know a lackey when I see one. And you, Eltiana, are clearly a lackey for the Seven Snake Syndicate.” Korra tutted sadly. “Such a shame. In the Hearthwood forest you were a powerful matriarch. But here in the capital you’re an untalented servant girl spying on important people for an organization that cares less for you than you do for your throwing knives.”


In response, Eltiana bit her lower lip and puffed out her cheeks in a pout.


“Don’t be so harsh to her, Korra.” I said. “Information is valuable.” Then I turned to Eltiana. “So, tell me what you’ve learned.”


“The Seven Snake Syndicate ordered me to share this information with no one!” Eltiana protested.


I shot her a withering look and Eltiana hung her head briefly before telling me everything she knew.


Apparently the Demonstar Clan was in worse shape than I could have hoped. They still didn’t have a wizard, and the captain of the palace guard had taken my tip very seriously. She’d shown up to the Demonstar Clan headquarters in person several times, cowing them into submission.


She could only make arrests with evidence, but thankfully Nela and her rescued Songstone loyalists were happy to testify as much as needed. Many of the Demonstar Clan’s new mayors and governors were now locked away, and the old leaders oversaw those small villages and towns once again.


The Demonstar Clan, who’d once been the rising star amongst the capital’s most influential factions, had collided headfirst with a rock and found themselves unable to move any further forward.


Good. I trusted Nela to maneuver the Demonstar Clan’s moment of weakness into her own opportunity.


As I suspected, the Moonbow Clan had fully bowed their heads to Countess Frostweaver. The Moonbow Clan had even started building statues and shrines in the likeness of the goddess Countess Frostweaver mentioned, who I was beginning to suspect was less a religious symbol and more an actual person.


“The Bluefield Clan has remained neutral until now, but new rumors are spreading after today’s events that they’re thinking about taking the princess’ side in this royal conflict.” Eltiana explained. “Not to mention that rumors have been spreading concerning the handsome chaka who’s entered the city and apparently seduced the princess.”


I snorted. “Hardly. Though I can see why some might think that. She’s given me an awful lot of help lately. Anything else?”


Eltiana tried to cross her arms, then remembered she was carrying a plate of fried bird wings. “I’d know more if I wasn’t surrounded by you lot. I’m supposed to be eavesdropping right now, not explaining myself.”


Seeing that Eltiana was struggling with her plate of fried bird wings, Yorik redoubled her efforts to lighten the petite elf’s load by gobbling down everything that was left on her plate.


“Theo!” Noggen skipped over the tiles. His short dwarven form ducked under the arms of elves, with the speed of Korra but none of the nimbleness. “Just the man I wanted to see! What do you say about showing up at my workshop tonight? I’ve got seventeen volunteers willing to make power stones for me! You just need to show your face for a few minutes until I get the blindfolds on.”


Just then, Eltiana’s transmission stone vibrated. The purple-haired ninja handed what little remained of the tray of fried bird wings to Yorik as she dug through her servant’s tunic for the stone.


“It’s the syndicate!” Eltiana hissed as she pressed the stone to her ear.


“The Seven Snake Syndicate?” Noggen asked as he licked his fingers. He’d lent his aid to Yorik in polishing off what was left of Eltiana’s tray. “I know them! I used to buy the most titillating illusion stones of elves bathing in hot springs from them when I was just a little dwarf.” Noggen sighed wistfully. “Now that’s a profitable business.”


“I wonder how long it will be before they put Eltiana to the task of making those.” Korra chuckled.


I’d been studying Eltiana’s face throughout her conversation. I watched her eyes narrow as the voice inside the stone spoke to her and I saw her lips tremble and her face go pale. When she finally put the transmission stone back in her pocket, she turned towards me anxiously.


“What is it?” Korra demanded. “Was I right? Have they really decided to relegate you to the dwarven entertainment industry?”


Eltiana shook her head grimly. “She wants me to poison the food.”


Yorik and Noggen both anxiously looked at the food they’d been wolfing down and the mostly empty tray.


“Should we be talking about this here?” I asked. “I’ve got mind magic up around us, but I’d trust mind magic and sturdy walls more than mind magic alone.”


Eltiana nodded and the two of us ducked around the corner.


“They really ordered you to poison the food?” I demanded. “Did they give you something to do it with?”


Eltiana shook her head. “Just my manager for this mission. Her name’s Jettara, the leader’s most promising daughter. One of my reports from the Hearthwood mentioned the Cursed Venom Concoction as an asset at our disposal. Jettara just said to use that.”


I cursed. “And what? They wanted you to dunk fried bird wings in it like it was dipping sauce and convince everyone here to try a bite? That hardly makes sense.”


“The Syndicate must have a reason…” Eltiana said hopefully. “Maybe the Black Scale I’m reporting to has a grand plan in the works that involves me attempting a mass poisoning? Or maybe I need to do this to prove my loyalty to them.”


“You know it will never work.” I said. “And I wouldn’t count on this syndicate saving your rear if you get in trouble. I’m guessing this superior of yours is either incompetent, doesn’t really understand how to assassinate people, or just wants to dispose of you.”


Eltiana hung her head as tears collected at the corners of her eyes. “You’re probably right. Jettara is the only late mage acolyte as young as I am. I wouldn’t be surprised if she saw me as a threat to her inheriting the syndicate from her mother.”


“And with her giving you orders it wouldn’t be hard for her to make you do something stupid that gets you killed.” I said.


“What do I do, Theo?” Eltiana pleaded.


I shrugged. “Just tell her you did it and it didn’t work.”


“That’s… it?” Eltiana asked. “I just… lie to her?”


“You could ask Baroness Jynna to pretend she has a bad case of indigestion for a day or two. I think I saw her wandering amongst the other important figures here.”


Eltiana rubbed her hands together. “Okay. Lie to her. I can do that. I’m good at that.”


I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out some of Mac’s Nutrient Paste. I tossed the nutrient paste to Eltiana.


“Pretend that’s the poison.” I said. “Pass it around and ask people to try it. If the Seven Snake Syndicate has more eyes in this room, they’ll see you dutifully fulfilling your orders.


Eltiana quickly retrieved a new plate of fried bird wings. Unlike the previous platter, every wing on this platter was smeared with a creamy white sauce.


I hadn’t adjusted my spell to exclude Yorik and Noggen, so they’d been listening in from around the corner and caught snippets of our conversation. I guessed they’d both heard Eltiana’s orders to poison the food and not much else, because both looked at the plate with wide eyes and took a few steps back as Eltiana offered a sample to every elf in sight.


“Yorik, Noggen. Would you like to try one of these wings with a new sauce?”


Noggen shook his head vigorously. “I think I’ve eaten too many already. I’ve got a terrible case of indigestion coming on, so I should head to my workshop.”


“Me too.” Yorik agreed.


Noggen’s expression brightened. “You know, I’ve heard orcs are all experts at tying up elves. If that’s true I could certainly use your help tonight…”


Noggen and Yorik both left the room in a hurry as word of Eltiana’s new sauce quickly spread. Despite the dwarf and orc’s fear it was poisoned, the sauce was actually quite good and word spread fast. I couldn’t stomach the stuff, but every elf who’d ever tried it loved it. I’d been a bit worried elves in the capital would have more refined tastes, but they eagerly licked their lips and gulped the creamy white fluid down.


“What is this stuff?” A Moonbow Clan elf asked, licking her lips as she tried to grab another. She’d forsaken dipping the fried bird wings in favor of just eating the sauce a spoonful at a time.


“What’s going on?” Korra asked.


“Eltiana is introducing the capital to a delicacy from the Hearthwood.” I replied. “Maybe Sava can add this stuff as a product line at her shop.”


Korra took one glance at the crowd of elves spooning white liquid from a tiny cup on Eltiana’s plate. “Elves are strange.” She said with a snort.


“They certainly are.” I said. “I’d like to know a bit more about this Seven Snake Syndicate. Especially about whoever Eltiana is supposed to be reporting to. Can you do that for me?”


Korra shrugged. “My hunt for those assassins that came after you is leading nowhere. In comparison, investigating the Seven Snake Syndicate is a lot more likely to succeed.”


“Perfect.” I gave Korra an affectionate pat on the head, rubbing Korra behind the ears.


Korra started purring for a moment before she stopped herself and said, “I’ll get on it immediately.”


I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew a masquerade mask, as gray as the iron it was adorned with. I held it up to the light and realized it wasn't too dissimilar to the ones worn by the elves we'd been attacked with on the green mountain.


Our enemies weren't the only ones who could wear a mask.



***


After leaving the peripheral reception hall, I returned to my room in the palace and continued my daily session of cultivation. This time I started mixing in mind magic practice with scanning for aura fragments and pulling earth zeal from Dean’s orb.


Spreading myself in three directions reduced the time I could spend messing with aura fragments, but I’d gotten a feel for enough of them by now that it only took a few minutes to know an aura fragment wasn’t willing to bond with me. I was beginning to get the feeling that I was like those elves who’d get stuck at the peak of the mage acolyte realm forever unless they did something drastic to push for a breakthrough.


So, I focused on mind magic. Having already cultivated through the mage acolyte ranks once, I knew just what to do to advance with mind zeal. While the two imprisoned monsters were predominantly of the earth aspect, they had enough mind zeal coming off them that I was able to cultivate that too. Within a week, I’d gone from the first region with mind magic all the way to the fifth region. The feeling of running mind zeal through meridians built for earth zeal was strange at first, but my body quickly adapted thanks to the multitude of pills and elixirs Tivana had gifted me.




A fifth region of your body has been re-refined with mind zeal!

Warning: Extremely rapid progress detected. Not stabilizing your existing cultivation base could lead to shaky foundations for future growth.





I put the orb down with a sigh. I’d long since expected a notice like that. It seemed I’d made all the progress I could over the last few weeks. Despite my hard work, I still wasn’t a true mage.


I opened the door leading out of my room and towards the rows of cots the girls had been using while I was holed away cultivating. Assyrus was there, sitting on her cot with a blanket thrown over her shoulders and a bowl of ice cream in her lap.


“She’s on to me…” Assyrus said. “She’s watching…” The Waterbeetle elf rocked back and forth, shivering under her blanket.


I let out a slow breath. “Originally, I’d hoped the palace guard captain would just forget that little incident in Noggen’s workshop. But if she isn’t, I might have to go talk to her.”


“Then it will be over?” Assyrus asked hesitatingly.


“Hopefully.” I shrugged. “You can stay in my room until then.”


“You really think that’s all it will take?” Assyrus said. “Just… confronting her?”


“What else is there to do?” I asked. “You can’t hide forever, and it doesn’t look like the palace guard captain is going to be doing anything herself.”


Assyrus placed her bowl of ice cream side and shrugged off the blanket. She stood up shakily and gave me a strained smile. “You’re right, Theo. This will only end if I talk to her myself. Thank you for offering to talk to her for me, but this is something I should do myself.”


I nodded. “Suit yourself.”


After helping Assyrus gather her courage, I set about tracking down Korra. She’d been spending most of her days out in the city, but I caught her on a trip back for a snack.


“Korra!” I said. “How goes the search?”


“Very well.” Korra replied. “For an underground syndicate of criminals, it was surprisingly easy to track them and their important members down. All I had to do was shadow Eltiana a few times without her noticing, and I’ve pretty much found everything there is to know about the Seven Snake Syndicate.”


“Let’s hear it then.” I said. “Who are they, what’s their agenda, and how tight is their grip on Eltiana and the Hidden Serpent’s tribe?”


Korra opened a door in the magical hallway we were standing in, revealing a small larder filled with barrels. “They’re not as big an organization as I first assumed from what Eltiana told us.” Korra explained as she hooked a claw under the lid of one of those barrels. “They seem like they were a lot bigger and more powerful once, but they’ve been withering with each generation. It seems the royals aren’t entirely unaware of their existence and have been discretely dealing with them by cutting off their supply of key resources like zeal crystals and aura fragments. As such, the organization has slowly been getting weaker. These days, most true mages can’t be bothered to join their organization, if they’re not in charge, so only a few key leaders have reached that rank.


“Each splinter cell of the syndicate has its own leader and the organization as a whole is decentralized, but loosely coordinated to share support and resources. Each leader has a color that designates them as part of the organization and determine the pecking order between organizations.” Korra pulled the lid of the barrel free, revealing piles of fish. By the looks of the empty space under the lid and Korra’s familiarity with the room, the catgirl had sampled this barrel more than once. “The local syndicate boss in the capital is a Black Scale, the highest rank in the Queendom. In comparison, Eltiana is a Red Scale, one of the lowest ranks amongst the syndicate.”


“So how strong are they?” I asked. “How powerful is this Black Scale?”


“A true mage.” Korra confirmed as she took a bite of fish. “A fairly strong one, but definitely not a wizard. She’s got two direct subordinates who are also true mages, a bit weaker than she is. Probably early or mid true mages. She’s also got a daughter who’s a promising mage acolyte.”


“Three true mages total…” I muttered. “And here I thought there’d be at least four.”


Korra shook her head. “The assassins who attacked you must have come from an organization far more powerful than the Seven Snake Syndicate. I dug up more information after getting secondhand information about the palace guard captain’s chase. While those assassins didn’t use any spells, they employed quite a few very valuable single-use talismans and artifacts to escape a wizard’s pursuit. I don’t think the Seven Snake Syndicate here in the capital could muster those kinds of resources.”


I smiled slowly as a plan began to form in my mind. “They’re strong enough for us to be wary of them, but not so strong that we need avoid messing with them at all. That’s what I suspected from what Eltiana told me. What about them ordering Eltiana to poison everyone at that party the other day? What was that about?”


“That was an order from the Black Scale’s daughter, the mage acolyte I mentioned earlier. She’s hot-blooded and young, eager to get her hands on an aura fragment she can bond with so she can become a true mage. She’s long been advocating stirring up trouble at the palace to strike back at the royals for suppressing their illegal activities.”


I snorted. “If they only have true mages, the palace guard captain alone could crush their entire organization. Frankly, I wonder why she hasn’t.”


“They had wizards of their own in the Deanian Queendom once. They cheated Dean the Destroyer out of a few collectable dwarven illusion stones, and he destroyed most of their organization in retaliation. He was going to wipe them out completely, but his friend Sam the Fateweaver gazed into the future and asked Dean to leave them be. Nobody knows the full explanation, but the royal clan has followed in their ancestor’s footsteps and simply suppressed their activities to let them slowly wither to their present state.”


“This supposedly promising daughter seems a little too hot-headed for her organization’s own good.” I replied. “It seems to me that the only thing saving her organization from destruction is that the royal clan hasn’t been given a good enough reason to break with their ancestor’s precedent.”


“That’s the belief of the current leader of the syndicate here in the capital.” Korra agreed. “From what I’ve overheard, quite a few members of the syndicate would like to see this daughter removed from their ranks to cool her temper somewhere she can’t endanger them all. Unfortunately for them, the Black Scale values her too much. This daughter is the only she’s got with any hope of reaching true mage and succeeding her.”


“And so we’ve got the spoiled daughter of a mob boss.” I said. “She sounds very interesting in particular. Why don’t you spend a day or two shadowing her?”


Korra grinned toothily. “I already have. She spends nearly every evening outside the Whipping House.”


“Whipping house?” I asked.


“A low-class elven entertainment club.” Korra replied. “Guests there get to spend an evening relieving stress with a whip in hand on some desperate and less-fortunate elves. Some wealthy young elves with money and something to prove go there. I even spotted a few young members of the Loftwealthios family attending the place, likely against the express wishes of their mothers.”


I quickly pulled a scrap of paper out of my Dimensional Storage, describing the identity-concealing costumes of the assassins who’d previously attacked me. I tossed that in my Dimensional Storage as a letter addressed to Malla, our tailor back in the Hearthwood.


Then I passed a second note to Korra. “Though I’ve confined myself to the castle, I’ve done a bit of research as well. There’s a common toy sold over on the orange mountain called a Voice Distorting Talisman. I want you to obtain a few for me. Also, I need a few bolts of this specific type of cloth. The color needs to be midnight black.”


Korra accepted the note, though she looked less pleased with the shopping list than she had with the order to spy on the syndicate.


“Get Melise to help you if you need it.” I said. “Try to obtain the items on that list quickly though.”


Happier at the prospect of roping Melise into doing the shopping portion of her task, Korra pocketed a fistful of fish and hurriedly left me behind in a thoroughly plundered larder.


Before anyone caught me looking like I was raiding the palace’s fish supply, I replaced the cover to the barrels and headed to dinner.


I had a brief chat with Sava and Illiel there, both of whom seemed more stressed than usual.


“There are too many books in the library.” Illiel said as she tore at her hair. “I can’t possibly read them all.” She glanced up shyly out of the corner of her eyes. “Also, I heard you met my mother.”


“I did.” I replied. “Honestly, you didn’t have to work so hard to hide her from me.”


Illiel shook her head. “You don’t know the half of it. Associating with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye is bad enough. Would you believe I volunteered to join up with them so I wouldn’t get sucked into worshiping something worse than a golden eyeball?”


“What’s worse than the Cult of the Unblinking Eye?” I asked.


“A vampire queen.” Illiel shivered and fell silent.


“What about you, Sava?” I asked.


“More trouble with the other alchemists.” Sava sighed. “I brought a bunch of ingredients from the Hearthwood, along with quite a few finished potions. Our alchemy shop can sell quality one, two, and three-star potions cheaper than any other shop on the green mountain. It turns out that sourcing your own ingredients instead of buying them brings the price down significantly. We don’t have ingredients for all the potions they sell on the green mountain, but we’re selling a lot. At least we were until the other alchemists started claiming my potions were poisoned. They’ve even been counterfeiting my seal and adulterating my potions before reselling them to try and ruin my reputation.”


“Have you made enough money to buy all the recipes you wanted?”


Sava flopped a spoonful of roasted grains around on her plate. “Yes, but the other alchemists aren’t liable to sell anything to me at this point. Especially not alchemy recipes. And that’s only counting the publicly available ones. Getting some more secretive recipes would have been hard in the first place. Now it will be virtually impossible. I think I know who’s egging them all on. Her name is Alayna Loftwealthios, and she’s not somebody I can afford to get into a spending contest with, given her family name.”


“I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” I said as I gave Sava a warm pat on the shoulder. “You’re clever and smart, and it’s what I love about you.”


Sava leaned into me and smiled. “Just this morning, Alayna paid a green-haired heartwielder who resembled me to dress up like she was me. Then she started dancing around the green mountain, naked and stinking of Jillhoney Nectar in some bizarre attempt to humiliate me. Can you believe that?”


I chuckled. “It sounds like she only managed to humiliate herself.” We shared a laugh and lightened the mood around the table.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










KORRA AND MELISE got back to me with the supplies and information I requested that very night. Malla must have been waiting eagerly back in the Heartwood for the new fabric, because almost as soon as I put it in my Dimensional Storage it came back as four fully sewn outfits that were indistinguishable from those of the elves who attacked us back on the green mountain. 


Accompanying them were the distinctive multicolored masks our assailants had worn to identify each other. Someone, likely Argona, had enchanted them with an identity-concealing ability. It wasn’t exactly the same as the masks on our assailants, but they served the same purpose, and it would take a very close examination to spot the differences.


“What are you doing with those?” Sava asked curiously as she gestured to the midnight-colored robes and the colored masks.


“That’s a good question.” I replied. “But first, try it on.” I tossed Sava one bundle of clothes and a mask while I handed out the others to Melise and Illiel.


“Sorry Korra, your ears are too distinctive.” I said. “You’ll need to direct us from the shadows.”


“From the shadows? What are we doing, Theo?” Melise asked.


“You’ve heard Eltiana mention the Seven Snake Syndicate?” I asked. “Well, there’s one particularly irritating member who nearly got Eltiana killed recently doing something that would have made the entire city furious. This member is the daughter of the syndicate’s current leader, but she’s a bit spoiled. We’re just going to give this girl a more productive outlet to her anger than bullying Eltiana around.”


“Someone’s giving Eltiana trouble?” Sava asked. “With all the trouble the alchemists have been giving me, I’m eager for a little avenging. Even if I’m saving Eltiana instead of myself.”


“That’s the spirit. Korra, please lead us to the Whipping House!”



***


After a short trip over to the red mountain, Korra started leading us between pairs of gaudy buildings adorned with threadbare velvet curtains. I saw more than a few illicit services being offered nearby.


“Why are all the lights in this district red?” Melise asked.


“It’s called red mountain.” Illiel replied. “They have to make it red somehow.”


Korra snorted and shook her head. ”It’s red because that’s the color of vices. It’s supposed to make you hungry and horny.”


Melise blushed and Illiel pulled out her notebook and jotted something down.


Sava nodded thoughtfully as she glanced at the potions in the widows of various shops. “Maybe it’s just the fact that I’m an alchemist, but I think those perfumes wafting over this whole mountain have more to do with the mood of this place than the lighting.”


“There’s a secluded spot to change right around the corner here.” Korra said.


We followed Korra’s directions to the back room of a shady run-down shop that was completely unoccupied.


“You’re sure nobody saw us enter?” I asked.


“Oh, plenty of people enter this building.” Korra replied. “It’s the entrance to an underground fighting ring next door. The ring will be filling up while we wait though, and between mind magic and the precautions I’ve already taken we should be fine staying here. By the time we catch sight of our target plenty of other people will have already entered after us.”


So, we surveyed the Whipping House, which Korra assured me was not a brothel, despite its appearance. The stucco walls were decorated with suggestive graffiti coupled and equal parts ruby encrusted gothic statues and poorly scribed dirty words. In short, it looked like a clubhouse for bad girls from wealthy families.


We peeked out a second story window at the top of a rickety platform in the crumbling abandoned structure across the street. Korra was the only one who knew our targets face, but we were all keeping eyes out to watch for anyone leaving the place.


“I think I recognize that one.” I said. “We met her in Queenshold. She was one of the soldiers under Baroness Jynna’s command. Banneret Lyondiana Loftwealthios.”


Korra shrugged. “I’ve seen her frequenting this establishment as well. It doesn’t surprise me. A member of the Loftwealthios family can certainly afford to pay an elf to accept a whipping if they want to work some frustrations out.”


“And I imagine the way you told her to get lost left her with plenty to be frustrated about.” Sava replied.


“Shh!” Korra said, gazing intently out the window. “It looks like our target’s coming out after her! Maybe the two know each other.”


“Can we separate them?” I asked. “I don’t want to involve the Loftwealthios family in this. If she stays close, we may have to change our plans.”


I peered out the window. The slightly bulky figure of Lyondiana Loftwealthios was familiar to me as she exchanged a few rough words with our target, who was a much smaller and scrawnier elf that resembled Eltiana in hair color and size. Despite our target’s diminutive stature, she’d done her best to look particularly fierce with her hair trimmed short on once side, a tight leather vest, and a gold chain hanging around her neck. She was clearly doing her best to make up for her size by looking as thuggish as possible.


“Listen here, Lyondiana!” Our target hissed. “You’ve been bailing on me these last few days. I thought you were away on family business, except now I find you here paying to whip someone?”


“I’m not the same girl as before, Jettara!” Lyondiana replied. “I’m supposed to be a banneret now!”


Our target, Jettara, laughed aggressively as she took a step towards the much-bigger elf. “So, you’re going to forget about our little arrangement after all these years? Just because your family’s finally throwing a few Queensmarks your way?” Jettara tisked aggressively. “You’re going to fail. Without me prodding you at every turn, you’re nothing. Just look at what happened at your last post, you were made a fool of by some backwater mage acolytes!”


Lyondiana’s face went red and she blushed furiously. “You weren’t there! He had a whole army of earth golems!”


Jettara’s face darkened. “We may be out of our club, and the Loftwealthios family may be far wealthier than mine, but between the two of us I’ve always been in charge.” She stepped closer, grabbing Lyondiana and pushing the later into a crouch to let Jettara look down on the taller elf.”


They held that position for a long moment, with Jettara angrily sneering and Lyondiana pitifully mewling. After a tense moment, Jettara pulled Lyondiana into a rough kiss.


“If we jump in now, we’ll really confuse things.” I muttered. “But that may be for the best.” I shrugged and hopped out of the open window. The girls quickly followed behind me while Korra took to the roof to keep watch and take note of anyone who might observe what we were about to do.


I activated the Voice Distorting Talisman and pulled the hood up on my disguise. Then I did my best to mentally copy the mannerisms of Ghessa, Nela’s right hand woman from a long line of Songstone warriors dedicated to protecting important people like matriarch’s daughters. It wasn’t too hard a stretch to imagine Lyondiana occupied similar status in the Loftwealthios family. As a final touch, I placed the gray iron-studded masquerade mask on my face.


"You should step away from the pudgy Loftwealthios, little snake." I said as I strode from the shadows. I was surprised to hear Ghessa's voice coming out of my mouth in accordance with my mental image. The Voice Distorting Talisman likely worked by mental input and copying Ghessa in my head made the talisman copy Ghessa's voice for the rest of the world to hear.


“What?” Jettara turned her head towards us. “Who are you?” She turned her head and glared angrily up at Lyondiana. “You aren’t ever supposed to bring your family’s guards here!”


Lyondiana looked at us wide-eyed. “I’ve never seen these people before. Look at them! They’ve got cloaks and they’re hiding their faces! Those clearly aren't my family's uniforms!”


“You should consider us more like private contractors." I cryptically explained. "Grab her.” I ordered Melise and Illiel to haul Lyondiana off before she could make too much sense. “I’ll teach this one a lesson.”


“I don’t think so.” Jettara said as she drew a deadly curved saber from the bag of holding at her waist. “You warriors living at the beck and call of a fat merchant family like the Loftwealthios can’t really fight. I bet I can cut all four of your throats, easy as a stroll through an alley!” Jettara swung her saber confidently and sunk her heels into the earth, ready to charge me.


I glanced at the ground in front of me. I’d long since made a Stone Obelisk hidden in the decaying building across the street, which spread my zeal over this entire area in preparation for a fight. As such, it only took a moment’s thought to turn the ground in front of me as soft as mud. Jettara charged across the distance, letting loose a vicious roar as she held her weapon aloft.


Immediately after entering the area effected by my spell, she lost her footing and fell on her face. She tried to scramble to her feet only to find herself sinking deeper in my mud trap. When she finally started clawing herself out faster than she was sinking deeper, I started hardening the mud into packed dirt.


“You’re not the first mage acolyte to fall for this spell.” I said. “Now hold still.”


“Hold still yourself and let me cut your throat!” Jettara hissed as she tried to scramble out of the mud pit. “My mother’s a Black Scale in the Seven Snake Syndicate! You mess with me and you’ll wake up dead!”


"We planned on giving you a little lesson to remember us by. That's all." I said. "You're only going to make this worse by resisting."


"May an orc find you attractive and desirable." Jettara spat as she cursed me.


I shrugged. “That's already happened. Now let's get down to business.”


I pointed at the ground around Jettara, which I’d already flooded with zeal under my control. The earth beneath my finger wrapped itself into a ball packed tight and dense. I swung my hand, and that ball of earth flew and slammed into Jettara’s face with a dull thump.


“Ow!” Jettara hissed as she swung her sword wildly and cleared dirt from her mouth and nose. “Forget having your throat slit! I’ll perforate your insides, infect you with the most painful kinds of flesh rot I can find, then make you eat whatever oozes out of your own diseased puss-filled wound!”


I felt that insult warranted more than one dirt ball, so I conjured a dozen more, striking Jettara all over her body one after another. Jettara tried to deflect a few with her sword and was having some effect until Sava tossed a seed into the ground and conjured a vine that wrapped Jettara’s arms together like bindings, pinning them to her side. Sava could then safely pluck the saber from the furious mage acolyte’s grip and stuff it in her own bag of holding.


“You’ll only hurt yourself if you keep swinging this thing around like that.” Sava said as she took the weapon away.


“My mother gave me that!” Jettara howled. “I had to kill three mage acolytes to earn that weapon! Give it back! Give it back!”


I continued to pelt Jettara with balls of dirt and her furious curses and threats only seemed to increase in volume. I was thankful I’d had the foresight to have Illiel use mind magic over the whole area. Between that and with Korra as lookout, I was confident we could take our time making sure Jettara had a very firm memory of being humiliated by four black-robed masked figures in the streets.


“After… I gouge out your eyes…” Jettara was finally starting to run out of breath, “and have… seven goblins defecate in your empty sockets… I’ll tear your tongue out…” Jettara struggled to come up with some horrible new act to threaten us with as her lips swelled and her face was bruised all over. “And leave it in your companion’s ass… until it starts to fester…”


My dirt balls were apparently ineffective at silencing this little foul-mouthed tyrant of the streets. I glanced at the other girls and realized I’d have to implement one of the more humiliating methods I’d discovered in conversation around the capital.


I reached into my Dimensional Storage and extracted a large bucket of thick pink paint. I’d asked around for the best way to humiliate an elf. It took me a bit of digging to find something that didn’t involve unwillingly stripping her, hence the pink paint.


“W-what are you doing with that?” Jettara asked nervously as I withdrew a large paintbrush.


“Hold still and this will only hurt your pride.” I said as I dipped the brush in pink paint.


I slathered the paint over Jettara’s cheeks and clothes until she was painted pink. Sava rearranged her vines so I could get underneath and soon Jettara was completely covered in pink paint.


“Get that brush away from me!” Jettara demanded. “Paint me pink and I swear I’ll paint you black and blue! Only I’ll be using my fists, not a brush!”


Since Jettara didn’t like the brush, and painting her was really taking far too long, I picked the bucket up and dumped the whole thing on her head. With that done, I reached into my Dimensional Storage. I’d sent a message back to the Hearthwood asking for the most humiliating and embarrassing slogans and notes that my daughters could come up with. Many of them said things like, ’Seven Snake Syndicate’s little princess!’, and ‘I just want to be loved!’ Based on Korra’s report of Jettara’s personality, I figured she’d hate these the most.


My children were particularly eager to help me however they could. Argona enchanted a set of manacles and ankle chains that would keep our target from removing the notes too fast or running too quickly. She’d be stuck darting through the shadows of buildings in bright pink paint all the way home while the rest brainstormed for the notes.


Jettara’s eyes bulged as I cuffed her hands and ankles. She was thoroughly humiliated, but I’d intentionally done nothing that would break her spirit. When this was over, she’d be furious and looking for vengeance. That was just the way I wanted her. Hopefully, her mother would take the streets hunting her daughter's humiliators with the full might of the Seven Snake Syndicate. The palace guards had failed to turn up anything in their investigations, but a criminal organization might be better connected.


I saw her pair of rage-filled eyes looking up at me. If looks could kill I’d be in trouble, but since they couldn’t I punched her in the jaw. The blow wouldn’t have knocked her out, but the mind magic attack I followed it up with did the trick.




Enemy defeated. +50 points.





I inspected my hand, which seemed far stronger than before. I’d had to pull my punch to avoid breaking her jaw. In fact, the body of a mage acolyte felt fragile in my hands. This was the power of reaching the Stone Marrow stage of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.


“That took a bit more work than expected.” I said as I dusted my knuckles off. “Throw her in the dumpster. Let’s get out of here before she wakes up.”


“What about the other one?” Sava asked.


Melise looked Lyondiana up and down, glancing between her and Jettara.


I walked over to them both and asked, “How about you? Do you know who we are?”


“Y-you’re d-definitely not guards from my family.” Lyondiana stuttered.


I gave Lyondiana a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Partially right. But good luck convincing her we don't work for your family when she wakes up with a sore jaw, painted pink, hands and ankles cuffed, and aching all over as she crawls out of a dumpster. She seems like the stubborn type.”


Lyondiana collapsed to her knees. “I-I know I’ve d-done some mean things. I don’t deserve my position as a banneret. My family bought it for me. Are you one of the people who should have gotten my post? I’m s-sorry, I just w-wanted to prove myself…”


I leaned in close until I knew Lyondiana could feel the iron on my mask. "My agenda is my own." I said.


Lyondiana shied back away from the iron mask. "H-how can you wear that on your face!? You'd have to be at least a true mage, if not a wizard!"


I snorted and jerked my thumb back at Jettara. “If you’re smart, you’ll run home while she’s still unconscious and hide at your family's estate from now on.”


Lyondiana hung her head and looked between Jettara’s unconscious form lying in the dumpster nearby. Then she looked back towards the yellow mountain in the distance.


In the corner of my vision, I noticed a hand signal from Korra above us. That meant our time was up and we needed to make ourselves scarce for one reason or another. “Let’s go.” I ordered, and we vanished into the shadows.



***


“What was that for, Theo?” Melise asked.


“That was us striking a blow at Eltiana’s enemies, and at our own.” I explained. “That girl, Jettara, is every bit as virulent as Korra’s report suggested. She nearly got Eltiana killed a few days ago with some stupid plot. This little incident is sure to raise her ire. She’ll be out for blood, so I'd like to direct that anger in a direction useful to the Hearthwood Clan. I'm certain she'll want to know who attacked her, which means she'll be doing our investigation for us."


“What if they trace it back to us?” Melise asked, arms folded. “What if they hunt us down in the palace?”


Korra snorted. “You think this is my first time arranging something like this? We weren't spotted, and I made sure to cover our tracks.”


Melise sagged against the wall, brows drawn tight. “Okay, but let's say you let something slip and they find out anyway?”


“Their only spy in the palace is Eltiana.” Korra replied. “She might not listen to me, but I’m sure Eltiana will report whatever Theo tells her to.”


“And you have to remember,” I added, “that the Seven Snake Syndicate is a criminal organization. What’s she going to say, she, a known criminal, was attacked at night in the worst neighborhood in the entire capital? I don’t think so. I took the opportunity to glance through the palace guard’s records on her. They've got a whole list of questions to run her through should she ever find herself on the wrong side of a jail cell.”


“So, you arranged this attack to get the Seven Snake Syndicate, the Loftwealthios family, and our mysterious attackers all at each other’s throats?” Illiel let out a low whistle. “If it works, you’ll have created quite a bit of chaos.”


“If Jettara sucks up her wounds and realized she’s outmatched by both organizations, maybe she’ll cool her temper and avoid doing anything stupid. If she did that, this whole thing could blow over as a minor incident that taught a brash young girl a harsh lesson. At the very least, it would prevent her from causing any more trouble for Eltiana.” I smiled softly. “But I don’t think that’s going to happen.”


“It all sounds quite exciting.” Sava asked. “But I don’t understand how this benefits the Hearthwood Clan, besides getting a little revenge on someone who almost got Eltiana killed.”


I nodded appreciatively. “The leader of the Seven Snake Syndicate here in the capital is only a true mage. Like me, Eltiana is at the peak of mage acolyte, and all she has to do is bind an aura fragment to reach true mage herself. I don’t like the thought of one of my matriarchs taking orders from a shady criminal organization.” I explained. “But a shady criminal organization taking orders from one of my matriarchs? That’s something I could live with. Plus, Eltiana did mention she wanted to be promoted within the syndicate. I’m just trying to make that happen as fast as she deserves.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










I DIDN’T HEAR from Eltiana again until the next morning. She stood giddily outside my door, hopping back and forth like a little girl in her favorite candy store.


“Eltiana.” I said, blearily rubbing my eyes. “You seem excited. And very awake for a time so early in the morning.�”


“I never went to sleep.” Eltiana said. “I was out on a mission all night long! Apparently, the Black Scale’s daughter was attacked by unknown assailants last night.”


“That’s interesting news.” I said, trying to hide my smirk. “What’s it have to do with us though?”


“Based on her description, those four assailants were dressed exactly the same as the four who attacked Assyrus, Yorik, and you!”


I straightened my back and frowned thoughtfully. “Does the syndicate have any leads beyond what the palace guard found?”


“Well… no.” Eltiana shrugged. “Actually, my job today is to dig up everything the palace guards found in their investigation of the attack.”


“They filled me in on the details.” I replied. “I can tell you whatever you need to know.”


Eltiana’s face brightened. “That makes today’s mission a lot easier. But you should know the syndicate isn’t just investigating the unknown assailants.” She stared into my eyes with a big smile on her face as she remained silent.


“Alright,” I laughed, “I’ll bite. Who else are they investigating?”


“The Loftwealthios family!” Eltiana grinned ear-to-ear. “The very same people I’ve been looking into on my spare time. I told them that there was a deal going down between the Loftwealthios family and the Demonstar Clan. I used the syndicate's connections to identify the Loftwealthios family member orchestrating the transaction with the Demonstar Clan. Her name is Alayna Loftwealthios. A surly sort who’s one of the most mercantile of the Loftwealthios family’s younger generation. She’s staked her claim on many of the green mountain’s shops, and I think Sava’s already had the displeasure of meeting her.”


I perked up at that, as the Demonstar Clan was a subject I was very interested in. “Oh, what is Alayna Loftwealthios selling them?”


Eltiana leaned close and whispered in my ear. “An Aura Condensing Talisman.”


I glanced back to Eltiana, face blank. “I have no idea what that is.”


Disappointed at the lack of shock and awe on my face, Eltiana sighed. “As you know, to complete the true mage ranks to their end, you need to cultivate your aura to completion. This involves growing your aura and stabilizing it, all the while maintaining the cohesiveness of your cultivation. Like in the mage acolyte realm, the last stage of true mage is the hardest. A true mage has to fold their entire aura together, so it becomes inseparable from their bodies, and eventually their spirits as well. This is the stage Kysalian was stuck at for years before the Shadowblade Beast lent her its aid.”


“And an Aura Condensing Talisman helps with that.” I said, finally realizing what Eltiana was getting at. “That’s why the Demonstar Clan wants this thing so badly. It can help a true mage complete their aura and rise to the wizard ranks! If they get this talisman, they can raise one of their true mage matriarchs to the wizard realm!”


“That’s right!” Eltiana nodded eagerly. “Apparently, one of their matriarchs is quite talented, but bonded a weak aura fragment so she has no chance of reaching the wizard realm as she is. The Aura Condensing Talisman will let her slap a few new aura fragments onto the one she already has, letting her gain a few new abilities and enhancing the quality of her aura overall enough that she can advance.”


“It sounds like a valuable talisman.” I said. “I wish I could get a copy of it to send back to the Hearthwood.” I quickly filled Eltiana in on everything she wanted to know about the four figures who’d attacked me on the green mountain. She reported back to the syndicate and left moments later when they gave her a new mission to keep an eye on several of the Loftwealthios families assets so they could track this Aura Condensing Talisman’s location.


With Eltiana skipping off into the morning light, I sat down in my chair to cultivate for awhile. With a day of rest and after taking a few of Tivana’s cultivation-enhancing pills I was able to use Dean’s Orb a little more. The influx of energy pushed my Blackgorge Fiendbody, which had comfortably jumped to the Stone Marrow stage a little over a week ago, to the very edge of breaking through the Bronze realm.


Unfortunately, I pushed my body as far as it could today with that bit of exertion, and I wouldn’t be able to increase my strength further without more time for my body to adapt to the increase in energy.


I half-heartedly picked at Tivana’s pouch containing hundreds of unmarked and unorganized aura fragments. I’d long since given up testing only the most powerful fragments and had started brushing every one of the fragments in the bag with my zeal, hopping to stir any sort of reaction whatsoever. My mood turned sour when I realized how few untested aura fragments remained in the bag.


I poured over them mechanically, waving my hand over each one before stuffing it back in the bag. Each aura fragment flickered weakly during the moments it was free of the preservative cases they were contained in, and the ones I was working with now were on the very cusp of vanishing into a puff of ordinary dust if I left the lids open for more than a few seconds.


And so, when one of these weak aura fragments finally stirred in reaction to my touch, I almost missed it.


My heart skipped a beat when I finally realized what happened. I’d been in the middle of tossing this box back into Tivana’s bag to switch it out with the next one when the fact that I’d finally found what I’d been looking for registered with me.


I pulled the box containing the aura fragment back into my lap and flipped the case open again. A tiny mote of swirling dust of deep, ordinary gray swirled in a spiral no larger than a thimble. Its motions seemed slow and lethargic, while simultaneously incredibly ephemeral. This aura fragment was among the weakest I’d looked at and was on the verge of disappearing entirely.


I summoned a bit of earth zeal to my fingertips. Unlike all the other fragments, this swirling mote of earth zeal eagerly lapped up the injection of new energy. My Sutra of the Living Earth responded to its presence by sending a pleasant thrum throughout my body like a wave of heat. I started reaching for the aura fragment, almost ready to try to integrate it right then and there.


But then I looked at it again and saw its tiny, pitiful form. This troubled cloud of magic was so weak it barely constituted an aura fragment at all. It might be strong enough to take me to true mage, but could I really cultivate something so pathetically weak into the wizard ranks? If I bonded with this aura fragment, would I be stuck at the peak of the true mage ranks just like the Demonstar Family’s matriarch?


I closed the lid and resolved to get the aura fragment identified. This box was plainer than those the other fragments had been stored in. Others were encrusted with gemstones, exotic monster skin, and covered in protective enchantments. This box was ordinary ironwood. Someone had quickly scrawled a few lines of enchantment in paint across its surface. That paint was chipping away in places, which had likely left this aura fragment the least well-preserved piece in Tivana’s collection. I gingerly placed the box and the precious cargo it contained in my Dimensional Storage, which was even better at stopping degradation than the preservation boxes.


I decided to go see Noggen and ask him about the aura fragment. He was supposed to know about these things. Perhaps there was a way to enhance the fragment or combine it with another so it would be strong enough to take me all the way to the wizard realm.



***


“I’m afraid I can’t identify it.” Noggen said once I’d joined him in his workshop. “It’s got an unusual color for an earth aspect aura fragment. Most of them are some shade of brown, but this one’s as gray as a block of iron.”


“Maybe Princess Tivana knows.” I asked hopefully. “I’d like to know a bit more than color about something that’s going to be bound to my body for the rest of my life.”


Noggen tightened his lips. “About that lad… usually, I’d tell an elf to keep looking for a healthier fragment. That one doesn’t look too well off right now, and without identifying it we couldn’t possibly risk trying to enhance it. But based on the number of aura fragments you’ve been looking through without success, I’m guessing your cultivation base is pretty picky about what kind of aura fragment it bonds. It might have something to do with your physiology. I’m told Dean the Destroyer and Samuel the Fateweaver spent years traveling the world searching for their aura fragments before they hit the true mage ranks.”


“So, you’re saying I should bond with this aura fragment, despite its apparent weakness?” I asked.


Noggen shrugged. “You might hit a wall at the peak of true mage. Maybe earlier considering how weak this fragment is looking. But Princess Tivana should be able to secure you an Aura Condensing Talisman. I heard a rumor that the Loftwealthios Clan just imported one from overseas. That could help you take on a second aura fragment when you’re at peak true mage. It still won’t be as strong as an aura you formed yourself as you journeyed through the true mage ranks, but you could still become a wizard. Besides, I’ve heard a rumor that you cultivate a second aspect, as well as do orcish body cultivation. Even if you never step past true mage with earth zeal, not all your paths to power will be blocked. Why, I could even teach you a bit of goldmongering if you were interested!”


“If I tap out of cultivating earth zeal,” I sighed, “I might be tempted. With my current commitments, I’d be better off continuing to make my current powers stronger than to pick up new ones.”


Noggen nodded. “Good lad. A lot of people run around picking up every new path to power they can find, not realizing becoming as strong as a heartwielder in six different fields will leave you weaker than just focusing on one and becoming the equivalent of a mage acolyte.”


With Noggen unable to identify the aura fragment I’d finally garnered a reaction from, I went around looking for answers elsewhere.


“Well, it looks old.” Illiel said as she flipped the box over. “And I would guess this isn’t the original box either. There’s no sign of a label anywhere. I’d wager whoever packed it away couldn’t identify it either.”


“Odds are Princess Tivana wouldn’t know either.” I sighed.


“Likely so. My guess is that this wasn’t even originally from her own collection. See that?” Illiel gestured to a series of flowing lines scribed onto the underside of the box. “That’s a symbol of the Fateweaver Society. My guess is this box was given to the royal family as a gift. Likely generations ago. I’ll try and dig through the records of gifts received over the last few generations, but I imagine it will be a fruitless search.”


“Thank you for trying, Illiel.” I said, gently placing the box back in my Dimensional Storage.


I called out Tivana’s name down several hallways, but she didn’t appear in front of me like usual. I imagined she was either busy or knew what I wanted to ask her and couldn’t answer. So, I went looking for Korra again.



***


I hadn’t asked anything of Korra, and she hadn’t mentioned any personal projects in the capital, so I expected her to be milling around the palace. I checked the bedrooms first, then I looked around the dining hall. When I didn’t find her there, I checked the door to the fish barrel storage room she frequented.


I finally found her hunched between a dozen barrels, speaking so intently into a transmission stone that she didn’t notice my approach. I hadn’t noticed her ever using, or even possessing, a magical treasure like this, so I stopped a moment to listen.


“…Get closer to him. Use that slutty Felina tush of yours to get into his bed and seduce him!” The voice coming out of the stone demanded.


“You don’t understand.” Korra pleaded. “He’s surrounded by beautiful elves almost all the time. I’m telling you, there’s no way I could ever hope to win him over that way.”


“The guild that owns your ass needs that human.” The voice in the stone hissed. “We were leaving you on that world because it wasn’t worth paying for a trip over there just to pick you up, but he’s different.”


Originally, I’d been feeling a little awkward about listening in on what was clearly a conversation Korra wanted to keep hidden. But now that the voice in the stone mentioned a human, I knew they could only be talking about me. I’d long since guessed Korra was in communication with her guild, but I still hadn’t figured out exactly what their agenda was. Apparently, they were interested in me, specifically.


With renewed interest, I used a little mind magic to activate Quicksilver Thought and shroud my presence.


“I don’t want to come back…” Korra muttered.


“Tough.” The voice in the stone said. “The guild owns your contract, so you’re ours until your time is up. Previously, we were content to sell your days off as a mercenary for some two-bit faction, but now we need you.”


Korra sighed miserably. “Okay, fine. As soon as he reaches true mage with either spirit or body cultivation, I’ll remind him of your standing invitation to go to the World of Tooth and Claw. But to be honest, I don’t think he’ll accept no matter what I say. He’s paranoid and is every bit as good a schemer as the guild master. Maybe even a little bit better.”


The voice in the stone snorted derisively. “Unlikely. If you’re too incompetent to do this, then just arrange a meeting. Keep trying to get close to him and we’ll be able to make him an offer he can’t refuse.”


“…Understood.” Korra said. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”


The stone crackled and the enchantments went dark. Whoever was on the other end had just hung up.


Korra sighed and sagged against the barrels of fish. “What am I going to do?” She murmured to herself.


I quickly undid my mind magic, then made a big show of loudly opening the door to get her attention. The handle swung wide with a terrible squeak and the handle bashed against the far wall.


“Now where could my favorite little kitty be…” I asked aloud as I stood in the doorway, glancing around the barrels until I caught sight of Korra once again. “Ah, there you are, Korra!”


“Theo!” Korra jumped in the air and landed on a nearby barrel, startled by my loud entrance. She hastily ran her arm across her face and combed her fingers through her hair. “W-what are you doing here?”


“Looking for you.” I said. “I knew you’d be snacking on fish again. You know, if you head over to the kitchen, I’m sure they’d be happy to make you a proper meal.”


“Maybe next time.” Korra said as she straightened her posture and made sure her clothes were clean and tidy.


I tilted my head at her, as if noticing the bags under her eyes and the lines between her brows for the first time. “You seem upset today. Did something happen? Anything I should know about?”


“Yeah…” Korra began, fidgeting nervously. “The Seven Snake Syndicate is reacting to our little stunt last night.”


“I heard.” I nodded, trying to keep any trace of disappointment out of my voice. “Eltiana told me. There isn’t much for us to do with them until something new happens. In other exciting news, I finally found an aura fragment I could bond with to reach true mage.”


“Really?” Korra asked, more nervous than happy.


“Really.” I replied. “It’s unfortunately quite weak, so I’m hesitant to commit to it unless I have no other options. Also, I don’t even know who or what the aura fragment comes from.”


“That sounds like quite the conundrum.” Korra agreed. “You have the path to true mage before you, but it would be painful to accept any fragment less than the best, since doing so would limit your future growth.”


“You’ve hit the nail on the head. Illiel said the fragment was likely a gift from the Fateweaver Society. I’ve wanted to pay them a little visit for a while now, as does Melise. This is the perfect excuse to make a few introductions.”


“Is that wise?” Korra asked slowly. “Remember, the Fateweaver Society may be small, but even the great clans of Deania tremble before their might. When Samuel the Fateweaver lived here, his society was every bit as powerful as this entire nation.”


I smiled. “I’ve heard plenty of tales from my old friend Dean, but not as much from Sam. It’s past time I hear how he spent the last few hundred years.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










“YOU’RE GOING TO see the Fateweaver Society?” Melise smiled excitedly. “Can I come? Please?”


“I wouldn’t have dreamed of leaving without you.” I chuckled. “I’d like to bring Yorik as well, along with anyone else who wants to come.”


“I saw Eltiana a second ago.” Melise said. “But she was busily running about the palace. I haven’t seen Assyrus in a while, but she sent a message through Noggen saying she’s fine and not to look for her for awhile. Sava’s at her shop and Nela’s still with Baroness Jynna rescuing and reorganizing Songstone survivors. Illiel is giving a lecture on interacting with intelligent dungeon cores.”


“Then let Eltiana know where we’re headed and ask Yorik to come with us.” I said.


Soon Melise, Yorik, Korra, and I were on the road. Eltiana hopped along the rooftops above us, shadowing us while trying to destroy as few tiled roofs as possible.


“Which mountain does the Fateweaver Society base themselves in?” I asked.


“They have their own headquarters across the big lake next to the capital.” Melise explained. “But they’ve also got a small facility on this side to facilitate communication with the queen. I suppose you could call it an embassy.”


It turned out that Melise had been researching the Fateweaver Society extensively since we arrived in the capital. She’d been dying to meet someone from the society she was supposedly descended from but hadn’t yet mustered the courage to knock on their door.


Melise led the way to a small beach house resting by the side of the lake. There was a long wooden dock leading to the house, next to which a small, dilapidated sailboat bobbed in the water, overgrown with muck and weeds.


“I’m told Samuel the Fateweaver loved to sail.” Melise said dreamily. “The reason why he and Dean the Destroyer started lifting mountains and redirecting rivers was to make this very lake. Not only did those changes turn endless stretches of barren plains into fertile farmland, but they also made this place into one of most peaceful places to relax and sail the waters.”


“Looks empty.” Yorik noted as we gazed out over the lake. She was right. Despite Melise’s claim that this was one of the most peaceful places to relax, I didn’t see a single elf anywhere near the lake’s shores. In fact, most of them seemed to be actively avoiding going anywhere near the water. We pointed this out to Melise and she quickly explained.


“There was a big monsoon after Dean the Destroyer and Samuel the Fateweaver disappeared where millions of monsters from the Myriad Monsters Sea stormed the beaches and devoured countless elves.” Melise said. “Eventually, the Queen, Countess Frostweaver, and the Fateweaver Society's Circle of Oracles, and a few other notable figures all joined hands to defeat the monster monsoon’s leaders and bring peace to the land once again.”


“And here I thought it was just the Hearthwood that got all the excitement.” I replied.


“I assume these invaders from the Myriad Monsters Sea are fish monsters?” Korra asked, a trace of hunger in her voice.


“I’m told they’re elf-eating piranhas the size of pigs.” Melise replied. “Apparently, when they cultivate to true mage, they gain the capability to grow a pair of elf-like legs that lets them walk on land.”


“Thrilling.” I replied. “Now I know why nobody’s bothered to fix that dilapidated dock. Let’s enter from as far away from the water as we can.”


The building by the dock resembled a surf-shack more than an outpost of powerful and reclusive cultivators with mastery over fate. From what I’d read, fate zeal was a rare and exotic aspect that few elves could hope to even perceive, let alone wield.


Though the thatched roof looked crude and the dock behind it was close to rotting away, the inside of the shack was quite spacious and comfortable. Raw, unpainted timber crisscrossed the inside of the structure haphazardly to give it a unique and homely feel. The straw rugs on the ground were rough, but somehow inviting.


“Take a seat.” A smooth voice said from across the room.


I turned towards the voice and saw an elf staring into a crackling fire. Her hair seemed oddly colorless, like a transparent gray shadow of the color it might once have been. Though she looked young, her eyes carried the weight of a woman who’d seen many years. A colorful floral robe rested over her shoulders like a blanket while her hands rested in her lap as she crossed her legs and stared in a daze at the cracking fire across from her.


“Are you from the Fateweaver Society?” I asked. “I’m here to ask about the origin and identity of an aura fragment I found. It has the society’s symbol on the box, and I’m told it was once given to the royal family as a gift.”


“I know why you’re here.” The seated elf said. “I wouldn’t be much of a seer if I didn’t.”


“And I’m here to learn about my family history.” Melise said. “My mother once came from your society.”


The seer nodded slowly. “I’ve been waiting for you for a few weeks now, Melise. Our little family is not what it once was.” She gave the woven mat by her side a pat. “Have a seat and stare into this fire while I nap. I’d hate to take my eyes off it.”


“I wouldn’t be so hasty as to say she’s returning to you.” I interrupted hastily at the strange Fateweaver elf. “We’re just here to say hello.”


Melise grabbed my hand and glanced around the room in startled confusion. “This room feels weird, Theo.”


I glanced around. “It looks quite ordinary to me.” I turned around to ask Korra and Yorik what they felt, but they weren’t behind me. For some reason, they hadn’t followed us through the door.


“Oh… to feel fate’s first touch again.” The seer sitting on the floor sighed. “Let her be, Theodore of the Hearthwood. Or perhaps I should just call you Theo? I know you don’t like being called Theodore.”


I frowned. “Let me guess. That’s something I tell you in the future?”


The elf smiled and let out a small chuckle. “No. It’s something you told me in the past.” I squinted harder at the elf but came up with nothing.


“We’ve met before?”


She smiled without turning her head. “I am called Anya these days, and I roam where I please.”


“Sorry.” I scratched the back of my head sheepishly. I honestly couldn’t place her, but I’d only briefly spoken to this elf and was already getting the feeling she didn’t see time the way the rest of us did.


“Melise can sit.” Anya the seer said. “You’ll have to stand, Theo of the Hearthwood. Don’t worry, we’ll only talk for a few days at most.” Then the elf went silent, lost in thought for an entire minute while I stood staring at the back of her head.


“It sounds like you’re busy cultivating.” I said. I switched to mage sight and was confused when I couldn’t find any trace of zeal in the elf before me at all. It was like she hadn’t even bound a spellheart.


There was a long period of silence before I finally got a response. “Not really.” Anya yawned. “I’m just relaxing by the fire, watching the children across the lake play a dreadful little game.” The elf shook her head. “I could step in and solve it for them, but I think I’ll lay by this fire awhile longer.”


“By the children across the lake,” I began, “you wouldn’t happen to be referring to the rest of the Fateweaver Society, would you?”


Anya smiled with her eyes closed. “I remember Sam saying you were clever.” She glanced to the wall in front of her as if gazing through it. “The aura fragment you brought here is something Sam picked up in his travels. It is called the Pith of Iron and is the last remains of the molten heart of a vanquished world.”


“The heart of a vanquished world?” I asked, excitement growing in my chest. “What does that mean? What can it do?”


“It means it’s useless to any elf, and what’s left of it is so weak that in its current state you’d never be able to progress past early true mage if you bound it as your aura fragment.” Anya waved a hand at me. “It’s just a lifeless husk that will slowly wither until it fades into nothingness.”


“That sounds disappointing for something that comes from the molten heart of a vanquished world.” I said.


“If it makes you feel any better, Sam found it in a dung heap.” Anya said. “Granted, it was quite an enormous dung heap.”


“How do you know Sam?” I asked curiously.


“I’ve talked to him on occasion.”


“Do you know where he is? Or where he was last?” I asked hopefully.


The elf shook her head the tiniest bit. “I don’t think I’ll tell you Sam’s story today. Ask about something else and I might share a little though.”


The strange elf said nothing more about Sam, so I turned my attention back to the aura fragment. “If this one is useless,” I asked, “can you look into my future and see where I might find another aura fragment that I can bond with? Or how I can make one of the ones I’ve seen already bond with me?”


“Dean spent a decade searching for his aura fragment. I’m afraid humans are picky that way, and those like you are doubly so. As for finding one that suits you by looking into the future? I could do it.” Anya the seer closed her eyes and patted on the mat beside her again. “Melise, come have a seat with me. Don’t be so skittish, I’ll only bite you a few times, and the first is going to be at least a day from now.”


I stared at the elf as her body went slack. Melise was still glancing around the room in bewilderment and held onto my arm as though she was afraid she’d lose herself if she wasn’t holding onto me. I stood there awkwardly for another minute before coughing into my hand to get the distracted elf’s attention.


“You said you could look into my future?” I reminded Anya.


“I could, but I don’t want to.” Anya said with a sigh. “Since it seems like I’m not going to get Melise today, I’m going to meditate a while longer. I’ll see you on your next visit.”


Anya closed her eyes. I tried to get her attention again, but nothing seemed to work. I checked my mage sight again, seeing nothing but an empty room with barely any zeal particles floating around. In fact, the density of magical energies in this building seemed far lower than what could be found in the rest of the city.


I looked Anya the seer over again, confirming that she showed no sign of wielding any magic at all. She must have been using something like the Elementary Cultivation Concealment Technique I possessed. Despite her apparent weakness, the very thought of bugging this woman seemed to fill my heart with dread. Melise’s expression was looking increasingly distracted, and it didn’t look like Anya was willing to tell us anything more.


“Thank you for meeting with us.” I said with a bow.


“Have a nice adventure on your way back to the palace.” Anya said. “And remember to watch out for strangers on your way back.”


I hastily left the room to find Korra and Yorik standing in front of me, on the verge of entering the small hut themselves.


“That was awfully fast.” Korra said just outside the entrance. “Was there a pile of rotting corpses in there? Why’d you walk in and then walk right out?”


I frowned. “We were in there for most of an hour.”


“Fate magic.” Yorik answered. “If you are done, we leave.” Yorik shivered. “Bad feeling here.”


“Me too.” I agreed. “Let’s go.”


I was mulling over Anya’s final words of parting as we made our way back to the capital. What she said set me on edge, and I knew it was a bad idea to ignore even an obscure warning like that from someone who could tell the future. So I cast the Elementary Cultivation Concealment Technique on myself to give me a layer of extra protection in case something unusual happened.


Anya’s hut wasn’t located on any of the mountains, which meant it was a long walk back to the palace. We’d made our way here while it was still early morning, but now the city was coming to life. We passed many merchant stands selling ordinary food and tools. We even spotted an auction block populated by dejected-looking heartwielders and even a few mage acolytes.


“Is that elf selling her own daughters?” I whispered to Melise curiously. The Songstone healer seemed distracted ever since our visit to the hut and she didn’t seem to be coming too just yet. Her hand was still wrapped tightly around my own. If I hadn’t cultivated the Blackgorge Fiendbody, her grip would have been uncomfortably tight.


“Melise?” I asked in concern. “Are you in there?”


Melise shook her head and blinked. “Yeah…” she said in a daze before looking off into the distance as though enthralled by a phenomenon beyond sight. “Sorry… I just…”


“Some elves are captured in battle.” Korra answered me. “I hate to remind you of my time in the Corpse Collector Company, but I admit we sold the survivors from a few unlucky tribes in this very market.” Korra noticed my frown and hurriedly held up her hands. “Don’t worry though! Their kind of slavery is almost never for life. And their work is more sexual than laborious.”


“Still tragic.” I said with a shrug. I turned my head away from the auction block and looked at Melise. My concern was growing, and I resolved to get Melise checked out by a spirit healer when we returned to the palace.


“Tragic you can’t profit off it, right brother?” A sly and sickly voice asked.


I turned and spotted a male elf, slouching as he half-heartedly flipped through a book under the shade of an umbrella while three female elves waited nearby. One of them was fanning him, one fed him grapes, and the third held the umbrella up.


I studied the male elf as he gazed down at the rest of the market square. He had a slight sneer of derision on his face, even when looking at mage acolytes. Despite his attitude, he clearly wore a pendant carrying a massive spellheart embedded in its center, on display around his neck as though it were common jewelry instead of the source of his magical power.


“Whatever you’re selling, I’m not really interested.” I said.


“I’m not selling you anything.” The male elf snorted. “I’m offering you a job. Plenty of ambitious elves take a trip to the temple of fertility. Sometimes that’s to start a family, sometimes that’s just to make something valuable that they can sell to fuel their cultivation.” The elf nodded his head at the auction block across from him.


“That doesn’t sound very motherly.” I replied. “And it’s not a trade I’ll encourage.”


The elf looked me up and down, scanning for a spellheart. He didn’t find one, but he apparently didn’t like the look of me. He pulled out a small brass circle, similar to the one Nela’s old friend had used to check our cultivation bases. Whatever he saw satisfied him and I was happy to see that the Elementary Cultivation Concealment Technique could even hold up to such treasures. The male elf pocketed his brass circle with a snicker and sneered down his nose at me. “I suppose you’ll always be so pathetically weak then. Perhaps that lovely woman near you needs to experience a real man.”


In response, Melise continued to look dazed and distracted. She waved her hand without looking, as though touching something in the air nobody else could see. The male elf smiled and waved, but Melise continued to be trapped in her own mind.


“So how about it, blonde?” The elf male continued. “Care for a night of passion at the temple of fertility? We’re having a special, only a thousand Queensmarks for a five-minute session.”


“Five minutes!” I snorted and slapped my thigh, holding in a deep laugh. “You’ve got a long way to go before you can sneer at me, brother.” I pulled Melise closer to my side.


“I cultivated through all nine layers of zeal accumulation!” The elf shouted as he stood up. “That was hard! The last stage alone nearly took me six years! And by the looks of you, you haven’t even managed to bond with a spellheart yet!”


“Please, young sir. Don’t get into any more fights.” One of the male elf’s minders said. “It’s bad for the Temple of Fertility’s reputation.”


“Why am I even out here.” The male elf grumbled. “Surely there’s better ways to spend my time. I don’t know why you all paid for this, of all things.”


The male elf slowly and hesitantly took a seat. For a second there, I’d been tempted to drop my concealment technique, reveal my power as a peak mage acolyte, and gaze down in satisfaction as I taught this arrogant little ass not to be so rude to strangers. But doing that would gain me nothing, and probably make me the arrogant ass instead. So, I held my tongue and my spell.


“We’ll be on our way.” I said hastily. Had those been the strangers Anya warned me about? If so, avoiding them had proved to be surprisingly easy. I glanced up to a nearby rooftop, just barely catching sight of Eltiana ducking back under cover. Good. She’d followed us the whole way to the edge of the lake and was trailing us on the way back to the palace. Between having her hiding in the shadows and keeping my cultivation base hidden, we could handle any surprise thrown our way.


Just as I was feeling confident, the minder providing shade closed her umbrella.


“Hey, what gives?” The male elf complained. “Why are you—“


The male elf’s words were cut off when the umbrella-wielder reached for her umbrella’s base and tugged, drawing a long, thin blade.


The male elf jumped in fright, leaping out of his chair and stumbling backwards. “Assassin! Save me!” He shrieked, tumbled to the ground, crawled out of the way, and took off between the legs of the crowd of nearby slavers for protection.


Fortunately for him, the assassins weren’t after his life. They were after mine.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










THE BUSY MARKET square turned to observe us as the elf before me drew a naked blade and held it menacingly. The umbrella-wielder drawing her weapon sent a signal to the rest of her companions to ready their own weapons.


The fan-wielding elf pulled the fan close to her chest and let her hand hover over the weapon for a moment. Enchantments lit up along the fan’s side, and soon it glowed with potent crimson light as it projected the illusory image of a large crescent blade around its open edge.


Both the umbrella-wielder and the fan-wielder struck at the same time in what was clearly a well-practiced and coordinated attack. The strength and speed of their assault made me realize they were both true mages.


I used Quicksilver Thought to give me a moment to think and get my bearings. These two were closing in on me fast, but Yorik was as strong as an elf mid true mage now. Plus, I had Korra and Melise with me. Given the fact that I was being attacked in the middle of the day in a crowded market square, we’d only have to hold on for a few minutes at most before the palace guard took notice, though it would probably take them a bit longer to rally a force that could stop a fight between multiple true mages. Still, between the four of us we could hold on until then, so long as I didn’t die to this first surprise attack.


I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew Spell Eater. The weapon of enchanted adamantium was only now starting to lose its luminescent glow from the battle for the Hearthwood, but it was still magically reinforced beyond ordinary metal.


The crimson arc of light surrounding the magical fan touched Spell Eater and instantly vanished. The sword was harder to deal with, but the body of Spell Eater was strong enough to stop the weapon and only send a few vibrations up my arm. The fan touched Spell Eater and crumpled like ordinary paper. When the sword hit Spell Eater, I saw cracks shoot up the side of the umbrella sword before the tip snapped off and tumbled to the ground.


Both elves jumped back when their weapons failed to defeat mine. I swung Spell Eater triumphantly as both elves glanced at each other, realizing their surprise attack had been thwarted.


Yorik and Korra jumped into action to confront my two assailants. I’d jumped forward to protect Melise in her dazed state, but she also seemed to be reacting to this sudden assault. Above us, Eltiana whipped out her transmission stone and was shouting into it furiously.


I could flee. Yorik could hold her own, and if Eltiana and Korra wanted to flee even these true mages couldn’t stop them. I could toss Melise over my shoulder and take off on my flying sword like I’d done the last time I was attacked.


Instead, I advanced.


This time, I pressed against the limits of both the Blackgorge Fiendbody and my Sutra of the Living Earth. A breakthrough with body cultivation or with bonding with one of the other aura fragments in my Dimensional Storage would allow me to advance beyond my current limits, past which diligent practice couldn’t take me.


To that end, these assailants had offered themselves up as punching bags.


So, I swung Spell Eater again and used that moment to cast my spells.


I cast Quicksilver Thought and Twisted Step as defensive measures, then followed them up with Heart of the Mountain to increase my endurance, then I summoned a Stone Obelisk behind me to enhance my earth zeal.


My two true mage attackers realized what I was doing and jumped forward for a second attack before I could prepare myself further, but thanks to Quicksilver Thought I had plenty of time to activate Five Fierce Furious Fists and use it in conjunction with Embrittling Palm on the tip of Spell Eater.


When the umbrella-wielding elf attacked again, I met her weapon with the tip of mine. Spell Eater’s short, adamantium form crashed into the umbrella, striking it five times simultaneously thanks to the five fists technique. When combined with Embrittling Palm, the umbrella quickly became as hard as glass before shattering into pieces.


The disarmed elf stared blankly at the umbrella handle in her grip, just barely recovering in time to dodge a horizontal swing from Spell Eater as I nearly took her head off her shoulders.


The second true mage tried to help her companion but was met by a furious hammer blow from Yorik. Having detected only the strength of a mage acolyte from Yorik, the fan-wielding elf thought she could catch the head of the hammer in her open palm.


That was a major mistake. Yorik’s body cultivation placed her on the same level of power as a true mage, and in a physical confrontation she was even stronger than one. I heard the true mage’s finger bones snap one by one as they crumpled under the might of Yorik’s hammer. I only caught a momentary expression of shock on the true mage’s face before she was sent flying through the air, where she collided with a pair of gawking slave-auction attendees. The true mage struck their bodies with such force with her fall that their bones snapped as they cushioned her body. The weaker slavers and patrons among the crowd lost their lives as collateral damage as the true mage crashed amongst them.


The heartwielders and mage acolytes quickly realized this wasn’t a battle they were qualified to stick around and watch. They broke and scrambled in all directions, fleeing down stray alleys and scaling buildings just to get away from the sudden outburst of violence.


The third elf carried nothing more than a basket of grapes. I’d been wondering how she planned to use such a tool in battle when she reached into her basket and pulled out a long berry-speckled vine. She’d been plucking fruit off that vine moments ago, but under this elf’s ministrations the vine straightened into a thorn-covered whip. She rushed in to aid her companion in dealing with me when Korra jumped in, claws extended, and slashed a long series of gashes across the fruity whip-wielder’s back.


My opponent realized she was on her own and redoubled her efforts to survive my flurry of blows.




Street Assailant (early true mage, level 23)





Even without Mac, I guessed this assailant was one of the same elves I’d faced on the green mountain. I was willing to bet that even though these elves weren’t obscuring their identities with any perceivable disguise this time, all three of them were from that group of four who attacked us that day.


The true mage bobbed and weaved, arms low and shoulders up as she deflected my strikes on her forearms, leaving purple-streaked veins on her skin as the iron tip to my weapon cut tiny nicks into her body. I struck again and again, trying to keep her constantly on the defensive. Despite my efforts, this elf was a true mage, and I was only a mage acolyte. Eventually, she moved in too fast while Spell Eater was thrust too far forward to defend. She sensed an opportunity and I sensed peril.


I couldn’t pull my arm back with Spell Eater in my grip, so I freed myself of the weight of my weapon by pulling it into my Dimensional Storage. Then I positioned my other hand between me and the true mage and summoned Spell Eater back from my Dimensional Storage held in my other hand.


The elf jumped back when she realized the opening was a trick. I almost managed to skewer the true mage with that, but she had the reaction time of a lurking tiger and just barely managed to twist around what would have been a killing thrust.


“If you don’t use one of your spells soon,” I taunted, “you might actually die to me. How ignoble an end would that be?” I parried a hurried punch and returned it with an iron-laced scrape on my opponent’s shoulder. “A true mage killed by a mage acolyte? Your mother would be disappointed.”


“Surrender.” My opponent demanded. “Or die.”


“I should be saying that to you.” I reached into my Dimensional Storage and withdrew Dean’s Orb of Devouring. I pulled on the zeal of the Axe-Beaked Salamander and the Blightstone Elemental and spilled that zeal throughout the area like pouring water on the ground. Earth zeal pushed out other aspects, and when coupled with my Stone Obelisk the effectiveness of my earth spells only grew.


“Try this.” I said, striking the ground with the tip of Spell Eater and sending a pulse of zeal through my weapon in accordance with the Earthshatter spell. The elf stumbled as the ground trembled beneath her, but she was sure-footed enough to avoid losing her balance to such an attack. She jumped in the air to avoid touching the ground at all.


I used that moment to soften the ground where she’d land, turning it to mud in an instant. The true mage landed with a dull splash before sinking down slowly. Reacting quickly, she reached into her bag of holding for her own flying sword, which she tugged free and used to pull herself out of the muck and launch herself at me like a bullet.


I turned, revealing the Stone Obelisk I’d been tilting towards her over the last few seconds. Using the first spell I ever learned, I hurled the three-meter obelisk over my shoulder directly at the oncoming elf.


The true mage swerved desperately in the air, but my makeshift projectile still managed to clip her flying sword and send it tumbling from her hands. Both she and her flying sword came crashing to the ground, and I quickly closed the distance with Spell Eater as I jumped in to finish her off.


I would have won the fight then and there if these assailants hadn’t had another piece to play. For a moment, I’d forgotten that I’d been attacked by four secretive assassins, not just three.


The fourth assailant must have been keeping watch in a nearby building. She came from behind, silent and deadly as she struck out with a gently tapered saber. She swung right where my neck would have been had I not detected her approach.


As it was, her sword met nothing but the after image left behind by Twisted Step. I had already turned and thrust Spell Eater in her direction to put some space between the two of us.


Spell Eater may have been one of the shortest spears a warrior could practically wield, but it was still a spear. Between that and my longer arms, the saber-swinging elf was outranged.


“Don’t play around!” The disarmed umbrella-wielder said as she climbed back to her feet. “He’s skilled.”


The saber-wielder nodded and traced a finger along the side of her blade. Her weapon shone with a colorless light for an instant before fading back to normal. She swung it again and I moved to block. I had a terrible premonition as the weapon approached Spell Eater and I changed my mind to leap back instead. The weapon’s edge was not where the blade appeared to be, and as it passed over me I felt a few hairs get shaved off my arm.


“Is that enchanted?” I wondered aloud. “Or are you using a spell?”


Whatever it was, she wasn’t using mind magic. I couldn’t make out the type of zeal she was using, as though it were invisible to my sight.


Both my opponents changed then, becoming far deadlier than they had been moments ago. I realized they were using spells of their own now instead of just fighting with enchanted weapons.


I was immediately pushed back. I deflected saber strikes with Spell Eater while the other elf in the back prepared a more deadly spell. Whatever she was doing wouldn’t be good for me when she finished casting it. I felt the pressure of the moment build. I held Dean’s Orb in one hand, thrumming with power. Spell Eater was in the other, sucking in every bit of zeal it could. The odds were stacked against me and my allies were facing enemies of their own.


All 128 particles that constituted the Blackgorge Fiendbody flared within me. The ones buried in my skin, my muscles, my bones, and my marrow all cried out in unison like seeds sprouting on a warm spring day.


With my heart pumping as I desperately fought without reservation, my head lightened as it grasped a rare state of epiphany.


My zeal churned through my body, and I felt in touch with the earth beneath me. I couldn't quite put my finger on just what had changed, but suddenly I felt at home. Like I'd always been a stranger in my own skin and only now was I settling in. I sensed the 128 particles of zeal in me stir all at once and I quickly focused my efforts on reinforcing them.


The wall between me and the Bronze realm of the Blackgorge Fiendbody cracked and shattered as my body surged to new heights. It was though the zeal itself had rewarded me for grasping a higher truth.


The particles buried in my skin shivered and twisted as they sucked energy in from all the other particles, swelling and taking on a shiny luster before shrinking down into dense little pellets along the surface of my body.


As I was undergoing the transformation to the Bronze realm, the umbrella-wielder finished her spell. Suddenly, I lost my footing as I stepped in the very pile of mud I’d made earlier. I lost my balance and tumbled to the ground where I quickly began sinking in my own trap.


Unsure of what had happened, I borrowed a trick from my opponents and summoned my own flying sword from my Dimensional Storage and used that to pull myself free from the mud. The saber-wielder wouldn’t let me escape that easily though and she swung ruthlessly at the wrist grasping my flying sword, intent on severing them there. My body was clumsy and numb for a moment because of the transformation taking place. I scrambled to avoid the attack, but I needn’t have bothered.


Melise stepped forward, carefully choosing each step as though she walked in a meadow of flowers and loathed to tread on the smallest blade of grass. She snapped her fingers, generating the faintest speck of sunlight zeal I’d ever seen her summon. She flicked that tiny speck at my assailants and it flew through the air with incredible accuracy as it flashed across the saber-wielder’s eyes, blinding her for just a moment. That spare instant was all I needed to pull my hands out of the way of the incoming weapon and pull myself free of the muck.


I rolled onto solid ground, hardening the mud trap behind me with earth zeal me so I wouldn’t slip into it a second time. I turned to Melise, who had a serene expression on her face as her eyes gazed blankly into the distance.


“Get back, Melise!” I warned.


She had the Starfire Crucible, a spell strong enough to slay true mages even when wielded by a mage acolyte. The only problem was the spell took a long time to cast and required the perfect opportunity. Our usual tactic was for others to attack the true mage while she prepared the spell and let it loose at the perfect opportunity. We couldn’t do that with Melise on the front lines.


Melise didn’t respond and stood before the two true mages. They looked her over and realized she was only a late mage acolyte. The saber-wielding elf resolved to deal with Melise immediately and leaped ten meters through the air to land behind Melise and slash at her.


Still dazed, Melise conjured a burst of sunlight between her curled fingers and unleashed it behind her without looking. The burst of energy hit the incoming saber, twisting it just enough to cut nothing more than a few golden hairs off Melise’s head.




Body Cultivation progress detected!

You have successfully reached the Bronze realm of the Blackgorge Fiendbody.

You are now at the Bronze Skin realm of body refinement.





With my recent empowerment completed, I rushed to Melise’s aid with newfound strength.


The saber-wielder’s eyes widened as she realized I was coming at her far faster than before. Even I was surprised at the new strength in my legs. Each step carried me over three meters, and I felt like I was jumping more than running.


I hit the saber-wielder like a truck, slamming her aside. She tried to cut me with her weapon as she was thrown backwards, but the blade just bounced off my skin like I was wearing armor.


Another building collapsed as this true mage’s body cracked wood and stone. The building was already damaged from when my flying Stone Obelisk hit it earlier, so this blow sent the entire structure tumbling down. The whole thing crashed on top of her in a mass of stone and rocks. I hoped to trap her a little while in the rubble, but she quickly started digging her way out of the debris with her sword.


I spared a few seconds to call on all the earth zeal under the influence of my Stone Obelisk and welded the debris together. The true mage cursed as tearing her way through the rubble became exponentially harder.


Melise turned to the downed saber wielder and pointed her finger at the pile of debris. She whispered, “Starfire Crucible.” She enveloped the pile of rubble in a nebula of swirling starlight. This time, the cloud was bigger than I’d ever seen it before, and Melise summoned it with greater ease and familiarity.


The true mage howled in fury and fear as she realized her life was in danger. She tried to dig her way free with even greater haste, but Melise continued building the power of the Starfire Crucible spell.


Korra was barely holding her own, but Yorik had her opponent on the ground, bloody and beaten. The elf’s only chance of surviving a fight against Yorik was to avoid getting hit, but now that Yorik was a mage acolyte, her offensive mind spells were enough to land several devastating blows that her opponent didn’t even see coming. True mages or not, we were winning this fight.


My original assailant, the umbrella-wielder, realized her side was losing at the same time I did.


“I’m using it!” The umbrella-wielder shouted as she reached into a pocket over her heart to withdraw a tiny slip of paper. She held that piece of paper as though it were encrusted with gemstones before closing her eyes and channeling zeal into it.


All four of our assailants froze for a moment. Gray smoke streamed from their skin until their forms were blurry and indistinct. The one on the ground in front of Yorik leaped strangely to her feet, as though she were collapsing to the ground in reverse. Invisible hammer blows knocked her back and forth, and each time she was hit her wounds seemed to heal.


The elf trapped in Melise’s Starfire Crucible tore free of the rubble and tumbled free. Before our eyes, she jumped backwards from where Melise was standing and arrived at the umbrella-wielder’s side.


Broken bits of debris on the ground pulled together into the shape of an umbrella, which eventually landed back in the umbrella-wielders hand, whole and unblemished.


“You forced us to waste a very precious treasure.” The umbrella-wielder flourished her newly reformed weapon. “Now there is one less Time-Reversing Talisman in the world.”


They had played their ace. They were refreshed and regrouped, while we were separated, tired, and with all our most powerful spells already used.


That one slip of paper had turned the tables on us, and suddenly we were on the defensive. Two true mages attacked Korra from either side, forcing the catgirl to climb up a nearby building to safety.


Yorik unleashed a stunning burst of mind zeal, but this time the true mages were prepared. One of them opened her hand and released a spell of her own, freezing Yorik’s magic in the air as the two true mages attacked the orc from either side.


I sprinted over to help, and Melise was trying to quickly dispel her Starfire Crucible, which was greedily gulping down her zeal reserves and occupying her attention.


After chasing Korra off, the two true mages who weren’t dealing with Yorik turned back to me.


Each of them released mysterious spells whose aspects I couldn’t identify. Whatever they did, my earth zeal came to me reluctantly and unsteadily. Without my recent advancement in the Blackgorge Fiendbody I would have been defeated within moments.


As it was, the saber-wielder forced me to take a blow on my forearm. My body shrugged off most of the cut, but a thin trail of blood started dripping down my arm. The umbrella-wielder flicked her thumb and the umbrella’s point turned into a spike that dripped with sickly green venom.


I wasn’t sure what manner of poison she was using on her weapon, but I wasn’t confident that I could shrug off a poisoned stab as easily as I could the sword strikes. I was cut a dozen more times in the span of seconds, falling further back with each moment. In my retreat, I eventually found my back pressed against the building Eltiana was gazing down from.


Things were looking bad for me, so I shot a glance upward and realized my own ace was ready to play.


“You heaven-soured motherless floor-lickers!” A brash and furious voice shouted down from above. “You dwarf-pleasing sacks of bear dung! I told you my mother would get revenge for me!”


Jettara, the daughter of the Seven Snake Syndicate laughed maniacally as she gazed down at the two true mages with Eltiana by her side.


Another true mage appeared behind Jettara, looming a head taller and many years older. There was a clear family resemblance between the two elves, but this new true mage had swapped Jettara’s girlish rebelliousness for competence and experience.


“By humiliating my daughter,” the new true mage declared, “you’ve made the entire Seven Snake Syndicate look weak. Shops refuse to pay my toll and information brokers are finding other patrons. That means if I want to hold this syndicate branch together, I need to make an example out of you.”


“Grind their faces into the ground, mom!” Jettara cheered. “Tear their innards free and scatter them around the entire city! Flay their skin off and turn it into underclothes! Find two horny dwarves and then—“


“Enough, daughter.” The Black Scale, leader of the Seven Snake Syndicate in the capital, said to her daughter. “Today, your mother will teach you how to clean up a messy affair. When someone makes you look weak,” Jettara’s mother revealed a long black banner that billowed menacingly behind her, “you prove to them that you are strong.” She turned to her subordinates. “This may be a poor region of the city, but with all this chaos we can expect the palace guard here in ten minutes. Clean them up before then.”


Jettara’s mother jumped behind the saber-wielder and swung her banner. Ghostly skulls emerged in the wake of her waving flag. They dashed through the air and locked their teeth into the saber-wielder’s arms and legs, gnawing at her flesh with deadly intent.


The umbrella-wielder was surrounded by the Seven Snake Syndicate’s other two true mages. All of them struck at once and in a fountain of blood shot out of the umbrella-wielder’s mouth and nose as she was pummeled mercilessly.


Yorik’s two opponents realized things had once again turned for the worst. Yorik pressed their moment of panic to hit one with a blast of mind magic, stunning her long enough that Yorik could land a devastating hammer blow to the side of her head.


Jettara’s mother mopped up the other true mage with a swing of her banner. From the moment of their arrival, no more than thirty seconds had passed.


“Capture them.” Jettara’s mother commanded. “We need to find out who these four work for and why they moved against us.”


“What? Who are you?” The umbrella-wielder mumbled between bruised lips. Her arms were restrained by two true mage thugs from the Seven Snake Syndicate and Jettara strode around her proudly.


“Ha!” Jettara gave the restrained true mage a kick to the stomach. “Not so tough now!” She spat on her helpless opponent and continued to berate her.


“Thank you for saving us.” I turned and gave Jettara’s mother a shallow bow.


The Black Scale’s eyes shone with surprise and greed when they saw me. “Capture him too.” She glanced back at Jettara. “Perhaps I won’t be dependent on one half-talented daughter after all…”


“Wait!” Eltiana jumped down from the rafter’s above us. “Esteemed Black Scale! You can’t capture him?”


“Why not?” The leader of the Seven Snake Syndicate demanded, arms crossed and glaring.


“He’s…” Eltiana furrowed her brows. “…very important to the royal family!”


“Oh.” The Black Scale nodded thoughtfully. “You do good work, Eltiana. I might have made a blunder right then. If only you were my daughter instead of that over there.”


The Seven Snake Syndicate leader jerked her thumb back at Jettara, who was busy cursing and kicking the captives now that they were safely restrained or dead. “Help One and Two bag the two survivors. We need to be out of here in the next few minutes.”


“HANDS UP AND DROP YOUR WEAPONS!” A magically enhanced voice shouted.


I turned to see Assyrus of all people standing on a flying sword as she proudly ordered the true mages beneath her to scurry off or face her wrath.


“Damn.” The Black Scale cursed. “The royal guard. They’re never usually this fast.”


I examined Assyrus, hovering in the air on a borrowed flying sword and was surprised to note that she was wearing a set of chitinous blue armor just like what the other royal guards wore. She had a smile on her face that stretched from ear-to-ear, glaring down at the true mages below her.


“She’s only a mage acolyte.” The elf called One whispered. “We can ignore her.”


“Get out of here, little guard.” Jettara’s mother shouted. “I’ll run from your captain, but not you.”


Almost as if in response, thirty new figures rose behind Assyrus. Every one of them wore the chitinous blue armor of the royal guard, and one of them had fiery red hair and stood out from the rest.


“Heavens damn it.” Jettara’s mother cursed. “I suppose now I eat my words.”


“Yup.” Assyrus said, face brimming with smugness.


“You are wanted for street violence, disturbing the peace, and using excessively violent spellcraft within the capital.” The palace guard captain declared.


“It was in self-defense!” Jettara’s mother protested. “They attacked us first!”


Eltiana pulled Jettara away from where she was standing with her foot on a captive’s head, grinding her face into the ground. She arranged the Seven Snake Syndicate heir into a meeker position that wouldn’t hurt her mother’s case.


“They didn’t do a very good job of it.” The palace guard captain said. “You look unhurt.”


“Well… not us.” Jettara’s mother said. “Our… friends here! That’s right, they were attacking these good bystanders, and like honorable true mages should we stepped in to defend the weak!”


The palace guard captain frowned in displeasure but said, “The law does allow a true mage to defend mage acolytes and heartwielders when they are attacked by other true mages. But only if they have strong connections to the attacked by blood or honor. Are you saying you are bound by blood or honor to these four?”


“No… er… yes!” Jettara’s mother said. “They helped me track down these four petty early true mages who attacked my daughter in the night!”


“Fine. Because of the queen’s longstanding order to abide by her father’s wishes, and because these captives you’ve taken are people I’m interested in, you may go.”


Jettara’s mother hurriedly gathered her people, including Eltiana. In great contrast to her dramatic entrance, she and her group scurried into the shadows with their tails between their legs.




Enemies defeated through indirect means. (+300 points)





I had initially been afraid that The Wanderer wouldn't be satisfied with this type of victory, but the fact that it awarded me any points at all meant it approved.


“Assyrus!” I called out. “I notice you’re wearing the uniform of the palace guard.”


“That’s right!” Assyrus lifted her chin. “I’m something called a lieutenant now! A few people are upset over how many ranks I skipped over, but the captain thinks I have potential and pulled a few strings to help me get ahead.”


I flicked my eyes over to the palace guard captain, who was already busily trying to rehabilitate her new captives. “She isn’t upset with you?”


Assyrus shrugged sheepishly and blushed. “She spent a night or two getting even with me, but after that she liked the tenacity and courage I showed by facing her directly. So she showed me a few of the weapons in her private collection and we started sparring. I showed some interest in her armor because it felt similar to waterbeetle shells like my tribe makes. It turns out there’s a technique that lets you push waterbeetles to the mage acolyte and possibly even the true mage realm! That’s how they get the shells big enough to make plate armor with them instead of the scale armor we have to use back in the Waterbeetle tribe.”


“Exciting stuff.” I said, trying to avoid talking about Assyrus’ favorite type of creepy blue bug.


“Anyway,” Assyrus continued, “one thing led to another, and I wound up an officer in the palace guard! Pretty neat, huh?”


I clapped her on the shoulder, noticing how the chitinous blue armor bounced the force back at me as I did so. It really was just like the waterbeetles. “I’m happy you’re happy.” I said. “I assume you’ve come up with some sort of arrangement that allows you to continue leading the Waterbeetle tribe?”


Assyrus nodded. “The royal guard is actually fairly loosely regulated. Officers especially can go and attend to private affairs all the time. Elves intent on cultivating often need to seclude themselves for decades at a time to train and practice. But palace guards get quite a few rewards depending on how many hours they put in. All I need is a few thousand merit points and I can earn a special four-star aura fragment from the collection reserved exclusively for promising palace guard recruits!”


Eventually, the palace guard captain made her way over to me and Assyrus. “Lieutenant.” The captain nodded and Assyrus saluted.


"Theo, this is Captain Copperguard." Assyrus said.


"We've met." I replied as Assyrus stepped back to let the two of us talk.


After Assyrus left, she took off her captain's badge, turning it over in her hand. Then Amisra Copperguard turned to me. “I’ve interviewed your companions. They mentioned that this time your attackers used a powerful talisman during the fight?”


“They did.” I confirmed. “I even got the name of it. They said it was called a Time-Reversing Talisman.”


The captain’s face became grave and she frowned. “Then I may have bitten off more than I can handle.”


“If you don’t mind me asking,” I began, “what is a Time-Reversing Talisman?”


“There was only one person in the entire history of the Deanian Queendom whose mastery over fate reached the level required to make Time-Reversing Talismans.” The captain said. “That person was Samuel the Fateweaver.”


“Which would suggest—“ I said with sudden realization.


“That your assailants are connected to the Fateweaver Society in some way.” The captain sighed. “The Fateweaver Society is not what it once was, but it has foundations as deep as the royal family’s and they have no shortage of wizards. Investigating them will have to be performed with more discretion than I care to use.”


A thought occurred to her and a sly grin cropped up the corner of the captain’s face. “Which is why I’m going to delegate! Lieutenant Assyrus! You’re in charge of this case. Find out what’s going on, make the appropriate arrests, and compile everything into a report that makes me look good in front of the princess.”


Assyrus approached and saluted again, still wearing a smile on her face. “Yes sir!”


Then the palace guard captain and most of her guards packed up their new prisoners and hauled them off back to the palace, leaving only Korra, Assyrus, Yorik, Melise, and I standing amongst broken piles of rubble.


As soon as they were out of sight, Assyrus turned to me and asked, “Theo! I need your help.”


I nodded. “It turns out your first mission as part of the palace guard isn’t an easy one. Let’s start by interviewing the witnesses.”


A few nervous heads from elves who’d gone running for cover when true mages started fighting poked her head up over the debris. “Is it over?” One of them asked.


“It’s over.” I confirmed. “Did any of you see a wimpy male elf scurry off in this direction? Only about this tall, no muscles, and not particularly good looking?”


“Over there.” The nervous survivor replied. “I think a few slavers are trying to take him captive.”


So, we walked over to the slavers the survivor pointed to and came across a heated discussion.


“Five thousand Queensmarks! Take it or leave it!” One slaver demanded.


“That’s far too cheap.” Another replied. “For a peak heartwielder? I’m certain we can get the Temple of Fertility to pay ten thousand Queensmarks.”


“What a joke.” The male elf snorted from his position inside a cage. “I’m worth at least twenty thousand. Honestly, this is a little insulting.”


“Everyone!” I clapped my hands to get their attention. “We need the loser in the cage over there. Kindly clear out for me.”


The slavers were about to protest when Yorik hefted her hammer, still dripping with blood. Between the fearsome sight of our group and sight of Assyrus wearing the armor of the palace guard we managed to intimidate everyone into scurrying off so we could talk with the male elf alone.


“How’d you end up with those four?” I asked.


“They hired me from the Temple of Fertility.” The male elf explained. “Look, I’m sorry about insulting you earlier. They wanted the whole arrogant young master fantasy and we at the Temple of Fertility—“


“Did you get any names?” I asked. “How did they pay? Where did you meet them?”


The male elf quickly recounted the entire series of events leading up to this moment. Though he spoke a lot, we ended up learning very little beyond what we already knew.


“I could go.” Melise said slowly, still shaking off her peculiar mental state. “I could infiltrate the Fateweaver Society. We have the names of a few it might be worth talking to.”


I studied Melise. “You were touched by fate zeal, didn’t you?”


Melise nodded in confirmation. “That’s right. It’s a rare gift, and one I likely only obtained from my mother’s line thanks to the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir. The Fateweaver Society would be foolish to refuse me entrance.”


“Then you’ll have to help Assyrus with her case.” I said. “I’ll need to spend the next few days training to grow accustomed to the power of the Blackgorge Fiendbody’s Bronze Skin realm.”


Yorik, Korra, and I headed back to the palace to recover from our wounds.








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










A FEW DAYS later, I sat at the table with Eltiana, who was running me through recent events inside the Seven Snake Syndicate.


“Jettara is mad at me, I think.” Eltiana said sadly. “As a late mage acolyte even younger than her, she sees me a threat to her position as the future leader of the syndicate here in the capital.”


“So, she’s making trouble for you?”


“That’s right.” Eltiana confirmed. “She even managed to get me demoted while her mother wasn’t looking. Getting me caught for a lousy attempt at poisoning the entire palace didn’t work, so she’s just trying to keep me out of the limelight now so I can’t do anything noteworthy.”


“In that case,” I said, glancing around the empty table suspiciously. “I have a mission of my own to give you while you’re free. “I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I need you to spy on Korra for me.”


Eltiana leaned close, a cheeky grin on her face. “Is the kitty up to something?” She asked hopefully.


“She’s not.” I replied. “But her guild definitely is. Now that she knows I’ve reached the Bronze realm I’m expecting her to remind me of her guild’s invitation to the World of Tooth and Claw.”


“What are you going to do about it?” Eltiana asked.


I shrugged. “Nothing. They’ll have to send me more than an invitation to lure me over, and they only have one thing that I want.”


“Alright, consider me your spy!” Eltiana said. “She won’t even know I’m lurking in the shadows behind her at every turn. She won’t realize her every whisper is being listened to, and that even her very dreams are being watched!”


“You’ll have to borrow Illiel if you want to handle that last part.” I said. “I’ll be gone though. I want to see if I can take a trip back to the Hearthwood.”


“You’re going home?” Eltiana asked. “I figured Assyrus would be the first of us to break down, not you.”


I waved my hand. “I just want to check on things. Besides, now that I’ve reached the equivalent of true mage with body cultivation, I can survive a trip through a teleportation array. Getting one of those set up on our end will make getting between home and the capital fast and easy.”


“Yeah, for true mages.” Eltiana said sourly.


I laughed. “Consider it motivation to reach true mage yourself as quickly as possible. I know that’s my next goal.”


Sava joined us shortly after and rejoiced when she heard I was planning on setting up a teleportation array in the Hearthwood.


“That will make it so much easier to order my assistants around back home!” Sava said. “They’re not grinding the unicorn horn dust finely enough. It’s probably Salica. She’s been fond of that new millstone contraption instead of using a mortar and pestle like she should.”


“I’m sure all our kids are working hard, even in your absence.” I appeased. “But I’ll let them know you wanted to check in on them.”


“If you’re returning home,” Sava said, “Bring a few of our kids back with you. Baroness Jynna did a wonderful job taking Nela and me to the Hall of Citizenship. All the matriarchs of the Heartwood are now official citizens of the Deanian Queendom, which grants us legal protections and means we can’t be enslaved by any opportunistic thug who comes along. We tried to file for you as well, but it turned out the princess herself sponsored you months ago, before you’d even met.”


“That’s certainly nice of her.” I agreed. “I’ll have to ask her if I can buy a teleportation array kit anywhere in the capital. I’ve got a feeling that having one will dramatically reduce the difficulty of building one ourselves.”


Sava reached into her bag of holding and pulled out a box and a bundle of sticks containing arm-length flags and enchanted ironwood disks. “I already purchased a kit myself with the hopes of constructing an array. Having you do it for me just means I won’t have to leave my shop. I’m afraid the other alchemists will burn the place to the ground if I spend more than a few hours away.”


“That bad?” I asked.


“Yes.” Sava agreed. “I’ve been challenged to half a dozen alchemists duels. Even the four-star alchemists have taken notice of me. I think I should just cut loose, head back to the Heartwood, brew a few real four-star potions, and sell them all at the upcoming alchemist’s auction.”


Sava regaled me with tales of her latest adventures on the green mountain and how she’d out-maneuvered a batch of alchemists by trying to sabotage her incoming ingredients thanks to the fact that Sava was supplied almost entirely from the Hearthwood, curtesy of my Dimensional Storage.


After we finished our meal, I hunted down Baroness Jynna, who was helpful enough to offer me a ride back to the Hearthwood.


“I appreciate this, Jynna.” I said. “But all I really need is to know where I can rent an airship that will take me home.”


“The closest a commercial airship will take you is Wood’s Edge.” Baroness Jynna explained. “Airships have difficulty landing, especially inside a forest. It takes an incredibly skilled pilot to pull off that kind of landing.”


“And let me guess, you just happen to be that skilled of a pilot?”


“That’s right!” Baroness Jynna proudly declared. “My mother said so herself when she handed down grandfather’s old airship to me.”



***


The return journey to the Hearthwood was much less eventful than our trip to the capital. Despite its horrendous colors, the ship made fantastic time and soon Wood’s Edge was beneath us.


I leaned over the side of the airship. “Is it just me, or does Wood’s Edge look a lot more burnt than it was when we left it?”


Baroness Jynna leaned up from where she’d been reclining in the pilot's seat, having done nothing since pushing the big red button several days ago. “To be fair,” Jynna said, “I think a great deal of the damage to this settlement can be traced back to you. Normally, I‘d be upset about that. But I saw clear evidence of tax evasion under the Demonstar Clan’s governance, with all that gold on the walls and buildings. They reported massive losses this year.” Jynna tisked and shook her head.


There were people still in Wood’s End, but the poorer heartwielder districts were mostly empty. I did notice that the symbols of the Demonstar Clan on the walls and throughout the town had been vandalized, and the Demonstar Clan Hall was still in the dilapidated state we left it in. It seemed after we dealt with the Demonstar Clan here, they hadn’t had the chance to appoint a new governor and lawlessness was starting to claim the town.


Jynna continued to take us over the trees of the Heartwood and we soared over the forest until we eventually spotted a large clearing that unnaturally dotted the forested landscape beneath us. Even from high in the air, I could see many tiny dots milling about beneath us. I’d sent a message ahead of us and a few pointed in my direction and I was sure they were spreading news of my return.


“Are you ready to stand in awe of my miraculous piloting skills?” Jynna asked proudly.


“Alright, let’s see how you manage to set us down in this densely canopied forest.” I rolled my eyes.


Jynna stood up, took a breath, and plastered a look of absolute seriousness on her face. “Landing… now!” Then she hit the single large red button and the ship started landing.


The defensive wards flickered to life along the airship’s sides, cracking branches as it descended through the treeline. Trees creaked and wildlife fled in panic as the airship plowed through the forest’s upper canopy with no regard for grace or safety.


Leaves tumbled down like an avalanche as the airship’s descent tore them free and we landed with all the grace of a pig being thrown out of the window of a tower.


When the airship finally stopped shaking, Jynna bowed and smiled. “Another safe landing under the direction of Captain Jynna!”


I gave her a slow applause and opened the door out of the airship. “Thanks for the ride, Jynna. Welcome back to my home.”


Jynna stepped out and I followed her to the Hearthwood Clan. Within minutes, our welcome party arrived to greet us.


Trumpets flared in the forest and a dozen riders on Stonehoof Unicorns arrived with a large, gilded carriage being pulled by a pair of docile Thunder Bears.


“The Hearthwood Clan welcomes the return of our matriarchs!” The lead elf shouted. She took off her helmet to reveal herself as Ghessa, Nela’s right-hand woman.


“Just me this time, Ghessa.” I said. “And Baroness Jynna. I’m sure you remember her from the last time she was our guest.”


“Oh.” Ghessa sighed in disappointment. “We prepared a whole parade and everything… Oh well, we can still use this as our practice run.”


So Jynna and I hopped in the carriage being pulled by Thunder Bears to the beat of many drums and the blare of trumpets proclaiming the return of the Hearthwood’s matriarchs.


“Matriarch Nela!” A bunch of Songstone clanswoman cheered, despite the fact that Nela was nowhere to be seen.


“Matriarch Assyrus!” The Waterbeetle tribe clapped weapons against shields while cheering wildly.


“Matriarch Yorik!” A whole host of rough armor-clad soldiers shouted in unison.


“Matriarch Illiel!” A group of bookish elves bowed politely.


“Matriarch Melise!” A group of white-gowned healers clapped their hands with smiles on their faces.


“Matriarch Eltiana!” Purple-haired Hidden Serpent elves shouted from somewhere hidden.


“Matriarch Sava!” A group of exhausted Riverweed tribe elves half-heartedly cheered with bags under their eyes and hunched, sleepless postures.


The cheering and shouting slowly died down as everyone realized it was just me, accompanied only by Baroness Jynna.


“Sorry everybody, the matriarchs are busy in the capital.” I waved a hand. “I’ll see myself in.”


[Well, this is a bit awkward.] Mac replied. [We haven’t even started practicing your bit yet.]


“This was your idea, Mac?” I asked.


[That’s right!] Mac replied. [Unity, order, and cleanliness are the three virtues I’m trying to promote the most here in the Hearthwood. I must say, you really must see the new castle. We rebuilt it with everything it had before and then some!]


“There certainly seems to be a lot more elves here than I remember.” I said. “We only had a two hundred a few months ago. That little parade of yours had over a thousand elves alone!”


[We had three more batches of wisps manifested!] Mac proudly announced. [The Hearthwood now has over three thousand elves. This place is really becoming a little city.]


“Three thousand?” I asked. “How is the council dealing with such explosive population growth?”


[With a great deal of hard work.] Mac explained. [We’ve opened a school per Illiel’s wishes to keep all the elves who aren’t yet employed. We’ve been teaching the basics of cultivation, law, good financial practices, and an introduction to common crafting jobs. We’ve lowered taxes now that we’re no longer fighting for our lives, but with so many more people we’re pulling in Macmarks faster than we can spend them. I’ve been creating new currency to prevent deflation while simultaneously growing the clan’s treasury.]


“What about trade?” I asked as I walked around the newly rebuilt town. There were more stone buildings than I remembered, and I noted with pride that Castle Mac was nearly twice as tall as the Demonstar Clan Hall in Wood’s End.


[Quite a few merchants from a neighboring town to the south have started selling their goods here.] Mac replied. [We’ve got them desperately trading their goods to us for spellheart enhancements as they push to reach mage acolyte. Apparently, the difference in status for heartwielders and mage acolytes is even greater than it is here in the rest of the Deanian Queendom. Everyone certainly works hard over here! And if they don’t, we just send them to shovel poop in the Monster Dens for a few weeks while I pump motivational speeches into their heads! With, admittedly, a bit of mind magic involved.]


The Hearthwood Clan had grown more than tenfold in my absence, with no signs of stopping anytime soon. Mac and the substitute council had long since started reorganizing our small group into an orderly society. My children and the matriarchs were being called the Hearthwood’s main family, with many others striving to gain classification as branch, servant, or vassal families.


“What about the wisps we harvested from our enemies?” I asked. “How are we classifying them?”


[As you noted, a lot of the Corpse Collector Company members were criminals in their past lives. We aged their wisps separately to divest them of their past lives of crime and give them a fresh start in the Hearthwood. The process could use some refinement, but quite a few of them have really taken to life here and are desperately striving to achieve status and recognition here in the Hearthwood Clan. We’re considering a citizenship program similar to what they have in the capital of the Deanian Queendom for all the Hearthwood’s subjects, only we won’t limit entrance to true mages and elves true mages vouch for. We plan to award civil liberties and tax benefits in exchange for loyalty, community service, and honorable conduct. I’ve been drafting a little constitution that you might want to look at.]


“Send a copy of your progress through the Dimensional Storage.” I agreed. “Being patriarch doesn’t mean I have to be a tyrannical dictator, and I’m more than happy to guarantee the Hearthwood some measure of law and order. Send something fair and reasonable and the matriarchs and I would be happy to sign it.”


[Done! Sora, one of your daughters by Sava, is transcribing a copy now. In fact, all your children are waiting for you inside the castle. They’re very eager to hear about what the capital is like from their father.]


“Well, now you’re making me feel bad for running off on them. At least I came back eventually.” I chuckled as I stared up at the imposing form of Castle Mac. I could just barely make out a few portions of the old castle concealed behind the impressive new additions that had it sitting taller and stronger than ever before. “Are those strength enchantments in the walls?” I asked.


[Argona’s handiwork. All of them have been working hard for the benefit of the Hearthwood Clan. Jatese is now managing that agent you subverted from the Demonstar Clan, Comela has taken a leadership position in our army, and the rest have been keeping the forest safe while you and the matriarchs are away. I shouldn't say too much though, since I'm sure they'll want to give you a report in person. Go!] Mac insisted.


I headed into the castle and passed through a few hallways dotted with soldiers, some of whom were familiar and some of whom I’d never seen before.


Mac directed me down several hallways and up three flights of stairs before I came across a familiar hallway and opened the door to find twelve happy half-elves awaiting my arrival.


“Father!”


“Welcome home dad!”


“Daddy! What was the capital like?”


“Girls!” I said, returning their enthusiasm. “It’s good to see you’re all doing well.” I glanced around to find a dining table lined with food with decorations all around. “You certainly didn’t have to throw a party for me though. This is just a quick little visit before I head back.”


“Aww.” There were pouts all around, which I quickly remedied by bringing out a few presents. “I got something for each of you girls while I was at the capital!”


“Oh, you bought stuff for us, Dad? That’s so thoughtful!”


I scratched the back of my head sheepishly and kept my mouth shut. I had picked up these presents for my daughters, but I hadn’t bought them. I’d nabbed Jettara’s bag of holding when we attacked her in an alley, along with the bags of holding of a few of our assailants when the Seven Snake Syndicate defeated them. They had quite a few trinkets in there, so I picked out a handful of them on the trip back home to give to my kids.


On the walk here, I’d asked Mac to sort and catalogue my inventory then cross-reference the new items I’d obtained with each of my kid’s habits and personalities to pick each of them a gift they’d find heartwarming and useful.


Salla received an enchanted device that would record her voice and play it back to her. Sora got a to-do list that reorganized itself based on her mood. Salica received a box of rare alchemy ingredients and tools.


Myrus got a set of exotic paints. Sielus received a talisman that was supposed to make one luckier while searching for treasure. Argona got a book on elvish enchantment methodology. Aminel received a force magic amulet capable of blocking a true mage’s attack one time. Laminel got a jug that refilled itself from vapor in the air.


Comela received a horn that could imitate an elaborate series of birdcalls. Pelise received a wristband meant for practicing fine zeal control. Altease received an enchanted vial of never-ending ointment that could heal minor cuts and bruises. Jatese got a pink whip that inflicted pleasure instead of pain. I was curious about that last one, but Mac advised me not to inquire too deeply into my daughter’s hobbies.


“Wow father!” Jatese blushed. “I didn’t think you knew me so well!” My daughter gave me a big hug and hurriedly tucked the little pink whip behind her back.


“Have fun, dear…” I chuckled awkwardly. “And don’t be too harsh on anyone.”


Jatese giggled and grinned, running her fingers over the whip’s fluffy pink end with a slightly sadistic smile.


"We got a present for you too, father." Argona said shyly. In her hands she clutched a round object wrapped in paper.


I tugged at the ribbon and pulled the gift open. They flopped aside to reveal the mirror we'd recovered from the battlefield outside the Hearthwood.




Spell Mirror

Status: Partially repaired

This item appears to have several features, but primarily functions as a defensive enchantment. Its previous user utilized force zeal to reflect spells thrown at them. Only magic that can be reflected will appear in the mirror.





"How thoughtful of you girls." I said. "You worked hard to find and repair this, didn't you."


"It was mostly Argona's work. We just hunted down a few ingredients." Comela said.


"Everyone helped!" Argona protested. "Do you like it, father?"


"I love it." I said, pulling Argona into a hug. "It's beautiful and I'm sure I'll put it to use sooner or later. I'm starting to outgrow my force shield vambraces."


“This horn will be very useful to me as well, Dad.” Comela said. “I’ve been drilling my platoon to coordinate attacks while hidden in the brush. With this horn, all I have to do is teach them a few birdcalls! Our enemies will never know what hit them.”


I ruffled Comela’s hair. “Your mother would be proud. She’s busy gathering and regrouping Songstone Clan survivors, and it looks like Nela will need your help sooner rather than later. You’ll have to hurry up and reach mage acolyte!”


A smile creeped up the corners of Comela’s mouth and she wriggled back and forth. “Dad… haven’t you looked at my cultivation?”


I squinted and scanned my daughter.




Comela Songstone (early mage acolyte, level 13)

Your daughter by Nela. Yorik appointed her as an officer in the Hearthwood’s armed forces and is grooming her for command.





“You already reached mage acolyte!?” I nearly shouted in surprise.


Comela bowed. “My parents were both mage acolytes when I was conceived! Frankly, I had an unfair advantage.”


“Don’t be so critical of yourself, Comela!” One of my other daughters protested. “You work harder than any of us. It’s why you’re the strongest of us twelve sisters.”


“Not counting big brother Segolas, of course.” Jatese added. “Though he can’t really do much cultivating right now.”


“Did you… find a way to fix him?” Pelise asked as she turned to me hopefully.


I shook my head sadly. “I’m afraid not even the capital has the kind of magic we’d need to heal Segolas. But don’t worry, someday your dad will be strong enough to shatter suns and create new worlds at will!”


Pelise nodded happily, fully believing my assertion that I’d one day be powerful enough to do anything.


“If father came to rule as an immortal king among the stars…” Argona whispered, “that would make us all princesses like Princess Tivana.”


“Nah, we’d be even more important than Princess Tivana!” Sielus cheered. “We’re counting on you, Dad!”


“I’ll do my best girls.” I laughed.


My daughters had a thousand questions about the capital, so I sat awhile and answered each one they came up with while they filled me in on everything that had happened in my absence.


“A wizard came by and said she was from the Bluefield Clan. She had a chat with Kysalian and her comatose teacher Shakaran Sakaku before taking off, looking very nervous.” Jatese said.


I nodded and told them not to worry about that. It was just some politics spilling over from the capital.


“Also, we hunted down the locations of two more nexus seals!” Comela said.


“By we,” Sielus interrupted, “Comela means me and her. My mother Assyrus left a bunch of secret Waterbeetle records from the first chief lying around. I dug through them until I found the nexus she found, and we searched through the dungeon based on her notes until we found it.”


“And the other,” Comela continued, “we identified under a mysterious batch of runes to the northwest region of the forest! The drawings on the wall there describe a few sixth golden age spells we’ve added to the families’ secret library.”


“You did excellent work, both of you.” I said. “Did Mac give you both a reward in Macmarks for your efforts?”


[I did.] Mac confirmed. [But we were already at our maximum currency inflation rate for optimized economic growth at the time, so I had to deduct the balance from your account to pay them.]


“You rewarded us, didn’t you father?” Sielus asked.


“I guess I did, according to Mac.” I replied.


“There’s plenty of time to talk about money later!” Aminel complained. “Tell us again what you saw that mage acolyte wearing in Bronzeridge!”


“And what the tailor tried to get you to wear!” Pelise giggled.


“It was nothing safe for your eyes.” I chuckled. “Maybe for me and your mothers behind closed doors, but that’s the only place I’d wear one of those things.”


“My uncle wears one of those things.” Argona said, reminding me that Eltiana had a brother. “He struts about the town square with it like a proud peacock. It’s pretty embarrassing.”


“Does he now?” I laughed. “Better him than me. I’m glad that he’s finally stopped hiding in his room. I am genuinely sorry about killing him that one time.”


“At any rate, he’s better now.” Argona said sourly. “He’s even been trying to convince me to enchant a codpiece for him to make it look bigger than it should.”


“Alright, maybe I’ll have to scare him back into hiding.” I laughed.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










OUTSIDE THE CASTLE, the excitement from the parade was starting to die down while my daughters and I continued to chat. The cheering and drumming we'd heard out the window had faded to the sound of a bustling market in the late afternoon. There were enough elves here that commerce was starting to boom. Gone were the days where everyone worked for me and received their food and cultivation supplies in exchange for labor.


I even saw giant fruits from the Hydroponic Farm and realized part of our growing treasury was from not just taxes but also the products we could produce using The Wanderer.


That was good, because with the size of our standing army we'd need more tax money than we could expect to draw from the settlement during a time of peace. I tried to think of some way to improve the current situation but by all accounts, my daughters and the substitute council had been doing a wonderful job keeping the Hearthwood in order while I was away.


I expected things to get quieter as afternoon turned to evening, so I was surprised when I heard a sudden siren going off in every room in Castle Mac.


"RED ALERT." Mac's voice blasted over hidden speakers throughout the castle. "HOSTILES DETECTED IN THE HEARTHWOOD."


I sat upright, as did all my daughters in unison.


"That means Mac's detected something dangerous headed our way!" Comela shouted. "I need to get to my battle station!"


I was about to start issuing orders when I realized my kids had already cleared out of the room completely. I looked out the window and saw elves everywhere forming organized lines as armed and armored elves equipped themselves for combat or rushed to designated positions. It seemed a parade was the least of the things Mac had drilled the elves of the Hearthwood for. Out of everyone in the forest, it looked like I was the only one who didn't know where he was supposed to go.


"What's going on, Mac?" I said aloud as I projected my thoughts to Mac.


[Your clan is preparing for battle. Four elves entered the forest and are traveling towards us at alarming speed.]


"Just four?"


[Four elves, all true mages. They're all wearing crimson robes. Looking closer, I see a star emblazoned on their robes. They don't match any group in my database.]


I grimaced. "They match one in mine. That sounds like the Demonstar Clan. Their leader is Lycara Demonstar, and she's already reached the very peak of the true mage realm. That's the level Kysalian was at before she reached the wizard realm with the Shadowblade Beast's help." I ran to the nearest window, watching the elves scramble to their positions below. "Do you think I have time to go to the capital and get Sava, Nela, and Yorik back through the Teleportation Array?"


[They won't be needed.] Mac assured me. [I'll activate the Level-Reducing Sentry Towers just to be safe, but our current defensive protocol is more than capable of fending off these invaders.]


"They're true mages." I warned. "You shouldn't take them lightly."


[They're the ones who shouldn't take us lightly.]


I gazed out the window with uncertainty as the Hearthwood came to life. To either side of the castle, doors swung open and elves pushed a pair of bronze cylinders mounted on rails into position. Ironwood projectiles of various sizes sat next to what were clearly a pair of cannons as the elves prepared and loaded the weapons in a steady and practiced manner.


"You salvaged the Corpse Collector Company's cannons?"


[Correct. There was a blueprint for anti-air defenses in The Wanderer's database so we could have done the same with points, but this was both free and easy. I have been meaning to ask you to cast some real iron cannonballs for the elves to use. They'd be more effective than ironwood replicas.]


The four Demonstar matriarchs finally reached the edge of the clearing in which we'd built our town. 


They hovered in the air above us, surveying the town below them.


"I didn't realize there was a settlement of this scale this far north. It seems to be even bigger than Wood's Edge." One of the Demonstar matriarchs noted.


"Large or small, the true power of a settlement is measured by their strongest cultivators." Lycara said. "And four true mages like us will have no more trouble annihilating a thousand heartwielders than we would have had annihilating a hundred."


"You there!" A broad-shouldered and blue-haired elf said as she stepped into view. "I am Ullua, of the Waterbeetle tribe, which is itself of the Hearthwood Clan. Why have you come to our forest?"


Lycara looked down at Ullua below her. "A late mage acolyte. She's likely their strongest. Watch the rest flee after I kill her." She pointed a finger at Ullua and started charging a bolt of crimson energy at her fingertips.


"I asked you a question!" Ullua shouted. "Your answer will tell me whether you're a guest or an intruder."


Lycara snorted. "When addressing a cultivator of a realm more powerful than yourself, you should be on your knees. And you should ask your questions with quite a bit more deference. Perhaps this lesson will teach whoever inherits your memories to be more polite."


The bolt of crimson energy at the tip of Lycara's finger was bright enough now for Ullua to see. She quickly realized she was about to be attacked and ducked back into the building she'd popped out of.


Lycara flicked her finger and sent the blast of magic hurtling forward. It collided with the small structure Ullua just entered with a tremendous explosion, reducing the whole structure to rubble in an instant. Strangely, Ullua was nowhere to be seen within the rubble.


Instead, she popped out of another door all the way across the settlement. "Don't say I didn't give you a chance, you flying twat!" Ullua cursed.


Lycara frowned as she realized a mage acolyte had escaped her rage without a scratch. She pointed her finger again to fire another blast but turned when she heard a faint buzzing sound coming from behind her.


Before she managed to fully turn, a bolt of purple lightning shot out of a nearby tower, zapping all four true mages with a burst of energy.


The group of true mages assumed they'd been struck with a direct attack. When they looked themselves over and found no wounds, one of them laughed. "Ha! You'll need to do better than that to scratch a true mage!"


In response, the cannons to either side of me roared to life. The true mage who'd just been mocking us tried to create a phantom turtle shell using her magic. She'd probably expected her creation to cover her entire body, but her spell resulted in a shield no bigger than a buckler. Even what defense it provided seemed to be weak and unstable as it flickered in and out of existence.


"What? My cultivation!" The true mage said as she realized she'd been temporarily reduced to the level of a mage acolyte.


An instant later, a pair of cannonballs hit her. Her shield cracked under the first as though it was made of paper, and the cannon ball bounced downwards and struck the flying sword under her feet. The second hit her in the shoulder, cracking bone and knocking her to the ground.


She winced as she tried to stand up, only to find the soldiers of the Hearthwood intended to show her no mercy as she was hit by a barrage of crossbow bolts.


The other three matriarchs fared no better. One more had been reduced to the level of a mage acolyte. Lycara was strong enough that the tower's ability only reduced her to mid true mage, while the one remaining matriarch was flickering between early true mage and late mage acolyte.


The cannons roared again, and this time I noticed a long rope stretching between them. The pair of linked cannonballs spun through the air, whipping around each other until they caught one of the Demonstar matriarchs and wrapped around her, tearing her from her flying sword and sending her tumbling to the ground in a heap. Lycara and her only remaining companion of true mage strength were able to fend off the last round of cannonballs and the arrows that followed, but they had to land to protect their comrades.


Once they were on the ground, two buildings nearby opened and Hearthwood mage acolytes poured out in ranks of two. We didn't have the zeal crystals to empower mage acolytes as quickly as we could heartwielders. The sheer number of mage acolytes was greater than the Hearthwood's entire population before I left, and their numbers stood as a testament to how much we'd grown.


Armed with enchanted swords, spears, and shields, the soldiers of the Hearthwood advanced in tight organized units to surround their enemies. A constant barrage of crossbow bolts and cannon fire kept the two full-strength true mages from focusing their power on taking out any one regiment of elves and cannon fire from above forced them to maintain a pair of shielding spells.


"Wasn't this supposed to be a small forest clan, Lycara?" one of the matriarchs wheezed as she pulled a bolt out of her back. "There are more mage acolytes here than we've got back home!"


Lycara ground her teeth against each other. "Apparently the syndicate under-exaggerated the severity of this threat. I would almost think they had malevolent intentions against us! I will have words with their leader next time I see her."


"Bring up the iron-tipped bolts!" Ullua ordered as she approached the front. "This is our chance to finish them off."


A group of elves carried forward a chest held far away from themselves by long wooden polls. They set the chest on the ground and opened it, extracting a bundle of crossbow bolts.


The elves wielding crossbows deftly exchanged their ironwood bolts for iron-tipped ones. They held their weapons aloft, carefully took aim, and fired.


Lycara's eyes widened as she saw the iron bolts hurtling towards her. Her lips creased in anger as she reached for the matriarch at her side. She grabbed the other Demonstar woman by the scruff of her neck and held her before herself like a shield. The iron bolts slammed into the true mage Lycara was protecting herself with, eyes bulging as her body was perforated. The iron weapons shot veins of purple across her body and she gasped as her aura desperately struggled to contain the effects of the bolts.


"We have to retreat!" one of the Demonstar matriarchs said as she saw the Hearthwood crossbowmen reading another volley.


Lycara bit her lip and reached into a pocket at her waist. She pulled out a strip of paper and channeled zeal into it until the paper lit with tiny, cramped runes.


Spatial magic flowed out of the talisman and enveloped the group of four Demonstar matriarchs. Just as I was sighing at the thought that the four of them were about to get away, the ground thumped as a massive necrotic foot struck the ground. That foot belonged to a huge undead abomination, and on its shoulders sat Xoreda the wizard.


Xoreda saw the talisman going off and pointed a finger. The massive undead abomination underneath her did likewise, and a shard of bone longer than I was tall shot out of its hand and struck the ground around the four Demonstar matriarchs. That shard of bone burst apart into sickly black light which seemed to interfere with the spatial zeal teleporting the four Demonstar matriarchs away.


"A wizard!" Lycara stood up and took up a defensive posture.


"Not so fast." Xoreda declared. She pointed to the ground. "What was that I overheard earlier? When you're addressing a cultivator more powerful than yourself, you should be on your knees." Xoreda glanced down at a scroll she was holding and unfurled a new section.


Lycara glanced at her talisman, desperately struggling against whatever Xoreda had done to it. She reluctantly and slowly hunched over until she was on her knees.


"That's better. To be honest, I think you made that rule up. But kneeling does seem to suit you. You should see your face right now; it has the most adorable expression of displeasure." Xoreda said. "Now, it looks like the Hearthwood Clan has already taken care of you, but I wanted to make an appearance just so you didn't get any ideas about enlisting friends or coming here with an army. My circle is doing valuable work in this forest and we do not wish to be disturbed. Am I understood?"


Ullua crossed her arms and stepped in front of Lycara as she knelt. "I bet you're feeling a bit embarrassed right now." Ullua chuckled. "Don't worry, I'll only tell everyone I meet this story forever more. We'll make a fable out of it! The true mage who knelt. It has a nice ring to it."


Lycara ignored Ullua with great difficulty. She ground her teeth together and said, "I understand. You won't see us ever entering this forest again."


Xoreda nodded and flicked her finger. the shard of bone impaled on the ground dissipated into death zeal and returned to the Undead Abomination Progenitor as a cloud of black mist.


The spatial talisman started working again to teleport the four matriarchs away when a blast of crimson energy of an even deeper shade than the Demonstar Clan's shot out from a nearby building and disrupted the talisman once again.


"Turn this way, little true mage." A tall elf with raven-black hair said. "Don't bother standing up."


With pain and reluctance, Lycara crawled over to the new voice on her hands and knees. I saw the flash of an image-capturing enchantment and saw a trickle of blood drip out of the corner of Lycara's mouth as she bit her lip so hard it bled.


"I am Kysalian of the Sakaku Clan. I recognize your robes. You're the leader of that Demonstar tribe I've heard mentioned occasionally. Aren't you supposed to be that little pet band of strays the Songstone took in? We really should have exterminated you as well, but you weren't worth the trouble. After all, you're only true mages."


"Let me guess. This forest is under your protection as well?" Lycara said in as polite a tone as she could manage in her present state.


"Something like that. I'm also doing research here to cure my old master of the current mental malady given to her by the Cult of the Unblinking Eye." Kysalian explained. "Like Xoreda, I also do not wish to be disturbed."


Lycara bowed her head, the position seeming entirely unfamiliar to her usual arrogant demeanor.


"We understand." the other Demonstar matriarchs said. They had been much quicker to kneel than their leader and had kept their foreheads pressed to the dirt in submission the entire time. Even the matriarch impaled with iron arrows did her best to avoid meeting the gazes of either wizard.


"One more thing. I'd heard a rumor that you've been trying to claim a few Sakaku towns as well as Songstone towns. I would caution you against that. I don't care much either way, but when my master is whole, she'll want to see the Sakaku Clan rebuilt the way it was, not as this puppet the cult has made it into."


"No Sakaku Clan towns. I understand." Lycara said as she glared past her eyebrows as she tried to keep her face low to the ground.


"Good." Kysalian said. She dispersed the force magic around the Demonstar matriarch's spatial talisman and walked away without another glance.


Just as the Demonstar matriarchs were fading from view, an iron-tipped tail shot out from the tree line, skewering the arrow-riddled elf and tearing her out of the temporary teleportation array. The wounded Demonstar Matriarch flipped through the air before falling into the jaws of the Shadowblade Beast concealed among the trees.


The Shadowblade Beast revealed itself. It was more humanoid these days after reaching the sorcerer realm, but it still was a frightening creature to look at. Its legs bent unnaturally, with a body far too tall and thin for an elf. Behind it, five tails swayed menacingly through the air. The elf the Shadowblade Beast just snatched seemed to shrink as she fell through the air until she was small enough to drop into the Shadowblade Beast's mouth. It crunched down with its teeth, sending sounds of snapping bones ringing throughout the clearing.


"Toss the rest of the bolts!" Ullua commanded. The Hearthwood soldiers quickly got the rest of the iron projectiles as far away from themselves as they could.


The Shadowblade Beast swept its tail through the air and gathered up the iron weapons, departing just as quickly as it had come.


The Demonstar matriarchs continued to kneel, now only three. They'd turned towards the Shadowblade Beast, waiting to be chastised by it as well, but to this creature they were beneath its notice. Lycara grit her teeth as she faded away and the two remaining Demonstar matriarchs were glancing at each other's terrified expressions.



***


After thoroughly defeating the Demonstar Clan matriarchs, my daughters trickled back into the castle one by one. Work crews were already repairing the damage and fixing any blunted weapons as elves slowly returned to their normal routines.


I was startled by how normal everything seemed. The Hearthwood had been invaded by four hostile true mages, and now they'd been sent scurrying away with their tails between their legs as though they'd just been a bout of bad weather. The months we'd spent under siege had bred a certain indescribable tenacity to the elves of the Hearthwood, as though they were ready for anything.


My children were no exception. Though they hadn't even had bodies for most of the siege, they'd inherited plenty of memories from elves who'd fought on our side throughout the conflict. Each of them was already reviewing the Hearthwood's reaction to Mac's warning and they were discussing how to rework their training drills to better optimize the clan's response to any future attacks.


I pitched in here and there with my own observations, but things here had evolved so fast while I was away that most of the buildings my daughters brought up as problem areas hadn't existed when I was last in the Hearthwood.


For the most part, I was simply sampling the many treats they'd set up for this little family gathering. Sava's giant cultivation-enhancing strawberries had become very popular recently and were a highly sought item in the Hearthwood. Fortunately for my children, they could only be grown in the Hydroponic Farm so we could have as many as we wanted.


"Here father. Try this one." Comela said. Argona crossbred it with a wild Sugarfluff Flower plant I found in the wild!"


"I didn't think it would work." Argona added. "But they seem to take to each other perfectly. The new fruits are sweeter than ever!"


Sure enough, the new giant strawberries were so sweet they tasted like they'd been dipped in syrup. My daughters passed a dozen more varieties of strawberry into my mouth until I was too stuffed to eat any more, no matter how tasty they were.


So, I wiped the last pieces of strawberry off my cheek and stood up. “Okay girls, it’s been nice catching up, but Dad has to cultivate a little if he wants to become that world-conquering immortal emperor you want me to be.”


“Aww!” My daughters said in unison.


I left them behind with many promises to spend some private father-daughter bonding time with each of them later. For now, I had a lot of work to do.


“I’ve got two things on the agenda, Mac. I need to set up a teleportation array and I’ve got to pick out a mage acolyte spirit art for my mind spellheart.


[I noticed a new room blueprint became available when you added something called a Teleportation array kit to the Dimensional Storage.]




Teleportation Array

This chamber enables rapid travel for true mages or their equivalents to known destination teleportation arrays. It is compatible with all teleportation arrays throughout the Ten Thousand Worlds, though at this level the Teleportation Chamber can only make short-range trips. This room also solves several errors with the elven model that can result in misplaced limbs, eyes, and the creation of hostile duplicate entities identical to the user.

Cost: 5000 points. -3500 points for having a Teleportation array kit.





“The elven model can create evil clones?” I asked in surprise.


[You’d be surprised how many cultivation techniques can split the body and spirit.] Mac replied. [More than one elf has cultivated a secret technique that backfired and tore them to pieces, only to find that multiple pieces of themselves survived and built new bodies for themselves. There are even some elves who use such techniques intentionally to create clones of themselves.]


“Huh. I’d be interested in giving it a try myself but knowing my luck I’d wind up with an evil twin.”


[Unfortunately, evil clones are more common than friendly ones. It has to do with something about splitting your fate. But you won’t have to worry about that if you buy the room!]




Teleportation Array now under construction. (-1500 points)

Total points: 1800





With the Teleportation Array now under construction, I asked Mac for directions to where’d he’d been stowing The Wanderer and entered the Cultivation Chamber.


After shutting the door above me I found myself secluded and surrounded by a long list of options for mind magic spirit arts.




Heart of the Phantom Ravager (mind aspect spirit art)

This spirit art focuses on mind zeal aspects core to aggressive offensive attacks and is suitable for those who want to mentally cripple their enemies before even touching them.

Cost: 500 points




False Divine Will (mind aspect spirit art)

This spirit art attempts to mimic an ability of elves who have already exceeded the limits of mortality and create worshipful reverence with passive auras that increase likability and slowly twist the mind of those near the wielder until their minds become completely obedient to the wielder of this spirit art.

Cost: 600 points




Master of the Inner Castle (mind aspect spirit art)

This spirit art focuses on enhancing the self by improving the speed of thought, reaction time, learning speed, and the ability to manage multiple complex tasks simultaneously. While its offensive capabilities are mediocre at best, it provides incredible resistance to invasion by mind magic to the extent that even those an entire realm above you will be unable to shake your mental defenses.

Cost: 750 points





“Where did these three spirit arts come from, Mac?” I asked.


[The first one is something Illiel copied down in a note and sent back through the Dimensional Storage. The second is something we pulled out of the bag of holding of a true mage Unblinking Eye cultist. The third is actually one of the spells your daughters managed to recover from the ruins northwest of here.]


“Interesting…” I muttered. Of the three, I was most interested in the last spirit art the most. The point costs weren't that much to me at this point and being able to resist mind magic attacks even from stronger mind mages was a powerful lure. Right now, I was entirely dependent on Dean’s pendant to protect me from powerful mind mages. While wearing it, I couldn’t use mind magic myself, which reduced my abilities in combat. Since I’d likely find myself in conflict with powerful mind mages again when the Cult of the Unblinking Eye came knocking once again, I wanted to be able to defend myself. It sounded like Master of the Inner Castle was just what I wanted.


After a brief second glance at the other two spells, I picked my spirit art of choice and was rewarded by a stabbing pain that shot through the back of my head like a needle.




Master of the Inner Castle now learned. (-750 points)





When my pounding headache finally started subsiding, I picked opened my new list of available spells and techniques for a mage acolyte realm mind mage.




Mind magic Spells and Techniques compatible with your spirit art:

Perseverance (technique) (300 points)

Mind Trap (technique) (400 points)

False Enslavement (technique) (500 points)

Draconic Roar (spell) (600 points)

Advanced Cultivation Concealment (technique) (1000 points)





I looked into each of my options. The majority of the new abilities available to me were techniques, which wasn’t surprising considering that Master of the Inner Castle focused on enhancing the self instead of using spells that influenced the rest of the world.


Perseverance allowed its caster to work longer and harder on any particular project. I had plenty of natural perseverance and had already enhanced that aspect of myself with my spirit art, so I skipped that one. Mind Trap, on the other hand, caught my attention. It allowed me to deal devastating retaliation to any mind mage who tried to attack me with mind magic. If I performed the spell perfectly, I might even be able to do serious damage to a true mage with mind magic.


False Enslavement ran parallel to that ability, granting its user the power to allow a mind mage to take over their will and body, but sit in the background with the power to take over at any time. That could be useful if I expected to get captured, but for now I preferred learning abilities that would help me fight.


Draconic Roar was an offensive spell that filled nearby enemies with terror for a moment to distract them. The Advanced Cultivation Concealment technique was essentially a more powerful form of the Elementary Cultivation Concealment technique which I’d been using thus far, and would be effective against cultivators who would ordinarily be able to see through the Elementary Cultivation Concealment technique. While it wouldn’t be immediately useful to me, it would merely replace an existing spell so it wouldn’t hurt my cultivation like learning too many individual spells would.


In the end, I chose Mind Trap and Draconic Roar as my two spells to learn. I wanted to bolster my defenses against mind magic a little further, and I also wanted to pick up a new ability that would help me fight multiple opponents. An instant of terror that prevented attackers from capitalizing on a moment of weakness on my part could win me a fight, or at least buy me a moment to break away and flee for my life.




Mind Trap learned. (-400 points)

Draconic Roar learned. (-600 points)





The headache that came from picking up these two new abilities was much milder. I spent a few additional points to accelerate time in my Cultivation Chamber and practice a bit, though that put me alarmingly close to being completely out of them. I used Dean’s Orb to fill my Blackgorge Fiendbody with zeal and try to start making progress past Bronze Skin and into Bronze Muscle. I also took the opportunity to consume several pills and zeal crystals to push forward as a mage acolyte in mind magic and reach the seventh region, officially making me a late mage acolyte in two aspects.




A seventh region of your body has been refined for your secondary spirit art!





My earth aura fragment still sat in my Dimensional Storage. After going through everything Tivana gave me a second time, I confirmed that the tiny, pitifully flickering cloud was the only aura fragment that resonated with my Sutra of the Living Earth enough to bond with it.


Once again, I was tempted to bond with the diminutive aura fragment, but I simply couldn’t bring myself to cut off the path of earth cultivation like this. If I bonded with such a weak fragment, I’d need to hunt for a miracle just to advance to late true mage, let alone ascend to the wizard ranks. I needed something special…


I heard a whisper from within my own mind, like a voice in my ear. I was worried something had gone wrong with learning Master of the Inner Castle, so I focused on that thought to try to make it louder.


In an instant, I was transported back into one of my own memories. A pair of hot lips pressed against me. Purple hair fluttered over my shoulder. It was Eltiana, and she was whispering something in my ear.


“…Aura… Condensation… Talisman!” I said as the memory came back to me. The Demonstar Clan planned on obtaining one to allow one of their matriarchs, who was previously stuck at the peak of true mage because of her aura fragment, to bind several new aura fragments to an existing one, which would then allow her to reach the wizard realm.


My eyes snapped open. “Mac!” I practically shouted. “Check your database for something called an Aura Condensing Talisman! I’m told it can help a true mage unable to reach the wizard realm bind new aura fragments to make up for deficiencies in their existing fragment.”


[Hold on… I’ve got a lot of data to trawl through here… Aha! You’re lucky you bought the Drafter’s Study, because it was in the library that came with that room. Yes, here we are, the Aura Condensing Talisman. It does exactly what you said it does and can help peak true mages break through to the wizard realm! Unfortunately, the welding process to bind multiple aura fragments together is imperfect. It seems elves who use this talisman to advance will be unable to make any progress beyond the first level of the wizard realm.]


“What about for those who aren’t trying to reach the wizard realm?” I asked. “How about for true mages stuck at the border from early to mid? Or mid to late true mage?”


[It should work.] Mac agreed. [Though the user would encounter the same limitations. The process would create an imperfect aura fragment that doesn’t work properly and they’d forever be stuck at the level just past the one they’d broken through.]


“That’s what I figured.” I agreed. “But I have a theory of my own. This limitation is caused by the fact that the aura fragment is just crudely patched to another one. It isn’t natural and there’s no logical way to expand such an imperfect aura fragment. But what if you combined multiple aura fragments before you even bound one in the first place?”


[It’s possible you could completely homogenize the aura fragments with the help of an aura condensing talisman.] Mac agreed. [We’ve observed the effects of mixing multiple earth spells while crafting A1 and the other golems. Mixing auras would be similar. Though I should warn you, there’s no way of knowing whether the resulting aura fragment would be any stronger than the one you started with, and it might not retain its affinity for you. However, it likely would enhance the raw amount of power your aura fragment contains.]


“That’s a risk I’m willing to take.” I replied. “I’ve got to get my hands on that Aura Condensing Talisman.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










I LEFT THE Cultivation Chamber and regrouped with Baroness Jynna. While I’d been cultivating continuously for several days in the Cultivation Chamber, only a few hours had passed outside.


Baroness Jynna was currently regaling a few of my daughters with tales of life in the capital.


“How does the royal family handle tributes and tax collection?” My daughter Salla, who was running the Hearthwood’s tax system these days, asked Jynna.


A big grin shot across Jynna’s face. “I’m glad you asked about that…”


“The Teleportation Array is up.” I said. “I’m about to break it in and head back to the capital.”


Baroness Jynna tossed a smooth copper coin engraved with a long series of coordinates. “That’s the address for the array in the palace. I think I’ll be flying back. Your children are quite curious.”


“Maybe you’ll see us in the capital, father!” Comela said. “If my mother is struggling to save what remains of the Songstone Clan, perhaps she could use my help.”


“And I would like to learn a little more about the outside world.” Jatese added.


“You know what’s a fun city to explore?” I asked. “Bronzeridge. How about instead of heading to the capital, you go with Baroness Jynna to Bronzeridge?”


“But… you and our moms are in the capital?” Salla asked.


“The capital’s a dangerous place.” I said. “Would you believe me if I told you I was attacked in the streets? Multiple times!” I didn’t mention that the fact that I was likely part of the problem. After all, I’d already done some attacking myself.


“Attacked in the streets!” Comela shouted, fist clenched. “Who would dare ambush our father! You’re so honest and respected!”


“Well I don’t know about that.” I laughed. “But the people who’d attack me definitely aren’t people you girls are ready to fight yet. So, if you do leave the Hearthwood, stay safe and stick close to Baroness Jynna.”


“Okay.” My children intoned.


Then I headed towards the Teleportation Array. Mac stashed the room inside a fortified internal chamber to the side of Castle Mac. There were defenses on the inside and outside and a group of Hearthwood soldiers stood guard around the array while a box of zeal crystals sat in the corner.


“Welcome, patriarch!” The mage acolyte in charge of the Teleportation Array said.


“Ullua!” I replied to the blue haired Waterbeetle Elf. She was one of the strongest members of the Waterbeetle tribe, and had even challenged Assyrus for leadership a long time ago. Now that was settled. Ullua was a trusted member of the Hearthwood Clan, and a spirit healer second only to Melise. “How goes the Teleportation Array?”


“Well enough.” Ullua replied. “It already seems like an easy post. I’m afraid the guards will fall asleep if we keep anyone here long term. Maybe it can become a temporary position for those of us recovering from injuries.” Ullua shrugged. “I figure we need to watch people coming both in and out in case something uses the array to teleport into the Hearthwood.”


“That’s a good thought.” I replied. “I’d also like to have a reception desk for important guests. Also, anything coming through this array is going to be a true mage at least. That means one or two mage acolytes aren’t going to cut it.”


“Understood, Patriarch.” Ullua replied. “If hostiles are coming in, the guard on duty will do everything they can to disable the Teleportation Array before they can materialize. I’m afraid your talking to the wrong woman about getting a reception desk here though.”


“It can wait.” I waved my hand. “If we’re having a lot of important guests I’d like to be able to greet them, but for now you can expect that the only people using the array will be Nela, Sava, or myself.”


[Ready for your send-off?] Mac asked me.


“I am.” I replied. “How do I activate this thing?”


[Place ten zeal crystals into the slots indicated on the Teleportation Array.]


“Ten zeal crystals!?” I asked in alarm. “Nobody told me this was going to cost me zeal crystals.”


[Be grateful. The ever-lovely Wanderer has granted you a Teleportation Array three times more efficient than the one you brought. Besides, there’s a reason why true mages still buy airships instead of teleporting everywhere. Though, if you'd really rather not spend zeal crystals, I have another option for you.]




Activate Teleportation Array? Cost: 100 Points.





I waved the prompt away and inserted the zeal crystals. Points would probably be a better solution for me long term, but right now I had less than 50 left. Presumably all other teleportation arrays not attached to my incredible ship could only be activated by zeal crystals. I wanted to be familiar with activating one, since I knew I'd likely need to use them frequently. Mac walked me through manipulating the settings to match the coordinates Jynna passed me. When the Teleportation Array was set up, blue light shot into the air above us and left behind a pulsating column of light.


“I won’t be gone so long this time.” I said to Mac.


I stepped into the pillar of light and was completely enveloped by the column. My body tingled from head to toe and I squinted at the light around me, barely catching a glimpse of landscape flashing by beneath the light that enveloped me.


The tingling sensation grew to a piercing pressure across every part of my body. I imagined most true mages would find this process incredibly uncomfortable, but the Bronze Skin stage of the Blackgorge Fiendbody made it so it merely felt like rubbing my limbs against coarse sand.


After several long moments, I sensed the ground beneath me stop moving as the light around me began to fade. I blinked away the light and found myself standing on a circular platform like the Teleportation Array I’d just left, but a little smaller and not as impressive as the one The Wanderer had built.


“Halt! This is an unscheduled teleportation!” Three figures said as I appeared before them.


“Easy there.” I said, holding my hands up nonthreateningly. “I’m a guest of the princess. I’ve got a guest medallion right here under my shirt, see?”


The three guards protecting the Teleportation Array glanced at the medallion as she touched a set of enchantments at her temple. She then looked at my face for a moment before nodding. “Apologies Sir Theo of the Hearthwood. We weren’t aware you’d be coming today. We’ll take care of the paperwork. Please, let me escort you back to the guest hall. This part of the palace was intentionally built to be a bit of a maze.”


In the corner of the room, I saw a table with a game board on it filled with figurines and contraptions that reminded me of the machines in Noggen’s workshop. These three had likely been relaxing until I teleported in. The guard I was talking to blushed in embarrassment and stepped between me and the game board as she ushered me out of the room.


“We were just doing… uh… a bit of role-play.” The guard explained. “Practicing guarding things and whatnot. Nothing interesting. This is a boring post for a true mage, most days.”


I looked all three guards up and down and realized they were all true mages. The Hearthwood still had a long way to go before we were on the level of the Deanian Queendom.


We traveled around the corner to an adjacent structure that looked more like an outhouse than a building, but I opened it up to find another of the magical hallways and found my way back to my room from there.


“I can find my way from here, thank you.” I said to the true mage, who nodded and returned to her post.


I’d barely taken a few steps when I heard, “Pssst! Theo!” From somewhere above me.


“Eltiana?” I asked in the direction of the ceiling.


A purple-haired head poked out from behind a chandelier, dangling upside down by her ankles.


“We need to talk. Discreetly.” Eltiana whispered.


“Sure,” I replied, “but do you mind doing it in a place where we don’t have to dangle upside down by our ankles?”


Eltiana swung herself upright from where she was hidden amongst the enchanted candles.


“You’re no fun.” She said as she jumped down and opened a nearby room filled to the brim with tattered ropes and leather bindings. “This is a secluded place. I’ve heard the palace guard used to use this room to interrogate prisoners, so sound won’t get through.”


“Alright, what was it that you needed to tell me?” I asked.


“You asked me to spy on Korra.” Eltiana whispered conspiratorially. “I’ve been doing just that, and I’ve overheard some disturbing things.”


“What kind of disturbing things?” I whispered back.


“Apparently, her guild has got it into their heads that they’re going to kidnap you.”


“Kidnap me?” I raised an eyebrow. “I assume they’ve been trying to get Korra to set a trap of some kind?”


Eltiana nodded. “That’s why they’ve been pressuring her to get you to want to visit the World of Tooth and Claw. Korra’s been telling them you won’t agree, so now they’re trying to arrange for something you’ll be less likely to be suspicious of. By the sound of it, they just want to arrange a meeting and talk with you here on this world.”


“And that’s where they plan to ambush and kidnap me.”


“Exactly.”


“I don’t think Korra would do that to me willingly.” I protested. “What’s her guild’s angle?”


Eltiana shrugged. “I think that contract her guild owns has more power to it than Korra has let on. We might have a physical leash on her, but they’ve got a magical one. It contains some sort of compulsion.”


I straightened. “Thank you for bringing this to me immediately, Eltiana. I’ll need to speak to Korra.”


“What are we going to do, Theo?” Eltiana asked nervously. “Sure, she’s an annoying little kitty, but I don’t think I could… you know… make her disappear or anything.”


“Don't worry, Eltiana." I assured. "Remember, we've already dealt with worse. This guild of Korra's will be no match for us."



***


Eltiana and I searched the palace until I remembered Korra’s favorite hiding spot and opened the door to the fish cellar. I almost left after seeing nobody there until I glanced into the distant corner to find a catgirl leaning against the wall, rapidly wiping away a tear-streaked face.


“Theo!” Korra said with false cheer. “W-what brings you here? You looking for a snack too?”


“Not at all.” I replied. “I came to talk to you.”


“Oh.” Korra looked nervously around the room. “I guess it’s over for me now then. I saw Eltiana dash around the corner while I was talking earlier.” Korra sighed. “I knew this was never going to work out…”


Korra reached around the back of her neck and unlatched the collar I’d given to her. It fell to the ground with a dull thump and Korra held her arms up in the air as she closed her eyes. New damp trails of wetness streamed down the corners of her eyes and down her cheeks.


I cupped her cheek in my hand. “Hey, listen. Don’t be like that. I’m not mad. I just wished you’d been more open with me. Now, tell me what’s been going on and don’t leave anything out.”


Korra tearfully explained the situation to me. The fate of her entire home village lay in the hands of her guild, which had so much power of her region on the World of Tooth and Claw they were practically a kingdom within a kingdom. Between that silent threat and the very real power Korra's contract held over her, she was at the complete mercy of her guild.


“So, this contract can actually kill you if your guild chooses to activate that clause.” I murmured. “And it will cause you intense pain if you’re not in your guild’s good graces.”


Korra nodded sadly. “That’s why I’ve been wearing this mind-smoothing collar you gave me all the time. When the Corpse Collector Company destroyed the Hearthwood and Sharian tried to take you back to the Sakaku Clan, I was supposed to betray them by offering you a chance to escape to the World of Tooth and Claw�.”


“None of that panned out though, so your guild has been displeased with you ever since.” I stroked my chin thoughtfully�.


“That’s right.” Korra agreed. “But… I know even if I tried my hardest to trick you, I’d probably just embarrass myself with whatever schemes I could come up with. After all, you were on to me all the way back in the Hearthwood.” Korra sighed.


“There’s still one thing you could have done.” I replied. “You could have asked for my help.”


Korra’s eyes darted up to my face for a second then rapidly returned to the floor at my feet.


“Alright,” I held my hand open, “hand over the transmission stone.”


Korra reached up her sleeve to a tiny coin-sized smooth rock. “Are you going to tell them you know everything?”


“Something like that.” I took the stone and activated the enchantments from it.


“WHAT!?” A gruff, wild voice demanded. It was obviously male and reminded me of a lion’s growling. “Did I not motivate you thoroughly enough a few minutes ago? You were supposed to get the human to agree to meet with us by any means necessary. If this call was needless, then I swear I’ll take your contract and—”


“She’s doing just that.” I replied. “I heard you wanted to talk to me.”


There was a moment of silence, and when the lionine voice returned it was gentler and more ingratiating.


“Ah! Theo of the Hearthwood! It’s truly a pleasure to meet you. I do wish I’d had a bit of warning that you’d be on the other end of this transmission stone…” The voice chuckled.


“You have me at a disadvantage.” I replied dryly. “You know my name, but I don’t know yours.”


“Of course! I am Taka, son of Ahadi. I’m the stupid kitten… ah… Korra’s manager over here on the World of Tooth and Claw. I assume she’s told you we’re interested in extending an invitation to you? Just say the word and we’ll send people to retrieve you back to the World of Tooth and Claw�.”


“I’m afraid I’ve got quite a few affairs to handle here on this world and don’t yet have the time to explore the stars.” I replied. “In fact, I’m quite a busy man these days.”


“I’m sure,” Taka said through the stone, “so when can I pencil in your pickup date?”


“Not a pickup.” I replied. “A meeting. I’ve overhead Korra mentioning you wanted to meet me in person? I can make time to talk, but it will be here in the Deanian Queendom. I’ll set the venue.”


“Surely we could teleport to one of our facilities on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity—“


“Taka.” I replied. “I really want to hear what you want to say, but I don’t intend to teleport all over the planet to do so. We’ll meet here. I’ll set things up for us, you needn’t worry. There’s a small shop on the green mountain here in Deania. Korra will send you the details.”


I could practically hear Taka grinding his teeth on the other end of the transmission stone. “Alright, fine. I’ll send one of my best people—“


“I don’t really want to talk to your people.” I interrupted. “I want to talk to you, one on one. We can chat and get to know each other.”


“Fine.” Taka growled. “I’ll be there.”


“One last thing.” I held back a smile as I imagined Taka fight to keep from smashing the transmission stone on his end. “I want to look at Korra’s contract for myself. Make sure you bring it with you. The real deal, mind you. If I find you brought a cheap copy, that would sour our entire meeting.”


“You don’t have the power to make light of the Burning Heavens Guild…” Taka said, carrying undertones of a threat.


“And you don’t have the leverage to make me come to this meeting if I’m not interested in saying hello.” I replied. “In fact, the only thing you have that interests me is Korra’s contract, so if you disappoint me on that front then your trip to this world will be for nothing.”


Taka took a deep breath and gave me a forced chuckle. “You’re certainly a brazen one, I’ll give you that. I’ve met humans strong enough to sunder castles with their roars, but even they were not as bold as you when faced with a stronger force. Very well. I’ll bring Korra’s official indentured servitude contract with me for our meeting.”


Without waiting for my reply, Korra said, “That’s not going to end well, Theo! Taka doesn't practice spirit cultivation, but most the guild says he's nearly as strong as a wizard! And he’ll likely bring quite a few guild members as strong as true mages with him. They won’t talk with you, they’ll just show up, grab you and head home!”


“Let them come.” I shrugged. “I’ll be ready for them.”


Korra looked back at me quietly. In reply, I gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder. “Come on. It’s Eltiana’s turn to do something unpleasant.”


“It is?” Eltiana looked askance.


“It is.” I replied. “I need you to tell the Seven Snake Syndicate that Assyrus and the palace guard found a lead on their mystery attackers. It turns out those four shadowy figures are related to the Demonstar Clan.”


“But…” Eltiana protested. “I know it’s not true, but it would be awfully convenient for us if they were. After all, the Demonstar Clan is looking to accept a shipment of an Aura Condensing Talisman. I’m sure such a thing is valuable.”


“The Seven Snake Syndicate can always use valuable goods…” Eltiana said. “And they love to steal from their enemies. They might be brave enough to steal from the Demonstar Clan, but I don’t know if the syndicate is brave enough to steal from the Loftwealthios family.”


“In that case, tell them it isn’t the Loftwealthios family. Tell them it’s just a member of the Loftwealthios family. In fact, suggest to them that this is a little internal conflict within the family, and that participating might actually make them a powerful friend.” I replied. “I’ll work out the details later.”


“Okay.” Eltiana said slowly. “If that’s what you want me to do, Theo, that’s what I’ll report. But I must ask, how do you know where they’re going to be meeting?”


“I don’t.” I replied. “But wherever they plan on making their trade take place, I plan on having them move somewhere else. Let’s go see Sava.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT










ELTIANA, NELA, AND I headed over to the green mountain. When we got there, we found many of the shops were empty with their shopkeepers nowhere to be seen. Even the patrons were absent. It was like we’d found ourselves in a ghost town.


We looked over the nearby shops to find that many of them had signs over the doors saying such things as ‘out to lunch’ or ‘will be back soon’. I would have had to wander around for a while longer, but both Eltiana and Korra were resourceful girls when it came to information gathering. They had no trouble running ahead and scanning the entire area until they found signs of bustling activity.


“Everyone is gathered at the mountain’s peak.” Korra explained. “Apparently there's some sort of event going on there."


“Not just some sort of event.” Eltiana said. "There's a competition!"


“It didn't look like there was any sort of arena on top of the mountain." Korra said. “I didn’t hear the usual sounds of fighting and gladiatorial combat. Though I admit I did hear plenty of cheering.”


“There's more than one kind of competition." Eltiana explained. “My guess is there is some sort of alchemy showdown happening. It's awfully boring stuff if you ask me, but quite a few elves love seeing other elves stare at a cauldron as it slowly bubbles and smolders."


We continued our journey up the mountain to find Sava’s shop was also empty and abandoned. It was looking worse for wear these days, and more than a few rotten fruits have been thrown against the walls and windows. A few potions were on display which were respectfully left untouched. I spotted insulting graffiti on the walls, barely visible under all the rotten fruit stains. One even seems to be a crude depiction of Sava herself, apparently dancing naked through the streets.


I found a sign nailed to the door, complete with hefty paper and an official-looking seal.


“Looks like an eviction notice.” Korra said as she tugged down the note.


Eltiana snatched the note and scanned it over. "That's close enough to the truth. It looks like this property has some outstanding debts, which were recently bought up by a member of the Loftwealthios family. Apparently, this debt holder doesn't have much confidence in the shop’s ability to pay back these loans. So, she is requesting that the shop answer the challenges posted on the other side of the building to prove that it employs qualified alchemists. Otherwise, she’ll use an unactivated clause in the loans that lets her hire alchemists of her own and put them in the shop.”


“Where are these challenges this thing mentions?” I asked.


We looked around until Korra checked the back of the building.


“What about this here?” Korra said as she pointed at a long list of graffiti scrawled across the shop’s entire back.




Sava, the ‘so called’ master alchemist who sprouted out of nowhere!

I hereby challenge you to an alchemist’s duel! Prove you really have been brewing those potions yourself. I will bring the potions and ingredients for one of my own specialties, the Heart Sinking Endurance Elixir. I will freely hand the potion recipe and ingredients over to you. If you can brew my potion successfully as many times as I can then I will see that you are a master alchemist even more qualified than myself. Meet me on the mountain’s peak at the end of the month or admit that you are a fraud and a cheater!





Beneath the message, there were dozens more lines of graffiti reading:




I, Bella Moonbow, master alchemist of the Southberry alchemist shop, also challenge Sava of Hearthwood Alchemy to an alchemy duel.





Bella Moonbow’s note was far from the only one listed in that manner. There were hundreds of challenges listed covering every inch of the side of Sava’s shop. Many even ran off the shop’s wall down to the road beneath it.


“Girls," I asked, "what day of the month is it today?”


“The last day of the month." Eltiana replied as she looked up to the mountain’s peak in the distance.


“So Sava has been throwing the entire mountain into chaos?" Korra said.


“It certainly seems like that's the case." I replied. “I suppose we’ll have to head to the mountain’s peak.”


As we headed up the side of the mountain, we encountered more than a few entrepreneurial elves trying to sell us ice-cold drinks, ice cream, and other foodstuffs as we arrived to watch the match.


“This actually reminds me a bit of the Hearthwood." I said with a small smile. “It’s like when Ullua challenged Assyrus for leadership of the Waterbeetle tribe.”


After the food vendors realized we weren’t going to buy anything, they left us alone and we finally caught sight of what everyone came here to see.


Sava was bent over a cauldron, brows drawn tight in concentration as she adjusted the heat of the fire underneath it and added zeal in carefully measured concentrations. A frail young elf I hadn’t seen before diligently took notes over Sava’s shoulder and handed her tools and supplies as needed. She was clearly an assistant of some sort, and likely the manifested wisp Yorik, Assyrus, and I had found in the shop.


Just across from Sava and her assistant, an elf was looking incredibly stressed as she furiously ran back and forth, trying to rescue her potion with increasing panic. Before our eyes, it started smoking and produced a foul, acrid stench that wafted over the crowd.


The alchemists groaned in unison as the potion of Sava's challenger failed. Meanwhile, Sava skimmed the surface of her cauldron to collect a vial of crystal-clear liquid that sparkled in the light as she poured it into a crystal vial without a drop lost.


“She must have gotten lucky there!” A nearby alchemist proclaimed. “I can’t believe anyone without an apprenticeship to a known master alchemist, or the support of one of the major clans, could become a qualified three-star alchemist!”


“Maybe she’s a natural talent?” One of the other alchemist’s said. “Or maybe she’s the reincarnation of a particularly famous alchemist?”


“I still don’t like it one bit…” The first alchemist grumbled. “At any rate, she’s got to be getting tired now. Whoever’s challenging her next will have a better shot at winning.”


Eltiana glanced up at me. “They’re trying to beat Sava by challenging her until she messes up?”


“It looks like it.” I said. “The Hearthwood can secure all the ingredients Sava needs to brew potions. We’re getting those ingredients from the Hydroponic Farm or paying heartwielders in the Hearthwood Clan to hunt them down in the forest. With Sava’s easy access to ingredients, she’s gotten a lot of practice in and can afford to price her final products lower than any other alchemist on the green mountain. From what I’ve heard, they’re unhappy about that.”


“Especially potions high in vitality.” Korra added. “Which includes virtually all the potions that aid in cultivation. Those are usually both the best-selling and most expensive potions. Since Sava can harvest vitality from you for free, it’s no wonder she can undercut everybody else.”


“And all the alchemists hate her because of it.” I agreed. “Let’s go see her in action.”


Sava continued to brew potions as two-star alchemists came at her, one after another. Sava proved her claim of being a three-star alchemist was perfectly reasonable as she defeated challengers one after another. They’d come with their own recipes and ingredients, brewing alongside Sava. Each time, Sava produced more of a higher quality potion, pill, or salve than her challengers could produce.


“Alright! That’s it!” A proud three-star alchemist proclaimed. “You’ve shown you’re a very skilled two-star alchemist, but three-star alchemy isn’t so easy! Let’s see if you can brew as well as I can!”


The three-star alchemist strode to the bench beside Sava’s. The crowd of lesser alchemists respectfully stepped aside to make way for this master of their craft.


A pained look briefly flashed across the alchemist’s face as she reached into a pouch at her waist and withdrew two bowls of fine copper, a mound of Stonehoof Unicorn horn dust, and a cluster of other plants, liquids and powders I couldn’t recognize.


“I let the journeymen have their fun, but now it’s time for you to face a real master! Let’s see you brew my Hearth Sinking Endurance Elixir!”


The three-star rudely tossed a slip of paper in Sava’s direction and declared, “that’s the recipe. You’ve got five minutes to learn it then we compete and we see if you really are a three-star alchemist!”


Sava squinted at the slip of paper after picking it up off the ground. She turned the paper back towards the three-star alchemist. “This is completely illegible. How am I supposed to brew according to this recipe when I can’t even read it?”


The three-star alchemist waved her hand dismissively. “All the best master alchemists have terrible handwriting. Everyone who served a proper apprenticeship knows the struggle of trying to decipher their master’s cryptic instructions scrawled carelessly on a slip of scrap paper!”


“That’s right!” Another elf in the crowd shouted. “The illegibility ensures only those apprentices who’ve put in the time and effort to learn their master’s scrawl can read the recipes. Otherwise anyone could just steal a recipe and start brewing a potion themselves!”


“But I am not an apprentice!” Sava protested. “I don’t have time to learn to read whatever this is!” She waved the paper in the air.


“Don’t tell me you’re forfeiting this challenge?” The three-star alchemist grinned. “All you have to do is willingly admit you’re no master alchemist and admit that you’re too incompetent to run a shop on your own.”


Sava bristled and her face went red. She tossed the paper aside with a huff. “It's just a potion to increase endurance, right? I know several three-star recipes that can do the same with these ingredients.”


Both Sava and the three-star alchemist dove into their project with gusto. They twirled beakers, mixed powders, stirred flasks, and frowned heavily as they did so. Eventually, Sava was the first to finish.


“Done!” Sava declared as she held up a crystal vial containing the potion she’d just spent the last half hour working on. “Crystal clear and guaranteed to increase the user’s stamina by twofold for up to ten minutes upon consumption!”


The three-star alchemist jammed a copper rod into her bowl, grinning heartily as she tipped it over to send a pile of small circular pills clattering on the table.


“For shame!” The three-star alchemist declared. “Do you truly know nothing, so-called master alchemist Sava?” The three-star alchemist tisked and shook her head. “The creator of the Heart Sinking Endurance Elixir played a little joke upon its creation. It starts out as an elixir, certainly, but the very last stage of production requires you to render the potion down into powder and press the powder into pills!”


“But… it’s an elixir!” Sava insisted. “It says so in the name!”


The three-star alchemist shook her head. “There are always exceptions to the rules. A true master alchemist would know that.”


Sava’s fingers clenched around the vial she was holding and I saw a crack run through the bottle under the force of Sava’s grip before Sava regained her composure and passed the bottle over to her assistant to be transferred to a new container and put away.


“I guess I win that one!” The three-star alchemist chortled and turned to the crowd. “Right?”


A few voices in the crowd eagerly voiced their agreement, but they were those clearly in this three-star alchemist’s camp. Most people just looked confused. A few alchemists even looked down shame-faced, as though contemplating whether they really should have attended this event at all.


“I’m not done with you yet!” Sava said to the three-star alchemist. “We brewed one of your potions. Now we make one of mine.” Sava reached into the bag of holding at her waist.� “I’m not going to be so stringent with my rules, so all you have to do is make something that does a better job at helping heartwielder’s than my potion.”


“For that we’d need two heartwielders at the same level.” The three-star alchemist proclaimed. “And it doesn’t look like anyone in the audience is going to volunteer to have their spellhearts butchered by a hack like you.”


A few heartwielders had been on the verge of standing up, but they froze in place.


“And just know if any of you do volunteer,” the three-star alchemist continued, “you won’t be welcome in the Golden Moon Alchemy shop ever again! I think quite a few of my friends would be willing to extend the ban to their shops as well.”


The heartwielder’s who’d been thinking about volunteering quickly sat back down and hid themselves amongst the crowd.


“Do you have no sense of shame?” Sava demanded of her opponent.


I scanned the crowd and quickly found two fifth stage heartwielders shyly watching from the back. I tapped both on the shoulders and whispered, “Hey, I need you two to volunteer.” I said.


“Sorry, sir.” One of them replied shyly. “That’s Alayna Loftwealthios over there. She’s notoriously spoiled and her family owns quite a bit of green mountain. If she’s going to put her pride and reputation on the line, she’s got a grudge too serious for us to get involved in.”


I glanced at the three-star alchemist again. I’d heard that name before. Eltiana said this was the very elf orchestrating the deal between the Loftwealthios family and the Demonstar Clan for the Aura Condensing Talisman. She was also the elf who’d been giving Sava considerable problems here on the green mountain.




Alayna Loftwealthios (early true mage, level 23)





I put name to face and made sure to memorize this elf’s likeness. Then I turned back to the pair of heartwielders. “I’ll give you a hundred Queensmarks each.” I said. “Also, I guarantee you’ll be one step away from mage acolyte by the time Sava’s done with you. And I’ll give you the vitality potion you need to reach mage acolyte.”


The two heartwielder’s looked at each other. “But… what if we lose our spellhearts? And what about the one who gets Alayna instead of Sava?”


“Sava will help them reach mage acolyte privately.” I said. “And in the event Alayna destroys your spellheart, I’ll find a new one you can bond with and help you raise it to the peak of zeal accumulation.”


“Okay.” The two heartwielder’s said. “Deal.”


I passed them a hundred Queensmarks each and they quickly scurried to the front.


“Ah, it looks some people don’t see never shopping at Golden Moon Alchemy again as much of a threat.” Sava smiled as she ushered the two heartwielder’s forward.


Alayna had a sour look on her face but waved one of the heartwielders to come over to her.


“We’re just trying to see who can make one of these little ones a bit stronger?” Alayna snorted and grabbed the heartwielder’s spellheart. “Let me see this thing. You’re at the sixth layer now? I’ll have you at the eighth in ten minutes flat.”


While Alayna sneered at the heartwielder’s spellheart, Sava was already getting to work. She had her cauldron brewing with a familiar sap she’d long since determined was the best solvent for nature spellhearts, which she’d quickly identified as the aspect of her heartwielder’s spellheart.


Sava was very familiar with working with nature spellhearts, so it took her no time at all to have a bubbling cauldron ready for her heartwielder to place her spellheart into and begin furiously cultivating. Following Sava’s instructions, the heartwielder quickly reached the seventh layer of zeal accumulation, followed by the eighth layer soon after.


Meanwhile, Alayna was shoving a pair of pills down her heartwielder’s throat and smearing her spellheart with a mysterious red paste. The paste hardened over the spellheart, making it larger and pushing it to the seventh and eighth layer as well. However, the spellheart Alayna was working on was clearly misshapen, and there were a few cracks running through its outer shell. In contrast, Sava’s spellheart recrystallization technique deposited smooth flawless layers as Sava carefully managed temperature and concentrations.


Many in the audience had already taken notice of the two heartwielder’s spellhearts. Though they were technically both at the eighth layer now, Sava’s technique clearly produced a result of far higher quality.


“I’ve never seen such a technique for elevating heartwielder’s before…” one alchemist muttered. “Look through the records to see if you can spot any similar techniques from alchemy masters!”


“Don’t bother.” Another alchemist replied. “I know the old records like the back of my hands. This is something I’ve never heard of before. Perhaps this is lost secret knowledge from the sixth golden age?”


“What did she add before?” Another alchemist pleaded. “Did anyone catch its scent? I need to know!”


“It was just a handful of ordinary first-layer nature spellhearts by the looks of it. Most heartwielder enhancement procedures require at least a spellheart of the same grade as the one being enhanced! I’ve never heard of a technique that could do so much with such weak ingredients.”


“And what is she doing with the temperature? First, she made it very hot, but now she’s slowly cooling it…”


Alayna was growing flustered as her fellow alchemists began to tilt their favor in Sava’s direction. Alayna Loftwealthios was a talented three-star alchemy master, and the scion of the Deanian Queendom’s richest family. I wasn’t surprised to hear that her pride was a rotten and rickety tower that rose higher than the heavens. Being beaten and shown up by Sava after employing underhanded tactics and calling on her family’s name would make her a laughingstock, and she knew it.


Alayna grabbed her heartwielder by the scruff of her neck and gave her a smack across the cheek. “Cultivate better!” She demanded. “If I lose, it’s going to be because of you!”


Many of the alchemists in the audience shared a look, but they remained silent. Seeing as nobody else in the audience was going to voice their opinion, I heaved a dramatic sigh and said, “Such a shame. I’ve always heard the Loftwealthios Family’s older generation had a sterling and honorable reputation. It seems the rumors are true and the young scions of their house are quick to throw away the dignity their forbearers diligently cultivated.”


Many of those in the crowd had been hesitant to speak out against a child of the Loftwealthios family, but my words were carefully chosen to only criticize the family’s younger generation. Many elves who weren’t brave enough to insult the Loftwealthios family as a whole were emboldened by my encouragement and the realization that they could criticize the person while still holding the wealthy and powerful family in high esteem. Many of the older elves especially were quick to ridicule Alayna’s tactics and inexperience.


“It’s time to admit defeat, master Alayna!” One alchemist shouted. “This newcomer has proved she knows how to brew a three-star potion. What’s more, it’s clear you’re outmatched. As a fellow master alchemist, I advise you to gracefully admit your defeat so you can retain what dignity you have left.”


Alayna began to grow furious as the crowd turned against her. Her eyes landed on me, and I gave her a lazy wave. “Sava’s quite good, isn’t she?” I said.


“And who might you be?” Alayna asked frostily.


“Me?” I shrugged. “I’m just a guest of the royal families. “Sava and I both came to the capital at the invitation of Princess Tivana.”


That caused another ripple through the crowd.


“It seems this Sava isn’t completely without powerful connections after all…” One alchemist murmured. “I couldn’t stand to be outdone by a self-taught country bumpkin… but a secretive genius the princess herself found and brought to the capital? I could admit such an elf is better than me and still hold my head high.”


Princess Tivana hadn't picked up Sava in the Hearthwood so much as Sava had followed me to the capital. But letting a rumor spread that suggested Sava was a rare talent plucked from obscurity was close enough to the truth that it would increase Sava’s legitimacy in the eyes of other alchemists. Also, it was a rumor Sava could live up to.


I nodded appreciatively at the positive encouragement. “Furthermore, the past few weeks have been a temporary sale to introduce Sava and her work to the capital. From here on out, we’ll be raising our prices to match normal standards.”


That last promise brought the reluctant alchemists firmly onto our side. Now, Sava was no longer a threat to their continued business, but an honored colleague who’d proven herself extremely adept in the art of alchemy.


Alayna saw which way the crowd’s support was tilting. With great effort, she released the neck of the heartwielder she had been grabbing. “I'm giving you a rare opportunity to reach mage acolyte far sooner than you could have ever dreamed of." Alayna said between clenched teeth. "Please don't waste it." She leaned in close and whispered, “or else…”


The competition continued. Both heartwielders were doing their best to cultivate as fast as possible, one out of fear, and one to capitalize on a rare opportunity. Both heartwielders broke through to the ninth layer. Alayna’s heartwielder looked blue in the face, temples pulsing with extreme effort as her arms and shoulders trembled. Sava’s heartwielder in contrast looked giddy with excitement as she grew her spellheart even larger.


Alayna’s heartwielder collapsed to the ground. “Please… I can’t take any more. I just need a short break, otherwise I’m certain my spellheart will crack.”


Sava flashed a look across the stage and whispered words of encouragement to her heartwielder. “You’re doing far better than I thought possible. Just persevere a little longer and you’ll be at the peak of zeal accumulation!”


Alayna tugged her heartwielder back to her feet and said, “you’ll never reach mage acolyte with that attitude. Go! Cultivate!” She demanded.


As though bearing a great weight on her shoulders, Alayna’s heartwielder steadied herself. She tried to concentrate again, but her expression faltered and she let out a shrill scream as a glass-like shattering rang through the air. The heartwielder’s spellheart became unsteady and fractured into a fountain of tiny flecks that scattered across the arena.


“My spellheart!” The heartwielder cried out in despair and alarm. She dropped to her hands and knees and began desperately sweeping up the broken pieces.


“Damn it! You weren’t supposed to fail!” Alayna raised a hand, fingers curled inward as she loomed over the kneeling heartwielder. Sensing the eyes on her, she sagged in place. “Fine. Just gather them up and I’ll try to weld the spellheart back together.”


The heartwielder nodded numbly and swept the spellheart fragments together, lifting the hem of her shirt to serve as a basket.


“There’s no need for that.” Sava said. “This one has reached the peak of zeal accumulation. As soon as her body acclimates to her new level of power, she’ll be ready for her breakthrough to mage acolyte.”


The heartwielder who’d received Sava’s aid was beaming with pride and accomplishment.


Alayna glanced between her terrified heartwielder with a destroyed spellheart and Sava’s, who was on the verge of reaching mage acolyte. With an angry huff she said, “Fine, I admit you won this one. That’s one to one now. Let’s make the tie breaker simple. Every alchemist keeps a masterpiece to represent the height of their skills. I’ve got one in my bag of holding, and if you’re truly a master alchemist, we’ll see who is the most impressive. That elf will be the winner of our little competition.”


“That’s hardly fair.” Sava protested. “How do I know you won’t just take out a four-star alchemical product that you bought and claim you made it?”


Alayna’s face flushed red. “Access to resources is another form of talent when it comes to alchemy! After all, an alchemist can’t work without the best equipment and ingredients!”


Before anyone else could voice further protests, Alayna reached into her bag of holding and withdrew a shiny silvery pill. “Behold, a Fatecharm Luck Pill!”


The pill gleamed in the sunlight, emanating a dull yellow hue. Many alchemists around the stage murmured in appreciation.


“That’s a four-star pill!” An alchemist proclaimed. “And not an ordinary one either! Many true mages and wizards would fight fiercely over such a prize.”


“How bold of Alayna to show it off like this. Loftwealthios family or not, she’ll have to watch her back when she walks home tonight.”


“See this everyone!?” Alayna shouted. “I’m a four-star alchemist! Everyone see this pill? I made it!” She turned to Sava smugly. “How about it, Sava? Unfortunately you’re just a master alchemist, not a grandmaster like me.” Alayna shook her head sadly. "I’d wanted to remain humble and pretend to be only able to create three-star alchemical products, but thanks to you I had to reveal my true talent.”


Many eyes turned towards Sava, who had her arms crossed and was looking at the pill in Alayna’s hands unpleasantly.




Fatecharm Luck Pill (four-star)





“That’s an extremely rare pill made from dust off a fate crystal!” A master alchemist gasped. “I didn’t think the Fateweaver Society had let any fate crystals escape their grasp in the past hundred years! That pill will temporarily increase the luck of any who consume it!”


“This pill wasn’t made using any fate crystals from around here.” Alayna snorted, glancing at Sava out of the corners of her eyes. When she saw Sava’s unpleasant expression, her smile widened. “Oh, so it turns out you can’t create a four-star alchemy product like this one?” Alayna laughed. “People can say what they want about me, but at the end of the day I won and any protests saying otherwise from you will just mark you as a sore loser.”


“Actually,” I interrupted, “Sava actually has something to show off as well.”


Sava glanced at me and her eyebrows rose. She mouthed a set of words and I nodded.


I opened my Dimensional Storage. “We were saving this for a rainy day.” I said. “But I think the alchemist who brewed it should get to show off her creation to the world.”


I stepped up onto the stage and passed Sava an ordinary wooden box inscribed with a few preservation enchantments Argona had made while practicing in the Drafter’s Study. Sava accepted the box and gingerly lifted the lid, revealing the last remaining Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir.


There were gasps around the crowd. “Is that one of the legendary awakening elixirs? The kind that can stir power buried deep within your blood and soul?”


“This is called a Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir.” Sava said proudly. “A rare and highly sought-after four-star potion.”


Murmurs ran through the crowd. There were more than a few voices of admiration and awe.


"I can't believe no one has purchased this from you yet." An alchemist said.


“It's currently reserved." I interjected a little lie. “The buyer’s someone very powerful and influential here in the capital. I don't want to drop their name, but I'm afraid no one else could match our patron’s price."


Sava looked back at me quizzically but held her tongue. She knew me well enough by now to know that I was always up to something. And I was up to something.


At the edge of my senses, I could already hear the rumors spreading. "Nobody could match that price?" A bystander asked. "It has to be the Loftwealthios family. No wonder Sava was willing to compete against Alayna. It turned out she had already had the patronage of someone even more important in the Loftwealthios family, along with also having the favor of the royal family!”


Alayna’s eyes were locked on the awakening elixir, but I knew she heard the rumors already flying. She glanced back and forth between the crowd and the potion in Sava’s hands. Any onlooker could tell from the reaction of the alchemist’s in the crowd that Sava’s potion was the more impressive of the two. After a long moment, Alayna sagged.


“You win.” She muttered as a flush filled her face. She reached into her bag of holding and withdrew a folding chair with flight enchantments under the hand rests. She took a seat and activated them without looking at either the crowd or Sava beside her before flying off into the sky and heading back to the Loftwealthios family’s holdings on the yellow mountain.


Sava waved to the crowd of alchemists, answering a multitude of questions about brewing four-star potions. Even the three-star alchemy masters who’d been against Sava from the beginning were now eager to learn from her any scraps of knowledge she had to offer. Sava kept the details about where she got the ingredients to brew the potion close to her chest, letting the crowd think our mysterious buyer had provided the ingredients themselves.


I walked over to the heartwielder who’d gotten Alayna instead of Sava and helped her up off the ground. I hauled her over to Sava’s cauldron. “Don’t worry about your spellheart.” I said. “We’ll have it right as rain in a few minutes.”


The heartwielder nodded at me and glanced towards Sava’s back.


I laughed. “I know her spellheart enhancement technique too, you know. But if you really want Sava to be the one to do it, how about I drop you off at her shop? This is one of the Hearthwood Clan’s secret techniques, so it’ll be easier to do in private where Sava doesn’t have to obscure her ingredients and procedure. Besides, I owe the both of you a vitality potion and some Queensmarks for agreeing to help my companion by volunteering today.”


Sava’s assistant was busy packing up. Eventually she tidied up all the alchemy equipment and approached me. Voice timid and eyes downcast, she said, “Sir, I’m told you’re the one who found my wisp. Thank you for that. I expect mistress Sava is going to be busy with the other alchemist for quite some time. Please, let me take you back to the shop.” She struggled to balance the cauldron on top of an already large pile of alchemy equipment.


“A pleasure to meet you. And I can carry that for you.” I said. I tapped her wobbly pile of equipment with a finger and sucked it into my Dimensional Storage. “Please take us back to your shop.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE










AS HER ASSISTANT predicted, it took Sava a while to get away from the crowd. Many of them had gone from hating her to worshiping her over the course of a single competition. When Sava finally freed herself from their attention, she regrouped with us in her shop.


The building was far better decorated now, and it was beginning to look lived in as well. I knew Sava had been spending a few nights here recently, and there was now an extra cot in the room beside the original bed. Sava had also extended the benches considerably and vastly expanded the set of glassware on top of them using supplies from the Hearthwood. One of the back walls now had a door in it leading to an additional storage space.


“What was that all about?” Eltiana asked Sava’s assistant.


Sava’s assistant sighed. “It was my fault, really. Or rather, the fault of me in my previous life. I don’t remember the details, but I’ve been told I got too ambitious with trying to attempt a two-star potion before I was ready. The two-star potions I produced had a hidden flaw that made people sick or regress in cultivation, and I had to take out a few loans to be able to compensate them for their losses.


“That ended up being a big disaster that led to me getting desperate enough for money that I was brewing Jillhoney Nectar and selling it for as much money as I could get. I’m not sure what eventually killed me, but everyone assumes it was some sort of lab accident caused by drinking my own nectar.”


“I’m sorry to hear you had to go through that." I said. "But I'm glad to see you're getting along with Sava."


“Oh, I'm very lucky to have Sava as my master." Sava’s assistant said. "You saw how many alchemists were lining up just to talk to her, right? She’s brilliant, and I’m certain if I can learn as much as I can I’ve got a good chance of recovering all my former alchemy skills and learning a lot of new ones in this lifetime!”


The door opened, revealing Sava behind it. “Well you won’t get there without a lot of practice.” Sava said. “And here we've got a heartwielder in need of a spell heart enhancement for you to practice on.” Sava said as she pulled along the other heartwielder who’s spellheart had been ruined. “Go get her started in the back room. I’ll come in to help later.”


Sava’s assistant scurried off with the heartwielder in tow. I stood up and gave Sava a warm embrace.


“Sava!" I said. "It seems like you've been busy here on the green mountain. We haven’t seen you back at the palace in a while.”


“I’ve been far too busy, unfortunately.” Sava sighed. “That Alayna really has it in for us.”


“I could tell.” I replied. “Do you think she’ll try something new after that show of yours?”


Sava nodded. “Showing off a four-star potion will definitely scare off my critics. Four-star alchemists are quite respected here, and there’s only a handful on the green mountain. But Alayna is stubborn, and her family gives her the resources to keep trying. Even if I'm known as a four-star alchemist, she'll be back.”


“Why does she want this building so much?” I asked.


“Apparently, she’s desperate for assets.” Sava replied. “No member of the Loftwealthios family is short on Queensmarks, but a chest full of gold can only do so much for you. A bustling shop with employees and ownership of the land underneath it represents real wealth. She’ll need a lot more of that if she wants to compete with her siblings and cousins for power in the Loftwealthios family.”


“Then why didn’t she move while the place was an unoccupied drug den?” I asked.


“I said she was rich, I never said she was bright.” Sava explained. “Shops and plots of land are fiercely fought over here on the green mountain. They’re rarely sold for money, so Alayna couldn't buy one. Instead, she bought a master alchemist’s debt in the hopes that she could get my assistant there to sign an indentured servitude contract which she could buy.”


Sava leaned close and whispered, “Don’t tell my assistant this, but I’m pretty sure she figured out how things were going in her last life and ended up committing suicide in the hopes that her wisp would dissipate and the royal family would reclaim the plot the shop was on.”


“Poor thing.” I muttered. “I’m certain you're helping her somehow."


“I am." Sava agreed. “we've been brewing and turning over as many potions as ten shops of this size. She thinks she’s working an apprenticeship, but I’m currently saving her cut of the profits to use to pay off her debt. Truth be told, I could be done with the shop as I've already acquired all the recipes I’m going to get out of the alchemists here. I just can't bring myself to leave until the poor girl owns her shop free and clear once again."


“I hate to say it," he said, "but I don't think even that would be the end of it. To really help her for good we would have to deal with the source of her problems. Alayna.”


“She's a member of the Loftwealthios family." Sava said doubtfully. "I really don't think we should even try to attack someone like that."


“It's funny that she should come along right now." I grinned. "She's the one responsible for selling the Aura Condensing Talisman to the Demonstar Clan. I was about to hunt her down myself when we ran into her. How do you feel about inviting her over sometime?”


Sava grimaced. "I really don't think she would like that. She wouldn't have done so before and she wouldn't now that we've put her through such humiliation."


"The whole reason she pulled that whole stand earlier was because she was interested in buying the place, right?" I said. "So just let her think that you're interested in selling. Maybe not to her, but to a member of the Loftwealthios family. In fact, the same one we promised to sell the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir."


“Oh?" Sava asked curiously. "I don't think I need to tell you how dangerous it was to reveal a four-star potion like that. I'm a true mage, but potion that rare might be enough to arouse envious desires in other true mages. Do I dare hope that this mysterious powerful buyer of yours actually exists?”


“Oh, she exists." I replied. "but in terms of power I think she is rather lacking. Do you remember that mage acolyte from Queenshold? Banneret Lyondiana Loftwealthios? Remember how she had some interesting gang affiliations? You were there when we caught her on the red mountain, cavorting about with the daughter of the Seven Snake Syndicate leader. They had a bit of a falling out when the syndicate leader’s daughter was attacked by a group of mysterious and nefarious individuals. I'm sure it would be awfully embarrassing for the wealthy and promising daughter of such a powerful family to have such associations. So, these nefarious individuals will extend an offer of partnership with Lyondiana to have her keep quiet in exchange for some help scamming a small alchemy shop out of a four-star potion.”


I quickly ran Sava through the entirety of my plan. She shook her head several times at the complexity. "You're going to try and rope Lyondiana in by having her steal a potion you already possess? Will that really work?"


I shrugged. “I don't expect everything to go perfectly, but I have a very good emergency measure in case things go south. Besides, why fight our enemies when we can get them to fight each other for us?"


“I’ll play my part." Sava said. "But it sounds like you'll be even busier than I've been if this is to work."


“You're right." I said as I stood up. "Eltiana, Korra, you both got all that, didn't you?" Both girls nodded. “Good. You know where we're headed next, right?"


“That’s right.” Eltiana said happily. “We have a rich girl to kidnap!"



***


Hunting down Lyondiana Loftwealthios proved surprisingly easy. After all these days, she was still moping around the red mountain. This time she was alone. Her eyes were downcast, her face was gloomy.


We tailed her quietly from the shadows.


“When do we grab her, Theo?" Eltiana asked gleefully.


"Hold on." I held my arm out to prevent Eltiana from rushing ahead with the loop of rope bindings that she was so eagerly fondling. “I want to hear if she's going to ask the next person about Jettara as well.”


Sure enough, when Lyondiana headed into the store she’d been gazing at from the distance, not bothering to look at any of the merchandise, which consisted of a variety of chains and whips of an obvious sexual nature, and instead went straight for the clerk behind the counter.


“Have you seen Jettara?” Lyondiana asked hopefully.


The clerk sighed. “Not since you asked yesterday. Or the day before that.” She gave Lyondiana a comforting pat on the shoulder. “Look, I know you've been friends for a long time. But Jettara isn’t the girl she used to be. I think… it might be better if you found someone else."


“Thanks, but no thanks." Lyondiana said. “She still thinks I brought my guards to attack her. I just need to explain the truth to her!”


“Best of luck in finding her then." The shopkeeper said with a sigh. “Nobody’s seen her around these parts for weeks.”


From our hidden vantage in the distance, I turned and whispered. "Change of plans." I said. “Let's just talk to her.”


“Aww.” Eltiana pouted.


“You girls keep tailing her.” I said. “I need to step aside and put this on.” I pulled out a set of black cloaks and colored masks from my Dimensional Storage. On my own face, I placed the gray masquerade mask adorned with iron.


“Oh, that looks nice.” Eltiana said. “Very stylish, though yours looks a little dangerous to me. Where’d you get those?”


“I got this one in Bronzeridge. Malla made the rest back in the Hearthwood.” I answered honestly. I didn’t say what for though, because we’d kept our little nighttime excursion against Jettara quiet with Eltiana, who was working closely with the Seven Snake Syndicate. “Here. You’re about Illiel’s size. Try this one on.” I instructed. Eltiana gleefully took the extra set of black robes.


Eltiana and I changed while Korra kept tabs on our quarry.


“So how are we going to do this?" Eltiana asked as we waited above a room Lyondiana was going to walk past any second.


“Tough, but not too tough. Lyondiana seems like she couldn't take it too rough."


Seconds ticked by and quickly enough Korra passed in front of the curtains we were hiding behind. She flashed the two of us a quick hand signal which indicated that our target was just behind her.


I heard the elf’s footsteps before I saw her. She was heavier than most elves and didn't walk as carefully as those from the Hearthwood and was almost as plodding as I'd been before I'd become a cultivator. By the time she came into view, Eltiana already had her rope bindings held between her arms and leaped from the shadows. I grabbed the Loftwealthios girl by the shoulders and commanded her, “Stand still.”


“W-what’s happening!? "She stuttered. "Wait a moment.… I recognize you two. You were from that night in the alley!"


"I'm afraid you have us confused with the wrong group of kidnappers." Eltiana said.


I shook my head. “No, you have us right. We're here to talk with you again.”


“And what if I say no?” Lyondiana asked suspiciously.


“You'll notice my companion has already bound your hands behind your back." I pointed out. "And she has a bag ready to place over your head. She was quite eager to practice her kidnapping skills. So, at the worst you'll let her have a bit more fun."


Lyondiana nodded as Eltiana shoved the bag over her head. “Okay, you bring up some good points. You've convinced me to talk with you.”


I tossed her over my shoulder, and we jumped out the window. An elf sized sack being hauled by sinister-looking figures through dark and shady alleyways was no strange sight on the red mountain. Of all the mountains, this was the one the palace guards frequented the least.


Before long we found ourselves in one of the many isolated rooms that could be rented on the red mountain by anyone with a couple of Queensmarks to spend. There was a big tray of food waiting for us already, and the room came equipped with plenty of bindings on one of the chairs. The room had been equipped for other activities the elves on the red mountain were known to indulge in, and it suited our needs.


"Look, I already spent my monthly allowance. So I don't really have any money to give you." Lyondiana said as Eltiana fastened her ankles to the chair. “However, my family will pay quite a ransom for me so long as I am unharmed. The lowliest Loftwealthios is still a Loftwealthios.”


"Enough talk of ransom.” I interrupted as I pushed a plate of frosted sweets in front of Lyondiana. She tried to reach for them, only to remember that her hands were tied behind her back. That seems to frustrate her more than being kidnapped had.


Seeing her predicament, I picked one of the frosted sweets up off the plate and held it just out of reach of her mouth. “Let's talk about you. You've seemed awfully down lately."


"Oh no." Lyondiana sighed as she desperately tried to bite into the frosted sweet I held. “I know what this is. You wouldn't be the first pair of therapists my mother sent for me. Though I admit, you're a bit more aggressive than I’m used to."


"You're not very important in the Loftwealthios family, are you?" I said. "Your plan to join the military as a banneret failed. And after that Jettara, your only friend, thinks you had her beaten and humiliated in the streets. You don't seem to have any other companions, so I'm sure this was quite a blow to you."


Lyondiana’s face flushed red. “Alright, I changed my mind. I'm not talking to you anymore.” She threw the frosted sweets one last glance before closing her eyes and turning her head.


"What if I told you that you could have everything you had, and everything you wanted to have? All it would take is a bit of initiative from you. And a little of help from us.” I prodded.


Lyondiana cracked open an eye. "You better not be trying to offer me riches beyond my wildest dreams.”


“No," I laughed, “Not riches. At least not for you. I am offering you the opportunity to help Jettara in a way where she's never been helped before. In a way that would prove your friendship with her beyond any shadow of a doubt. I'm giving you an opportunity to get involved in her world.”


Lyondiana tried to feign disinterest, but she was a poor actor.� I gave her a frosted sweet, which she eagerly bit into.


“You're interested in hearing more?" I asked. Lyondiana nodded suspiciously. “Good. It just so happens that a pair of alchemists on the green mountain managed to get lucky and successfully brew a very rare potion. It’s called a Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir. Apparently, it's reserved for an important client from the Loftwealthios family.”


“You want me to find out which member of my family is buying it?” Lyondiana asked.


“No. I want you to become the family member who is buying it. All anyone knows is that a member of the Loftwealthios family ordered the potion and provided the ingredients. Who says that family member can't be you?"


"Common sense.” Lyondiana muttered. “I’m far from influential in my family. I haven’t even reached true mage!”


"An infant tiger maybe no fiercer than a rabbit for now, but if it's given the chance to grow it can become something terrifying." I explained. “you might be weak today, but who's to say you won't reach true mage tomorrow? Especially if you had the help of allies with a bright future ahead of them."


Lyondiana shrugged. “Maybe it would work. I assume you’re going to grab the four-star potion and sell it or something?”


"Something." I replied cryptically. "Just make sure you're there. I can't say much, but you can know the Seven Snake Syndicate will be involved. And therein lies our problem." I said once I knew I had Lyondiana's attention. "We didn't exactly make the best introduction with the Seven Snake Syndicate.”


Lyondiana’s face brightened. "You don't just want me because I'm a Loftwealthios.” She said happily. “I have a connection to Jettara, which you can use to interact with the syndicate!"


“That's right." I agreed. "This is something you are particularly well-suited for."


"And then when I hand off the potion, I'll have done the Seven Snake Syndicate a great favor! Jettara will have to talk to me again then!” Lyondiana laughed happily, and I gave her another frosted sweet. “Kidnappers," she said around and mouth full of food, “you have a deal!"


With Lyondiana onboard we planned for her to head to Green Mountain and talk with Sava. I made certain to pick a time when the streets would be bustling and plenty of elves would be around to spot Lyondiana heading into and out of the shop. I only hoped the rumor mill would send Alayna Loftwealthios after Lyondiana before Korra’s guild started getting too anxious and the Loftwealthios family managed to hand over the Aura Condensing Talisman to the Demonstar Clan.








CHAPTER THIRTY










WITH MY AFFAIRS in the capital taken care of for now, I used the teleportation array in the palace to head back to the Hearthwood for the day. I’d requested all the information I could about Aura Condensing Talismans from the palace library, and I planned to present all that information to Mac for him to review and generate an exact procedure for using the talisman to do what I wanted with my aura fragment.


Most of my children were either away or busy this time, but I took the opportunity to talk quickly with Argona, my daughter who was most fond of talismans and enchantments, and let her know what I was wanted to attempt. She promised to help Mac with any real-world tests he might require for his simulations.


Then I quickly headed into the cultivation chamber to finalize my progression through the mage acolyte ranks with mind magic under accelerated conditions.




An eighth region of your body has been refined for your secondary spirit art!




A ninth region of your body has been refined for your secondary spirit art!





After making all the progress I could in the cultivation chamber, I headed over to the Smith's Workshop. During the time I had been away from the Hearthwood my magnet traps had accumulated plenty of iron. After a little bit of harvesting I had a massive load of raw materials to work with.


Making iron in my bloomery was child's play by now, even without the knowledge packet I had purchased with points. Soon I had an entire bar of the stuff, which I set about to converting to adamantium.


This time I was planning on making a sword, and unlike with Spell Eater I intended to follow the princess’ suggestion. One of the other recipes I’d picked up in the capital was Tivana's version of the vitality stealing enchantment she'd mentioned. In another room and aboard The Wanderer my daughter Argona was already hard at work making a template for the enchantment.


After many hammer blows, blasts of magic, and the consumption of several earth spellhearts to keep the refinement process chugging, I finally completed a small adamantium short sword.


Once I’d retrieved the enchantment templates from Argona, I started etching the enchantments into the sword with a bit of acid. After that I asked Malla for the finest leather we had in the Hearthwood.


One raptor skin proved to be more than enough to wrap both the handle of the new sword and create a scabbard for it. I didn't spend quite as much time lovingly caressing this weapon as it was never intended for my use. Much like Sava’s potion, this weapon was bait.


“That looks deadly.“ Argona said as she inspected the result of our hard work.


“It’s supposed to look expensive.” I said. “Maybe it needs more gold on the scabbard.”


“I don't know." My daughter shrugged. "I like seeing the enchantment visible on the side of the scabbard. Between that and the adamantium shining through it looks like a practical weapon. Besides, adamantium is far rarer than gold. It would be a shame to cover up the more valuable metal with the less valuable one."


“I suppose you're right." I agreed. "This is supposed to be a weapon that could tempt wizards. I don’t think anyone as powerful as that would fall for something gaudy.”


Before I left, Argona handed me a pile of paper talismans and small enchanted knickknacks.


“They’re just some practice toys I made to test out a few ideas I picked up while studying the golem disk." My daughter said, hands clasped and face red. "I figure that as long as you've got a storefront in the capital…"


I tapped the center of a peculiar looking bronze disk surrounded by tiny disks of metal. Once I activated the enchantment, those tiny chips of metal flew from their housing and assembled themselves into a tiny two inch golem.


I grinned ear to ear at the tiny figure which did a small dance in celebration of its sudden existence. “Argona! This is amazing! I can’t believe you worked out so much from a small broken disk!"


My daughter blushed at the praise. "I didn't really do much. And a lot of what I did was guesswork from the enchantments that matriarch Sava brought back from the capital. I can't even begin to understand the real enchantments on those Golem-Summoning disks. After all, this little invention of mine barely qualifies as a first layer heartwielder in power."


I shrugged. “Sure, it's not suitable for combat. But that doesn't mean it isn't impressive. I'm sure people would like to keep these things around. Maybe they can keep them as pet rocks that actually do something. Or as tiny servants if you could get them to do simple tasks. I haven't seen any impressive golem craftsmanship in the capital so it's possible that you've already advanced beyond the scope of their knowledge. At the very least, Sava will be able to sell these as curiosities."


My daughter's blush deepened. "Wow… You really think so dad?" She tapped her two pointer fingers together. "Well… Maybe you can try to sell the other experiments I've got in there too. I’d just like to know if anyone's interested."


I laughed and gave my daughter a warm hug. "The customers at Sava’s shop will have to fight me over them. After all, these might be precious heirlooms once you are a brilliant and renowned enchanter.”



***


After saying goodbye to my daughter, I headed back to the Teleportation Array. After sacrificing a few more precious zeal crystals I reappeared in the palace. Time passed swiftly and leisurely back in the Hearthwood, and it was already time for Lyondiana to head to Sava’s shop on the green mountain.


“Things have been progressing as you predicted, Theo." Korra explained. “Alayna is already busily trying to figure out who this mystery member of her family is. When Lyondiana shows up at Sava’s shop tonight, I’m certain she’ll be the first to hear of it.”


“Good." I replied. "But what about the Aura Condensing Talisman?"


"We've confirmed that it is now in the capital. As are the Demonstar Clans matriarchs. The Loftwealthios family will have one of their promising young organize the deal on their end while the Demonstar Clan is busy exchanging favors, techniques, and anything else they can sell for the zeal crystals to complete the transaction.”


I tapped my chin thoughtfully. "That is rather good news. Perhaps I can throw them a bone as well tonight. All right, let's head over to Sava’s shop and prepare for Lyondiana’s arrival.”


We quickly made our way over to the green mountain. Sava was already waiting for us. I pulled my new adamantine sword out of my Dimensional Storage and showed it off to Sava and her assistant.


"Behold! A weapon that will draw the eyes and envy of even wizards! Or at least that's what I got from what Princess Tivana said.” I said as I held my latest creation aloft.


"So that's what a vitality stealing sword looks like?” Sava asked curiously. She ran a single finger along the leather handle and scabbard, but she wasn't foolish enough to actually touch the metal itself.


“Oh? Are you interested in the sword as well?" I raised an eyebrow.


“A vitality stealing sword still requires you to stab your enemies to get any vitality out of it." Sava’s said. "I have a much easier and more attractive source of vitality next to me." She swung an arm around my waist.


I let out a deep laugh. "I admit, it's a lot easier for me to stab you girls then it would be for you to stab someone with this sword. After all, unlike elves in battle, you girls seem quite eager to be slain in that manner." Just as I was remembering how positively sensual she looked in her green dress and her alchemist’s apron, the shop's door chimed.


"Hello?" A voice said hesitatingly.


“That must be her.” Sava whispered.


I nodded in agreement. “Lyondiana.”


At the entrance to the store, Lyondiana mustered her courage and spoke with a firmer voice. "It's me, Lyondiana Loftwealthios! Your… patron. That's right! I was the one who ordered you to make that very important potion. The… dragon elixir thing.”


Sava and I both looked to Sava’s assistant, who hurried forward to the shop’s entrance. We’d filled her in on just enough of the plan that she could play her part. I wanted to be here, but even though I was in disguise the two times I met with Lyondiana in the city, I was worried she’d still remember me from our brief encounter back in the Hearthwood. So, I stuck to the shadows while Sava and her assistant sat her down and treated her like royalty.


“Coming!” Sava’s assistant announced as she scurried over. “Oh, so you’re my master’s secretive and important patron from the Loftwealthios family!” Sava’s assistant sat Lyondiana down and fetched her a glass of fine wine. “My master will be out of the laboratory in a moment. You know how master alchemists hate to abandon a potion in progress.”


“Hmff.” Lyondiana huffed, nose up-tilted as she sank into her new role. “It isn’t very polite to keep an important patron like myself waiting.” She had the widest smile I’d ever seen on her and it looked like she was starting to enjoy herself.


"You're quite right…" Sava said as she stepped out of the back room. I stayed behind and peered out through the cracked door. “I’m sorry to leave you here.”


Lyondiana was startled for a moment when she noticed Sava was a true mage, but her expression quickly settled. As a member of one of the capital’s most esteemed families, most of her siblings were true mages already, so Lyondiana didn’t let herself be intimidated by mere overwhelming magical power. She did however drop her arrogantly upturned nose and instead smile politely.


“Think nothing of it!” Lyondiana said. “I was merely joking with your assistant here. Now my… agents told me that you’d be expecting me today?”


“That’s right.” Sava nodded. “I must say, I’m glad you decided to grace us in person. Before, you’d only communicated with us through underlings and letters.”


“Sorry about that.” Lyondiana said. “You know how things are for us on the blue mountain. All the busywork leaves little time for getting anything done.”


Lyondiana chuckled softly. When Sava joined her, the chuckle turned into a full table-thumping chortle. “I’m joking. My family name grants me a lot of privilege on the blue mountain, and a lot of responsibilities as well. I’m sorry I couldn’t attend to this matter quicker.”


“No apologies needed.” Sava asserted. “After all, if not for you providing those dragon yolks, I never would have had the opportunity to test my skills at brewing this Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir and become a four-star alchemist. I’m grateful for the faith you’ve shown in my abilities.”


“Right! That was the potion! The demonic bloodline origin thing.” Lyondiana said. She glanced around anxiously. “Do you mind bringing it out? I’d like to see it.”


Sava clapped her hands and her assistant brought forward a tray holding a familiar potion in a simple glass vial. Sava uncorked the container and pushed the tray in front of Lyondiana.


“Please,” Sava said as she motioned to the potion, “examine the product of your patronage. Does it live up to your expectations?”


Lyondiana made a big show of waving her hand over the potion and glancing at it from different angles and frowning thoughtfully as though knowledgeably examining it. Then she seemed to remember then that she was sitting in front of a master alchemist who could see through any pretenses on her part. Upon noticing a slight smile on Sava’s face, Lyondiana blushed and stuck the cork back into the vial and said, “It looks splendid. Now if you don’t mind, I really must head back home with this potion.” Lyondiana chuckled awkwardly. “I’m certain I’ll have another four-star potion for you to brew for me any day now, but I must be going!”


“Hold on!” Sava ushered Lyondiana back into her seat. “I couldn’t help but notice you have no guards with you. It really would be quite dangerous to head off without the protection of at least one true mage. Perhaps I should escort you back to the blue mountain myself?”


“Oh, there’s really no need.” Lyondiana waved her hand. “I find having my guards around is just so tedious. Besides, I’m sure my people are sticking around the shadows in the buildings somewhere behind me.” She peered into the darkness, as though expecting the shadowy figures who’d abducted her and pressured her into this stunt to appear and help her get away with the valuable potion.


But those very figures were standing in the room with her now, out of their disguises. Sava continued to offer to help her home while Lyondiana continued to politely decline, glancing into the shadows hoping her kidnappers would appear again.


Minutes passed in polite conversation as Lyondiana continued to try and excuse herself. The talk only ended when the bell rang a second time, and everyone turned to the door.


Alayna Loftwealthios burst through, face smoldering with anger and indignation.


“You!” Alayna snarled. “You’re the one who enabled this little fraud to brew that four-star potion!?” Alayna demanded.


“Elder sister Alayna!” Lyondiana yelped. “W-what are you doing here?”


“What am I doing here?” Alayna asked incredulously. “What are YOU doing here? Alchemy is supposed to be my thing in the family! Didn’t you run off to go play at being a soldier or something?”


“Hey there!” I said as I stepped out from my hiding place behind the door. “That’s no way to speak to a patron of our Hearthwood Clan!” I said, fondly placing an arm over Lyondiana’s shoulders.


Lyondiana’s brows drew together tightly. “Wait a minute! You’re that scary man who chased me out of Queenshold!”


I gave Lyondiana’s shoulder a squeeze. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean for us to get off on the wrong foot last time. But that hardly matters these days! With how much help you’ve given Sava by providing invaluable ingredients and the opportunity to brew a four-star potion, we’re now the best of friends!”


Lyondiana’s eyes narrowed. “…Yes… friends.” She squinted at my face. “I can’t help but get the feeling that I’ve met you a couple of times since that time in Queenshold…”


“Nonsense!” I said. “If you’d heard my voice more than once, you’d surely remember it.”


Lyondiana nodded at that. Thankfully, I’d been smart enough to use a Voice Distorting Talisman every time I’d spoken to Lyondiana with my identity concealed.


“You’re right.” Lyondiana said finally. She glanced at my arm over her shoulder, but strangely made no effort to shrug it off.


Meanwhile, Alayna was pacing back and forth across the floor. “I can’t believe you were actually ambitious enough to plot against me! And here I thought you were just going to run around on the red mountain like a little wastrel for the rest of your life.�”


“You knew about that!?” Lyondiana’s eyes went wide.


Alayna waved her hand dismissively. “Of course. Everyone in the family knows how you’ve been spending your days. Mother’s beside herself with disappointment.” Then Alayna froze in place. “Unless… has it all been a front? Have you just pretended to be the stupidest, laziest, least successful daughter of the family just to throw the rest of us off? If not, how would you have managed to gather the ingredients for a Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir in secret!? You know mother and grandmother forbid us from awakening any bloodline powers!”


“What?” Lyondiana said dumbly.


Alayna chuckled mirthlessly. “Don’t play dumb with me little sister! If you’d actually managed to drink that potion, your cultivation would quickly soar above the rest of us! All you’d need was a way to gather vitality and your cultivation would rocket upward!"


Originally, I’d been reserving my new adamantium sword as bait for the Demonstar Clan, but Alayna seemed rather easy to fool, and I realized it wouldn't be hard to lead her thoughts further astray.


“Ahem.” I cleared my throat. “We haven’t even gotten to the vitality-stealing sword you also commissioned.” I held up the enchanted adamantium blade.


“A what-stealing sword?” Lyondiana asked in growing panic.


Alayna’s eyes bulged out. “I can’t believe you actually managed to acquire adamantium! Did you fly to the World of Hammer and Chisel in secret when the rest of us weren’t looking? How!?”


“Our patron has her ways.” Sava nodded sagely. “She’s truly a genius when it comes to acquiring rare ingredients and communicating with nefarious organizations.”


“What!” Alayna narrowed her eyes. “Of course. The Seven Snake Syndicate! I remember mother complaining about how you’ve been hanging around a delinquent from that little gang. They still have some connections off world, despite their many years of decline.”


“Uh… Alayna…” Lyondiana said hesitatingly. “I think you’ve got the wrong idea. I was blackmailed into doing this. The real patron for this shop is another member of our family. I was just stealing the potion they had by pretending to be their patron because all the shopkeepers knew was that their patron was an important member of the Loftwealthios family!”


Alayna snorted. “Do you hear how stupid that lie sounds? You think anyone would work to acquire rare and precious ingredients, then just let anyone who shared their last name walk in and take the product of all their hard work? Nobody would be dumb enough to do that!”


“But that’s what happened!” Lyondiana insisted.


Sava shook her head. “It’s okay, Lyondiana. I know you wanted to pretend you were keeping your identity concealed from us, but we knew you were our patron from the beginning.”


“That’s right.” I added. “When we first met in Queenshold, I was astounded by your resourcefulness and cunning! Your web of connections spans countless worlds and I’m certain you could acquire anything you set your mind to!”


Lyondiana’s mouth dropped open as Sava and I supported Alayna’s bizarre assertion that Lyondiana was secretly a mastermind feigning incompetence. Beset from all sides, all Lyondiana could do was open and close her mouth repeatedly, struggling to find something to say.


“Alright Alayna.” Sava said. “Now you’ve upset our patron. I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


Alayna cast her sister one last glance before ducking out the door and flying into the night with a furious expression on her face.


Lyondiana followed her out with her gaze. “…but… I really was blackmailed and trying to pull a petty scam.”


“We know.” I said finally. “We know all about what you were up to, Lyondiana.” I said.


Lyondiana gulped. “So about me stealing the potion…”


I laughed. “It’s all good. In fact, as an apology for putting you through that, we’ve gone ahead and arranged what you’ve been wandering the red mountain all this time for.”


Eltiana opened the door, skipping in happily and waving to us as she did so. Behind her Jettara walked in, arms crossed and a scowl on her face.


“Jettara!” Lyondiana shouted, arms held high. “It’s so good to see you again!”


Jettara huffed. “Lyondiana.” She turned to Eltiana. “What’s all this about?”


Eltiana turned to Sava and me and said, “These two are fellow members of the Hearthwood Clan, like me. They told me they’d figured out what was happening with Lyondiana. They said it was the work of those same black-clad individuals who attacked you.”


Jettara’s gaze sharpened. “Oh?” She said, pushing Lyondiana back to keep the other elf from embracing her. Finally, she met Lyondiana’s eyes. “Stop crying.” Jettara demanded. “The ones who humiliated me. Where are they?”


“It was terrible, Jettara!” Lyondiana moped. “They kidnapped me off the streets! They strapped me to a chair and force-fed me frosted sweets!”


“I’m sure you hated that.” Jettara said dryly. “Tell me more about them. Where did they find you? And what did they want with you?”


“They found me on the red mountain.” Lyondiana replied. “I was looking for you at the time. They wanted me to head to this shop and steal a four-star potion using my name as a member of the Loftwealthios family, and then I was supposed to contact you.”


“Interesting…” Jettara said. “I can’t believe those people would rely on so trivial a scheme though. I saw Alayna Loftwealthios leave… this must be an elaborate plot! I just don’t know how everything’s connected yet…”


I cleared my throat. “I have a theory.” I said. “I’ve heard the Loftwealthios family is selling something called an Aura Condensing Talisman to a small clan to the north called the Demonstar Clan. They’re desperate to acquire that precious item so they can raise one of their matriarchs to the wizard ranks. What if these mysterious figures you and Lyondiana keep mentioning are also working for the Demonstar Clan? After all, both our Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir and our Vitality-Stealing Sword can be used to enhance cultivation.”


Jettara cast a lustful gaze at both artifacts as I gestured to them, and only Sava’s firm gaze and her aura as a true mage pulled the elf’s eyes away.


“That sounds stupid.” Jettara said. “But it’s supported by the information Eltiana’s gathered from the palace guard’s investigation. Since I have no other leads, I’m going to tell my mother about this.” Jettara hurriedly left, casting one last covetous glance at both the elixir and the sword resting on the table.


“You’re leaving already?” Lyondiana complained. “Can I come with you?”


Jettara vanished into the night, and Eltiana followed close behind her.


I gave Lyondiana a pat on the shoulder. “Sometimes life has a way of urging you to see other people. Come on, I’ve got a flying sword. I’ll take you home.”








CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE










AFTER BRINGING A confused and disappointed Lyondiana back home, I headed back to the palace. With Eltiana providing information to the Seven Snake Syndicate and Korra managing her guild’s appearance in the city, I’d get both factions in the same place at the same time. That alone was most of my scheme.


Now I just had to do the same for the Demonstar Clan and whatever faction of the Fateweaver Society that was hostile to me. For either I’d need to talk to my Songstone girls. Nela was urgently dealing with the former threat while Melise had busied herself with the later. I hadn’t seen either in several days.


After asking around, I learned that Melise had gone to visit the strange elf we’d met before in the lake house. I didn’t trust that elf, but I also had the feeling that I couldn’t afford to distrust her. There was an air of unfathomable power about Anya the Seer that gave me chills. I couldn’t risk provoking her if she was a wizard or sorcerer using a cultivation concealment technique, so I could only hope things were going well for Melise.


I had more luck finding Nela’s whereabouts when I bumped into Baroness Jynna.


“Jynna!” I said happily before frowning for a moment. “Say, weren’t you showing my daughters around Bronzeridge?”


“I am!” Jynna said hastily. “Adorable girls, the lot of them. You’ve really had a good batch there. The thing is…”


I crossed my arms and Jynna grimaced.


“…They really wanted to see you in the capital.” Jynna flashed me an apologetic smile.


That very moment, the door beside us swung open. “Dad!” One of my daughters by Melise shouted as she jumped through the door and wrapped her arms around me.


“Hello, father.” Comela gave me a firm nod as she walked up from behind. “I know you wanted us to stay in the Hearthwood, but we can’t be left out forever. We’re a family, and your enemies are our enemies.”


“Don’t worry, Theo.” Nela said as she followed the children out. “I’m keeping an eye on them.” She ruffled Comela’s hair affectionately. “Especially my daughter here.”


“Mom!” Comela complained as she ran her fingers through her golden locks. “Being doted on by my mother is bad for my image as a battlefield commander.”


“Daddy!” Pelise, one of my children by Melise said eagerly. “You’ll never believe what we found in Bronzeridge! They have this frozen treat called ice cream!”


I smiled. “You’ll have to talk to Assyrus about that one.”


After chatting with my kids a bit and listening to their adventures in Bronzeridge, I spoke with Nela about the Demonstar Clan.


“How are things going on your front?” I asked.


“Good and bad.” Nela replied. “It’s been a bit of a cat-and-mouse game. For a while the Demonstar Clan matriarch’s were afraid to leave their clan’s headquarters because the palace guard captain was hunting them down and questioning them. Now that she’s back at the capital though, the Demonstar matriarch’s are more willing to get away from home. 


“I can drive some of them away, but there’s one who’s a peak true mage. If I seriously clashed with her, I’d probably die. So I’ve been avoiding her however I can and staying in places where she won’t attack. Like the palace, for example. Or even back in the Hearthwood, where she doesn't dare to return.”


I nodded. “It sounds like it’s been difficult on you. Tell me how I can help.”


Nela sighed. “Honestly? I don’t know. Maybe we could catch one or two of their true mages off guard and we could attack them as a group, like we did against the Sakaku Clan true mages we fought?”


“Those true mages were exhausted after trying and failing to kill Baroness Jynna.” I reminded her. “We might be able to replicate those results, but it wouldn’t be easy. Furthermore, I don’t think we could take the strongest Demonstar matriarch. She's at the peak of the true mage realm. We'd need her to either seriously underestimate us or weaken her before the fight somehow.”


“You’re right.” Nela agreed. “Even if we attacked her all at once, while we might drive her off, we probably wouldn’t be able to kill her. Not unless we laid a trap like you did with the cult’s archreaver. Worse, she seems smart and capable. I don’t think she’d fall for a trap easily.”


"I'm afraid we missed our best chance to kill her back in the Hearthwood." I said sadly. “If you challenged her to a fight, one-on-one, do you think she’d accept?”


Nela frowned. “She’d probably suspect it was a trap, but I don’t think she’d be willing to let go of an opportunity to kill me off once and for all. She’d have to show up, but she’d bring countermeasures against treachery.”


“Perfect.” I said. “Then that’s what we’ll do. You can even tell them you’re offering up a vitality-stealing adamantium sword if they can beat you. Sava has it on display so any one of their clanswomen should be able to confirm the weapon’s existence if they just head over to the green mountain. I know that will catch their interest. The potion sitting next to it likely will too.”


Nela grimaced. “I’ve been hiding from them all this time. I don’t have any way to contact their clan. And even if I could, that still leaves the obvious problem. I’ll quickly lose any fair duel against Lycara Demonstar.”


“Don’t worry.” I said. “You won’t have to duel at all.” And then I told her my plan.


“It could work.” Nela said. “And if it does, we'll be able to borrow a power greater than ours to wipe out all our enemies in the capital in one swoop! But will the princess allow you to use her like that?”


I grimaced. “Hopefully so. I plan to ensure she's the one who obtains the vitality stealing sword. It should be a useful toy, even to her. Besides, we'll be in a far better position to pay back everything we owe her and then some when we're a little stronger."


“There will probably be fighting.” Nela warned. “I just hope Assyrus, Illiel, Eltiana, or Melise can break through to true mage as well. Or even better, you.”


“I swear I’m trying with all my might!” I protested. “I’ve got an aura fragment that I could bond with at any time, but I’m holding myself back. Mac’s got a plan for me, but it requires getting my hands on the Aura Condensing Talisman the Demonstar Clan wants to get their hands on.”


“Whatever the two of you have got planned.” Nela said. “I just hope you get to it soon.”


“Alright then.” I said as I stood up. “Seeing as that’s the case, I’ll have to hunt down Melise.”



***


Since asking around turned up nothing about Melise’s whereabouts, I knew she still had to be in the house by the lake. Of those who went with us when we first met the enigmatic elf who lived in that house, the only other person she’d seen fit to let inside had been me. So if I wanted to see Melise, I’d have to go check in on her myself.


I brought Nela and Yorik with me in case I was attacked as we made our way through the streets. To my surprise, when we arrived in front of the lake house, we spotted Assyrus practicing her sword forms in front of the door.


“You’re here too, Assyrus?” Nela asked.


“Mhm.” Assyrus replied as she swung her sword one last time, bowed to an imaginary opponent, and stuffed her weapon into the bag of holding at her waist. She was covered head to toe in sweat and quickly began pouring water over her head.


“Why don’t you cool off in the lake?” Nela asked, pointing to the clear blue water behind Assyrus. She glanced around. “In fact, why isn’t anyone using the lake? It’s right next to the city, but I don’t see a soul on the beach.”


“Piranhas the size of pigs.” Assyrus grimaced as she revealed a large bandage on her ankle. Given the wound's current state and Assyrus’ easy access to vitality potions and healing talismans, it must have been a truly gruesome bite.


“Ouch.” Nela said. “I’m glad I didn’t dive in.”


Assyrus grumbled and then waved her hand to a nearby tent. “I don't have anything as fancy as a baroness, but you might as well make yourselves at home."


I looked at the tent, complete with a nearby cook fire and a clothesline on which several sets of training robes were hanging in the sun. "It looks like you've been camped here for a while."


"I've been waiting for Melise to leave that house.” Assyrus shrugged. "No matter how many times I try I can't seem to open up that door. I even tried pounding on it, but it's definitely not made of the rickety soft wood it looks like it's made from.”


"Let me try." Nela said. “Perhaps this is a job that calls for the might of a true mage."


Nela grabbed the cheap looking wooden door handle. She gripped it gently as if afraid of breaking the handle off. She pulled, gently at first then progressively harder as she realized the door wasn't budging at all. Soon, Nela was heaving with all her might.


Yorik shook her head in disappointment. “Elves.”


The brawny orc ran her fingers over the wooden door. Satisfied that it was a real door and not some magically generated illusion, Yorik firmly grasped the handle and tugged with all her might. When that didn’t work, she stepped back and unleashed a thunderous kick on the door’s surface.


“I tried that too.” Assyrus said. “Nothing seems to work.”


I’d suspected this would happen, so when Yorik failed to open the door too I said, “Okay ladies, your big strong man will open this pickle jar for you.” I laughed. Whatever manner of enchantment or magic it was that kept the girls out last time Melise and I went inside this lake house, it hadn’t kept me out before.


“Watch and learn.” I said. I gave the handle a gentle pull, only to find it didn’t budge at all.


“We’re watching.” Nela said. “But we haven’t learned anything yet.”


I gave the handle another pull only to find it didn’t so much as rattle.


“Well this is embarrassing.” I said as I inspected the door. “Don’t tell me I’m locked out too?”


With my pride on the line, I thought furiously. “This is supposed to be something Sam built… maybe a verbal password?”


“Nachos!” I shouted at the door. Nothing happened.


That had been Dean’s password to the secret vault he’d left back in the Hearthwood. But this was something left behind by Sam.


“Neko neko?” I said.


The girls behind me glanced at each other concernedly as I started shouting strange words at a door.


I scratched my head and thought for a while longer. Finally, I said “Mellon?”


The door unlatched and swung open by itself.


“Ha!” I slapped my thigh. “It was the elvish word for friend! Sam always liked to think of himself as a Gandalf.”


“I’ve never heard friend pronounced like that.” Nela said.


We opened the door and the four of us entered to find Melise and Anya the Seer seated cross-legged on the floor. Both their eyes were closed, and they were immersed in concentration.


“I always knew there was a way to override the lock on that door.” Anya the Seer said, eyes still closed. Most peculiarly, I realized her mouth wasn’t moving either. “But I could never figure out Sam’s secret keyword. I’ll have to remember that one.”


“Sorry to interrupt.” I said. “We were hoping to see Melise.”


“She’s busy right now.” Anya said, mouth and eyes still shut tight.


“How are you—“ I began.


“Talking without moving my mouth?” Anya replied. “I just said these words earlier and left them in the air for you to hear.”


“Your powers of prediction are quite impressive then.” I said. “Is there anything you can’t predict?”


“It’s rude to fish for weaknesses from someone you just met.”


“My apologies.” I replied. With nothing more to say, I found myself standing in silence. Assyrus, Nela, and Yorik all fidgeted awkwardly behind me.


Anya, who was deep in mediation, found no issue with the silence.


“We’d like to talk to Melise.” I said. “If that’s alright.”


“She was helping me investigate an incident involving a few members of the Fateweaver Society.” Assyrus added.


There was a glimmer of light in the air and I spotted a book resting on a nearby table. There were a lot of books in this small lake house, and previously this one had blended into the scenery. Now that this one had caught my attention, I noticed a letter placed atop the cover.


“That’s Melise’s handwriting!” Assyrus shouted. We shot a glance at the meditating seer and Melise but neither seemed to be disturbed by Assyrus’ outburst.


“It looks like it.” I whispered back. I picked up the note and flipped it over.




Theo,

I’m investigating the Fateweaver Society. To get me in, Anya is going to teach me the basics of fate magic. This way I can enter as a disciple who’s been staying at one of the foreign lodges belonging to the society. From what I’ve learned, the Fateweaver Society has fallen to infighting. Samuel the Fateweaver disappeared, and all the society’s sorcerers vanished soon after. As a result, the whole place has devolved as their wizards fight for control.

I was able to get Anya to part with this book. I’m told the Fateweaver Society values it highly and the faction that attacked you will do just about anything to get it back. I hope it can help you. Trust in Anya. She’s eccentric and only sometimes helpful, but I can tell she has a good heart.

Peace and Blessings,

Melise.





I picked up the book under the note. It was an old leather-bound thing that looked like it was at least three hundred years old. The pages were yellowed and the cover as stiff as dry wood.


There was nothing written on the cover but there was a latch that had once held the book shut. The lock had long since rusted through and was bound up in a bundle of newer-looking leather.


Then I realized it had rusted through. This lock was made of iron, which would be a danger to any elf that touched it. That would be highly inconvenient for any elf, but not if the book belonged to a human owner.


Pushing aside the rusted lock and peeking at the page beyond it, I finally saw a title.




Sam’s Book of Lesser Prophecies





Excitement growing, I flipped the book over and scanned the first page.




On the seventh day of the sixth month of the 512’th year since the end of the sixth golden age, an orange-haired elf in the capital’s market will be caught injecting her Thunder Bear steaks with water, increasing their weight and their price. She will be fined thirty Queensmarks and will lose her market stall.





My grin fell, and I realized that this was only a book of lesser prophecies. Scanning the pages, I realized nearly all the predictions were downright trivial.




On the twelfth day of the fourth month of the 542nd year since the end of the sixth golden age, a fish with human legs will stalk the streets of the capital and devour three heartwielders before it is stopped by a local true mage.





That sounded important at first, until I saw the date and realized it was in the middle of a massive sea monster attack from the Myriad Monsters Sea. One fish devouring a couple of heartwielders was the least of the city’s worries at the time.




On the ninth day of the ninth month of the 573rd year since the end of the sixth golden age, one of Dean’s granddaughters will hide behind a set of curtains in the hallway outside her room for several hours, watching a closed door.





“Useless.” Nela said with a shake of her head as she peered over my shoulder. “But I suppose if the Fateweaver Society wants it, we can use it as bait.”


“Is there anything about me?” Assyrus asked eagerly.


“Maybe.” I replied. “But I bet there’s useful information in there. It will just take a lot of digging and cross-referencing to make it work for us. I think it’s a perfect job for Mac.”


I pulled the book into my Dimensional Storage with a message for Mac to copy its contents. 


“Melise has given us just what we were looking for.” I replied. “Now all we need to do is show our hand."








CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO










WHILE NELA LEFT to issue a challenge to the strongest matriarch of the Demonstar Clan, I took to the streets to do a little fortune telling.


“Come one and all!” I said, “and hear the fortunes of a completely random individual!” I waved Sam’s book around above my head.


“I don’t think that’s how fortune telling is usually done.” Assyrus said.


Yorik snorted, arms folded as she stared down the elves around us.


I frowned when nobody approached. “You there!” I shouted at a random elf. “I’ll pay you a Queensmark to let me tell you someone’s fortune.”


The elf I singled out looked around and pointed at herself, hoping she hadn’t been the one I'd been talking to.


“Fine.” I said. “Five Queensmarks.”


The elf seemed satisfied with that, overcame her fear of Yorik’s glaring face, and strode over to me.


“Do you need to see my palm or anything?" the elf asked.


“Nothing of the sort!" I said. With a frown and a shrug I added, “but maybe you should show me a finger."


The elf obligingly handed over the smallest finger, which was probably the digit she was most willing to lose for five Queensmarks. I helped her flip through the pages of Sam’s Book of Lesser Prophecy with that finger and had the elf point to a random entry.


“There’s your prophecy!” I declared.


The elf leaned over and read the passage aloud. “On the third day of the tenth month… an elf will be compelled by a man to point to this very passage with her smallest finger.”


The elf looked up at me in surprise, and I glanced down, equally startled.


Only once I passed the elf her promised five Queensmarks did a grin break the expression of astonishment. “That’s a clever trick, but I’m afraid you’re not quite up to making a living as a street performer. With your… assets, I suggest you go to the Temple of Fertility and seek employment there.”


Yorik stared down at the elf and tried to glare and cross her arms, only to remember that her arms were already crossed and that she was already glaring.


“Ha ha." I laughed with a roll of my eyes. "Just make sure you tell everyone you know that I am giving out real fortunes here. This stuff comes straight from the Fateweaver society." I gave the book on the table a gentle tap.


“Really?” The elf asked. “I heard they sealed their doors and refused to see any outsiders ever since all their sorcerers disappeared.”


I shrugged. "Some things slip through the cracks."


That customer left. Happy and with a pouch filled with five more Queensmarks.


"I didn't want to say anything while you were haggling," Assyrus said, "but the customer is supposed to pay you when you tell their fortune. You're doing this wrong."


“That would be the case if we were ordinary fortune tellers.” I explained. “But this should help get the word out quickly. five Queensmarks aren’t worth much to me anymore with how much money Sava’s shop has been pulling in and being a little loose with my change will help spread the word faster so we’re not at this all morning.”


Sure enough, the elf I’d paid five Queensmarks to showed up, this time with a dozen friends.


I haggled the lot of them down to a Queensmark each, but they happily accepted the fortunes of a handful of random individuals. I made sure each of them knew these fortunes came from an ancient Fateweaver Society tome titled Sam’s Book of Lesser Prophecies.


None of the fortunes were as remarkable as the first, but a few elves spotted prophecies for recent incidents that they remembered, and a few more found things that had yet to happen. Most dismissed the information as it was often so trivial as to be useless, but a few elves scurried off with an anxious look in their eyes.


“Perhaps she knows the elf destined to have her shop burned down tonight?” I theorized. “Maybe that’s why she took off so fast. I’ll be curious to see what happens. Can these minor prophecies be thwarted by knowing of them in advance? Are they merely probable fates, or inevitable ones?”


Assyrus shrugged in ignorance and Yorik looked surprised I even tried to ask her.


“You can’t just ask any mage acolyte or true mage Fateweaver to speak prophecies.” Assyrus explained. “It takes some powerful magic. I doubt anyone beneath the sorcerer rank could look so far into the future with any accuracy. I learned that during my recent investigation.”


“Maybe Illiel or Melise would know.” I said.


With our hook in the water, we headed back to the palace. I parted ways with Yorik and Assyrus, with the warning that they should ready themselves for a difficult fight. We had quite a few enemies arraying themselves before us, and we’d just intentionally caught the attention of one of the most dangerous of them.


Antagonizing so many powerful forces definitely had its risks, but if my plan succeeded I’d be able to deal with them all at once while simultaneously securing my future as an earth cultivator and acquire the time and power the Hearthwood Clan needed to fill the Songstone Clan’s shoes.



***


After using the Teleportation Array to get back to the Hearthwood, I quickly formulated a few notes for the council on what to do if things went terribly wrong over the next few weeks.


“It sounds like you're preparing for us to completely shut down our borders until we can make another true mage.” My daughter Salla said. She was currently representing Illiel on the council and had busily been preparing a presentation on tax reforms before I interrupted.


“I am.” I replied. “With the exception of Princess Tivana. Reach out to her if you can. In the event the matriarchs die, I’ll try to recover their wisps and send them through the Dimensional Storage and you can try to revive them using the Resurrection Tree. I’m not sure if that will work for me, but I don’t intend to test it.”


Salla bit her lip. “What are you doing that’s so dangerous, father?”


“A mouse can slay a pack of lions if he’s friends with a dragon.” I cryptically explained. “But I shouldn’t speak any more of it until the deed is done.”


Despite Salla’s curiosity on the subject, I remained silent. Instead we discussed the details of what had been going on in the Hearthwood during my absence, and what to do if my absence were to be …unnaturally prolonged.


“Is that all?” Salla asked. “She’d run out of paper on her notepad and instead had set her new voice-recording enchanted tool to keeping a record of everything I’d said.


“That’s everything.” I said, ruffling the girl’s hair. “I’m trusting you and your sisters to keep the Hearthwood in line while your mothers and I are away.”


After talking with Salla, I headed into The Wanderer, where Mac greeted me.


[I knew you’d be back quickly, but I didn’t think you’d be back this quickly!] Mac said. [Did you truly miss me so much already?]


“Always, Mac.” I replied. “Did you finish simulating the Aura Condensing Talisman procedure I requested?”


[As a matter of fact, Argona and I finished just yesterday. She’s a wonderful girl, by the way. Very meticulous. And she always cleans up after herself and maintains a tidy workspace, unlike her father.]


“If you like, you can be her godfather.” I replied. “Now, I presume you have a copy of this procedure so I can properly appreciate your hard work?”


Mac directed my attention to a pile of neatly bundled sheets of papers as thick as my closed fist, all penned in Argona’s flawless and efficient handwriting.


“Wow.” I said. “I didn’t think there’d be that much to it.”


[There was.] Mac replied dryly. [I actually had to spend a few processor’s cycles playing Tower Defense after to unwind. Err… I mean, I had to meditate calmly as I perused The Wanderer’s extensive library.]


“I hope Argona is okay.” I said. “Make sure she takes a break after doing this much work.”


[Understood! As I understand it, she’s currently sound asleep in her bedroom. Shall I wake her so you can talk to her?]


“No, let her sleep.” I replied. “I’m going to head into the Cultivation Chamber to dial up time a little and read through this thing.”


I was about to turn and leave when I remembered one last thing I wanted to ask Mac. “Did you get that book I sent you through the Dimensional Storage?” I asked.


[Sam’s Book of Lesser Prophecy?] Mac replied. [I’ve already read, organized, and catalogued it. Salica’s handwriting is nowhere near the neatness of Argona’s, so I had her practice by copying all the passages down in three different organizational structures I devised. One by date, one by topic and one by location. I’ve got a couple more on the way as we speak. I’ve highlighted a few entries that indirectly suggest you succeed in your current endeavors.]


“That’s good to hear. And it also means I can return the original. You’re certain there’s no additional hidden information on it?”


[There was hidden information between the passages.] Mac replied. [And a few apparently blank pages concealed more deadly prophecies. The scanner was able to pick up trace residues and impurities in the ink frequently enough that I could discern the text without whatever spell is normally used to read them. Some of those prophecies were particularly enlightening, and most of them pertained to events within the Fateweaver Society itself. For the most part though, it seemed this book was just a compilation of scattered visions that Sam had already judged to be only triflingly useful. It was probably his way of practicing.]


“Good. That means the original can now be used in riskier endeavors.” I replied. “Though, I expect you to notify me if you find any prophecies in your database relevant to what I’m doing.”


[By the time I’m done organizing this book, even you will be able to find what you’re looking for!]


Satisfied that Mac and my kids had done a superb job taking care of everything I’d asked of them, I headed to the Cultivation Chamber. After entering the Cultivation Chamber and dismissing the abilities prompt so I could use the room for more mundane means, I got to work reading and cramming the results of all Mac and Argona’s testing into my head. The two of them didn’t have ready access to many aura fragments, but they were able to postulate on interactions between the Aura Condensing Talisman and most other aura fragments just using the data available to Mac from The Wanderer. I’d been looking at a lot of aura fragments recently, so the ship had made that data available to him.


The next several days of continuous study started to wear on me, but the cultivation chamber kept my mind focused and made the time pass quickly. As primitive as actually studying to learn something was, it was refreshing to do and the practice I got whenever I tried to test one of Mac and Argona’s theories using earth zeal improved my informal magic skills by a bit.


After several days spent studiously working in the Cultivation Chamber, I left the room and headed to the Smith’s Workshop. On the way, I spotted Sava busily brewing away in the Alchemist’s Laboratory.


“You’re making use of the Teleportation Array as well, I see.” I said to her.


“The facilities here in the Hearthwood are far better than anything I could throw together in our small shop in the capital.” Sava explained. “Besides, if I let the children and my apprentices have the run of my lab for too long, they’ll start getting lazy! Why, just this morning I discovered three unlabeled vials!”


“How unfortunate for them.” I replied. “I’m headed into the Smith’s Workshop. I recovered quite a bit of iron when I came back to make the adamantium sword, but I could use a few more iron surprises in my back pocket.”


“I’m preparing a few alchemical surprises as well.” Sava said. “We’ll have to see who can make the bigger splash!”


The Smith’s Workshop was exactly as I’d left it. No elf could stick around for long inside the chamber, so I wasn’t surprised it was completely untouched.


Once again, I fired up my bloomery and began the slow and methodical process of refining iron. I wanted this batch to be excellent metal, so I heated, hammered, reheated, and reworked this batch of iron several times until this batch of metal finally met my requirements�.


I’d been mulling over what I’d do with this stuff for the past few days as I puzzled through Argona and Mac’s work with the Aura Condensing Talisman. In the end, I decided on a few simple explosive iron devices. I’d made them before and they’d worked wonders here in the Hearthwood, so I decided to just reuse the design.


Previously, I’d placed the explosive enchantment into spears and crossbow bolts. Like before I placed the enchantment on a cluster of iron shaped to fracture into hundreds of tiny sharp pieces like a grenade. This time, instead of concealing the explosives within weapons, I used some leftover clay from golem-crafting and liberal use of earth magic to work the iron into a crude cup and set of plates. They’d never be fit for fine dining, but they wouldn’t look out of place.


Creating a new version of something I had already refined and mastered wasn't as exciting as designing something new, but it was certainly easier. With enough explosive iron fragments to take out a building, I left the Smith’s Workshop nearly two days after entering it. The time had passed swiftly, and I didn't even realize I'd worked through the night without stopping to eat, rest, or sleep until I'd already emerged.


Sava was just leaving the Alchemist’s Laboratory herself. She had two new bags of holding on her waist to show for her efforts, and each one of them was doubtlessly stuffed with as many potions as they could hold. From her I found that three days total had passed since I went into the Cultivation Chamber and then the Smith’s Workshop, though it felt like many more to me thanks to time acceleration.


“Nela came back earlier.” Sava said. “She managed to obtain a few aura fragments and wanted to leave them here in case anyone in the clan could bond with them. She also picked up a few weapons to replenish our armory before returning to the capital."


“Good.” I said as we both walked to the Teleportation Array.


We left for the capital together, as we weren’t shy of squeezing together and one teleportation would save us a few valuable zeal crystals.


When we returned to the capital, I found Eltiana waiting for me already.


“I got word from the Seven Snake Syndicate.” Eltiana said. “Alayna Loftwealthios has scheduled a time and date for trading her Aura Condensing Talisman with the Demonstar Clan.”


“Good.” I replied. “When?”


“Tonight.” Eltiana replied grimly.


“That soon?”


“Apparently, the Demonstar Clan wants to have their wizard as quickly as possible to avoid having any unforeseen complications.”


“Complications like us.” I replied with a nod. “Go find Lyondiana, wherever she is. We’ll have to act fast if we want to use her as bait to haul Alayna to us.”


Eltiana didn't move. "Your actions in the market with that book Melise gave us haven't gone unnoticed in the Fateweaver Society. There's a rumor that you've caught the attention of two major powers, both wizards."


"That's... a much greater response than I predicted." I said, already nervously readjusting my plans.


"No, your initial prediction was right. Though you caught their attention, neither of them can afford to leave the Fateweaver Society's main lodge for any length of time. However, they have sent some of their strongest subordinates into the city to look for us."


I breathed a sigh of relief. "That's something we can handle. How strong are they?"


"Peak true mages from what I've heard."


"Good." I stroked my chin thoughtfully. "Then they should be a match for this Taka fellow Korra's mentioned. What about Countess Frostweaver? Any movement from her?"


"None, thankfully. Illiel helped me interview a few of her family's servants. Apparently, the countess went on a trip some time ago and hasn't been seen in the city since. She's busy with something, but all evidence suggest that something has nothing to do with us." Eltiana said. "And I'm thankful for that. The thought of a sorcerer being interested in us is frightening."


"A sorcerer is interested in us." I reminded her. "Luckily, she's in our corner, and we're in hers. Have Illiel let me know the moment something happens at the Frostweaver estate. But if not, we'll proceed as planned."


With everything in motion, all I could do was try to contact Princess Tivana. I wanted to give her forewarning that I intended to get in trouble today, but I was unable to contact her in person. She was busily trying to practice a new technique that would help her detect assassins and had isolated herself somewhere deeper in the palace. I hunted down the only royal clanswoman I knew, Baroness Jynna, to pass the message along.


"I'll drop in and talk to her." Jynna promised.


“Excellent.” I replied. “Just do it before tonight, and make sure she knows I’m off causing trouble. Send my apologies in advance.”


“Your kids told me what kind of mischief you caused in the Hearthwood.” Baroness Jynna said, lips tugged down with worry. “Do try not to cause a ruckus here in the capital.”


“I promise to make things quiet and peaceful. Starting tomorrow.” I pledged.








CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE










THANKS TO SAVA’S recent profitability, the shop on the green mountain had undergone numerous expansions, and it now had a small warehouse in the back attached to the laboratory. Just moments ago, I’d been busily placing down ironwood tables and chairs, built courtesy of the Ironwood tribe back in the Hearthwood.


Someday, we’d sell these tables and chairs here in the capital, just like we were selling Sava’s potions. For now, they were props on my set.


I placed embroidered linens on top of the ironwood table, woven in the Hearthwood from plants grown by the Riverweed tribe. Waterbeetle art decorated the walls and the braziers lighting the chamber bore all the markings of something conjured by the Myriad Hues of Flame tribe. An open hatch covering most of the ceiling let plenty of sunlight through and would allow any guests to arrive by air without a moment’s delay.


In all, the entire chamber was a tribute to the Hearthwood forest, and I was impressed at just how fast the building came together. If raw land wasn’t so difficult to obtain here in the capital, I was certain every elf would live in a mansion.


Assyrus was helping me set the tables. She was about to pick up an array of plates and mugs when I waved her away.


“You’d better let me handle those.” I said as I picked up the dining implements like they were armed explosives.


“I could just run down the road and buy a set of plates and cups.” Assyrus offered as she glanced askance at the tableware. “Those look a little crude.”


“No need.” I replied. “I actually made this set of dining ware myself.”


“Oh.” Assyrus’ cheeks flushed red, and she scratched the back of her head awkwardly. “In that case, I was wrong about them looking crude. They’re just… artfully primitive.”


I chuckled. “You don’t need to try to make me feel better. They’re not meant to be eaten off.” I replied. “I have another purpose in mind for them.”


Assyrus shrugged and let me take over setting the table. We worked in silence until the door swung open once again and we were greeted by Eltiana dragging someone else along behind her.


“Lyondiana Loftwealthios!” I said as I greeted our first guest of the evening.


“Hello again.” Lyondiana grumbled. Her eyes were red, and she stood shakily on her legs as though she’d been on her feet all night.


“She was wandering the red mountain again.” Eltiana explained. “By the smell of her, she hasn’t headed home in a few days.”


“My sister Alayna would kill me if I even tried to set foot back home.” Lyondiana complained. “Now, she thinks I’m her greatest rival. I’ve been trying to avoid her by wandering around the city, but I ran out of Queensmarks for inns a little while ago and I’ll have to go home to ask for more pocket change from my mother.”


I shrugged. “Maybe you really can be her greatest rival. Regardless, we’d be happy to feed and clothe you for a while if it helps make up for that unpleasantness between us back in Queenshold.”


Lyondiana sighed. “Okay, Theo of the Hearthwood. What scheme do you need me for this time?”


I smiled. “It’s simple. We just need you to lure your sister Alayna here. Tell her you want to resolve things between the two of you and you plan to hand over this shop, the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir, and the vitality-stealing adamantium sword. All those can be hers.”


“Oh, gods above.” Lyondiana said. “You’ve got something terrible planned for her? You know that if you kill a member of my family, my mother and grandmother will be furious.”


“She won’t die.” I promised. “She’ll just be held up for a bit. Besides, when this is done, you’ll be the rising star in your family. I guarantee it. After, I'll just need you to poke your nose in between the Demonstar Clan and the Seven Snake Syndicate.”


“Will I be able to go home and get a good night’s sleep in my own bed again?” Lyondiana asked hopefully.


“Absolutely. By the time I’m done, I’m certain you’ll be the pride of your family, and Jettara will practically worship you if she knows what's good for her.”


Lyondiana’s face brightened, and a smile crept up the sides of her face. “Okay then! Let me just send the invitation. Where’s your message-carrier?”


“I’m afraid we don’t have one. You’ll have to call your sister over yourself. But don’t worry, Yorik will be along to protect you, won’t you Yorik?”


Yorik uncrossed her arms from where she’d been leaning against the wall and glared hard at Lyondiana. She slammed a fist into her open palm as she stared the pudgy elf down.


Lyondiana gulped and redoubled her promise to see my instructions through to completion.


While the two of them were gone, Nela and Sava arrived, dramatically increasing the strength of our group. Illiel showed up as well, startling us all with the aura of her power.




Illiel Frostweaver (level 20, early true mage)





“Illiel? You reached true mage?” I asked in surprise.


Illiel gave me a soft smile. “I haven’t just been reading books in the library, you know. It’s the perfect place to cultivate mind zeal. Doubly so when you have an aura fragment from the severed hand of a sorcerer.”


“The Hearthwood grows that much safer, thanks to you.” I said as I placed a hand on Illiel’s shoulder.


Eltiana received a message from the Seven Snake Syndicate and had to depart. Assyrus had to talk to the palace guard captain with her latest update on the Fateweaver Society investigation. Both had slightly embarrassed looks on their faces as they realized their fellow matriarchs were breaking through to true mage one after another. They knew that if they didn’t advance as well, they’d be left behind.


After Assyrus and Eltiana left, Yorik and Lyondiana returned. They entered just as we finished decorating the room for our guests.


“She’s on the way here now.” Lyondiana explained. “She was upset, but I’m certain she’s coming.”


“You’ve done a wonderful job for me, Lyondiana.” I beckoned her over. “Come. You and your sister will sit near me.” I gestured to a set of plates and cups that I made on the spot. They were lighter than the ones that I made in the Hearthwood, and made from local clay with nothing special added, unlike the other ones.


As promised, Alayna Loftwealthios arrived soon after. She brought two rough-looking armored true mages with her, guarding her back. Considering Alayna herself was also a true mage, they made for an intimidating trio.




Alayna Loftwealthios (early true mage, level 23)

Loftwealthios Family Guard (early true mage, level 21)

Loftwealthios Family Guard (early true mage, level 22)





Fortunately, we now had three true mages on our side as well, and Yorik was as strong as a true mage herself.


“Alayna Loftwealthios.” I gave our guest a shallow bow. “And friends.” I gave the guards following Alayna a shallow nod. “Care for some wine?”


Alayna huffed and strode over to the nearby table, taking a seat without asking or waiting for me to sit. “I’m unlikely to be impressed with any wine you have. Save your Queensmarks and show me what I came here for. The deed, the potion, and the sword.”


I shrugged and took a seat. “If we’re going to skip the pleasantries, then we can jump straight to business.” I positioned myself across from Alayna, while Sava and Nela stood over either of my shoulders. Across from me, Alayna sat with her chin resting on the back of her hands as she stared me down. Her two bodyguards stood behind her, locking eyes with Sava and Nela. By the smirk on Alayna’s face, she clearly thought she had three true mages to our two.


Illiel and Yorik stood off to the sides of the confrontation. Both their cultivations were disguised, and they’d be ready to spring a trap if Alayna and her bodyguards tried anything. I smiled back, knowing Alayna was outmatched and didn’t even know it.


I wave my hand and the objects of interest appeared on the table, plucked from my Dimensional Storage. “These would be the things you’re interested in?” I asked.


Alayna made to reach for them, but I grabbed her wrist and shook my head. “Not so fast. You haven’t heard what we want yet.”


“The Loftwealthios family can pay you enough Queensmarks that you’ll be crushed under the weight of your own bags of holding.” Alayna replied, glaring at the hand wrapped around her wrist.


I smirked. “It will already do that without me handing over anything. Don’t forget, we’re your sister’s partners in this business endeavor. I beckoned Lyondiana over and she took a seat next to me.”


“That’s right.” Lyondiana agreed. “You can’t tempt me with our family’s own money, Alayna.”


Alayna scowled. “I thought you invited me here to surrender your holdings on the green mountain to me?”


“That is what I said.” Lyondiana replied. She shot a quick glance in my direction before maintaining a steely smile. “What was it you always said to me? Just because you think something is true doesn’t mean it is.”


Alayna blanched. “This is some petty scheme. You seem to be forgetting I’m a true mage, and I have two more behind me. You’re just a mage acolyte, Lyondiana, for all this latent talent you’re showing. If I wanted to, I could just take everything here and leave.”


“The deed to this lot of land isn’t so easily stolen.” I countered. “And I’m a personal guest of Princess Tivana. I’m sure even the Loftwealthios family wouldn’t be willing to cross her.


Alayna scowled. “The Loftwealthios family has power and connections greater than you could ever imagine. But… the princess did exterminate three of her nations’ own clans. I admit crossing that madwoman would be… difficult.”


“Princess Tivana doesn’t take well to traitors and likes to nip problems in the bud. It’s one of her most admirable qualities.” I said in her defense.


“Fine.” Alayna said. “I’ll trade in zeal crystals. That’s what you want, isn’t it? A hundred for the potion, a hundred fifty for the sword, and another seventy-five for the plot of land.”


“I’m afraid we’re flush with zeal crystals at the moment.” I said with a shake of my head. “We don’t need any more.”


“We are?” Lyondiana looked surprised, but quickly squashed the feeling. “Oh, I mean, of course! I’m practically bathing in zeal crystals, Alayna. Really, you can only bring two hundred twenty-five zeal crystals to the table?” Lyondiana shook her head. “If you’d told me you were so poor, I would have given you some sisterly charity.”


Alayna slammed a fist into the table. “Damn it then! If you’re not going to sell to me, what did you call me over for? Was this just a plot to humiliate me a second time!?” Alayna glared over my shoulder at Sava.


“Nothing of the sort.” I assured. “And we really do want something from you.”


Alayna stared me down. “Then name your price.”


“Where are you meeting with the Demonstar Clan?”


Alayna blinked. “What? How’d you know about that? Actually, never mind, there is no meeting. You must have—“


“Don’t try to play dumb. I know you’re meeting with the matriarchs of the Demonstar Clan to sell them an Aura Condensing Talisman. I’m told they’re scavenging for every zeal crystal they can get so they can pay you.”


Lyondiana laughed to herself. “Don’t tell me sister, are they paying you two hundred and twenty-five zeal crystals?”


Alayna glared at her sister, face flushing red and nails digging into her palms.


"We could do better, you know." I said. “How’s four hundred zeal crystals sound?”


Alayna’s eyes shot up, and she looked at me thoughtfully before shaking her head. “No thanks. Besides the zeal crystals, the Demonstar Clan is also interested in forming a long-term relationship. They’re going to be the foundation of my own powerbase outside my family’s reputation.”


“Just like the Hearthwood Clan is to me!” Lyondiana said and wrapped an arm around my shoulder. “That’s right, ever since I went north to serve as a banneret and I first set eyes on the place, I knew that forest and the people in it would do great things! With my help… they’ll…”


Lyondiana trailed off as she realized Sava, Nela, Yorik, and Illiel were all shooting her withering looks. She hastily removed her arm from my shoulders. “Ahem. Anyway, they’ll have my full support here in the capital.”


“I’d wager that the Demonstar Clan is stronger than the Hearthwood Clan.” Alayna countered. “The Hearthwood Clan just appeared out of nowhere a few months ago, whereas the Demonstar Clan has been on the rise for decades with many true mages to their name. Once one of them reaches the wizard realm, the other great clans will have to recognize them. How far away is the Hearthwood Clan from raising a wizard? Decades? Centuries?”


“Sooner than you think.” I replied.


Alayna’s eyes shot back to me. “I suppose with your help they’ll be able to drown the Demonstar Clan in heartwielders, if nothing else. I’m told chakas can sire an entire clan’s worth of elves every year.”


“I do practice some restraint.” I protested. “Besides, the vitality can just as easily go to making my matriarchs stronger as it can to making more elves.”


Alayna crossed her arms. “I see. So you’re telling me the Demonstar Clan is doomed to be destroyed, and that I should just sell you the Aura Condensing Talisman, then tell them to pick it up here so you can try to ambush them or something?” Alayna glanced around and was only able to get a read on Sava and Nela’s cultivation bases. “You’ll need more than two true mages to beat their matriarchs.”


"But you admit we could do it, yes?" I leaned across the table and said, “we could help you too, and probably better than the Demonstar Clan can. Just show me the Aura Condensing Talisman.”


Alayna narrowed her eyes. “Fine, I will show you the talisman. But I want to get a feel for this vitality-stealing sword of yours."


I pushed the sword over to Alayna. She ran her fingers across the leather sheath and caressed the handle for a moment before reaching into her own bag of holding and extracting a small box no bigger than my hand.


She pushed the box over to me, and I opened it to reveal a piece of intricately decorated paper protected by a layer of defensive enchantments. It was no bigger than a playing card and was clearly very valuable.


Nela leaned over my shoulder and whispered. “The time for my duel is fast approaching. Our enemy will arrive at any moment.”


I nodded and held a finger over my lips to keep Nela from saying anything Alayna might overhear. Thankfully, she was still busy playing with the sword. She had a big grin on her face as she pulled on the handle to reveal a long bar of sharpened adamantium.


I thought back to everything I had studied in the Cultivation Chamber. In her notes, Argona had illustrated and highlighted everything to look for to identify a legitimate Aura Condensing Talisman. I needed to be certain I had a fully functional talisman in front of me without any sabotage or defects in it or I could cripple my own cultivation base by using it.


After running my eyes all over the intertwining web of lines and patterns I was satisfied that this talisman was the real deal, crafted by the hands of a master drafter. I knew Argona would be desperate to try to replicate this talisman, so I did my best to try to memorize every line and detail. I’d been noticing my brain took new information better than it ever had before since I’d started using the mind spirit art Master of the Inner Castle. After just a few minutes of study I was able to picture the talisman in remarkable detail without looking at it.�


Meanwhile, Alayna was glancing over her shoulder at the weaker of her two bodyguards. She bit her lip and glanced at the sword before her expression firmed. In a sudden burst of motion, she drew the blade all the way and jammed it into her bodyguard’s stomach.


“Lady Alayna!?” The other guard hastily backed away. “Have we done something wrong?”


“Not you.” Alayna assured. “I’m pretty sure this one was a spy for one of the great clans though. I remember she came from the Moonbow Clan.”


The impaled guard who’d just been accused of being a spy gaped like a fish. As we watched, her cheeks hollowed out, and she became gaunter and thinner. White light streamed from her body down the adamantium blade, into the handle, and into Alayna, who held the handle.


“Ohhh!” Alayna threw her head back and moaned as she accepted the dying guard’s vitality. “This is just what I needed! I already had the zeal to progress, but not the vitality to balance it.”


The whole room was rigid and stared at the casual murder happening before us. Lyondiana got out of her chair and took a step back, while Sava and Nela pulled me behind them. Both had weapons drawn and ready. Alayna’s remaining bodyguard saw us moving and drew her own weapon, but she was currently as wary of her employer as she was of us.


Eventually, the elf on the end of Alayna’s sword collapsed into motes of light and vanished, leaving behind a pile of clothes and some weapons as her wisp flittered through the room to hastily depart. Alayna let it fly out the hole in the ceiling where it would likely look for some isolated region of the city to gather enough zeal and memories to build a new body for itself.


Alayna held the vitality-stealing sword aloft and laughed merrily. “Perfect! I’ve been stuck at early true mage for years! And yet with this thing, all it took was one swing and I’m a mid true mage!”


I verified her claims to see if they were true. Based on her appearance under mage sight, she was indeed a mid true mage.




Alayna Loftwealthios (mid true mage, level 24)





To everyone’s relief, Alayna sheathed the sword and placed it back on the table before sitting back down. “It looks like this really is a vitality-stealing sword.” Alayna said as casually as she would have if she’d just inspected it instead of using it to absorb one of her own guards.


“You know,” I said as I shut the box containing the Aura Condensing Talisman, “that doesn’t strike me as very wise. You have only two true mages now.”


Alayna waved her hand dismissively. “One mid true mage is worth three early true mages.”


I shot Alayna’s guard a glance. “We have more reliable disciplinary measures in the Hearthwood.”


In response, Alayna’s bodyguard re-sheathed her sword and took back her position behind Alayna. I noted that she wasn’t standing within sword-reach of Alayna this time, and the guard seemed to spend more time watching her employer’s movements than she did watching Sava or Nela.


“Let’s just sit back down then.” I said, letting myself be the first to take a seat again. You’ve used my sword and gained a great deal from it. I can’t do the same with your Aura Condensing Talisman without consuming it, so this means you owe me.”


Alayna frowned at my response. “You’re not intimidated at all. Strange, that kind of display usually works in most negotiations.”


“Uh, Theo…” Lyondiana nudged my shoulder. “I’ve seen that look in my sister’s eyes before. Maybe we should go.”


I waved Lyondiana back, and she eagerly hid behind Sava and Nela.


“So,” I asked as I folded my hands. “How are you going to repay me for using my sword? Personally, I’d really like to look at that Fatecharm Luck Pill you pulled out before.”


Alayna looked down at the weapon in front of her. She flexed her fingers, reminding herself of the power she’d gained after killing just one true mage. Then she glanced at Sava and Nela.


“Repay you…” Alayna muttered. Her eyes shot down to mine and then flickered to the sword. “I’m not the Loftwealthios with the best reputation. I don’t value what little I’ve got left very much so…” Alayna picked up the sword and waved it through the air one more time. “I think I’ll play with this a little longer. I see three more true mages. Maybe I’ll make it to late true mage by the end of the day!”


Instead of being enraged or frightened, I nodded slowly. “I thought that might be your answer.” Then I snapped my fingers and tapped my wrist.


The vambraces on my arm generated a shell of protective force around me. An instant later, the cup and plate sitting in front of Alayna exploded in a fountain of ceramic and iron shards.


The explosion was modest enough that my vambrace's force shields could repel any incoming projectiles on my side. I was closest to the explosion, so everyone behind me was protected. Alayna on the other hand was caught entirely by surprise. Though the explosion was too small to knock Alayna off her feet, tiny iron fragments perforated her skin. A few flew behind her and struck her guard, who collapsed immediately as purple veins shot across her body. She summoned the power of her aura and desperately tried to suppress the effects of the iron in her body.


But Alayna was both a three-star alchemist and a scion of one of the nation’s wealthiest families. I wasn’t surprised when she revealed she had a way to deal with the growing power of the iron she’d been infected with.


From her bag of holding, Alayna withdrew a small black vial. She pulled the cork free with her teeth and took a deep sip from it before pouring the rest over the worst of her wounds. Immediately, the steady creep of purple veins shooting across her body ceased their progression.


“Okay, that hurt.” Alayna said as she hefted the vitality-stealing sword again. Suddenly, she wasn’t feeling too good about her latest idea.


“Wait!” Eltiana jumped down from the rafters. “Jettara, this is Alayna Loftwealthios.”


A rough looking purple-haired elf of approximately the same stature as Eltiana jumped down from the rafters as well.


Jettara frowned. “A Loftwealthios! And you’re certain she was also in on my attack on the red mountain?” Jettara combed her hand through the half of her hair that wasn’t shaved short. “I suppose you’re not totally useless, Eltiana.”


Eltiana’s face scrunched into a frown, but she bit her tongue. Instead, she said, “Shall I call your mother for you?”


Jettara grunted, which Eltiana took to mean she should call in the full might of the Seven Snake Syndicate.


Alayna turned to regard our two new guests, scrunching her brows as she did so. “What? Who are you?”


Jettara seemed to grow furious at that. “Don’t pretend you don’t know me! I’m the baddest bandit in the streets! My informants told me,” she shot a glance towards Eltiana, who’d been providing the Seven Snake Syndicate with whatever I wanted them to know, “that you were the one who orchestrated the worst day of my life!”


“You’re going to have to be a little more specific. I ruin a lot of lives.” Alayna waved the vitality-stealing sword in Jettara’s direction. “You’re a nobody. I’m a Loftwealthios!”


Jettara’s face turned scarlet red. “You think you’re more important than me? Just you wait until my mother gets here!”


Sava and I shot each other an amused glance.


While Alayna and Jettara traded glares, A head poked around the door. It was Korra, and her face was a picture of anxiety. “Theo! Taka, my handler from the Burning Heavens Guild, has arrived!”




Taka, Son of Ahadi (Cultivation unknown, Level 29)

You have yet to discover information about this individual’s path to power.





Like Taka, examining his two guild mates proved fruitless. Perhaps if Mac was here with the scanner I’d be able to glean something more, but as it was, I knew nothing about how strong this new guest was.


I resolved to keep a close eye on all of them as I waved to Korra. “Excellent! Bring him and his two companions inside. We’re just taking care of a minor hiccup here.”


Korra nodded and opened the door all the way. A tall, strapping man with the mane of a lion followed close behind. He was dressed in what could be best described as a Victorian suit, modified for his broad back.


“Theo!” The lion-man called Taka said with forced charm. “A pleasure to finally meet in person. These are my friends from the Burning Heaven Guild.” He gestured to the two dangerous-looking individuals behind him. One was a one-eyed panther man carrying a small and well-balanced sword. The other was a lithe woman with tiger stripes and an air of sudden violence. "Apologies for losing my temper a bit over the transmission stone. Now that I'm here in person I trust you'll be a bit less obstinate." Taka chuckled darkly.


“Taka.” I nodded. “Please take a seat. I’ll treat you to some local food.”


Taka stroked his mane. “Fine. I suppose I could sample some local delicacies before we take you back to the World of Tooth and Claw.”


He sat down at one of the corner tables and Assyrus dropped a plate of monster meat in front of him, served on one of the special platters I’d made myself.


Meanwhile, Jettara and Alayna seemed to be on the verge of coming to blows. For all her bluff and bluster, Jettara was only a mage acolyte while Alayna was a true mage. A real fight between the pair would just leave Jettara skewered on the first exchange. Eltiana shot me a look and a hand signal that I knew meant the rest of the Seven Snake Syndicate would be here at any moment.


“Yorik. Illiel.” I said. Suddenly Alayna was hit by a double-blast of mind magic, dazing and confusing her. An instant later, a hammer blow to the back of her head ensured that if she wasn’t dazed and confused already, she was now.




Enemy defeated by followers. (+100 points.)





“That went far smoother than expected.” Sava said.


“Indeed.” I replied. “Grab her bag of holding. She might have a transmission stone to contact the Demonstar Clan.”


Taka glanced up from his plate at the sudden violence with a bird leg sticking out of his mouth, shrugged, and continued eating.


Illiel handed Alayna’s bag of holding over to me, and I pulled out the Fatecharm Luck Pill she’d showed off during the competition with Sava. I held the pill in my hands, wondering if a thing made from fate crystals could still perform the function of a fate crystal. I shrugged and pulled the pill into my Dimensional Storage. “Transmission stone…” I muttered as I continued to search.


“I don’t think we’ll need one of those to contact the Demonstar Clan, Theo.” Nela said, pointing upward. “They’re already here.”


I pulled the Aura Condensing Talisman into my Dimensional Storage and stood to welcome our new guests. They descended from the hole in the ceiling on a set of matching flying swords and I took them in.


From head to toe, they were adorned like new money. Gold decorated their heads, shoulders, and arms and contrasted sharply with their matching black robes. The sight might impress heartwielders and mage acolytes out in the country, but here in the capital it just looked gaudy. Any elf could look at the gold mountain and know who was rich, and who was pretending to be. They'd done their best to cover up any lingering signs of wounds from their trip to the Hearthwood, which suggested they still burned with humiliation at the memory of nearly dying there.




Demonstar Matriarch (early true mage, level 23)

Demonstar Matriarch (mid true mage, level 24)

Demonstar Matriarch (late true mage, level 29)





I stood to greet our new guests. “Pardon us for a moment. We were just taking care of a business partner of ours. She had a little too much to drink.” I gestured to Alayna on the ground next to me, who’d been poisoned, blasted with mind magic, and beaten with a hammer.


“We overheard something about the Aura Condensing Talisman.” One of the matriarchs stated.


“You certainly did.” I replied. “We of the Hearthwood Clan happened to run into a few thousand zeal crystals sitting in a hole in the woods, so we picked them up and went on a bit of a spending spree. I heard a rumor of the Loftwealthios family bringing an Aura Condensing Talisman into the city, so I went and bought it.” I pulled the box containing the talisman out of my Dimensional Storage and opened the lid to show it off. “It really is a lovely little thing. My daughter’s been quite interested in drafting magic lately. It will make an excellent toy for her.”


Lycara Demonstar's face flushed with anger. “We had a deal for that Aura Condensing Talisman! The Loftwealthios family would never renege on a bargain once struck!”


“Some members might not.” I shrugged. “But you weren’t exactly dealing with the Loftwealthios family’s most honorable scion here.” I gestured to Alayna, who was groaning on the ground. “Just look at her, drunk at a business meeting and groaning on the ground.” I shook my head in disgust. “You should have worked with our patron instead, Lyondiana Loftwealthios.”


For all her faults, Lyondiana was quick to catch on. “That’s right! My sister’s a drunk and a cheat! Me on the other hand? I cultivate a sterling reputation! And let me tell you, working with a clan like the Hearthwood has been nothing but a pleasure. I was happy to provide them an Aura Condensing Talisman my sister originally arranged for… oh who was it? Some Demondung tribe I think.” She laughed heartily, clutching her stomach as she did so before ducking back behind Sava and Nela.


With a fierce look in her eyes, the strongest Demonstar matriarch turned her eyes to Nela. “Songstone, you challenged me to a duel in this place. Are you prepared to face me?”


Nela stepped forward. She reached into the pouch at her waist and withdrew the Spear of the Ancestor Dragon. “If you think I’ll run away, you’re mistaken.”


“Ladies, please!” I waved my arms to make myself known. “You might be here to pick a fight, but please wait a moment.”


The strongest Demonstar Clan matriarch narrowed her eyes. “Nela Songstone, you’ve been a real thorn in our side. You challenged me to a duel, but I knew this would be a trap of some kind. Frankly, I’m disappointed. Let me guess, your plan is to destroy the Aura Condensing Talisman unless I swear a Heavenly Oath of some sort?”


Nela sent a quick glance in my direction, not daring to drop her gaze from the group of hostile Demonstar matriarchs before us.


“Not quite.” I answered on Nela’s behalf. “We just wanted you here for a little get together. We’re bringing in quite a few people who aren’t friendly with the Hearthwood Clan to meet with us today.”


Lycara Demonstar raised an eyebrow. “You want to parlay?” She swept her gaze over all the Hearthwood matriarchs. “All you have are a few early true mages. I alone am enough to destroy your clan, and you want to parlay with me?” She shook her head. “You should have stayed in your forest under the protection of those borrowed wizards whose skirts’ your clan has been hiding under.” Her face flushed red at the memory of what happened back in the Hearthwood.


The matriarchs of the Demonstar Clan didn’t seem as willing to sit down and pretend to be civil as Taka’s group was. They had their eyes locked on Nela and looked like they intended to slay her then and there.


For the Burning Heavens guild’s part, Taka simply watched the elf-on-elf conflict with mixed bemusement. My estimation of his power rose. The scanner listed him as someone at the same level as the matriarch of the Demonstar Clan and the Black Scale, but the way he turned his nose at them derisively suggested he didn't think either of them were a match for himself.


Nela turned and began speaking on behalf of the Hearthwood Clan, and I trusted her to steer them towards conflict with the Seven Snake Syndicate, as was my plan. My attention would be fully occupied dealing with Taka.


"I ran into one of the most interesting books I've ever seen recently." I said suddenly as I glanced at Taka across the table.


Taka raised an eyebrow, but otherwise showed more interest in his food.


"It's quite an excellent read." I assured him as I pulled Sam's Book of Lesser Prophecies out of my Dimensional Storage and laid it on the table.


"You think a book is going to bribe me away?" Taka looked amused at the prospect.


"It was penned by someone very powerful." I assured him. "The founder of the Fateweaver Society himself."


"The Fateweaver Society?" Taka said, finally looking intrigued. "My Burning Heavens Guild doesn't get along with them. While we have our claws dug into this world, they've stretched their fingers into ours."


"I suspected as much." I said as I thought about the catgirl cafes I'd seen in the capital. They got here through Sam, and that meant through the Fateweaver Society. "Perhaps you'd like to glean a few secrets from your rivals?" I offered as I pushed the book forward invitingly.


Taka pursed his lips and reluctantly dropped the bone he'd been about to bite into. "You've caught my attention. If this book is as valuable as you claim I'll win a few favors back at my guild, which might be reward enough for me to forget any past animosity between the two of us."


"Those were my thoughts as well." I lied. I fought to hide a smile as Taka flipped open the book and started scanning pages. He thought he was a lion with his claws in helpless prey, but in truth he was a fish that had just swallowed a hook.


Across the room, Nela had done her work well. The conversation between the Seven Snake Syndicate and the Demonstar Clan began to grow more heated.


"You tricked me into heading to the Hearthwood so I would die." Lycara, head matriarch of the Demonstar Clan spat. "Had those wizards and that monster not thought killing us was beneath them, all of us would have died. As it is, I lost one matriarch there!"


The Black Scale of the Seven Snake Syndicate snorted. "You asked for information on the Hearthwood Clan. We provided it."


"Your information was vastly outdated!" Lycara shouted. "That forest clan was ten times the size you said it was! And they had defenses that matched those of a great clan! We nearly lost our lives because of your lies!"


The Black Scale reached into a pouch at her side, withdrawing a sinister black banner that swayed in an invisible breeze. "You dare speak ill of the Seven Snake Syndicate's reputation!?" The Black Scale demanded.


"Your syndicate is not what it once was." Lycara shook her head and sneered. "You've gone soft and weak over the years. You don't even hold sway over the great clans anymore! In another generation your power will have faded to irrelevance."


"Not so long as I still draw breath." The Black Scale declared.


"Then perhaps I should fix that." Lycara's fingers twitched and crimson light flickered around her finger.


Just past them, Lyondiana was checking on her older sister. Despite being a true mage, Alayna was still lying unconscious on the ground. She'd been hit in the head by Yorik while being caught completely by surprise and blasted with the full force of Illiel's true mage-level mind magic. Between the two, she was having a difficult time doing anything more than groaning.


Lyondiana clumsily grabbed at her sister's arms, dragging her to the side. Seemingly by mistake, her fingers caught on the latch of her sister's belt, loosening it until Alayna's bag of holding slipped off and rolled on the ground between the Seven Snake Syndicate and the Demonstar Clan like a steak between two hungry wolves. Eyes from both parties glanced at the bag as their leaders glared at each other. I watched the corner of Lyondiana's face twitch upwards and realized maybe the pudgy elf was more clever than even she believed.


I'd only been watching their interchange out of the corner of my eyes as I kept my focus fixed on Taka. He was busily looking into the book and I was weaving a fabricated story about where I'd found it.


Taka himself was only half-listening to me as he flipped through the pages, and I wasn't surprised to see his attention suddenly jolt upwards. I turned my attention above us to find that two new figures had joined us.


Taka's uncaring and casual smile quickly turned sour as he looked skyward. He dropped the bird leg he'd only just returned to gnawing on and abruptly stood up from his seat, staring intently at our new visitors.


A pair of elves in faded, colorless robes hovered in the air above us. The one in front stood with her arms behind her back and her nose tilted up in the air as she gazed between her winged boots, which I could only assume were the magical artifact that allowed her to hover so effortlessly in the air.




Fateweaver Society Messenger (late true mage, level 29)





The second elf stood behind, arms in her sleeves with a serene expression on her face. Like her companion, she wore an equally faded pale eggshell color that left no traces of what hue it might have once borne. She gazed across the room, eyes distant but uncaring as a golem seeing to its tasks without emotion.




Fateweaver Society Slayer (late true mage, level 29)





Taka stood up in their presence. "I don't know what you think you're here for, Fateweavers, but the Burning Heavens Guild is laying claim on that human."


"Your desires and that of your guild are irrelevant." The messenger said with a smug smile on her face. "You are on our world now, lion. Just because we've scaled back our operations on the World of Tooth and Claw in recent years does not mean we aren't prepared to defend ourselves so near to home."


Taka bristled at the rebuttal. His whiskers stood on end, his claws extended, and I sensed a power that vaguely reminded me of Korra coursing through him.


I held my breath, waiting for something to happen. Both the Fateweaver Society elves stood frozen in the air as they gazed down at Taka, who snarled back up at them menacingly.


Moments passed, but both parties seemed no closer to coming to blows.


I was disheartened, but not surprised. When they finally seemed to be backing down, I clapped my hands to get their attention.


"Splendid!" I announced with my friendliest smile to welcome the two new late true mage elves from the Fateweaver Society. Taka growled at me as I took charge of the situation, but I was still the host here and despite his beastly appearance he must have been taught the basics of manners. "Now that everyone's here, we can get down to business."








CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR










IN THIS VERY room I had representatives of the Demonstar Clan, the Burning Heavens Guild, the Fateweaver Society, and the Loftwealthios Family. One way or another, everyone here was at odds with me, my goals, and the Hearthwood Clan.


At long last, all my enemies were gathered in one place.


Alayna Loftwealthios groaned in her sister's arms. Lyondiana whacked her over the head a few times until she went still, then dragged her sister over to Yorik's feet and hid behind the orc.


Across from her, the Demonstar Clan and the Seven Snake Syndicate had started coming to blows.


They were evenly matched, with three true mages each. Both their leaders were at the very peak of the true mage realm, and they both knew the impacts any loss on their end would have between their organizations.


Neither party had come alone though. The Seven Snake Syndicate had brought along several heartwielders and mage acolytes, while the Demonstar Clan had done the same to make up for their missing matriarch.


Those weaker elves had no lives but their own resting in their hands, and heartwielders from both sides were eyeing Alayna's bag of holding hungrily. A Seven Snake Syndicate elf dove forward first, scrambling to pull the bag closer to their side. Several Demonstar Heartwielder's rushed forward to stop her.


The heartwielders clashed in a brawl that was more physical than magical, but once spells started flying, the mage acolytes were drawn into the fight as well.


Eventually, a mage acolyte on the Demonstar Clan's side was knocked to the ground. A Seven Snake Syndicate elf stood over her with a poisoned blade, ready to plunge it into the downed elf's chest and finish her off.


That elf must have been important to the Demonstar Clan, because one of the Demonstar matriarchs stepped forward to intervene on her behalf. A gaunt crimson bat of phantom energy shot out of the matriarch's palm, sinking its fangs into the Seven Snake Syndicate elf's neck. Blood sprayed from her wound and the elf dropped her poisoned blade as she collapsed to her knees.


The act of intervention broke the temporary truce between the true mage leaders of each group. One of the Seven Snake Syndicate true mages jumped forward and swept her weapon through the area before her. Her weapon left behind a trail of purple mist that spread across the room and killed every Demonstar mage acolyte or heartwielder that touched it.


The heartwielders and mage acolytes abandoned the bag of holding they'd been fighting over and ran for cover. This was a battle between true mages now, and they'd only die if they continued to fight. They lashed out with the occasional kick or punch as they scrambled for the corners of the room. Many were trying to leave the building as quickly as possible, but the Demonstar Clan and the Seven Snake Syndicate weren't the only groups fighting.


On the other side of the room, near me, Taka and the two Fateweaver Society elves were glaring at each other menacingly. Taka's mane stood on end as his claws extended and inched for the blade at his side.


Behind him stood two of his most capable subordinates, a panther-like man and a woman with tiger stripes. Both appeared more nervous than angry and I guessed they were not ready to fight a pair of peak true mages.


For their part, the pair of Fateweaver Society elves continued to float above us, staring down. One smug, the other serene.


Things likely would have continued like that awhile longer had I not cleared my throat to get their attention.


"Welcome guests, one and all." I said with a smile. "Please, join us. I've been dying to chat with someone from the Fateweaver Society."


The Fateweaver Messenger turned towards me. She tapped her heels together and lowered herself in the air until she was only hovering a meter above me. She leaned down, hands on her hips and said, "You're the one we're looking for. Where is the book?"


Taka's gaze shot at me at the same moment I glanced at him. The lion-man growled as he realized he'd been had.


"It's over there, in his hands." I said as I pointed at Taka.


"Objective identified." The serene Fateweaver Slayer said, voice quiet and cold. She lifted her hand and pointed her open palm at Taka.


She looked like she was casting a spell, just like the elves back in the market square had. That time I hadn't been able to see anything other than their physical motions, but I'd been exposed to fate zeal a few times now and was certain I managed to catch a few glimpses of something flickering between her fingers.


Taka reacted instantly, drawing the scimitar at his hip with a hiss as air swirled around him.


The panther-man and the woman with tiger stripes stepped forward. Both drew weapons and leaped into the air. The Fateweaver Slayer hovered twenty meters above us, but the feline warriors cleared the distance in the blink of an eye.


The Fateweaver Slayer reacted by activating a band around her wrist. Brilliant white light flashed in the surrounding air before shooting out two bolts of white energy. The bolts of energy passed through both the panther and the tiger as though they weren't even there. The eyes of the woman went wide and she went limp in the air. Her body went slack as blood gushed out of her and she dropped to the ground with a wet thud.


The panther-man fared a little better, and he held a hand over the place where he'd been struck. He was standing, but he wouldn't be for long judging by the size of the hole coming out his back.


With his dying gasp, the panther man flung his sword towards the Fateweaver Slayer, shooting it forward with superhuman speed. The sword made a noise like a crack of thunder as it whipped through the air to seek out its target's heart.


As it approached the Fateweaver Slayer, the weapon seemed to slow. The noise sunk to a lower pitch and the sword moved like the air it though it was passing through had turned to honey. The Fateweaver Slayer twisted her body the tiniest bit, and the sword sailed harmlessly by her in slow motion. Once it was behind her, it returned to its normal speed and struck the far wall, shattering the stone columns there and tearing through the wall itself before sailing off of the green mountain to the city below.


At that point, whatever spell the Fateweaver Slayer had started activated. Colorless energy shot out of her palm, barely perceptible to my senses. It swam around the panther-man hungrily, coiling around his body like life-devouring tendrils.


Blood gushed out at an abnormal rate, and the panther-man's remaining minutes of life became seconds. His body withered and his eyes went glassy before he too collapsed to the ground.


Taka hadn't wasted the precious seconds his subordinates had bought him. He'd drawn his weapon to strike at the Fateweaver Slayer as well, but the Fateweaver Messenger got in his way.


"Not so fast, cat." The Fateweaver Messenger said as she stepped between Taka and her own companion. Instead of a sword, she had a short staff no longer than her forearm. It had wings that matched those of her heels at the tip, and two golden snakes twirled around their length. She pulled the small staff off her hip and pointed it at Taka. As she did so, the eyes of both snakes lit up and a gout of fire shot out of their mouths.


Taka rolled to the side, but the fire bent at an angle to chase after him. Upon realizing this, Taka slashed with his scimitar at the cloud of flame, splitting it in two as though his blade had cut the fire. I felt a gust of wind pass over me that nearly knocked me off my feet and realized his sword had whipped the air in the room into a frenzy.


"Blasted Fateweavers." Taka cursed. "Everything has to be about you, doesn't it? For once, my guild didn't order me to come here to move against you. And I didn't take your cursed book!"


"Then why is it under your arm, cat?" The Fateweaver Messenger demanded as she leveled her staff once again.


"He gave it to me!" Taka pointed to me with the tip of his scimitar. "He's a tricky little bastard, and he's using you to kill me because he can't do it himself!"


I cleared my throat. "I've always held the Fateweaver Society in the highest esteem. A few elves from your society ran into trouble with the Royal Palace Guards. If you help me resolve a minor misunderstanding between them and me, I'm certain I could see them returned to you."


The Fateweaver Messenger's eyes flicked to me for a brief moment, then back to Taka. "We do not like the Burning Heavens Guild." She declared, releasing another gout of flame from the tip of her staff.


Taka growled and deflected this attack like he had the first. He jumped into the air, moving as quickly as a flash of light at the Fateweaver Messenger's side. He twisted at the spine, slashing his scimitar at the Fateweaver Messenger's neck. His movements were so fast that to a normal human they would have appeared instantaneous. The elf's face went pale as she struggled to activate defensive magic to react to such astonishing speed, but she would have been too slow had her companion not arrived at her side.


The Fateweaver Slayer was clearly better versed in combat magic. She cast a spell over her companion, who then flickered out of existence and reappeared behind the Fateweaver Slayer, out of harm's way.


"Y-you're faster than our records show, cat." The Fateweaver Messenger said unsteadily. Color was only now returning to her face.


"My powers have doubled since the last time I met one of your agents." Taka replied. "I'll win this fight, even if there are two of you."


The Fateweaver Slayer replied by reaching for a talisman at her side. "Be cursed." She declared as she held the piece of paper aloft.


Taka sagged as though he'd been struck with a physical blow. Symbols flashed over his body as his body weakened, but Taka grit his teeth and fought against the talisman. "You'd use a time hex on me? There can't be many of those left."


On one side of the room, the Fateweaver elves fought Taka while the Demonstar Clan and the Seven Snake Syndicate fought to the death on the other. Zeal whipped through the air and any heartwielders who hadn't yet made it out of the building lost their lives to the many explosions or ricocheting spells. For the moment, all forces seemed evenly matched.


I had the matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan pull back and stay out of harm's way. Yorik had Alayna Loftwealthios over her shoulder while Illiel held her hands over the elf's head and made sure she stayed asleep throughout the fight.


The Fateweavers continued to exchange blows with Taka. The lion-man never moved as fast as his initial burst of motion, but he was still mind bogglingly fast. The air twirled around him and he moved like a leaf in a storm. He bounced off walls and twisted through the air with feline grace and agility. The Fateweavers were giving him a tough fight, though. Both seemed to sense his attacks before he even started moving, and they deftly employed enchanted weapons and their own magic to strike back at where they knew Taka would be.


One lucky gout of fire singed Taka's skin, sending the stench of burning fur wafting throughout the room. Taka managed to land a lucky slash across the back of the Fateweaver Messenger, who wasn't flying as steadily as she used to.


"Can your society really afford to lose the two of you?" Taka taunted. "The balance of power between my guild and yours is not what it once was! From what I've heard, you've fallen to infighting over the last few years."


"Our business is not yours, Burning Heaven's scum." The Fateweaver Messenger cursed as she clutched at one of her wounds.


Taka glanced at the book they'd been fighting over. With a look of disgust on his face, he picked it up and tossed it in the Fateweaver Messenger's direction.


"Go home." Taka said. "Keep your society alive long enough to be conquered by the Burning Heavens Guild."


The Fateweaver Messenger caught the book, flipping through the pages to verify it was real. She glanced at the Fateweaver Slayer and her own wounds. "Fighting him will gain us nothing more. Let's go."


"But the enemy still lives." The Fateweaver Slayer protested.


"And we won't change that without risking our own lives any further." The Messenger replied. "Come sister, we're leaving."


Just like that, the two Fateweaver elves flew off as quickly as they had come.


I cursed under my breath at their departure. Across the room the two weaker Syndicate true mages and the two weaker Demonstar matriarchs were too wounded to continue fighting. At least one seemed to be completely unconscious. The Black Scale and the Demonstar Clan's head matriarch were locked in a stalemate, but no longer exchanging blows.


Taka turned to me, blood dripping from his cheek as he chuckled. "What an unfortunate turn of events for you."


The lion-man turned to point his scimitar at me, and I called Spell Eater to my side.


“Friends!” Taka said, waving to both the Demonstar Clan’s strongest matriarch and the Seven Snake Syndicate’s Black Scale. “What is this petty fighting for?”


“This Loftwealthios tried to undermine the power and reputation of my organization.” The Seven Snake Syndicate’s Black Scale explained as she pointed to Alayna, protected only by Yorik and Sava. “Given her family name, we can't hurt her. But, it’s only just that she compensate us by handing over everything in her bag of holding.”


“We paid her for an Aura Condensing Talisman.” The Demonstar Clan’s strongest matriarch protested. “She has valuable trade goods we exchanged with her in advance. Since it seems she no longer has the Aura Condensing Talisman, we should seize those goods back. They would be our fee for protecting her unconscious body from this band of street thugs.”


"You killed twelve of my subordinates, elves a realm lower than you are. And yet you call us street thugs?" The Black Scale snorted. "I didn't know the head matriarch of the Demonstar Clan was such a hypocrite."


Taka shook his head. “Don’t you see, this is all part of his plan!” Taka jabbed a taloned finger in my direction. “He wants the pair of you to fight each other. Those two from the Fateweaver Society were meant for me, but they were smarter than he though and knew when to run.” Taka chuckled, but I noticed him wiping the sweat and blood off his brow.


“We’ll deal with him later.” The strongest Demonstar matriarch replied. “He, that blonde behind him, and the rest of his cursed tribe of upstarts have caused us no end of problems. But those were due to end sooner or later.”


The Seven Snake Syndicate’s Black Scale shrugged. “I don’t care too much about whatever the chaka may be plotting or scheming. The princess has laid her claim on that one, so I’ll stay away. But I lost a lot today and don't plan to leave without restoring the syndicate's reputation and taking everything I can.”


Taka tapped his fingers against his belt, which held a scimitar adorned with the head of a viper. “From what I’ve read, the Seven Snake Syndicate will do anything for the right price. The Burning Heavens guild has been planning to expand its operations on the World of Sanctuary and Serenity for quite some time. I can offer you not just gold, but stability and a long-term partnership.” Taka said temptingly. “I know your organization is in decline. With a supporter like us, you wouldn’t need to fear the Deanian royal family.”


The leader of the Seven Snake Syndicate froze, considering the offer. I saw a smile start to spread across her face. “We’ll have to discuss the details, but you make a tempting offer. Out of respect for our budding partnership, I’ll follow your lead for today.” With a nod and a command, the Seven Snake Syndicate’s underlings stepped back, leaving the three Demonstar Clan matriarchs clustered together and patching themselves up.


“And you, of the Demonstar Clan.” Taka added. “You’re a faction on the rise. I think it’s time you considered making friends from a wider circle.”


One of the Demonstar Clan matriarchs snorted. “You won’t win us over like a band of petty bandits.”


Taka smiled a fierce, feline grin. The fingers on his right hand extended into claws. Without a word of warning, his hand whipped forward in the blink of an eye. Something quicker than sight hit the Demonstar matriarch who’d just snorted and her clothes and skin split open, spilling a fountain of blood. The true mage was left helpless as she careened through the air, crashing through one of the walls I’d spent all morning building and making an elf-sized hole to the street beyond it.


The Demonstar Clan matriarchs jumped back in shock. “So fast…” One of them murmured.


Taka inspected the claws on his hand, checking to make sure his attack hadn’t dulled any of them. “I’ve fought elf wizards before.” Taka said. “And I’d place myself nearly at that level. A little self-taught true mage like yourself wouldn't have been a match for either of those Fateweaver true mages, let alone two.”


The Demonstar Clan’s strongest matriarch grit her teeth. “I wish you’d said something sooner.”


“Quite.” Taka smiled. “Now that I’m firmly established as the leader of this unlikely band, let me tell you what’s going to happen.” Taka shot a sly glance back in my direction.


“Theo.” Sava whispered. “It looks like this is falling apart fast.”


“Agreed.” Nela added in a hushed voice. "I think it's time to use your emergency backup plan."


I held up my hand. “Just wait.”


I pulled a small golden watch out of my Dimensional Storage. This was no ordinary device for telling time, though. It was a potent weapon that had last been in the hands of a powerful and hostile human by the name of Tim.


Its face was completely blank, which was odd for a watch. But I knew this was no machine for keeping time. It was a device that consumed fate zeal to warn the wearer of incoming danger. I’d experimented with the watch on my own, but I’d never gotten it to work for me like it had for Tim. I suspected I just didn’t have the right zeal to power it.


I remembered Tim mentioning something about fate crystals. Based on Mac's reading with the scanner, that's what Tim had been using for fuel. The Hearthwood didn’t have such an ingredient, but I’d overheard a master alchemist mention that’s what the Fatecharm Luck Pill I’d plundered from Alayna was made from.


I pinched the pill between my fingers and crushed it to dust. The dust dribbled through my hands and landed on the watch’s face. I thought I’d just wasted a four-star pill for nothing when the watch lighted with a brilliant flash, absorbing most of the pill dust I’d placed on top of it.


The watch flickered blue for a moment before going dim. I smiled. “Suddenly, I’m feeling a bit luckier.”


Sava and Nela looked at me doubtfully, then back at Taka. Just across the room he was plotting our destruction.


“I need the human. The chaka, rather, as you elves put it.” Taka explained. “The guild master has a plan that calls for him. That part is non-negotiable. However, you can kill the others and take everything they possess.” Taka gave the Black Scale of the Seven Snake Syndicate a feral grin. “There are certainly benefits to working with the Burning Heavens guild.”


The leader of the Syndicate nodded thoughtfully.


Eltiana coughed into her arm to get her attention. “Ahem… chief… the chaka is actually the patriarch of my clan.”


The Black Scale waved Eltiana away. “You’ll need to learn to make some sacrifices for the syndicate if you want to rise, Eltiana.”


Eltiana’s face paled, and she retreated towards where Sava, Nela, Assyrus, Yorik, Illiel, and I were standing.


The Black Scale shook her head in disappointment at Eltiana’s show of disloyalty, then turned back towards Taka. “Working with the Burning Heavens guild is an honor and a privilege.”


Taka turned in my direction, and the matriarchs of the Demonstar Clan and the true mages of the Seven Snake Syndicate turned with him.


“Alright, Theo.” Taka said. “Look at this! I pulled this petty little plan of yours apart with a few words, a display of strength, and an offer. So much for you being as good a schemer as the guild master. I don’t know what that stupid little kitten was thinking.” Taka shook his head.


“Aren’t you forgetting something, Taka?” I asked. “You did promise me that you’d bring Korra’s indentured servitude contract with you for me to take a look at.”


Taka rolled his eyes, and I sensed his mood turn sour as he remembered our frustrating conversation for him over Korra’s transmission stone. Still, he tapped a ring on his finger and a piece of paper appeared in his hand.


“Take a good look.” Taka said as he flashed the piece of paper in front of me. “Because you’ll have one just like it soon. Ah, did I let that slip? Whoops. I don’t suppose you can do anything about that at this point though.”


“Well then.” I said. “If you want that to happen, you’ll need to come over here and get me.”


Taka grinned, showing all his pointed lion’s teeth. “Splendid! I was afraid you’d surrender.”


“Theo…” Nela hissed. “Is it the time yet?”


“Not yet." I said. I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out the bag of holding containing all the earth aspect aura fragments Princess Tivana had given me. I tucked them into an inner pocket on my shirt, where they’d be close at hand. I pulled Spell Eater out into my right hand, and in my other I held an ordinary rock with a simple enchantment on it.


“Come!” I announced to our gathered enemies. “If you want to capture me and wipe out the Hearthwood Clan, then all of you should attack us at once!”








CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE










“CIRCLE!” YORIK SHOUTED. The matriarchs of the Hearthwood formed a circle with me in the center. I caught a glance at Korra clinging to the ceilings above us. I’d ordered her to stay away because her contract might make things complicated while dealing with Taka, but it seemed she wanted to watch.


“Fight as long and as hard as you can.” I instructed. “Assyrus, Eltiana. The two of you haven’t reached true mage yet. Now is the perfect chance to temper your hearts in battle and prepare to do so.”


“For the Hearthwood!” Assyrus grasped a simple ironwood sword and struck it against her chitinous blue palace guard armor.


Eltiana stuffed her hands into the folds of her tight-fitting leather vest and came up with an iron tipped dagger between every finger.


Illiel opened a book that had been resting by her side. Yorik hefted her war hammer, Sava clutched a handful of seeds, and Nela wielded the Spear of the Ancestor Dragon.


I activated the Guardian Clay Pendant for an added layer of protection, then activated Quicksilver Thought and Heart of the Mountain. When Taka and his new allies finally drew close enough, I struck.


Draconic Roar.


Suddenly, it felt as though there was an angry lizard the size of a mountain in the room with us. It bellowed a battle cry that sang a tale of endless battle and blood. It spoke of the joy of tearing limb from limb, of testing oneself by tearing through hordes of enemies and turning them into mountains of burned and broken bodies.


“Now! Attack!” I commanded.


The spell ended, and one by one our enemies began to come to the realization that there was no angry dragon, only an illusion in their minds. By then, Sava and Nela had used their opening spells as well.


Sava threw her fistful of seeds and poured zeal into them. The building and the surrounding land was overflowing with even more of Sava’s nature zeal than it was with my earth zeal, and the room seemed to age a thousand years in the blink of an eye. Trees sprouted and tore through floors, walls, and ceilings, vines covered the ground, smooth stone split to make way for grass, roots, and flowers. The walls tumbled down until they revealed the hundreds of Stone Obelisks I’d hidden inside them.


These newly created vines reached up, stretching and grasping as they wrapped around arms and legs, binding them tightly in place. True mages and a lion-man nearly as strong as a wizard would not be stopped by such a crude trap, but it would keep them from dodging Nela’s attack.


Nela unleashed the power of her aura, and I felt a pressure emanating from her that reminded me of the dragon corpse we’d found back in the Hearthwood. Her aura was only a pale reflection of what that mighty beast was capable of, but unlike the dead dragon, Nela’s aura was alive and she directed her aura with deadly intent.


Nela held her palm over the tip of her spear, kindling a dark orange spark. It caught in the notch of her spear, cascading in flowing waves across the weapon’s iron tip. Nela grabbed the end of her spear with both hands and swung it wide in an arc, throwing a tiny arc of dark orange flame in the direction of our bound enemies. The arc of flame coiled around itself, spinning and growing in fierceness and ferocity as it soared.


When the flame struck its targets, it had swelled to the size of a bush. It stuck like ink to the enemy true mage’s bodies, igniting and clinging to their skin and hair. Sava let her plants dry and wither, releasing thick streams of black oil that became fuel for the growing inferno. Most of the mage acolytes and heartwielders standing behind them died as they were overwhelmed by the attack.


We were under no illusion that Nela and Sava’s attack would be enough to end the fight there. All together, we were still facing six true mages and a wizard-equivalent. We were outmatched, but we’d fought against longer odds in the Hearthwood, and not one of us was going to flinch today.


Yorik let loose a battle cry and released a burst of mind magic as she brought her hammer down on the head of one of the Demonstar Clan true mages. The blow landed with a sickening crunch as Yorik’s hammer split skin and cracked bones. The elf was badly wounded by the attack, but she managed to cut her way free of the remains of Sava’s vines, douse Nela’s flames, and drink a vitality potion to recover from the worst of Yorik’s attack all before the orc could land a second blow.


Assyrus tried a similar attack against the Seven Snake Syndicate’s Black Scale, only to find her assault far less successful. The Black Scale was a late true mage, and Assyrus was just a late mage acolyte. The difference in power was too vast for Assyrus’ attack to do anything more than annoy the other elf.


The Black Scale caught Assyrus’ arm and backhanded Assyrus with her other hand. Assyrus skittered across the floor, saved only by the strength of the palace guard armor she was wearing.


Illiel ran forward to protect Assyrus, unleashing a mind spell that made the Black Scale clutch her brows and stumble to one knee.


“You’ve got half a second!” Illiel shouted, fingers pressed against her temple in concentration.


Assyrus was too far away to get back to her feet and use that half second, but Eltiana was ready. She dashed forward and between a pair of Seven Snake Syndicate elves who tried to intercept her. She somersaulted through the air, over the Black Scale’s kneeling form, and expertly threw two fistfuls of throwing knives. Iron-tipped daggers jammed into the Black Scale’s neck, shoulders, wrists, back, and joints, covering her body in a spiderweb of purple lines.


Late true mages weren’t helpless against the effects of iron, and the Black Scale quickly set her own aura to bottling up the iron dagger’s corrosive effects while she overcame Illiel’s mental assault.


The Demonstar Clan matriarchs set their sights on Sava and Nela, both of whom were still gathering zeal as they recovered from the massive expenditure of energy they’d utilized for their opening attacks.


Though both matriarchs were true mages, they were up against three remaining Demonstar true mages, one of whom was already at the zenith of true mage power. Sava and Nela were immediately forced on the defensive. Sava summoned a barrier of plant roots and Nela surrounded herself with a corona of golden light as the Demonstar Clan struck them from multiple directions with phantom claws and teeth from crimson specters.


Both groups needed help, but I was beset with troubles of my own. Taka was coming for me.


Nela’s fireball actually managed to singe his mane. Looking at his expression, he seemed to be quite upset about that. A portion of it was still smoldering, despite his attempts to put it out.


“Need me to dump a bucket of water on you, you overgrown cat?” I taunted.


“I’m going to break all four of your limbs and tie them together like strings.” Taka said to me. “Then we’ll see who’s laughing.”


“I’ve heard better threats.” I replied as I swung Spell Eater before me. I shot a quick glance behind me and shifted myself slightly to the right so I’d be just in front of a pile of custom-made plates and cups. “If you’re not all talk, then come and get me!”


Taka moved in a flash of wind and light, growling as he leaped at speeds I’d only ever seen from Tivana. His claws were extended and his arms wide as he prepared to pull me into a painful embrace.


I reached a hand behind me and sucked the cups and plates into my Dimensional Storage. Just as quickly, I brought them out in the air in front of me.


I triggered the unstable enchantment inside the dining utensils just as I activated the force barrier in my vambraces. My makeshift explosives shattered into a fountain of ceramic and iron, dotting Taka’s fur and clothes to a far greater extent than they had Alayna’s.


I expected the lion-man to collapse to the ground in agony. Instead, he merely cut his leap short, rolled, and brushed the shrapnel off his fur with a wince. A few dots of blood welled up across his skin, but the damage healed before my eyes.


“So, you’re honorless as well.” Taka snarled. “Fine then. You’ll be easier to bring back with a few less limbs.” He drew his scimitar.


“You’re not the first person to threaten me like that.” I replied, holding Spell Eater point-first between him and myself. I checked the Watch of Fate on my wrist. Still no sign of danger from it yet. “Don’t tell me you're impatient? Do you want to end this fight fast because you’re afraid I might singe more than your hair?”


Taka growled. “I could toy with you a thousand ways and you’d be helpless to do anything but bleed!”


My biggest worry was that Taka would use his abilities to end our fight in one blow. If he had such intentions, my watch would warn me. Instead, he seemed intent on dragging the fight out and humiliating me in the process.


He swung his scimitar to my left, forcing me to pull right. Only when I tried to dodge, his blade was waiting for me. I had to flinch back again or cut myself on his weapon, held motionless near me.


Taka grinned as he showed off his vastly superior speed. I need to be faster, think clearer, predict his moves before he even decided to use them.




Warning! Activity detected in Dimensional Storage. An aura fragment has grown unstable.





I only knew of one thing that could stir an aura fragment. One of them must have reacted to my heightened state and was ready to bond with me, but I didn’t have the attention to spare. Taka pressured me with his weapon, coming at me from all directions at once.


I tried to go on the offensive and force Taka to be the one to react instead of me. It was a hopeless endeavor, though. The lion-man was simply too fast. He could strike with his sword three times before I could so much as lift my arm. Bronze Skin or not, my body was soon riddled with tiny cuts, each leaking a drop of blood. Death by a thousand cuts would be an ignoble end for the patriarch of the Hearthwood Clan.


Fortunately, I was quite certain that Taka had no intention of actually killing me, and the many small cuts would work well with the desperate and ragged appearance I was striving to have by the end of this fight.


“Got something to say now?” Taka taunted. He whipped his scimitar towards my head, and I pulled one of the Stone Obelisks out of the wall to try to attack him from behind. In response, Taka caught the piece of stone five times his weight, tossed it aside, and covered his mouth to half-conceal a yawn.


I let my magic speak for me. One by one the Stone Obelisks lining the walls tipped over, pointing at Taka and I like countless rows of giant stone teeth.


I clenched my fist like crushing a fistful of clay, and the Stone Obelisks flew from their perches in the ground and soared through the air at the two of us.


Taka was startled by the sheer scale of the offensive spell. No elf would have been able to manage it, and even I only pulled it off because most of the zeal had been invested beforehand.


The lion-man jumped back to avoid the flying pillars of stone, expertly weaving between them. Since I’d been just in front of Taka, all the Stone Obelisks were headed for me instead. I swept my hand downwards to cut their flight short and have them burry those pointed tips into the ground, surrounding me like a wall.


“To me!” I shouted to the matriarchs of the Hearthwood Clan. Each of them quickly peeled away from their current conflict, most of which weren’t going well. They darted behind my makeshift stone wall and without wasting another moment, I snapped my fingers.


All the remaining hidden explosives detonated at once. The thunderous noise split the room, and I heard the metallic tic of iron hitting stone as shrapnel rained down around the room.


I heard more than a few cries of pain on the other side of my wall, and I knew I’d wounded at least one of our enemies. I harbored no hopes that I’d gotten Taka though.


My pessimism proved appropriate when a scimitar burst through my wall of stone and nearly skewered Assyrus.


“Everyone, attack the lion at once.” I ordered. We’d let ourselves get split up fighting individual opponents, all of whom outmatched us. The only way we’d do any real damage in this fight was if we all focused on a single enemy.


The matriarchs of the Hearthwood understood my intentions without any further instruction. I toppled the forward pieces of my makeshift wall and everyone attacked Taka simultaneously.


Yorik let loose a savage roar, swinging her hammer wide even before my wall fell away to reveal Taka’s face. She swung with devastating force right as his head, but Taka was just too fast for her to hit.


Sava tried to remedy that by sending vines up through the floor to tangle around Taka’s ankles and legs, but he tore through the vines not hampered in the least.


Nela's pupils narrowed into vertical slits, resembling the eyes of a dragon. A golden aura enveloped her body, flashing brilliant gold before scattering into tiny streaks of light that recondensed into a thick hovering sphere of viscous golden flame that burst forth like a beam of energy and swept through the room.


Taka jumped over the beam at first, then when Nela redirected it, he ducked underneath it, weaving closer to Nela with every motion. Eventually, Nela’s beam of energy faded and Nela collapsed to her knees, gasping for air.


Illiel acted quickly to keep Taka from closing the distance between himself and Nela’s helpless form. She narrowed her eyes and pressed her fingers against her temple. Taka grunted in response before one of the rings on his fingers flared to life. He shook his head and Illiel’s attack fell apart.


Assyrus pressed her hands together, palms facing each other as she closed her eyes. A burst of ephemeral water zeal flooded forth like a wave, pushing Taka back and away from Illiel. After a moment of additional concentration, water zeal started pouring out of her body and formed into two humanoid shapes made of flowing magical water. The two summoned water elementals washed over the ground and threw themselves at Taka.


They were destroyed with a single slash each from the lion-man, but they bought Assyrus enough time to close the distance between herself and her opponent. She thrust her blade forward, aimed at the lion-man's heart. Taka dodged with ease and was about to retaliate when the rest of us rushed forward.


Eltiana soared through the air, hurling a near-limitless quantity of iron tipped knives in five-fingered fans. They all hit with incredible precision, but Taka suffered nothing more than a few scratches. Seeing how ineffective her throwing knives where, Eltiana drew Hero's Bane.


Taka would have had no problem dealing with two mage acolytes attacking him, even two as strong as Eltiana and Assyrus. Given a single instant to retaliate, he'd slay them both. Sava and Nela took defensive stances as they gathered their magic, ready to deflect any blow Taka might send at the rest of us.


Yorik didn't need any time to prepare an attack and she swung her hammer with all her might at Taka's head. Given his tremendous speed Taka ordinarily wouldn't have a problem dodging Yorik's hammer blow, but that was the exact moment Illiel launched another mental assault.


The ring on Taka's finger glowed as Illiel assaulted the enchanted treasure's defenses. An instant later, Yorik's hammer collided with Taka's arm. I heard a meaty thud as the blow struck him and Taka winced, having only barely gotten his forearm between Yorik's hammer and his own skull.


Clutching his bruised arm with his free hand, Taka closed his eyes and concentrated. A barrier of wind took shape around him, twisting and turning aside every blow we sent at it.


At the corners of the room, Taka's temporary allies were preparing to reengage us. Yorik had struck Taka with a solid blow and this was our best chance to inflict wounds of a more permanent nature. But to do that we had to get through this barrier as quickly as possible.


Sava turned. "Nela and I can keep them off you all, but not for long!"


As she spoke, Sava and Nela both turned to face the Seven Snake Syndicate and the Demonstar Clan. They were outnumbered and outmatched and I knew they wouldn't be able to buy us more than a few moments to deal with Taka, so we'd have to put those moments to use.


Illiel kept up her mental assault, though Taka's ring was proving to be a potent obstacle. Yorik was trying to push through the barrier by punching it. I assisted her by cutting away the ground beneath Taka and sending spikes of earth shooting up inside his own shields. Assyrus and Eltiana were both gathering their strength to strike the moment any of us spotted a weakness anywhere in the barrier.


Seconds passed as we worked at the barrier. Taka glanced to his allies outside but Sava and Nela had been able to draw their full attention for the moment. The Blackscale of the Demonstar Clan seemed strangely slow to engage Sava, and let her subordinates fight first. Meanwhile, Lycara of the Demonstar Clan had taken the spare moment to finally pocket Alayna's bag of holding next to her own.


"Gah! Enough of this!" Taka bellowed as he realized his barrier was about to break. "Count your good fortunes that those Fateweavers hit me with a time hex, otherwise I'd cut the lot of you to pieces myself!" Taka reached for an inner pouch on his Victorian suit. His hand came away with a small transmission stone not unlike the ones I'd seen before.


"Commander Blazeheart, it looks like I'll need your assistance after all." Taka said resentfully. "My father will owe you a favor after this." He promised.


I glanced at the watch of Fate, as I'd been doing throughout the fight in the hopes that it would predict any deadly danger before it happened. Until a moment ago, the face had been plain and colorless, but now it glowed dull red.


"Everyone, back away!" I shouted in alarm.


"Ha! Too late for that!" Taka chuckled. "Even if you had one of those teleportation talismans this nation is famous for, you wouldn't be able to escape from Commander Blazeheart! He's a level stronger than I am and is every bit a match for an elvish wizard."


Moments after Taka spoke, the walls shook. Wood and stone shattered and tumbled to the floor. Dust sprayed up everywhere as something landed in the center of the room. When the cloud of debris finally started settling I looked towards the center of a crater in the middle of the floor.


In the center of the spiderweb of cracks stood a fearsome combination of man and beast. He was as broad shouldered as Eltiana was tall and stood three heads higher than I did. His skin was mottled golden yellow and his face was feline like Taka's. His sheer physical size made Taka look like a kitten though, and the two massive fangs poking out of his upper jaw left his mouth stuck in a perpetual snarl.


The saber-tooth-tiger man, for that was the best creature I could match him to, growled a predatory note that shook the building. It would have been the fiercest sound I'd ever heard if I hadn't met the Shadowblade Beast back in the Hearthwood.




Commander Blazeheart (Cultivation tier undiscovered, level 35)





"Elves." Our new enemy curled his lip into a snarl. Speaking seemed to cause him some strain thanks to those massive canines, so he said nothing more. Even so the expression on his face was filled with enough contempt to fill a dozen scrolls. He extended the claws on one hand and strode towards us with deliberate slowness, like we were cornered prey he planned to toy with before eating.


I turned to Taka and quirked an eyebrow. "So, this is your surprise? The trick meant to save your life against all odds?" I shook my head at him. "Let me show you mine."


"Say goodbye to your elves Theo!" Taka said as he straightened himself. "Just hope Commander Blazeheart doesn't cripple you too badly. He's been known to use those teeth of his."


"I'm not worried about him, but you should be worried for him." Then I reached into my own pocket and extracted my own transmission stone. With a burst of zeal, I activated it. "Tivana. I need your help."








CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX










THE INSTANT I spoke the words, the transmission stone crumbled to dust. For a heartbeat, I wondered if she'd received my message.


After that I didn't need to wonder.


Gray light appeared at the far edge of the room in a swirling cloud that had length and width but was seemingly as flat as a sheet of paper. A dainty leather boot passed through it, and a silver-haired princess followed soon after. Her face was placid as she stared down the chaos around us. The alchemy shop's back room was in shambles. Walls had been torn to shreds, tables had been broken, and exploded shards of pottery and glass littered the floor. There were specks of iron glistening with blood strewn all over the floor. Dozens of heartwielders and mage acolytes had died in the earlier infighting or as collateral damage during the true mage battles, and their wisps darted wildly around the room.


The air shattered and the building shook twice as much as it had when the tiger man appeared. Princess Tivana identified the tiger-man Commander Blazeheart as the most dangerous threat.


The tiger-man had also identified Tivana as the greatest threat. With great difficulty, he tore his glare off me and looked at Tivana. His snarl turned deeper but the corners of his eyes widened slightly with a sensation rivaling his apparent hatred of elves. Fear.


Tivana returned the tiger man's glare with narrowed eyes. Despite her diminutive size in comparison to her opponent, Tivana's cold stare was far more intimidating.


"Sorcerer." The Tiger-man growled. He cast a quick furious glance over his shoulder at Taka for dragging him into this.


A ray of gray energy shot out of Tivana's pupils like lasers, traversing the distance between her and the tiger-man nearly instantaneously.


The tiger man braced himself and blue and gold strands of magical energy only perceptible to my mystical senses spread out from a pair of vambraces on either arm, not unlike the one I wore on my own arm. The tiger-man's defensive treasures deflected the initial blow, but Tivana continued to glare. Bolts of energy bounced off the vambraces and slammed into the ground nearby, cutting through wood and stone like it was paper and cardboard. I was certain neither I nor any of my matriarchs would last more than instant against such an attack and I made note to ensure Tivana would not want to glare at me like that.


Cracks started to form along the Tiger-man's vambraces. They would fail any minute now and the tiger-man knew it. With great difficulty, he slipped himself to the side of the energy beam, rolled, and brought his scimitar to bear. His weapon looked like Taka's weapon's bigger brother. It was larger, bristling with spikes, and glowed with enchantments. By Commander Blazeheart's familiar grip on its handle, it looked like he knew how to use it too.


Tivana blinked and cut off the attack shooting out of her eyes. She turned her gaze to the tiger-man and crossed her fingers into a web before pushing her hands forward. A network of interwoven strands of black and white appeared in the air before her, shooting forward with incredible speed.


The tiger-man's eyes widened in terror and he tried to dodge, but Tivana unleashed a second identical attack from the other direction. He looked down to find a third popping out of the ground at his feet and turned to realize they were coming at him from all directions. He slashed at the incoming spell with his scimitar, the enchantments on the blade aglow with power. When he did, he found himself holding only the hilt of his enchanted weapon as the blade clattered to the floor.


The flat webs locked in place like a box and quickly started shrinking. The tiger-man screeched as doom closed in on him from all sides before the web passed through him, shrinking into a pinpoint centered on his heart that soon faded out of existence.


The tiger-man froze in place, completely unmoving after the attack.


Taka spoke first. "Commander Blazeheart? I recommend immediate evac—"


The tiger-man's left arm fell off his body, crashing into the floor and scattering into dozens of meaty cubes. The rest of his body followed soon after, collapsing into a pile of blood, bone, and flesh.


Apparently Taka's kind didn't die as cleanly as elves.


With his greatest protector slain so easily, Taka quickly realized what incredible danger he was in.


He glanced around the room and grabbed the easiest target. Assyrus wasn't the fastest matriarch on her best days, and this certainly wasn't one of them. When Taka reached out for her, she'd barely started turning by the time the humanoid lion had his claws wrapped around her throat. He hoisted her in the air, apparently intent on using Assyrus as a shield as he escaped.


"Let go!" Assyrus demanded. She kicked Taka in the crotch with all her might, which was enough to cause pain even to a man an entire realm above her.


Taka howled and glared at Assyrus while viciously tearing at her arm. The jerking motion was enough to strain Assyrus' limb and I heard the snapping of bone echo throughout the room. Assyrus tried to punch him with her good arm, but Taka swung the back of his hand around into Assyrus' chest, sending her flying with tremendous speed into a nearby wall where she landed with her back twisted at an odd angle.


"No!" Eltiana's face flushed red at the sight of Assyrus tossed aside like a broken rag doll. She reached into her jacket pockets and withdrew two more fistfuls of throwing knives. Eltiana seemed to have a near-limitless quantity of the iron tipped weapons as she unleashed five sets of five in quick succession. I'd known the Hidden Serpents had been raiding my scrap pile for discarded shards of iron, but I hadn't realized just how many iron filings my purple-haired ninja had been putting to use.


While the daggers were still in the air, Eltiana drew Hero's Bane, which she'd once used to slay a Crimson Eye Observer back in the Hearthwood. Eltiana seemed to vanish from sight as she jumped through the air and stuck to the ceiling where she dropped down on Taka from above, blade pointed down like a sword of judgement.


Taka dodged the thrown knives and they thudded harmlessly into the ground beside him. An instant later, he realized they were just a distraction as Eltiana dove past his defenses.


Taka's expression tightened as he drew on more speed than he had since fighting the Fateweavers as attacks reigned in all around him.


I used Draconic Roar again, hoping to draw Taka's attention. The room reverberated with malevolent fury, but Taka shook off the illusion quickly. It cost him an instant of distraction that let Eltiana writhe through the air like a snake and dodge the tip of his scimitar to score a long slash across Taka's back with Hero's Bane.


The poison in Eltiana's blade started going to work immediately. Between the hex the Fateweaver's had struck him with and Eltiana's Cursed Venom Concoction, Taka was finally moving slow enough for me to keep up with.


Before he could turn and attack Eltiana, I jabbed the tip of Spell Eater into Taka's skin, draining magic from his body just as it would an elf's.


Eltiana tried to wind up for a more direct blow but Taka snarled and knocked Hero's Bane aside. He ignored me as I plunged Spell Eater deeper into his stomach and slashed his scimitar through the air with blinding speed. The blow severed both Eltiana's arms at the elbows, and she glanced at the stumps in shock for a moment before Taka grabbed her by the throat and held her up like a shield between himself and Tivana, who was watching the battlefield with an analytical air.


While we'd fought she'd frozen the Demonstar matriarchs and the Black Scale of the Seven Snake Syndicate in place. I was certain she'd had plenty of time to deal with Taka as well but for some reason she was holding back. Could Taka have something on him that would make it difficult for even her to kill him?


Princess Tivana caught my gaze and she flashed me a small smile before turning her eye up to the ceiling. I followed her gaze and saw there among the stone pillars and wooden rafters was Korra. She was clinging behind a ridge of stone, concealed by the shadows at the edge of the opening. Unbeknownst to the rest of us, she had been feeling her heart beat faster and faster as she watched us from above. I couldn't guess at what thoughts ran through her mind, but in a sudden moment of courage she dropped from her hiding place on the ceiling down on top of Taka.


She extended her claws and with the most ferocious growl I'd ever heard from the little cat girl Korra latched onto Taka's face, clawing at it like the small feline creature her kind resembled.


Taka grunted in annoyance at the unexpected attack, giving Eltiana just enough time to stumble away. I pulled the severed limbs into my Dimensional Storage and caught a glimpse of the rest of the battlefield.


Sava and Nela had each been given the most difficult tasks of all. The leaders of Taka's newly allied factions were finally acting themselves. For the past few heartbeats, Nela had been doggedly fending off the attacks of Lycara Demonstar, who was more than her match in strength and power. Sava had been matched up against the Blackscale of the Seven Snake Syndicate, who was equally powerful and controlled a banner that summoned ghastly specters and poisoned the air. Both leaders were too powerful for the matriarchs of the Hearthwood to handle for more than a few moments. Right now, every matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan was pushed to their utter limits.


And then Tivana held up a hand. Gray mist flowed over Lycara Demonstar's body. As soon as it touched her, she was frozen in place like she'd been stuck in a glacier. I turned to look at the syndicate's Black Scale to see her in the same position. The remaining enemy true mages quickly met similar fates.


Just like that, the fight was over.


Taka didn't have a hostage, but he must have decided to take his chances without one. He jumped, leaping up for the hole in the ceiling as he tried to get as far away from Princess Tivana as quickly as possible.


At some point, Tivana had erected an invisible barrier around the building. When Taka collided with it, a screen of black and white lines flashed into existence for a moment before fading back into invisibility.


Taka ran for the exit, only to find the door barred by the same magical barrier. The walls and ground were the same.


While Taka struggled to escape, Tivana pointed a finger towards Nela and Sava's opponents. Their zeal ceased its flow through their meridians and their power weakened until I sensed them no more strongly than I would heartwielders. Only their eyes could move, and each darted nervously upwards at Tivana's hovering form.


Nela glanced between her frozen opponent, Princess Tivana, and the spear in her hand. After a moment of intense thought, she grit her teeth, hefted her spear, and thrust it into the immobilized true mage in front of her.


The strongest matriarch of the Demonstar Clan was helpless to resist as Nela's iron-tipped weapon siphoned away her remaining magic. Whatever Tivana had done had disabled her nearly-completed aura and there was nothing she could do to fight against the effects of an iron weapon. Her skin blistered and withered before my eyes and her body exploded in a fountain of white light. She had only an instant to flash Nela a furious glance before she died, leaving behind only a gently hovering wisp.


Nela tossed aside her spear the moment the Demonstar Clan's matriarch was dead and folded her hands like a guilty schoolgirl as she glanced up at Tivana and hoped she hadn't angered our most powerful ally.


Princess Tivana hovered in the air, eyes locked on Taka. "You are trapped here."


Taka bared his teeth. "You're making a mistake here, princess. I am Taka, son of Ahadi—"


"I know who you are, lion." Princess Tivana said.


"Then you know I'm from the Burning Heavens Guild? If so, you wouldn't dare to kill me."


Tivana tilted my head and narrowed her eyes at Taka. "No, I think I do dare."


A bolt of black and white light shot out of Tivana's fingertips. Taka tried to dodge like he had with the rest of us. He moved like a stormy gale, billowing about the room in sudden bursts of motion. I didn't think he had that kind of speed left in him, given his wounded state.


But Tivana moved like someone who held space like putty in her hands. She vanished from her position in the air, then reappeared in front of Taka. The lion skidded to a stop, eyes wide and pupils large.


It was a strange sight to see a monstrous man even larger than me cowering before an elf a fifth his size. But cower he did.


Tivana pointed a finger while Taka's hands scrambled to a necklace around his throat. He tore it free and held it before him like it was a protective charm.


"See this!?" He shouted. "With this item, my guild will know exactly who killed me."


Tivana grimaced. "From what I've heard, your guild has been known to hold quite a few petty grudges. No, I think letting you return to your guild alive would bring more trouble than slaying you here."


Taka bit his lip. "Fine! I'll swear a Heavenly Oath not to seek retribution. I will not take any action against you, nor will I bid my guild to take any action against you or the Deanian royal family. In exchange, you will refrain from harming me today."


Princess Tivana slowly lowered her finger. "Those terms are agreeable."


The tension went out of Taka's shoulders and he started stepping slowly backwards.


"Good. Good…" He chuckled nervously, unwilling to turn his back on Tivana.


I frowned. My experience with Heavenly Oaths was limited, but those terms sounded rather loose. Would Taka be able to worm his way around them?


As soon as I had the thought, the watch on my wrist flashed deep, brilliant red.


Taka's eyes were on me, faster than thought.


I just barely had time to catch sight of Tivana's eyes narrowing fractionally. Her fingers twitched, ready to blast Taka to pieces. But she seemed to remember the Heavenly Oath she'd just sworn. She couldn't harm Taka, but that didn't mean Taka couldn't harm me.


The matriarchs of the Hearthwood were defeated. Tivana couldn't help me. Taka's power was far greater than mine. He'd probably realized he wouldn't be bringing me back to the World of Tooth and Claw and decided to kill me instead.


I understood his reasoning. Given my current growth rate, not even I knew how much tougher to kill I'd be in a year. Or ten. The most sensible decision for him would be to destroy a future enemy as quickly as possible, because right now might be the only time he held such an overwhelming advantage in power.


And it was overwhelming. I'd known Taka was just toying with me before, but his current assault made me realize I hadn't even caught a glimpse of what he really fought like. He held his scimitar aloft with deadly intent, bladed edge headed right for my neck. Time seemed to slow as my life and death hung by a thread.


In short, this was the perfect moment to become a true mage.


The world around me froze as I activated the Aura Condensing Talisman. The Pith of Iron appeared in my hand and I wrapped my fingers around it. Clouds of deep murky gray billowed from between my fingers, filling the air.


The billowing cloud of gray smoke began gathering around me in ever greater ferocity. The gray clouds sucked in all aspects of zeal they touched. Taka was affected severely as whatever ability he'd been using failed him. The streaks of azure light lining his blade guttered out and died. His feet dropped to the ground, and his eyes went wide as he sensed his power leaving him.


Before he could respond, my transformation reached a new height. The Pith of Iron was releasing its last burst of energy. If left unreinforced, this would be the aura fragment's twilight, the Pith of Iron's final moment of glory before it faded from the world forever.


Before that happened, I slapped the Aura Condensing Talisman on top of it. Mac and Argona's experiments had been extensive, and they'd determined the exact process I'd need to follow to feed the Pith of Iron new aura fragments. I pulled the strongest of the aura fragments out of my Dimensional Storage. In a very specific order, I pushed the aura fragments into the center of the Aura Condensing Talisman. Upon contact with the small slip of paper, the aura fragments flared with bright white light before a surge of gray energy flared up from the Pith of Iron beneath the talisman. Like a creeping shadow, the Pith of Iron flowed throughout the Aura Condensing Talisman and into the aura fragment in the talisman's clutches.


Gray streams ran through the Island Devouring Earth Wyrm aura fragment, and it shattered like glass. The aura fragment collapsed into motes of black specks, which joined the billowing gray clouds yearning below them.


Without wasting a moment to breathe or blink, I fed a second aura fragment into the talisman, then a third and a fourth. Fragments were lighting up one after another, suddenly willing to bond with me as I pushed myself through the current moment of danger. Instead of bonding with any of them, I sacrificed them to the Aura Condensing Talisman. With each new aura fragment added, the Pith of Iron grew stronger.


While I enhanced the Pith of Iron, it was busy enhancing me. The fusion process between me and the aura fragment had already begun. Half a heartbeat ago I'd been a peak mage acolyte, but now I felt a flickering force tethered to my soul.


That tether buried deeper into me with each passing second, like a sapling taking root. This was a commitment that would forever attune my soul to this type of zeal and grant me powers beyond what any mage acolyte could muster. Chilly pulses traveled through my body, like cold blood flowing from the pit of my stomach to the rest of my body.


The Sutra of the Living Earth inside me recoiled when it touched the Pith of Iron's aura. After a long moment of hesitation, it tentatively dipped a tendril into the murky mass before diving headfirst into it. The bonding process between my body and the aura fragment accelerated to even greater heights as my spirit art started working to hasten the process. I focused on slowing it down. I didn't want to fuse with the Pith of Iron until I had enhanced it as far as it could go.


The real world moved slowly around me, but it did not stop. Princess Tivana erected a force barrier around me as I transformed. Her Heavenly Oath forbade her from hurting Taka, but that didn't mean she couldn't protect me. To my dismay, I realized the gray clouds billowing around me that had devoured Taka's speed enhancement spell were also eating away at the barrier Tivana had erected to protect me. The princess had to pour a frightening amount of zeal into that shield as it was assaulted from both sides. I urged my budding aura to reign itself in, but it was like tugging on a collared wolf with a leash no thicker than a thread.


In my mind's eye, something as vast as a planet slowly shook itself to wakefulness. I sensed an all-encompassing hunger emanating from it. It had been famished and near death moments ago. The aura fragments I was feeding it through the Aura Condensing Talisman had given it enough energy to start clawing for food, and it was devouring every particle of fuel within reach. I hastily poured more aura fragments from my Dimensional Storage into the Aura Condensing Talisman. By the time I'd fed the talisman over a hundred aura fragments, the murky gray smoke had turned deeper and thicker. Now I could feel it pressing against my skin like tiny grains of sand blowing in the wind.


But the heart of a vanquished world was not so easily satiated. It continued to tear pieces from the barrier protecting me from Taka's furious slashes. Princess Tivana pointed a finger at a nearby wall, blasting it to smithereens and clearing the path for a dozen royal guards to enter. Taka sensed this and poured more zeal into his feverish attempt to cut his way through the barrier. I reached into my Dimensional Storage one more time and withdrew Dean's Orb. If my rapidly forming aura was a hungry wolf that was eager to eat the very shield defending me, I could wave a steak to draw its attention away.


With the flick of a mental switch, I drew as much zeal as I could from Dean's Orb. Zeal of many types poured forth, flowing like water. My meridians would have collapsed under such stress had I been trying to work this energy into anything more than spraying it into the air around me.


My plan worked for the moment and my aura stopped eating away at the inside of the shield. I sensed my aura growing more powerful, and I quickly realized I needed to finalize the connection between it and myself. The aura fragment was changing and enhancing itself as the Pith of Iron combined with all the aura fragments I was forcing into it, and the result was roiling, twisting, and turning in on itself. The gray mist swirled around me like the shell of an egg, fueling an embryo inside it.


I activated the final feature of the Aura Condensing talisman. This enchantment would encourage the aura fragments to bond and combine, though the process was made more complicated due to the number of aura fragments I'd introduced and the fact that the Pith of Iron had already completely devoured most of them. More than a dozen had bonded with me. Most of the weaker ones were nothing more than fuel now, but a few of the more powerful aura fragments were struggling for survival against the Pith of Iron. The aura fragment pulled them all apart as they forced the auras to merge.


I took a deep breath, giving the talisman a few moments to work as I steadied my nerves. I rallied my will and my magic and grabbed all the gray mist around me. As though tugging with invisible hands, I pulled it towards me. It came reluctantly at first, like an unruly child unwilling to go inside for the night. It tried to wriggle out of my grasp, but I clamped down on it with my mind and forced it to comply.


My feet felt anchored to the ground by invisible threads, and my arms felt as sturdy as tree trunks. I flexed my arms and Spell Eater appeared in my hands, feeling lighter than ever. Its edge was keen and its strength enchantment was already flowing with zeal.




You have broken through to the true mage realm! You are now a level 20 early true mage.





I opened my eyes to find the barrier protecting me shattered under Taka's latest blow. I glanced up at Princess Tivana. Had the barrier run out of energy just then, or did she want to test my new limits? I saw her holding her palm up, ordering the royal guards to hold back.


"What are you still doing here, Taka?" I asked as I held Spell Eater's tip between the two of us.


"Taking care of business." Taka replied. "Princess Tivana can't kill me herself, and I doubt any wizard or true mage under her has the guts to do it for her. After I take care of you, I'll be returning home with your corpse. That will be valuable enough to call this trip a win."


"That won't be as easy as you think." I said, still holding Spell Eater level. Without wasting another breath, I attacked.


Taka tried to dodge as contemptuously as he had before. He was disappointed to find that Spell Eater moved faster in my hands, and his dodge still left him with a thin scratch along his arm.


Taka clenched his fist. I was getting a better feel for his magic now and I saw swirling azure strands twist themselves together in his palm. The way the energies clustered together reminded me of elves shooting bolts of magic, so I prepared accordingly.


I flicked my wrist and a little round mirror of polished copper appeared in my hand. It was the Spell Mirror, recovered in the Hearthwood and given to me by my daughters as a welcome home present.


The magic left Taka's hand and I held up the Spell Mirror. The magic shone vividly in the mirror's surface and the script along the edges lit up. When Taka's spell stuck the mirror, the spell bounced off like it had suddenly reversed directions and shot into Taka's own face.


The azure strands slashed at his skin, cutting deep gashes through them and slicing his hair to ribbons. Whatever it did seemed to hurt the lion-man inside as much as out, because he stumbled as if he'd been struck in the head, clutching his ears as blood dripped out his nose.


"I didn't want to have to do things this way, Taka." I said with a shake of my head. "If you'd been reasonable maybe we could have been allies. Instead, you were stupid."


Taka growled at me in response, holding back the pain from his wounds as he did so. He swung his scimitar more fiercely as I activated the Guardian Clay Pendant. Previously, using this defensive enchantment had placed a substantial drain on my normally robust zeal reserves. Now, the pendant hummed to life quickly and eagerly as six clay spheres materialized around me. They closed off any openings I left in my movements defending me from the deadly scimitar.


Between them and my own attacks, Taka was quickly growing frustrated. He glanced anxiously over his shoulder as more royal guards accumulated and Princess Tivana glared down at him. Apparently, he wasn't as confident in the Heavenly Oath he'd just sworn with the princess as he wanted me to believe.


I used Draconic Roar again, startling Taka and pushing him off his guard. The ring on his finger flared up and soon I felt his mind cut off once again and my offensive spell lost its effect.


"Two can play at that game." Taka snarled. He touched the ring on his finger and jabbed that digit in my direction, claw extended towards a spot in the center of my forehead.


I sensed the mind magic attack an instant before it happened. Most true mages would have little chance at reacting in time. I wasn't like most true mages though and had already cast Quicksilver Thought on myself. Coupled with Master of the Inner Castle and my new mastery over zeal as a true mage, I was faster than ever. In that instant between Taka thrusting his finger forward and him casting a spell, I prepared to cast an ability of my own.


Mind Trap was a spell I'd intended to use against agents of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. Because I'd been unwilling to hurt Illiel or Yorik, I'd been completely unable to test this new ability. Now I finally had a volunteer.


The mind assault that shot out of Taka's ring appeared to me under mage sight as a bolt of amber energy. The image was crisper and more vivid than ever before, and I felt certain I could run my fingers through that amber glob soaring through the air.


Instead, I let it hit me. It struck my mind and flowed around my scalp like sticky goo, clinging to me from every angle. It burrowed into my head and my vision went white. I knew Taka would use this instant of vulnerability to take my head off my shoulders if I wasn't careful, and I could already see Tivana reaching for something at her waist.


Then I activated Mind Trap and my spell clamped down around the invading particle of energy like a bear trap around a rabbit's leg. Though the attack had been made possible by an enchanted item, it must have been connected to Taka mentally in some way. The ring on his finger was shattered by my defensive spell and crushed the mind assault out of existence, causing Taka to fall backwards in agony.


He crouched on one leg for a moment as we both regained our composure. When he opened his eyes, I was pleased to notice that they were completely bloodshot and that two streaks of blood dripped like tears from the corners of his eyes.


"What was that foul trick?!" Taka demanded.


I responded by thrusting Spell Eater into his arm. I'd been aiming for his throat, but he'd managed to shield himself. Spell Eater flared to life as I'd finally struck a solid blow against him. The enchantments greedily devoured the energy in Taka's body even more eagerly than it might take zeal from an elf's. Despite my curiosity, I didn't have any time to ponder the nature of Taka's magic when he sliced my chest open with his scimitar.


I glanced down, worried the blow would split me in half at any moment. My tunic fell off my shoulders, cut through completely. Underneath it, my body showed no more damage than a thin cut from chest to waist.


I bared my teeth, matching the lion-man's toothy snarl. For all his speed, Taka's blows lacked the bite to kill me in one blow. I leaned forward on Spell Eater, driving the point of my weapon deeper into his arm.


Taka howled, dropped his scimitar, and used the hand to tear himself free from my weapon. I continued to press my advantage as I reached into my Dimensional Storage with my free hand and pulled out a small vial of particularly potent spellheart enhancement base. The solution was mostly lye, concentrated as much as Sava could get it before enhancing it with aspects of rot and death. Combined with a fistful of scrap iron filings Sava had found the potion to be excruciatingly painful to anyone that touched it. I tossed that potion into Taka's eyes as he scrambled to retrieve his weapon, then followed up my potion with a slash across his cheek with Spell Eater.


Taka staggered backwards as he clutched at his eyes. He gathered himself, sweeping air magic across his body and wiping the potion off his face. His skin looked sickly. It was full of holes etched by the caustic liquid and his mane was singed into short split ends of melted hair. His previously ornate garb was now nothing more than stained and pockmarked fabric.


But Taka was no pushover. He shrugged aside his wounds and bellowed a mighty roar. He left his scimitar on the ground where it lay, extending his feline claws from his fingertips and lashing out at me with a clawed hand. He would have grabbed me too if one of the disks from the Guardian Clan Pendant hadn't blocked him. Taka snarled as he dodged a thrust from Spell Eater. I tried to throw another vial of Sava's caustic lye concoction, but he was too quick. The lion-man dodged that splash of liquid and the vial dashed upon the floor. The puddle etched a hole into the stone as it drained into the ground.


Princess Tivana continued to hold one hand up while she clutched something in her other hand. Her royal guards glanced anxiously between our fight and Tivana. With the moment’s attention I had to cast her way, I wasn't certain if she was urging them forward or holding them back.


"Just die already!" Taka snarled as he whipped a clawed hand forward. Five separate bursts of azure energy burst forth from each of his claws. My defensive pendant blocked three of them, but two slipped by. I activated the force vambraces on my shield to take the force of the blow, and the air magic whipped through the air like an invisible tendril, slicing through the force magic shield on my arm. The defensive enchantment faltered and sputtered for a moment as it struggled to endure such a powerful attack.


Taka had already endured everything I had to throw at him. To defeat him, I'd needed more. Out of options, I called on the power of my new aura. Activating it was like feeling for a limb I'd never used before. My first motions were clumsy and inefficient, but as my mind got a grip on the thing, gray mist colored the edges of my vision. The aura surged throughout my body, not as impressive as its last appearance, but contained within my body the aura was less like a gust of wind and more like a brewing storm leaking past creaky wooden walls.


I lifted my hand, willing the gray energy to pour out of my fingertips and wash over Taka. The power responded hesitantly and unwillingly at first, but once it realized it was being unleashed on an enemy, it eagerly leaped at the chance to ravage and devour.


Taka had seen my aura fragment at work already and had no intention of simply letting it touch him. He reached for a strip of leather dangling off his belt and activated it. His actions built a barrier of force zeal in front of him that burst forth into an invisible wall.


My aura ate away at that wall, bit by bit. It eagerly threw itself against the barrier, devouring what it could without any attempt to sneak around the barrier’s edges. I tried to nudge the gray cloud in the right direction, but it roiled and ignored me.


Behind his shield, Taka was regaining his composure. He gulped down a potion and his wounds started to heal. He stooped down to pick up his scimitar and soon he was armed as well. Seeing as how my aura wouldn't respond, I clenched Spell Eater in my hands and attacked the barrier. Spell Eater plunged deeply into the shield, sucking in energy into its enchantment even faster than my aura was devouring it. Between the two forces, a spider web of cracks shot along the barrier's surface, fracturing it until the entire barrier collapsed.


I thrust my weapon forward while my aura followed close behind. Taka looked like he was about to jump backwards but was startled to find his feet were stuck to the ground. While he'd been recovering, I'd finally had the time to liquify the ground under his feet. He hadn't noticed and now he was trapped for just a moment as I was able to land another solid attack with Spell Eater.


I struck him in the center of his chest. His clothes, though they looked like a Victorian suit, were armored in some way. My blow would have glanced off entirely had I not used Embrittling Palm combined with Five Fierce Furious Fists. Five ghostly images appeared from Spell Eater's tip, smashing into Taka's chest and flaking off pieces of his clothes as though they were stale bread struck by a hammer. When Spell Eater's real form landed, it pierced Taka's body like a lance, burying deep into his chest once again.


The lion howled, but I cut his scream short by punching him across the jaw with my free hand. I reached into my Dimensional Storage for another one of Sava's potions when I felt a hand on my shoulder.


"I don't think anyone can claim you didn't win this fight, Theo." Princess Tivana said as she stood behind me.


Taka squinted up at the two of us. With an expression of great pain and even greater anger, he grabbed Spell Eater's iron tip and jerked the weapon free of his chest.


"Have you forgotten your Heavenly Oath already, princess?" Taka demanded.


"Not at all." Princess Tivana replied. "You'll notice you're surrounded by my royal guards."


Taka curled his nose. "And who amongst them would have the guts to kill a member of the Burning Heavens guild? They'd be marked for life. My guild would get to them sooner or later."


The Royal Guards looked at each other. This was clearly something they'd been anxious about. Princess Tivana couldn't help them because of her Heavenly Oath, and all the guards seemed to be somewhere at the true mage level. While the royal guards were a force to be reckoned with, they were all strong enough to live a long and privileged life of luxury based on their cultivation alone. Would they risk cutting their lives short for someone who wasn't even their queen?


"Guards, stand down!" A fierce voice ordered from above. "I'll make this arrest personally."


There was one guard more than willing to deal with Taka on Princess Tivana's behalf. The captain of the palace guard, Amisra Copperguard.


"I had her hold back and wait." Princess Tivana explained. "I expected treachery based on the way you worded that Heavenly Oath. She was quite eager to rush in, but I wanted to see what my grandfather's old friend could do."


Amisra laughed, smiling broadly as she descended from the ceiling.


Taka looked up, scrambled to his feet, and tried to run.


At the speeds he'd shown when we'd first clashed, he might have gotten away. Unfortunately for him, our battle had taken its toll. He limped and clutched his side as he turned, and by the time he'd even neared the exit the royal guards had already blocked the way.


Amisra hovered above, standing imposingly on her own flying sword.


Taka snarled. "You should let me go if you know what's good for you."


Amisra let a small smirk creep up the corner of her mouth before turning her demeanor harsh and stern again. "Boast about your guild all you like! You'll still be in a cell by morning. As captain of the palace guard, I'm placing you under arrest! But please, do try to resist."


Taka grabbed his scimitar and swiped it at the royal guard, baring his way. The weapon scratched a deep notch in the chitinous blue armor of one of the guards but left her otherwise unharmed. Then Taka felt a blast of Amisra's own magic.


Lightning gushed out of her fingertips, bouncing over the walls and floors as it pricked the few unwounded portions of Taka's skin. For an instant I almost thought I felt the undertones of a more sinister aspect of magic, but it faded as Amisra poured forth more lightning.


Taka collapsed to his knees before tumbling to the ground, twitching and bereft of any lingering fighting spirit. He let out a soft groan, and I suspected he was feigning unconsciousness to preserve what little dignity he had left.


I let out a long breath as I steadied my nerves and pulled Spell Eater back into my Dimensional Storage. "You know he's going to be a problem later if you don't kill him now, right?" I said as I turned to princess Tivana.


"I know." Princess Tivana explained. "His death would mean much the same though. This way, he becomes your problem and not the Queendom's."


"I suppose I owe you at least that much for coming to my aid." I said. 


"He also wasn't as out of options as he looked." Tivana explained. "I spotted two enchanted items on him that would even cause trouble for me and would probably have killed you instantly. There's also something that I suspect he planned to use to escape, but the risk of activating the enchantment must be high enough he doesn't intend to use it unless forced."


"In that case, I appreciate you stopping me. Thank you, Princess Tivana. This is another favor I owe you." I walked over to where the Vitality-Stealing Sword was lying on the ground. "I believe I promised you an adamantium weapon?"


Tivana glanced at the sword and nodded appreciatively. "This fulfills your earlier promise." Princess Tivana said. "But I didn't come here to win a sword."


"Of course." I replied. "My clan owes you and your family a big favor. Please, take this potion as a symbol of the Hearthwood's gratitude." I presented the Draconic Bloodline Origin Awakening Elixir. "It's only going to cause problems for us after we've been showing it off in public. I hope you can take it off our hands."


Princess Tivana accepted the potion, swirled it once, then popped the cork and drank the whole thing in one sip. She tucked the bottle away in her bag of holding. "I'll let everyone know the four-star potion this shop brewed was presented to me as a gift. But I should warn you not to go around saying you owe my family a favor. Some elders in my clan might get a bit too excited at that."


Guard Captain Amisra placed a booted foot on Taka's back and hummed to herself as she jerked the lion-man's wrists backwards and cuffed them. I held a hand up just as she was about to cart her prisoner away.


"Wait! He has something I need." I protested.


"Everything on this prisoner's person is going into the evidence locker." Amisra protested, but Tivana nodded me forward. I rummaged around the inside of his shirt until I pulled out Korra's contract. I tucked the slip of paper into my Dimensional Storage and nodded my thanks.


The palace guard captain took off. Princess Tivana looked around the chamber. The Seven Snake Syndicate and the Demonstar Clan true mages still squirmed on the ground. There were more than two dozen wisps flying around the chamber from mage acolytes and heartwielder's who'd been unfortunate enough to accompany their masters on this trip. The royal guards had already captured what few members of Taka's group remained. 


Tivana turned to me. "It looks like you're not in danger anymore. Do you need my help still?"


I shook my head. "Just take my wounded matriarchs away. Teleport my true mages back to the Hearthwood for medical treatment. Assyrus and Eltiana will have to heal up here."


"Very well. My guards will see your people safely back to the palace. But what about you?"


"I'll be fine." I assured. I gestured to the broken and battered room. "Somebody's got to clean this mess up."


Princess Tivana and her guards turned their backs and left.


The moment they were out of sight, I shot a look to Sava.


At some point during all the commotion, Sava had finished off the helpless leader of the Seven Snake Syndicate. Even a peak true mage had died without so much as a scream when bound by Tivana's powers. Her body had long since burst into motes of white light while her belongings sat in a pile on the ground. Among them was a single black scale, which Sava picked up off the ground and tossed towards Eltiana.


The purple haired-ninja was still dazed and confused from her recent fight. She tried to catch the thrown symbol of authority, but her current armless state made catching things difficult.


"Tend to Eltiana and Assyrus." I asked Sava and Nela. "And please avert your eyes. I'm about to get my hands dirty." I pulled Spell Eater back out, twirling in my hands as though it were no heavier than an ordinary stick.


After a moment's contemplation, I picked Alayna Loftwealthios up off the ground and threw her to her sister Lyondiana.


"Do what you want with her." I said. "I'm going to clean up." On the ground there were still several living enemy true mages. Matriarchs from the Demonstar Clan or longtime vassals of the Seven Snake Syndicate's leader. Even if these elves surrendered, I'd worry about them stabbing my matriarchs or my daughters in the back at the slightest opportunity. I didn't plan to give them the chance in this lifetime.


Spell Eater sank into each of them. Most were still trying to recover from iron poisoning or had suffered a casual blow from Tivana's hand and been wounded beyond healing. I took a deep breath and set about the grim and dirty work of turning enemies into points. Their bodies vanished to motes of dust as their souls separated from their power and memories.




Battle Won! Enemies defeated! (+3000 points)





And like that, the Hearthwood Clan claimed another victory.








CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN










WITH OUR ENEMIES out of commission, I dug Korra from where she'd curled herself up in the corner. Her throat was bruised, and she was battered all over, but had otherwise survived her clash with Taka.


"Hello, Theo." Korra said, arms around her knees.


"Hello Korra." I replied. "You know, I appreciate you sticking around to help us."


"I didn't like Taka." Korra replied, eyes staring past the rubble at empty space beyond the mountain's edge.


"I like to think you like us even more than you disliked him."


Korra shrugged, refusing to look at me. "I suppose it doesn't matter if I like you or not now. You've got my contract now. It was written so that whoever holds it can make me do anything outlined on that paper. Which is pretty much anything." Korra's voice turned bitter. "It's supposed to be a transferable contract that way."


I pulled out the piece of paper she was interested in. Korra's eyes turned to me for the first time. She held up a hand, half-reaching for it. She stopped her hand short as some ghostly memory of pain flashed across her face.


"I can't touch it." Korra warned as I held the contract near her. "If I remember right, that should be the thirteenth stipulation on the page."


"I see it." I said as I glanced up and down the contract. It was indeed quite harsh. Dictating what Korra could tell people and outlining an extensive list of possible punishments and repercussions if Korra didn't comply with the orders of the contract holder.


"I guess I'm yours now." Korra said, forcing a smile as she looked up at me.


I glanced at the paper. "It looks like there's an escape clause here. The contract holder needs to take the contract to the scribe who wrote it on the World of Tooth and Claw. If both approve, you'll be released early without the need to serve your time."


Korra shook her head. "The scribe who wrote that contract works for the Burning Heavens guild. Going there would just leave you in the same state as me."


"How fascinating." I said as I inspected the bit of magic. With this, I'd have complete control over Korra. She'd be a puppet on my strings, dancing to my tune. And based on her past behavior, she'd probably live a lot better with me than she would with anyone else. I was certain I'd be a far better master than Taka. Or anyone else for that matter. Really, I'd be helping her serve out the rest of her contract in relative safety and happiness. "I hope Mac got a good scan of this thing. Argona would be very disappointed if I destroyed it before archiving it."


Then I released my aura. Gray mist enveloped my hand for an instant, eating away at the paper like ghostly flames. Moments later, the contract vanished, not even leaving ashes or dust to show for its fate.


Korra blinked. "It's gone?" She asked. "I didn't... those things are supposed to be next to impossible to destroy!"


I shrugged. "It seems my aura is particularly good at taking magic apart. I think it has something to do with the properties of iron."


Korra continued to stare at my empty hand. "I'm... free?" She asked in startled surprise.


I clapped Korra on the back. "That's right. And you've worked hard on behalf of my clan. I absolve you of any crimes we might have charged you with for being part of the Corpse Collector Company and attacking our forest. I'll even pay you for your help until today." I reached into my Dimensional Storage and pulled out a small bag of holding with a few Queensmarks and enough food and supplies to keep Korra fed and clothed. "Take care, Korra."


Korra stared at the bag as I left the shop on the green mountain behind. I had a lot to do.



***


I reconvened with the Hearthwood's matriarchs in the infirmary back at the palace. Yorik was bandaged and snoring loudly in the corner of the room. Nela, Sava, and Illiel were up and about, but all of them showed signs of wounds from our recent battle. Eltiana and Assyrus were both lying on beds, somehow more wounded than they were after the fight.


"What happened to you two?" I asked.


Eltiana tried to wave but frowned when she only wriggled her pair of stumps. "Did you notice that the Black Scale's aura fragment was missing after the battle?"


I hadn't noticed, as I'd been in the habit of just sweeping everything into my Dimensional Storage and letting Mac sort any loot we picked up. Still, I quickly realized what Eltiana was getting to.




Eltiana Violet (Level 20, early true mage)





"Very impressive." I said. "When did that happen?"


"I resonated with the aura fragment the moment she died. I think that life or death battle was what got me ready for it." Eltiana explained. "And I'm not the only one who's now touching true mage." Eltiana tried to jerk her thumb at Assyrus but was unable to in her present armless state. "Assyrus isn't a true mage yet, but the palace guard captain said one of the more impressive aura fragments she had in reserve displayed a reaction to her. Normally, a guard has to complete missions for the guard and earn merit points until they can afford to look at the guard's aura fragments. But the Hearthwood Clan is a family on the rise, and Princess Tivana might be willing to pull a few strings to see that Assyrus gets her aura fragment now."


I frowned. "Really? I didn't expect Tivana to be so eager to help us any further after all we've asked her to do as of late."


Eltiana shrugged. "She told me to ask you to go see her as soon as you'd stabilized your cultivation as a true mage. She seemed pleased with us all and congratulated me on reaching true mage. She did ask for my help keeping an eye on you. I'm supposed to make sure you go back to the Hearthwood as soon as possible and go right to cultivation. A few people sensed our breakthroughs and are wondering who the new true mages are."


I nodded slowly. "In that case, come along with me back to the Hearthwood. I'll need to spend a few days in the Cultivation Chamber to get used to my new aura. While we're there, Mac can graft your arms back on."


Eltiana breathed a sigh of relief. "You saved them? Thank the heavens. Regrowing two limbs would have set me back by most of everything in my bag of holding. Besides, making all these armless jokes was starting to get out of hand." Eltiana wiggled her stumps. "Or they would, if I had any." She forced a giggle out of herself, but it seemed half-hearted.


I gave the little elf ninja a warm pat on the shoulder. "Mac will have you all fixed up better than ever. And all it will cost you is getting cozy with me in the Teleportation Array."



***


Eltiana was still injured enough from her fight that I ended up carrying her to the Teleportation Array. From there, we made it back to the Hearthwood. My daughter Argona was waiting for me when I arrived. I wasn't surprised to find that she was eager to know if her many hours of research figuring out the secrets of the Aura Condensing Talisman had proved fruitful.


"It was a complete and resounding success." I assured her. "I'm a true mage now."


My little purple haired daughter jumped up and clapped her hands in glee Eltiana looked down at our daughter enviously from where she lay in my arms. That's when I remembered I'd never formally introduced this mother and daughter pair to each other.


"Eltiana! Meet Argona. She's our daughter." I said, "And Argona, this is your mother, Eltiana, the chieftain of the Hidden Serpent tribe and a matriarch of the Hearthwood Clan."


Argona froze, eyes darting up and down Eltiana's battered and wounded form. "M-mother?"


"I wish you'd waited until I could make a better first impression." Eltiana sighed. "Fine then. I suppose I don't have anything on my hands right now. You can be my arms and help me make my way to the Medical Bay while we catch up."


"O-okay matriarch Eltiana." Argona said shyly.


Eltiana shook her head. "Mother will do just fine." She hopped out of my arms onto the ground. Argona wrapped an arm around her to support her.


"Are you sure you girls are going to be alright making it down to the Medical Bay on your own?" I asked cautiously. They assured me they would be, and I had the distinct impression I'd be intruding on some mother-daughter bonding time if I lingered too long. I headed to the Cultivation Chamber and locked myself inside.


[Welcome home from me too, Theo.] Mac said inside my head. [I see you're a true mage now! We can finally start clearing out the more distant regions of the dungeon. There are plenty of monsters in the northern regions that I haven't been able to get anyone to handle. We might even be able to open the next two nexus seals to boost zeal concentrations around here a bit.]


"I agree." I said. "That's one of my priorities after I straighten things out in the capital and get the old Songstone lands under our control. For now, I'm going to need you to pull up everything you know about earth aspect aura fragments."


[I already looked up your Pith of Iron aura fragment.] Mac said. [Let me see if I can pull a relevant file up for you...]




Pith of Iron (metal aspect)

An aura of this aspect can be obtained by absorbing a fragment from the remains of a dead entity, usually of a non-humanoid origin, that survives by containing or absorbing foreign aspects of zeal, similar to how each of the Ten Thousand Worlds absorbs power from the cosmos around them. The greatest of these auras often envelop worlds themselves. This aura aspect is difficult to control and if allowed to grow unrestrained it can become as dangerous to the wielder as it is to their enemies. However, when used appropriately, this aura fragment is incredibly powerful and can allow its wielder to dominate beings at the same level as them, particularly those vulnerable to disruptions to the flow of zeal throughout their body. Beings with this aura aspect are often ravenous and inhuman monsters, like living golems or shape shifting liquid metal entities. They are usually found in extreme conditions that are extremely inhospitable to normal species and are rarely found on the planets of the Ten Thousand Worlds. Entities with this aspect are extremely dangerous and should be dealt with without resorting to direct combat.





"Extremely dangerous, you say?" I asked curiously. "That sounds rather useful. Though I don't like the idea of being labeled dangerous entity or a ravenous and inhuman monster. I do like the thought of people not picking a fight with me. Do you have anything on how to use my aura?"




The use of metal aspect auras:

Most elf scholars consider the metal aspect to be a rare offshoot of the earth aspect and hypothesize that a true mage cultivating an aura of this type would follow a similar procedure as those cultivating a more traditional earth aspect aura fragment. Progression through the true mage ranks would likely be dependent on a combination of the depth, quality, and control of the developing aura. Elves currently have no records of one of their kind wielding such an aura and so can only speculate.





Mac's repository of relevant knowledge on my type of aura fragments was relatively scant, but I suspected I was unlikely to find anything more by looking elsewhere.


"The Wanderer considers it to be a metal aspect." I said curiously. "How peculiar. I don't think I've ever heard of any elves cultivating something like that. I suppose I can understand though if this aspect only occurs under extreme conditions. After all, mind magic is a bit of a secret in these parts even though just about any elf with the right spellheart can cultivate it."


[Congratulations, you're special.] Mac said dryly. [We'll make sure to throw you a parade and tell the whole world.]


I shook my head. "Let me get control over this thing before we go telling anyone what I've got. Right now, I just want to make sure we empowered the Pith of Iron aura fragment enough that I won't forever be limited to early true mage. Crank up the time dilation, Mac. I want to cultivate for a while. I think a week should do it."


Mac left me to my thoughts and I turned my attention inward. I felt the gray mist floating in the core of my being. Though it was withdrawn, I realized how wild and unruly it was. Even now, it sapped at my dantian and tried to push through my meridians. Had I let it continue to float about unchecked for much longer it might have started doing damage to my own cultivation base. If it wasn't for the fact that I was a body cultivator in addition to a spirit cultivator, I might already be hurting myself.


I decided the first thing to do was to figure out how to contain it. An elf might be at a loss, but I had ample practice building barriers using earth zeal when cultivating the Blackgorge Fiendbody. I quickly set to the task of designing and implementing something to contain my budding aura. It ate away at my barrier from the inside, but I identified several sub-aspects of earth that were particularly resistant to the aura's corrosive effects. Maintaining the aura was expensive in terms of zeal, but I had three sources of magical energy to draw on in my body instead of one.


After sealing away my aura, I realized I didn't feel tired or fatigued at all. I was under time dilation so I had time to spare. In the end, I decided to spend a few days drawing as much power as I could from Dean's Orb and make sure my aura fragment really could expand as Mac and Argona had predicted.


To my surprise, my aura fragment grew a notch quickly and easily. The progression had been so quick and smooth I didn't even notice the enhancement until I realized the barriers containing my aura were failing.




You have grown your aura fragment to the first layer. You are now a level 21 early true mage.





It took a while longer to reinforce my barrier to be strong enough to hold against a more powerful aura fragment. Like I'd guessed before, progressing through the true mage ranks was an exponential problem. When my aura got a level stronger, it nearly doubled in power. I quickly realized my current containment method couldn't be scaled to handle such a power scale, so I set about designing a new set of internal zeal barriers and reinforcing them.


Once that was done, I realized I was ready to try cultivating again. I did so and drew deeply from Dean's Orb.




You have grown your aura fragment to the second layer. You are now a level 22 early true mage.

You have grown your aura fragment to the third layer. You are now a level 23 early true mage.





Despite rocketing through the early true mage ranks, I didn't feel my aura growing unstable. It seemed the process of reinforcing the Pith of Iron using the Aura Condensing Talisman and the earth aspect aura fragments Princess Tivana had given me was a resounding success.


I stopped my cultivation there for a moment, though I felt I might be able to push into the mid true mage realm if I kept working at it. I'd heard elves liken those who cultivated without learning spells to back their power up to 'a tree without roots'. By their words, such elves would be quick to tumble in the smallest storm. I would not be content with the mere appearance of strength, so I tried to learn a few spells and techniques appropriate for true mages of my aspect.


When nothing appeared, I thought I'd gone to the wrong menu.


[No, you did it right. You're viewing the Hearthwood's complete collection of earth aspect spells and techniques for true mages cultivating a spirit art like the Sutra of the Living Earth.] Mac said.


"There's nothing here."


[Yes.]


It took a moment to click. "We don't have a single spell I can learn?" I asked.


[The Hearthwood Forest was never known for its earth magic.] Mac replied. [Nor for its abundance of true mages. You're already as strong as any elf who ruled here has been in all of living memory.]


"I see." I tapped my chin in thought. "But what about the Songstone Clan? They cultivate Sunlight zeal, but they had plenty of earth aspect cultivators working for them mining the mountains to the west. They must have something."


[True mages generally prefer to own businesses over working for them.] Mac replied. [But yes, they should have one or two appropriate spells. They just weren't among the things Nela or Yulli managed to save. You could search the other survivors Nela has saved. None of them are true mages, but perhaps one of them managed to stash away a copy of a spell of that caliber. Alternatively, you could trade for a copy of one back in the capital.]


"I suppose I should get up and stretch my legs." I said. "I feel like I've been sitting down here for days."


[More like half a year.] Mac replied.


"Half a year!?" I repeated in alarm. "Was I really down here that long!?"


[Not to worry. Thanks to the time dilation, it's only been a little over a month in the outside world.] Mac replied. [A few of your people have asked me to check on you, but you've been making such good progress everyone jointly decided to let you be for as long as you wanted.]


"How is the Hearthwood Clan?" I asked anxiously. "Or our affairs in the capital? Who's attacked us?"


[Absolutely no one.] Mac replied. [Things have been going wonderfully for the Hearthwood Clan. The settlement is flourishing, and your kids are taking over responsibilities at home. Your matriarchs are nearly all recovered from their battle, and I finally finished clearing out all the dead trees and potholes from our battle with the Cult of the Unblinking Eye.]


"Huh." Of everything I'd been prepared for, peaceful growth wasn't one of them.


[I did receive one important message, though. It seems Princess Tivana is still waiting on you to meet with her.]


"Shoot!" I said as I hastily leaped to my feet. The small motion shot me off the ground so quickly I bashed my head against the ceiling of the Cultivation Chamber. I hadn't yet gotten to practicing Assyrus' sword forms to hone my coordination for this new level of strength. With haste and gusto, I quickly departed the Cultivation Chamber and made my way to the Teleportation Array.


I returned to the palace, greeted the guards there, and asked where Princess Tivana was.


"Greetings, Patriarch Theo of the Hearthwood Clan." The guard said. "The princess said you would be coming by to see her."


"I hope she isn't waiting for me." I replied.


The guard glanced at a sheet of paper before handing the slip to me. "She should be in her personal chambers right now. I'll send a message ahead and let her know you're coming.


I thanked the guard, who then led me to the nearest magical hallway. From there, I was able to pick a door and think of a princess' bedroom. I found a few empty frilly and pink bedrooms covered in a layer of dust before I eventually found a regal-looking chamber. It was bigger than my own, with a small waterfall trickling down from an enchanted ring in the ceiling and draining into a basin below. The room was colorful in a cozy sort of way, but there were no diamonds, gold, or fanciful tiaras I might expect from any other princess. Instead, there was a large wooden desk piled high with papers and a neatly organized rack of transmission stones.


I spotted Princess Tivana standing before that rack, and I was about to greet her when I saw a grim look on her face as she held a stone to her ear.


"I would caution you against seeking the alliance of the Cult of the Unblinking Eye." Princess Tivana said frostily. "You are likely to find yourself in greater trouble with them then you would be with the monsters who are attacking you."


The voice on the other side of the transmission stone said something sharp and angry. Tivana's lips curled upwards, and it was clear she wasn't enjoying what she was hearing.


I stood quietly to the side while Tivana's grip on the transmission stone continued to tighten. When the voice on the other side of the stone finally went quiet, Tivana bit her lip and took a deep breath.


"Very well. I'll send a few palace guards." Tivana said. The voice on the other end of the transmission stone tried to shout something more, but Princess Tivana shut off her side of the enchantment and cut the conversation short.


I cleared my throat to get her attention. "Hello, Princess Tivana." I said, feeling like a schoolboy called to the principal's office.


"Theo." Tivana said as she walked across the room and took a seat on one of the cushions next to her waterfall.


"That sounded like it was an important call." I said.


Princess Tivana waved her hand. "Another border city fell to the Cult of the Unblinking Eye. They've seized control over everyone important enough to matter. I could fly over there personally and purge the city, but then there'd be nobody left to run it."


"Your mother certainly didn't leave you with an easy job."


Tivana sighed. "Nor did my grandfather leave my mother with an easy one. But at least when he left, the royal family had so many sorcerers and wizards none of our neighbors would take us lightly, even if he was gone. For all his flaws, he was very prolific when it came to creating heirs."


"You must have a lot of aunts then." I said. "If you don't mind me asking, where are they these days?"


"Countess Frostweaver is one of them. A few have died in battle. Some failed to cultivate high enough to live this long. Most went off adventuring in other lands or secluded themselves in some secret cave to cultivate for a hundred years. In short, they're not here. Even if they were, they'd probably cause as many problems for me as my aunt is doing now. Most of them consider the Deanian Queendom nothing more than another inheritance their father left behind, and not his most valuable one." Tivana let out a long, slow sigh. "The royal guards have plenty of true mages amongst them, but only Amisra is a wizard. Besides myself, she's the only woman I can really count on to help me deal with this." Tivana waved her hand in a circle around herself. "Especially when half the royal family is siding with my only remaining aunt." She pressed a hand against her temple and cheek, leaning back and letting out a long breath.


I took a seat next to Tivana, hunching closer to her. "Tivana, if I can help in any way, just let me know and I'll do everything I can. Just ask."


Tivana looked away, refusing to meet my gaze. "My family's elders have forcefully requested I do just that. You've become quite the hot topic in the capital. You're likely the only male at your cultivation level in the entire Deanian Queendom, unless one of the great clans is hiding someone. You may not have much power on your own, but all the great clans are going to want to curry influence with you. You're only a true mage, but in terms of influence you're as important as a new wizard. Perhaps more so to factions thinking about the future."


"And are the royal family elders thinking about the future?" I asked probingly.


Tivana bit her lip before nodding silently. She took a moment to collect her thoughts and forced herself to stand straighter and look me in the eyes. "You used me to deal with your clan's enemies in the capital. Now I need you to repay the favor by helping me to repel my enemies as well."


I nodded and matched Tivana's somber mood. "I promise to do everything in my power to help you."


"A lot of big clans are going to make you very promising offers." Tivana warned me. "They'll offer you riches, jewels, and a lifetime of luxury if you join hands with them. I need you to refuse them all. And I'll need you to..." a slight flush lit up Tivana's cheeks. "...I'll need you here in the palace on a more permanent basis. You'll be a resident, not just a guest."


I smiled. "I do have affairs to take care of in the Hearthwood, but with free use of the Teleportation Array I can live here nearly full time. Is that it?"


"This is important." Tivana assured me. "Just make sure to tell any of the big clans that you're taking up residence in the royal palace as my... personal guest."


"And that is all you need from me?" I asked curiously. "To refuse any offers from the clans?"


Tivana averted her gaze and I spotted a trace of a blush creeping up her cheeks. "For now." She quickly poured herself a cup of tea and offered one to me. After hastily drinking down her cup in one gulp, she turned to me. "In other news, I heard your matriarch's recent clutch of eggs hatched. From what I've heard, you've got twelve healthy new wisps."


"That must be my lucky number." I said. "I'm not sure if you had the chance to meet them back in the Hearthwood, but I already have twelve wonderful daughters."


A small smile flashed across Tivana's face as she looked into her teacup. "The Hearthwood's matriarchs are lucky. Most elves living out in the wilderness never even have the opportunity to have a single child."


"If there were more of me, we'd quickly run out of room in the Deanian Queendom." I said.


Tivana finished our talk by giving me a few pointers on reaching mid true mage and pointing me in the direction of a few stores that would have spells appropriate for my level and aspect. She also sensed my unusual aura fragment, and warned me to be careful with it, as even she hadn't seen anything quite like it before.


A guard came by and exchanged my guest medallion for a resident's medallion, and I headed down into the city to try to pick up some new spells. I visited several and was disappointed by both the price and the quality of spells to choose from. I ended up contacting a few shopkeepers and placing a special request to let me know if they found anything that met my criteria.


It wasn't until I made it back to my room in the palace that I encountered a pleasant surprise.


"Korra?" I said in surprise as I noticed the catgirl sitting on my bed with the rest of my matriarchs. "What are you doing here?"


Korra toyed with her hair and glanced up at me. "I... uh..."


"I wanted her here, Theo." Eltiana said. "I still needed to thank her for saving my life back there. I might have lost my head to Taka's sword if Korra hadn't dropped down when she did."


"Theo more than thanked me already." Korra blushed. "I'm sorry Theo, if you don't want me here, I'll leave."


"Not at all!" I said. "Please, stay."


Korra settled herself back down, hands in her lap.


"We've actually been seeing more of Korra than we have of you lately." Nela said.


"I'm a true mage." I replied, not bothering to conceal the pleased tone in my voice. "I've had a lot of cultivating to do, and a lot more yet to be done. I won't feel safe until I'm at least a wizard. Or maybe a sorcerer."


"I just hope that you don't feel that the Hearthwood is too small for you these days." Sava said. "And that you don't let your head swell any more than it usually is now that we've no longer got the edge on you in cultivation."


I smiled and sat down on the bed. "The whole reason I cultivate is for the Hearthwood and our family." I pulled Sava into a warm embrace with one arm. Seeing as I still had one arm free, I pulled Nela in with the other.


"If Melise weren't still with the Fateweaver Society," Illiel said, "she'd declare a group hug."


"Group hug it is then!" I said, pulling everyone forward.


I heard a tapping on the door and before anyone stood up to answer, it swung open.


Comela walked in, followed by several of her sisters. "Father! I heard you were back! We were just checking on the new wisps. They seem healthy and strong. They'll be a good addition to our family."


"That's great to hear, Comela." I replied. "Come on you girls, spend a while with me and your mothers!"


I smiled at the many happy elves gathered around me. We were an unlikely family, forged through countless trials. According to Tivana, we were no longer an unknown alliance of forest tribes, but a clan with a bright future ahead of them.














THE END.




Thank you for reading!
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