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The wind of change comes with great distress. It pulls balance like a stained sheet, and casts the weak into an abyss so dark it swallows all happiness, and drags the unwary farther, to where only pain and anguish exists. O’ how they call for the end! ---Written and read by Geoff, the lost Vandabelk.

The first breaking began with no noise. That was why I didn’t see it. It started in my sleep. I’d been following the trail of a sirak for days. They sold for more than the little game everyone was getting these days. The meat of a sirak wasn’t the only useful part of the beast. Its eyes could be soaked in alcohol to make medicine and I’d heard stories about how useful its claws could be to make weapons.

I’d followed the trail for days, hoping to lie in wait until it slept and then take a stab at it, literally. That was the only way a goblin like me could catch a beast like that. I had no exceptional gift for combat. I’d learned a lot from watching others train, but still, I couldn’t wrestle a limping dog.

Yet, my plans to take on the sirak seemed realistic. I wouldn’t be doing anything extraordinary. I would simply wait for it to feed until it was full and tired, then I’d stab its brain in its sleep. It was cowardly, like Hajin would say, but death is death, no matter the way it came.

The plan had been going well for the most part. I waited. I followed. We’d journeyed past the dense woods close to Kilahead, my village. It hunted a small animal that it ate almost immediately, letting blood shine on its nose and stain around its mouth before eventually licking it clean. Like it was savoring the aftertaste. While it hunted, it was terribly scary, but I held on to the hope of dragging it back to Kilahead. I could almost see the awe in everyone’s eyes as I dragged it through the village, eventually giving Tori and Veldi the load to carry on their thick backs as I walked proudly to the butcher to weigh and price my kill.

I was worn from our journey. The Alstair Grove was behind us. We’d walked around a village I’d never seen in the long sixteen years of my life. Of course that was easy seeing how I hadn’t ever really ventured very far from home, only hunting relatively close by in case I got into trouble. The sirak fed again, and then it sped up toward another thick copse of large trees and canopies. There was little undergrowth along with clusters of tall grasses—tall enough to hide me while I watched it.

The second night it finally stopped near a large tree where it lowered itself to rest. I sat in the middle of a tall bush and watched. I couldn’t help the slow smile growing on my face. I was going to be rich. I felt a tiny pinch of hunger, but I banished it. My meal was right in front of me.

The sirak's face was that of a canine, but its eyes were different. They were large, completely blue, like the sky of a clear day. Its fur could compete with a starless night. It was beautiful and huge, a hand taller than myself, and it’d make me momentarily rich. Rich enough to get far away from Kilahead and its lack of opportunities.

I’d told my parents the village was not the place for me. They had no idea how I’d leave, but I’d show them.

The sirak lowered its head and then closed its eyes. I watched as its breathing slowed and my heart drummed as the time for my attack neared. It was a mix of fear and excitement. A moment’s mistake could bring my death. I had both my future and my death in front of me and somehow, for some reason, that made me smile.

I watched the beast heave and then settle, its body transitioning into a tired sleep. I pulled my dagger out of its sheath slowly, careful to avoid making even the smallest of sounds. sirak, are good hunters, in part due to their hearing. The sheer numbers of animals they hunt and prey on in the wild along with their skills made it difficult, if not impossible for others to hunt them. This was partly why they were so sought after. If anyone was dumb enough to try. And I was, which made my being able to keep it from sensing me this far baffling.

Only orcs hunt sirak in this part of the world. And even orcs found it extremely challenging.

I instinctively gripped the dagger tighter as it felt ready to slip in my now clammy hand. Its blade looked dull in the last rays of light as the night darkened around us, but I knew it wasn’t. It had no sheen, nor was it decorated at the hilt like some others I knew, but the blade was reliable. I’d gutted other animals with it easily and even fended off Lorne, who liked to bully kids, one time with it. The sharp side would open a skin like flowers opening up at dawn.

It’d get the job done.

I started to count immediately as the sirak settled. I had to wait a few more hours before I could go for the kill. I was still counting when I felt my eyes go dim. Like a heavy wave crashed into me and even when I tried to drag myself away, it pulled me back.

Sleep wrestled me and won. I crashed backward, my mind blank as a new slate. There were no thoughts, no struggle, only the sweet sensation of not knowing. I had no concept of time. I felt weightless. I could be flying within the clouds, soaring like birds. I could be doing anything. The thought snapped back and I was thrown into a world of pain.

It was agony. I tried to scream, but my throat was locked tight and it felt like I’d rip something apart if I strained myself. A chaotic sound assaulted me, slamming into my mind like an avalanche breaking and storming through a village. I wanted it to stop and in the absence of that possibility, I would have accepted death.

I could feel everything at a different level, as if every touch was a hard smack and every whisper was the echo of an eruption. I could feel my thoughts coming back to me. So much, so fast, all pushing through my mind and then it all vanished again.

Forced bonding: complete

Assisted assimilation: complete

Function delay removed

Guardian status: installed and ready

Begin enhancement of physical attributes….

Begin enhancement of mental attributes….

Enhancements: complete.

Begin orientation of subject ZX-Infinite

I couldn’t tell if the voice was in my head or someone was whispering those words to me. They clattered around in my mind like pieces of metal vigorously being tossed about in a tin can. I could see nothing for a while, and then I realized that my eyes were closed. Am I dreaming? The thought was clear enough for me to know that I was not dre….

“Wake up, da it!”

My eyes flew open and I immediately closed them again, wincing from the pain. My head ached like a million insects were buzzing in my skull. I tried to stand up, but everything felt heavy and out of proportion. And then I remembered the sirak and stopped. I crouched back down and…

“That is unimportant, you lump of green skin!”

The voice shocked me, made me jump out of the cluster I had been hiding in and into the clearing of sparse undergrowth. My heart snapped, racing fast at the thought of the mistake I’d just made. But nothing came at me. The sirak didn’t leap out to tear me limb from limb. It wasn’t even there.

I cursed.

“I told you, it’s not important.”

I frowned. I could hear the voice clearly, but I could see no one in the woods with me. I’d not realized before, but now the woods looked different. There was light reaching below the canopies. When I looked up, I saw why. Large spaces had been created somehow. There were creepers around some of the trees, some branches had snapped and some trees looked half dead.

Something had happened in the few minutes I slept.

“Few minutes?”

“Stop it! Whoever you are, come out!”

“I am right here, in front of your goblin eyes!” The voice sounded angry, but somehow I didn’t feel threatened. I strained my eyes, trying to find what it was I was supposed to be seeing. I glared at the space in front of me. I was beginning to feel like it was some kind of sick joke when I realized there was indeed something happening in front of me.

It was like a gathering. Seeing it made my eyes hurt, but I could have sworn I saw something gathering to one spot, like particles of dust coming together to form a pebble. But in this case it was something else. The space wavered for a minute like a heat haze and then the particles were pulled to whatever was there. It continued to get larger until I was looking at a shifting silvery thing the size of my thumb.

“Can you see me now?” It asked. I didn’t know what I was looking at, but it didn’t have a mouth, nor eyes. It was just a swirling, shifting thing.

“What are you?” I asked. It chuckled.

“We will get to that, but first, you need to accept me,” it said.

“Accept you?”

“Yes. You have to accept me…. Think of it like a terms and conditions thing.”

There was a brief silence as I tried to make sense of what it meant. Then I shook my head. “Oh! Right, you don’t have that here,” it sighed.

“Why do I have to accept you?”

“It is almost too late. I can do basic communications with you, but I can’t do much else. My functions have been installed, but until you accept me, you can’t make use of these functions.”

It spread and then I thought I could see it form into an idea, but then the shape distorted and it scattered. When it gathered again, it groaned in my mind.

“There is something… someone coming. An orc.”

“Orcs don’t live here, their lands are to the east of here,” I said, pointing eastward. The voice chuckled as if it couldn’t believe I was this stupid.

“Look, you have been unconscious for eight days. Merging with you was a real piece of work. And trust me, you will die the second that orc shows up.”

“I am telling you, there are no orcs here,” and as if on cue, I heard a deep roar in the distance. The sound washed over me, and almost as if I’d nearly drowned in a cold lake in winter, I shivered.

‘Fear is a corrupting thing’, my mother once said. ‘It made every sane man crazy and erased all the qualities in a good man. Fear could make the best become the worst.’ I could hear her voice in my head. It was bumping against the others—the ones telling me to run and the despair that told me I’ll be dead in minutes.

“Stop!”

The voice pushed them all away and for a second, my mind was quiet. I could feel the vibration of the orc coming. Every movement it made seemed to vibrate under my feet.

“You can beat it,” the voice said. I scoffed. The weakest orc would smash me into porridge in seconds. Goblins fought only when we had no choice and when we saw the possibility of us coming out on top. Naturally, we used traps, or ran.

“You just have to…”

“Accept you,” I cut through the voice. It hissed. Whatever it was, I couldn’t feel any threat from it. It swirled in front of me constantly, like a ball of waves rolling continuously. It amazed and scared me.

I had no idea of how exactly to accept this thing, whatever this thing was, but I thought the idea before I actually said them aloud. In the meantime the thing had disappeared. I thought something strange would happen, and I was right. I blinked and nothing came back. It was still gone.

“We’ll have to keep this for later. Right now, I will have to see what you can do and how I can help you make use of that.”

“What are you?” I couldn’t believe I had accepted it so easily. What was wrong with me? I quickly thought.

“Your new friend, Loren. That is your name, right?” I nodded. “Well, speaking plainly, I am an artificial intelligence called The Guardian. And the short version of what happened is that your world has been destroyed and now you must fend for yourself.”

“What?” I was about to curse at him, but then I felt an intense force near me as the orc walked out into the clearing. Its green skin gave me a small relief. It was a forest orc. Those were not as violent as mountain orcs. The Guardian chuckled just as I saw the bloody axe that he was dragging behind him.

“Yeah, you are screwed, Loren,” The Guardian said and then it cackled like a manic old man.
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The orc stared at me, its eyes wide with rage. One of its ears had been torn off. Blood dripped down the side of its face. I heard a low growl. It looked around, probably checking to see if there was anyone else with me. I’d seen a forest orc before, once. They tended to stay away from other races. Their cities were a little larger than Kilahead. They hated their mountain kin, like really hated them. Most of them were strong, but mostly because they liked to build.

This one looked crazed. From the wound on his side and the missing ear, I could tell he just finished fighting with someone else. Someone bigger than me.

“Guardian, what do I do?” I asked. There was silence, almost as if I hadn’t met that thing some minutes ago.

The silence made my heart pound. Fear corrupts. The words came to me but they offered no comfort, no assurance. The orc must have smelt it. I have heard that animals and some warriors can smell fear in their opponents and prey.

It snarled, his teeth were large and uneven. Saliva mixed with blood oozed down the side of its large mouth. It was heads taller than me and leagues wider. It could smash my head and whatever was in there would ooze out my nose or whatever was left of my head.

“Or you can think,” The Guardian said, and for some reason relief washed over me. “I heard you call, I just wanted to test something out.”

“What?”

“Your will.”

It wasn’t sounding playful now, nor was it mocking me. “Like him, you are at the lowest possible level, but unlike you, he starts ahead of you in strength and endurance. The system enhances everyone based on their innate attributes.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, confused and yet, surprisingly attentive.

“We will take care of that later,” The Guardian said. “For now, focus on what is in front of you. I am here to guide you, but more than that, I am helping you pull out potential you didn’t know you had.”

“Potential to fight this…” my words vanished as the orc pushed off and leapt at me. My mind locked in place and my body froze up. I watched as the axe caught the light, sparkled and then descended. The Guardian said something and just as the axe came for my head, my body moved.

I leapt left, smoothly avoiding the axe. The broad head gouged a rather large furrow in the rich dirt. As the orc continued its swing, the axe flung dirt away from it as it exited and continued on its new arc toward my neck. I ducked and the axe sailed over my head. I looked up just in time to see a large fist coming for my jaw. I dove out of the way and rolled back to my feet. How he had managed to do all those moves was beyond me.

When I stood up, my heart raced like I’d been running for hours. Everything up to that moment had seemed slow. Almost as if the orc was dragging against ropes pulling him back. I could see his movement as if I was watching him do all of it from a safe distance.

“That was interesting,” The Guardian muttered in my head. I turned around, searching for the swirling ball of particles. Its voice seemed so close, and yet it could be so far away since I could no longer see it. I’d heard of magic. There were stories of a few people being able to do extraordinary things. Legends told from time far back. And yet, what I was experiencing transcended any of that.

“I am here, Loren,” it said. “Your agility is high. Your intelligence is not so high, that might explain why you haven’t scored any hits on our foe over there… oh! It's coming.”

I snapped back quickly. This time I didn’t have time to dodge completely, the fist brushed my cheek. It was such a small contact and yet the corner of my lower lip ripped and blood filled my mouth. The pain made me wobble, but the pain sharpened my mind for a moment.

“You have to attack,” The Guardian said. “You can dodge, but if you don’t atta…”

I let the voice recede to the back of my mind. I could hear it speak, but only as a murmur. The orc dragged his axe toward me again. His eyes now dim with whatever madness had overcome him. I had to kill him; that was the simple truth.

I unsheathed my dagger while surprise flitted through my mind at the fact that it was actually there. The Guardian’s voice vanished and the pressure in my head seemed to ease. The pain receded and my vision cleared. I stepped back when the orc swung the axe at me once more. It twirled with the force, creating a roundabout slash from the momentum.

I ducked quickly and dug my dagger into his calf. He wailed, stumbled back, letting me pull the dagger out with his motion. His legs were wrapped with several layers of cloth. The wrappings were now stained a deep red. He limped forward, mouth open to make a fierce growl.

I didn’t let him. I moved in, shocking him. He swung the axe again, this time a vertical slash that would have split me in two from the force he applied. I threw myself to his right as he swung. Before he could recover, I stabbed his other calf and then dragged the knife up. His swing faltered as he grabbed with one meaty paw at his now open and bleeding calf in a feeble effort to stem the flow.

He snarled and growled. I could only imagine he was cursing even though I couldn’t understand what he was saying. I didn’t care. My heart was beating so fast. I felt bad as it writhed, holding his leg awkwardly with both hands now. The Guardian whistled.

“Look up, in front of you.”

I did. I was happy for the distraction. I was beginning to feel bad for the crying orc. He must be in pain. It looked like he would bleed to death. I could kill him and put him out of his misery, but that was not me. Not when it really came down to it.

[Dealt 19 damage]

[Dealt 32 damage]

I frowned in confusion at what I was looking at. I waved my hand to remove it, but my hand passed through and that made me step back and put my dagger up to defend myself. If someone close could do magic or something close to it, I had to be ready.

“That is the notification, dummy,” The Guardian said.

“I don’t understand.”

“Of course you don’t,” it said. “I will teach you. But for now you need to finish him.”

“Finish him?” I asked incredulously.

“Kill him, Loren,” it said. I could feel its irritation, it was lucid. “You have to kill him to get experience. You will have to get used to this. Because without experience we are weak. And when we are weak, we die easily. You don’t want to die like this orc, do you?” This was all relayed to me with a slight condescending tone.

The thought of doing it at all made my skin crawl. The sirak was a beast and it was food. I thought of it the same way I thought of deer, bulls and other wild game in the woods, but the orc was different. I’d never actually been faced with having to kill someone before. The thought had always been abstract before this. Now though?

“I can’t,” I whispered.

“Why?”

“He… he is alive, he is just like me.”

“Not really. And he just tried to kill you. Loren, a lot of people will try to kill you. Some of them will do it for what you have and others will do it to thin the numbers. The fight in front of you is not just this single fight that you have almost won. There are many more. You have to prepare yourself for what is coming and that begins with pushing your dagger through this noisy oaf.”

“You hold no regard for life,” I said. It came out as a low whisper. It hit me like I’d just run into a raging bull’s path. “You don’t know the…”

“The importance of life?” The Guardian asked. In my mind, I pictured it as an old goblin, bent with age and the burden of the long years it’d lived. Now I could see his green face pinched in a frown. He looked hurt by my words but it was the truth.

The orc’s wailing had ebbed and lowered to heavy breathing. I watched him as he tried to stop the bleeding. I couldn’t deny the truth in what The Guardian had said, but I still didn’t know what was happening. I’d never seen a forest orc with an axe, let alone tried to kill one.

“Why did you attack me?” I asked in the common language. He looked at me, his eyes slitted. Whether from pain or hatred, I couldn’t tell. Then his mouth moved. I moved closer to hear him. He spoke again and it came out as whispers. I couldn’t catch much of it.

I caught the movement of his hand quickly and pulled my head back. His dagger sank into the ground. My hand moved before I could steel myself or let my dagger fall. When I pulled back the hilt of my knife was sticking out of his throat.

The green face was stained red and blood streamed down the edges of the blade. The orc jerked violently at first, trying to keep the blood in. He could neither scream nor speak, all his words died in his mind the minute they were formed.

So this is death.

“You have hunted so many and yet this confuses you?” The Guardian asks. There was something in its voice I couldn’t quite place. When I looked back at the orc, his hands were down beside him. His eyes were dark, so dark. His mouth was slightly open and covered with bloody froth. He had choked on his blood. I didn’t want to do it.

“But you did, and if you want to live, you will do it again.”

[Congratulations! You’ve had your first victory!]

[+10 XP]

[New Title unlocked: Slasher]

Meta: This title comes with a Slasher skill. This skill automatically evolves as your stats upgrade. It uses almost no mana and can be used alone or combined with another skill.

[Merge with Guardian complete.]

[System control shared.]

“Sweet!” The Guardian said. And then it floated up so I could see it. It had a sheen I knew it didn’t have before and its swirling had slowed down. I watched it for a few seconds and then I turned back to look at the messages in front of me. Slasher seemed self-explanatory, but nothing else was clear.

“I think it is time you explained what this merging thing is,” I said and The Guardian chuckled.

“First, how about we change what I look like? I am very tired of being a swirling ball of energy, I want a face!”

“No, first, you will tell me where you are from.”

My face was slick with sweat and my shirt was soaked too. I wanted to bathe and eat and sleep, but my mind was covered in chaos and confusion.

“Look at you, green skin and fine hair and authority! You are learning already.”

I ignored its taunt, my face steel and unwavering.

“Fine…I will give you the whole message and broadcast that you missed while you snoozed for eight days. Hold your breeches, my goblin friend, you are about to be slammed by your new reality.”

I waited. There were a few minutes of silence and then I glared at it.

“Hold on a bit. This part, I have to, you know, merge with you physically for it to run smoothly.”

I frowned, and then sighed. “Get on with it.”

“Aye, cap’!” It said and then as if we were being pulled together, it rushed into my chest. There was a sharp pain and then a sharp light. “Now, we begin!” The Guardian said and then it laughed like a mad old goblin.
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Merge complete.

Linking… complete.

Guardian control commencing…

“I can’t stop loving that!” It said. Its voice was in my head, I was sure this time and somehow it annoyed me. The Guardian chuckled. “You have to get used to it, my goblin pal. We are bonded until…well, death do us part. You can’t remove our link unless you want to be a sitting duck waiting for one of the other bastards to come finish you.”

“You are supposed to be doing something,” I said, hoping it could sense my irritation. The Guardian snorted.

“Here you go, knock yourself out.”

Data retrieval requested…

Data retrieved and filtered.

There was a small vibration and my body trembled. I felt a tiny pain, as if I was pricked by a needle. The pain disappeared almost immediately and was replaced by a warm sensation that soon became incredibly hot.

Welcome, ZX-Infinite. The Kiral will now transfer the information you seek. To retrieve data, you must make a request. The Kiral is the home of knowledge—as much as the United Mind has gathered from its continuous search.

The Kiral? The name felt strange and at the same time familiar, as if I’d heard it before but had forgotten. I tried to think of it but nothing came forward.

Would you like to begin?

It took a moment, but I realized the voice I’d been listening to wasn’t The Guardian’s. Something else had taken over. Something I imagined had a better organized mind, and probably even more useful than that ball of cra…

“I can hear you, Loren,” The Guardian said. It sounded amused. “Now begin. We can’t move while you get educated and that means we are open to attacks. Of course I’d pull you out of The Kiral immediately if I sense danger.”

“How do I begin?”

“Don’t be daft, The Kiral asked you a question.”

I groaned, The Guardian sounded like a spoiled brat. I cleared my throat, and in that moment realized the warmth had disappeared too. “Let us begin,” I said, my throat feeling parched. I blinked and in the space between darkness and sight, I was pulled from the woods into a white place. It seemed as if I was surrounded by white clouds. The only things I could tell were solid were my form and the ground I stood on.

“What is this?” I asked.

“The Kiral,” a deep voice said. It was different from what I’d been listening to so far. I turned around, wondering if this was something like what The Guardian had been doing. It had sounded deep and yet clear, loud and low enough for it to not be inconvenient. It was contradictory. Even the whiteness seemed too clean.

“You are a smart one,” the voice said again. This time I could trace the direction the voice was coming from. A small black line tore down the surface of the whiteness in front of me. First was a vertical line, burned out neatly. The line stopped and then the white surface pushed toward me and a door opened to show nothing on the other side.

“Smart? Or crazy?” I muttered. Maybe it was hunger. Perhaps I’d chased the sirak for too long, much longer than I’d thought before. Maybe I was seeing things? The Guardian? The forest orc? I knew that was strange. Forest orcs were calm, and although not very friendly to others, they lived far from trouble. And that orc had come with an axe.

“What is happening to me?” I whispered.

“Your mind, primitive, even with its beautiful ability to imagine, seems to find it hard to grasp this new reality. My existence,” the voice said again. A face pushed out of the nothingness on the other side of the door. And then the rest of the creature came out. It stood taller than me, as tall as the orc I’d just killed. It looked weird, soft and strangely confident.

“What are you?” I asked, steeling myself against the urge to back away as it walked close to me. Its face was round. Somehow it looked like me and at the same time there was so much difference. Its nose, mouth, eyes and ears were all wrong. Its legs, hands and its entirety were completely different.

“I am part of The Kiral. I imagined it would be better to come before you in the form of those who have changed your world. They…we are called humans.” There was a pause, as if it was thinking and then it smiled. “I will take away your fear. We might as well begin. Your Guardian was modeled after an impatient man. A formidable mind you have bonded with.”

“Man?”

“I will let your Guardian do its job. Mine is to see to it that you get what you want. First let me make some changes. I want you to be comfortable.”

The whiteness trembled and then burst into millions, trillions of shards. Then the space we stood on started to reform. First I saw the walls take a black shade and then a bright brown sheen. The ground felt solid, but different. Then stones, polished and arranged, made a floor beneath us. The roof was high at first, then it shrunk and lowered and finally chairs filled the room and I was lowered to one. The wood seemed to quiver and envelop me as I settled on it.

I was sitting in my home. Somewhere a fire crackled to warm the whole house during winter. I looked toward the window and saw that it was covered in white. Snow! I turned to the Kiral and instead of what it had called a Human before, I was staring into the gray eyes of Kaluk Heimhall, the oldest goblin in Kilahead and the one goblin I was truly comfortable with.

But this wasn’t the strangest thing. I felt elation. Real, genuine happiness. The fear and suspicion I had before was gone. She felt familiar, as if she was really there.

“Would you like me to remove your awareness of this process?” She asked. She sounded the same as the real Kaluk. Her face rippled with lines when she smiled. Her eyes lit up with genuine care and I wanted to nod. Instead The Guardian popped up beside my face.

“Knock it out, Kiral. Your duty is data sharing, not for you to manipulate my host, you insipid piece of feces.”

The Kiral chuckled and then sat back, still using Kaluk’s face. The suspicion was back on and now there was a roaring anger raging in me. I wanted to charge at it, whatever it is and rip the smile away from its face.

“What do you want to know, Subject ZX-Infinite?” Kaluk asked. I stared at those familiar eyes for a moment, working up a question in my head while avoiding the rage a moment ago, shuffling through the legion of queries in my mind. Then I asked the obvious one.

“What happened?”

“The same question as everyone,” Kaluk said, sounding bored. “Fine.”

Data retrieval initiated.

Link to Source completed…

I jerked, pulled away from the home I’d just been in with The Kiral and my Guardian. First I was in absolute darkness and then that crumbled and beneath me was a spread of homes. In the middle was a tower and at the top of the tower was a large gemstone, the size of a boulder. I looked back down and immediately everything focused and recognition hit me hard.

“This is Jandor. This is far from Kilahead. Why am I here? Why…” the chaos ebbed from me and again the fear and confusion seemed to evaporate just as Kaluk appeared beside me. Her hunched body was covered in a thick black robe. She chuckled and shook her head.

“This was Jandor eight days ago,” she said and snapped her bony fingers. The world beneath us shimmered and everything seemed to change until the Jandor below us was nothing like the one I’d heard so much about. The houses were destroyed, the tower had fallen and there were large trees sprouting out of the remaining ruble. It looked like a forest had raced through the city and everyone was gone.

At least that was what I could see. Some of the walls were blackened, and in some places I could see bodies burned to the bones. My stomach threatened to flip, but I wouldn’t give the Kiral the satisfaction.

“This is Jandor right now. And this is what has happened all over,” he said as the city under us changed. From Krag’irth in the far south to Vals-Doroth in the east. Cities and towns razed to the ground and people died.

“Your world has been claimed by the people of Earth.”

“Earth?” I asked, confusion riddling my mind, drowning me. All of it vanished and I was left with a flat feeling of understanding and powerlessness.

“Stop that, Kiral!” My Guardian complained beside me. “Unlike humans who are used to the aids of the United Mind, Loren is still not used to my system. Keep your help to yourself and stop barging into my space. Know your place, machine.”

Kaluk chuckled, amused but unperturbed. I hated that it was using her face like that, but I turned my gaze down to the sprawl of destruction as the view slowly changed to different locations. Every sign that these cities had once stood and held people was gone. Now they looked hollow, empty. Orgrath, the largest orc nation was completely wiped out and the great statues of their rulers—past and present—were gone.

“Why?” I asked.

Data retrieval initiated.

“Human whim? Entertainment? Curiosity? Experiment? It doesn’t matter, young subject ZX-Infinite. What matters is that this new reality comes with a kill or be killed rule. You are faced with this binary now, governed by it and must abide by it.”

“What is the goal of it all?”

Data retrieval initiated.

“Survival, of course. Your survival.”

“How?” I asked. Kaluk looked at me, confused. The Guardian snorted.

“You have to be clear with your questions, Loren,” The Guardian's words came smoothly now, like soft waves.

“How did it all happen?”

Data retrieval initiated.

“Your planet is one of the many that is compatible with Huron’s Seeds. They are nanites. With enough seed you can terraform a planet. But when well engineered, they can do what you just witnessed and when properly linked they can enhance the physical and mental attributes of some species. You are one of the many successful Linkers.”

I looked down at my hands. That made sense because on a normal day that forest orc would have torn me apart like a dried tree branch. And yet I’d somehow killed him. I frowned. I didn’t feel different though. I could swear I felt just the same as I did before I started my pursuit of the sirak. "But why?"

“You can see how strong you are and what you need to do to get stronger in your stats. Your Guardian will show you all that. But what you need to know is that you are faced with a very harsh reality now. You can’t be weak. The weak get destroyed now. In the many races in this world, yours is among the weakest. And you are not even one of the Chosen. You have the mind to leap out of whatever category the suits up there imagine for your race and you have your Guardian, the rest is up to you.”

The Guardian disappeared for a few seconds and appeared.

“Great! Kiral, we have to go,” The Guardian said and before I could speak, the world faded and then I was falling until I heard The Guardian calling me.

My eyes snapped open and I was in the woods again. The sight of trees and light confused me. Somehow I expected Kaluk to clear my mind of the confusion, but nothing happened.

“Stop blinking and listen,” The Guardian said. "Look."

"Where?" Then I caught sight of the spinning ball of energy. It was crimson now. “Yeah, those dang engineers color coded me. This means danger. We have to leave.”

I looked around half expecting another orc, but I saw nothing. The Guardian hissed, his emotion slamming into me. I felt a wave of irritation and then bile rushed up my throat. I swallowed, thought about picking up the orc’s axe and decided to just run instead grabbing my dagger as I went to rush away.

“Good choice,” The Guardian said. I turned to run but a sharp warning passed through our link and I felt my body tremble as if someone had almost killed me. I couldn’t explain nor did I understand what The Guardian sent through our link, but I knew what was in that direction was bad. Whatever was coming would definitely kill me.

I moved the other way and ran. My legs moved faster than they had ever moved before. Trees blurred beside me and the greens vanished. I wondered if it was my mind or maybe I was flying. The Guardian snorted loudly in my mind. I wondered if it was possible to do something about the link, but at that moment the thought vanished. Replaced with the danger behind me. I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it. Like a heavy breath brushing against the back of my neck.

Some years ago there’d been a story about a handful of hunters being chased back by large beasts. Some people said the beasts were not usually found near Kilahead. One of the hunters said they ran for so long he felt his leg would crack and break off. Back then, with many other children, I’d listened and laughed and watched that hunter talk and smile and drink as others laughed at his story.

Now as I ran for my life, I realized how crazy we all must have seemed to that hunter. He’d laughed with us, but he must have envied our cluelessness.

“Don’t look back, Loren!”

I didn’t. I really didn’t want to. A foul smell was spreading through the woods and sweat was stinging my eyes. I feared my heart would explode if I ran anymore and yet I couldn’t bring myself to stop. Fear not only corrupted my thoughts, it pushed me forward. My mind could think of nothing else but running away. Goblins were not as strong as orcs, or smart as elves, but we were agile. I could usually move very fast and now it seemed like I was running twice as fast. Maybe three times. But whatever was chasing me was on my tail. Even a moment’s rest would have them on me and I didn’t need to look back to know I wouldn’t survive that.

The trees seemed to go forever, and I was beginning to feel tiredness creep up my legs. I imagined how sad it would be if I fell and whatever was behind me got to me. Then the trees started to thin. Large spaces between trees told me I was coming out soon. The mountains in the distance made me hesitate. I was running far from Kilahead, far from home.

“Go!” The Guardian yelled in my head and before I could think of a reason not to, leapt out, crossing into the flatland covered in low grass. But beyond was a slope, which seemed to dip toward the mountains. Toward Fey-Rock, a small town, an orc town.
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Before the mountains, there was a settlement I hadn’t heard about before. It looked as deserted as every other place The Kiral had shown me. The houses were made from what looked to be soft wood with packed dirt around them. There were twenty homes, or what used to be homes. No one was there, and as I ran toward the center of what could have been a small goblin village, I saw the well. I wondered if I could shimmy down there, but that was crazy.

“You might as well wait for that beast to kill you,” The Guardian said. I agreed. I needed a better covering, somewhere to hide for it to pass before I moved on. The mountains were bolder now, larger than I’d ever seen them. Before the foot of the first mountain is Fey-Rock, home of some of the meanest mountain orcs.

“Don’t think too far ahead; for now, hide,” The Guardian advised. I found a small covering where logs formerly used to make the pillars of what might have been a storage space had caved in to form a small hollow. I could squeeze myself in there and wait.

“Or you could get crushed by those logs,” The Guardian said. He was skeptical, but he was not saying I shouldn’t do it. I ran to the small opening and pushed through. I thought the beast was far behind before, but as I pushed and forced my way in, I felt the small tremors in the ground, too tiny to feel when I was running like a mad child. My head drummed with pain and worse of all, I could feel a sharp sting on the sole of my left foot.

The earth shivered more and harder as the beast got closer. Then I heard the grunt. It sounded like a bull. I saw only its feet as it ran past, they were the size of an orc. But they looked nothing like any orc I’d ever seen or heard about. The snarling and grunts were definitely that of a beast, but the feet had the distinct color of what The Kiral had first looked like before it became Kaluk.

“Human?” I thought.

“No, worse, my friend.” The Guardian said, followed by a hushing sound. I thought the beast was gone, but apparently not. Its large feet moved past again, this time I saw the difference, where The Kiral’s form had smooth skin, this beast looked as if its feet were covered in scales. Large, hard scales. I wondered if the rest of its body had those too.

“Shhh,” The Guardian said, picking on my urge to ask him further questions about the beast. I nodded, making my breaths shallow and quiet. The ground smelled of something I wasn’t sure I’d smelled before. I’d seen meat burn on a spit, I’d heard stories of men burning and yet, the foul smell oozing from the soil I laid on choked me. It was hard to remain quiet.

“Piss and the dead,” The Guardian remarked. “Fear makes you living creatures do weird things to yourself. I have a memory of humans doing worse things though.”

These humans. I wondered what they were. They seemed stronger than us, not just the goblins. All of us. Jandor was one of the largest cities and it had been populated by all species under the sky. The law there held off violence as much as was possible. People still found ways around it. There was always news of orcs killing dwarves and some elves missing.

Somehow, this world had avoided any major war. Perhaps the multitude of kings had witnessed the effects of war and understood the number of casualties they’d face would leave them with a legacy of blood and loss. No one wanted a legacy such as that.

I shook the thoughts out of my head and reached within me until I could feel my connection with The Guardian. It stirred and snorted.

“Nice, Loren. What?”

“Is it gone?”

It sighed, either irritated or disappointed. I picked disappointed because it said, “You need to work on your perception.”

Then the ball of energy, now silvery and looking pale ejected out of me and floated away. I waited, breath held in wait of whatever news The Guardian would bring. My head hurt and I was hungry. I’d die from starvation before anyone got the opportunity to cut me in two at this rate.

The Guardian floated back and hovered close to my face. “Yes, it has gone back to the woods. I think it’s an incomplete Hunter.”

“Hunter?”

“They were made to look like your orcs,” The Guardian offered. “What The Kiral said about you needing to survive, well, the humans through the United Mind have made sure it won’t be easy.”

“What is the United Mind?” I asked. I’d wondered what it was from the moment I heard it, but The Kiral didn’t seem interested in helping. It had seemed to pursue its own need for entertainment. The Guardian’s frustration leaked into me. Our link was gaining stability every minute. Although this…system? Had said we were completely linked, it was obvious that gradual acceptance was important as well.

“Think of it as a hive mind. The Kiral is the depository of all that acquired knowledge. It is constantly being shared and being shared to. The bastard gets more fun than some of us. Anyway, you might want to get out of there and get moving forward.”

“Forward?”

“Yes, child… or fledgling?” The Guardian chuckled. “Your home, Kilahead, is gone, Loren. There is nothing behind you. I imagine it was among the first that was destroyed. The Federation started with small settlements. They believe in being thorough. And they were. The first phase of this madness is to cause a sense of confusion and hopelessness that you feel now.”

I dragged myself out of the space and dusted off my body. I could tell I smelled worse than a slaughterhouse, but I felt better just standing there.

“The Kiral had said there was a way to know how strong I am and how to get stronger?”

“Yeah,” The Guardian said and then scoffed. “But first, let us do something about my form. You promised, rugrat. I won’t let you break that sweet sacred thing.”

I rolled my eyes, more amused than annoyed. He pushed a feeling through our link and I chuckled. Even when I couldn’t decipher what he meant or what the feeling was, I felt a sweet sensation. Relief, maybe? I nodded and found something to sit on. It was a small stone, cut round and smooth at the top. High enough to be a chair.

“How do I do that?” I asked.

“Form and balance is all in the mind. You just have to want it and then imagine it. The system works according to your thoughts and speech. Actually that is wrong, you access it with thoughts and speech. You query it with that too. You can remake my form with your thoughts. Whatever you do, make sure I’m formed.”

I nodded, trying to let what he’d just shared settle down in my mind. It was like magic. There were stories that the elves in Frithmair could use magic stones to cast spells. Stories, Kaluk had said, were all they were. Stories that a young goblin shouldn’t bother his head about. Look at me now, Kaluk, I am doing something the elves would have only dreamt about.

“Not really, Loren. The Frithmair elves are, well, strong,” The Guardian said. I glared at it and its imaginary mouth smacked shut. I thought about changing its form and a message popped up in front of me, like those notification things The Guardian talked about before.

Guardian redesign functions equipped.

Administrative access needed.

Access granted…

Proceed, Subject ZX-Infinite.

I ignored the messages and focused on what I wanted it to look like. I wanted it to look strong and smart at the same time. It flew already, so maybe wings? Like birds? I closed my eyes, created the image in my mind until it felt perfect.

“This is interesting,” The Guardian remarked. Its voice was different, it sounded more familiar, like a goblin’s. I opened my eyes to see what I’d created and gasped. The Guardian was staring at me with an elven head and a green orc midsection. It was tiny, but the wings on its back fluttered like that of a Barderd. It was colorful and flapped with such speed that I could only see the hint of its blue shade.

“It is fortunate that no one gives you goblins the ability to create beings. The humans have weird ideas, but they always find some form of beauty to gift their creations.” I chuckled.

“Can I change it?” I asked.

“Fortunately, you can. And this time, how about you keep it simple?”

I nodded. This time I didn’t close my eyes and it was easier. It felt like I knew what I was doing, as if that first error had given me a small measure of experience. I watched The Guardian decouple, each part separating until it all hovered in front of me, leaving a small ball of swirling fire in the middle.

“What is that?” I asked, and this time the answer came to me. There was no voice. It just felt like I’d known what it was since forever. A core. The Guardian’s core. I nodded and started my work.

A strand of light stretched from the core to the parts hovering on either side of it. The parts seemed like they were absorbed into the core. It flickered, blazing harder for a moment and then going back to its normal swirling pattern.

Then the form stretched outward, forming a neck and chest and torso and stretched down to become legs and feet. The body was pale, the skin was absolutely void of blemish and as the face formed, I realized I was making an elf. The face seemed too long, but I fixed that. I imagined elves had marks on their faces too, unlike goblins. But their hair was long. The Guardian’s hair was silvery, glowing softly for a second. Then the whole light shimmering around its skin ebbed to nothing.

When The Guardian’s eyes opened they were pale blue. It looked good, but there was something else.

“I will take care of that,” it said. Robes covered the body, boots formed around its feet and its hair was braided by the side and the braids used as a knot to restrict the rest of the hair. “Not bad.”

“I have never seen elves,” I said. The Guardian chuckled.

“I guess the world will be shocking to you.”

There was silence for a while. It was about ten inches in height and it flew close to me hovering before my eyes. “Ugh, you stink now that I can actually smell you.” I chuckled and stood up.

“How about a name though?”

“A name?”

“Yeah. You can’t keep calling me The Guardian. I am a person now. Still made out of collected energy, but I have a form now. I am a male elf for chrissakes!”

“Huh?” I scratched my face, trying to remember any elf name I’d heard from stories and songs. None came to mind. “How about Menel?” I asked.

“What does it mean?”

“Sky, I think, in elvish. I’d heard it somewhere. It is not a name, it is just what the sky is called. It fits because, you know, you fly.”

“Fine,” he said and his body shimmered, golden streaks of light enveloped him and when it burst and dissolved, he looked a lot more alive.

Re-creation completed.

Guardian name: Menel

All functions online.

Final stage of synchronization complete.

Would Subject ZX-Infinite like to change designation?

I looked at Menel, my confusion apparent. He chuckled and transmitted what the message meant to me. I nodded and confirmed that I would like to change the designation.

Mention new designation:

Again, I looked at Menel. He rolled his eyes and explained. I called my name out loud.

New designation: Loren

Welcome, Loren, to the United Mind. The Federation blesses you!

[+20 XP]

[New level achieved]

Meta: All stats are active and buffed by one point after every level up! All skills gain +1 damage after every level up.

“What is this?”

“Your notification log, Loren. There is a lot to explain, but for now we have to move.” There was no sense of danger in Menel’s voice, but The Guardian was more advanced in hiding things like that. But still I had no idea where to go. The farthest I’d been away from Kilahead was the ground I now stood.

“First we need a safe place to rest for the night,” Menel observed. He was right. The sky was going dark as the sun dipped. There was no other way to go than toward Frey-Rock. If I was lucky, I could find somewhere to rest, a barn that hadn’t been crushed or somewhere I could hide in. I needed food too. I was getting weak and even I could tell that moving further without eating wasn’t smart.

“We find food and rest and I will teach you about your stats and how we will dominate this sirak!”

“What?”

“Never mind. Be prepared though, Loren. Monsters are not the only things out there. Beasts like those Hunters and many more adversaries await you in this new world. The elves are not so pure and orcs are not always evil.”

“We have had many battles with orcs. Not in Kilahead, but many other goblin towns and cities. The further we go though, to those large cities, the friendlier everyone is. In Jandor, they hav…had a council that ruled. The council had two of each race. They delegated and ruled. Jandor was good. I always wanted to go there.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“From Kilahead to Jandor would cost silver or gold coins that I didn’t have,” I said. But the real reason was because the real world outside Kilahead scared some of us. Many went out every year to see what the world had to offer, but most never came back. And traveling wasn’t always safe. Or so I had heard.

Menel didn’t speak. He seemed to be in his thoughts, but I could feel and hear nothing through our link. I wondered how he did that. We walked toward the mountains in silence. They were tall, stretching to the sky until it seemed like they got lost in the clouds. They served as cautionary landmarks for some mothers back in Kilahead. So many stories made from what laid down here. Stories that were both false and true in a twisting way.

The closer I got, the harder it was to mask my fear.

“You need to get so powerful that things like this wouldn’t be worth mentioning,” Menel remarked. He flew beside me, keeping pace even though he could fly ahead of me.

“How?” I asked, whispering.

“I will show you.”
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The entrance into Frey-Rock was smashed to ruins. The walls stood in half stones, or heaps of debris. I’d never seen the walls before, but I’d heard they were high. All of that was gone. Even the part that still stood looked like a dwarf of what they must have been once. The gate was gone too, lost underneath the rubble. I walked around the heap, giving it enough space to stay clear of any loose stones.

“They did a number on this place,” Menel said. His voice now sounded familiar enough for it not to bother me. His new form was even more comfortable to walk with unlike how terrifying he’d been as a ball of energy. Not that I’d openly admit that.

“What do you mean?” I asked, not understanding what he said.

“Oh! I mean they damaged this place really well,” Menel said. It was dark already so I couldn’t see much beyond a few yards. What I did see seemed like the aftermath of a war. The orcs that lived here had made the walls to ward off both beasts and other more ferocious clans of orcs . Not whatever the humans had used to crush this place.

As we walked through the town, a stench wafted in the air. It was strong, getting even more intense as we walked further into the town. Moonlight filtering through the cloud cover illuminated the destruction, unveiling the damages as if peeling a scab off to show a fresh wound.

I’d never seen so many dead orcs. Really never so many dead things in general, all at once. Some died in their homes, some had tried to flee their homes and shops and wherever they were destruction rained down on them. Most of them probably died without knowing what attacked them. They were just fodder, the ones who didn’t survive the aftermath.

“Focus,” Menel said. His voice was firm and yet a little bit comforting. Unlike before where he would have made fun about how weak I was, he didn’t. Instead, I felt a steady stream of worry from him. I remembered when he’d warned The Kiral off. It felt good, absolutely amazing.

“How did you do all this?” I asked. The streets were littered with carts and dead bodies on mounts, destroyed fruits and wares that had been ruined beyond use both from the destruction all around and the days since the world had been changed. I walked gingerly, trying with little progress to avoid bodies and debris. I had to watch closely or I’d fall on my face and somehow I could sense a million eyes on us.

“It was easy, really. With the weapons humans have now and the data the United Mind has cultivated, humans can capture any world they desire. You are not the first, Loren, you won’t be the last.”

“But why?”

“It is a basic endeavor. The strong trample on the weak. It is deep in the system of things and this is just one projection of it. You will understand soon. Or maybe you won’t. You have to get strong…” he stopped and turned three-sixty and then muttered something I couldn’t hear.

“We are being watched,” Menel said. His robe fluttered in the night wind and sometimes I imagined a hard wind taking him like a storm tears through dry leaves. I nodded. I’d felt it since we crossed the entrance to the town. Someone or something was waiting, measuring me to see how strong I was or they were scared.

I hoped it was the latter.

“Do you know what or who it is?” I asked. My body was warming up, my heart was racing too. Fear corrupts. I tried to remind myself of the effects of fear. The mantra never helped, but nothing ever did. I was soon to be a dead pile of goblin skin, I thought.

“Calm down, Loren. You act out and we all die. I was hoping we’d find food and shelter first so we can go into the details of your stats, but just listen.”

I nodded, fighting against the intense need to look around and search out whoever it was scouting us.

“It might just be a wolf,” Menel said. I nodded. But I knew it wasn’t. In the few days after the breaking, the world had upended, but still I didn’t expect to see a wolf here. They should be far back in the Altair Grove where prey was plenty and there was little danger of them being killed.

“The problem we have right now is your health, I am sure you’ve been feeling it. You have been getting weaker and weaker. You need something to eat. It is a miracle that you’ve held up this long. Starving affects your general bar.”

“What?”

“I will explain better, I just need you to know one thing. Whatever is watching us, you don’t have to fight it. You just have to run.” I nodded. I liked that idea. I wasn’t ready for another battle to the death and I could confirm that I was getting weaker. Another fight would probably mean my death. I checked to make sure my dagger was still with me, and it was. At least having that was reassuring if I needed to fight, I could.

“You don’t have the strength nor mana to fight right now, and you are starving. And there is something completely off about this person or beast. You have to run away.”

I nodded, preparing myself to take off the second I noticed anything suspicious. The moon was bright, which caused the broken and jagged odd remaining walls to cast shadows making it look like something was there when there really wasn’t.

As we made our way toward the center, I scanned for any building intact enough I could hide in. That would help with a place to rest and I didn’t mind sleeping without food. I could hopefully find something the next morning.

“That would be a bad idea. It would be far better if whatever is lurking in the shadows leaves. You need sustenance. You have healed from the fight from that orc, but still, your health pool is so low you might fall down any minute, let alone run. Sleeping might even see you miss the next tomorrow.”

“I can die from exhaustion?” I asked and Menel nodded, I felt the affirmation through our link as well. The darkness was split into forms that both frightened and agitated me. In addition, my starving was beginning to make walking severely stressful.

My back grew icy from the cold wind pushing against it. The smell of the dead made my stomach turn, but I held it in. Menel flew forward, not more than a couple paces away from me. I had not asked, but I wondered what would happen to him if I died. Would he just reform into a massive ball of energy or would he simply dissolve like dust, dying with me?

Seeing as he could read my thoughts and could freely tap into my emotions, I imagine he knew I was curious about these things. And if he was not sharing the answers, then the answers were bad for him. He was a talkative creature. He liked to prove he was smart. I feel I would have known if they were good.

I saw a form in the distance, and then another. Then I realized I was walking a winding path into another street. Here, the homes were not completely ruined. At least that was what my limited vision told me. Menel flew forward and then disappeared into a house. I waited for a few seconds and then followed him in.

The house looked like it had been looted, everything was gone except furniture that was too heavy to carry. Menel scoffed.

“They were still able to carry things? Quite greedy,” he said. I shook my head, turning to peep out the door we’d walked in through. It creaked, shook and I saw that it would fall off if manhandled. The roof was half gone, blown away by something I couldn’t imagine. The walls were made from stones. Most orcs made their homes with stone—mountain orcs especially.

They hated weakness. Anything, anyone that showed a hint of frailty was shunned from society. Their old ones were separated when they got too old to be useful in a fight. They were then called elders, not as respected as those who could fight, but their wisdom would be invaluable.

All this I’d learned from Kaluk or some of the few merchants who came to Kilahead. They knew all the stories, and had walked most lands under the protection of the Merchants Rule. Most were goblins, but I’d seen a few orcs, halflings. Never an elf.

This house provided little to no protection, but it felt good to be surrounded by walls again. I walked from the cold large space that must have been the common room and entered a smaller room. There was a bed in the middle, dragged haphazardly, as if whoever dragged it wasn’t thinking. The bed itself was a slab of wood arranged to form a flat surface, and should have had some kind of material for sleeping on. All that remained was the flat slab. I laid on the flat surface and tried to stop thinking. I intended to lay just long enough for whatever to pass.

The thoughts wouldn’t stop, so I decided to let them in. I imagined everyone I’d known right before this happened. Little Aiju, with his teeth just coming out. Frepa and Loo who liked to learn sword fighting but couldn’t because their movements were slow and lazy.

My parents.

They were all probably dead.

Kilahead had been the whole world to me. I’d expected to change. I wanted to travel the large sea using the ships that take people from our side of the world to cities like Jandor and Horniel. These were places I would never see now. And even if I did, they wouldn’t be the same.

“You don’t have time for tears, Loren,” Menel said. I hadn’t known he was there. He must have done that intentionally. I sniffled, and hurriedly wiped tears I didn’t even know I was shedding. My chest heaved and my eyes were wet again. I could see their faces, the agony and confusion that they must have experienced in the last moments.

“They might have survived. Not all of them, but some… your father? He looks like the type to survive.” I chuckled. Not because he was wrong, but because I couldn’t imagine it. Kilahead was removed from the world. Whole in its peace, except when stray orcs raided the village and even then, those were settled quietly.

This was different. If a city as huge and guarded as Jandor could fall under the weight of whatever had crushed it, then Kilahead had no chance. They wouldn’t have survived. They were weak, rendered so by the years and years of the quiet peace they’d had.

Those who knew how to handle their daggers only knew how to hunt. Few knew how to string a bow and even less knew the movements in sword fight. It was severely unlikely that they survived. Then it struck me that I should have gone back. I shouldn’t be here, in a dark room, hiding from what I had no idea about.

I wouldn’t be this troubled if I knew what Kilahead faced. Wars had overlooked us for years. Nations, kings and other rulers had fought and not once had Kilahead been involved. Maybe this had swept past too, not touching what it couldn’t see?

“Trust me, you are beginning to sound like an unrealistic idiot,” Menel taunted. For a moment anger flared in me. My nostrils widened as I tried to contain the rage and then the ember flickered and common sense snuffed out the last of the flames.

Menel was right. I was pathetically grasping at straws.

“You should be focused on trying to survive. There is more to this you still don’t know. Much of which you have to learn for yourself. You can’t do much if you do not know what to do.” The silence after that was so heavy I had to sigh to ease it off my mind. I sat up, faced Menel.

“Teach me, then,” I said, resigned to the new fate that stared me in the face. It was either forward or a quick death. I had no choice, no other chance.

“I intend to. Even if you had stayed on that dang bed. Even if I have t...”

“Menel,” I said and The Guardian stopped and then nodded before flying closer to my face.

“Great, I see your resolve, brat. First you have to know what you have and what you can do with the system. For that we have to begin with your stats.”

“Stats?”

“They are a medium by which your power and abilities are measured. The higher they are, the stronger and smarter you are. Understand?” I nodded.

“How do I get these…stat?”

“You already got ‘em, Loren. Remember what I sa—”

A blue rectangle popped out in front of me, just like those notifications before. It had my name, and some other things I didn’t understand at first.

[Stat Log]

Name: Loren Oldrych

Race: Goblin

Type: Unassigned

Level: 2

Strength: 9

Agility: 18

Endurance: 8

Intelligence: 6

Perception: 3

Mana Capacity: 5

XP: 70/200

“I see why you could move like that when you were fighting with the orc. Your agility is crazy for a level two goblin.” Menel stated. I stared at the numbers, not understanding much of it, but I was grasping some of it. I could feel Menel's eyes on me, but I was too taken by what I was looking at. It was just numbers, but it told me so much. The number in my intelligence made me cringe.

“This is your base stat. The more you level up, the stronger you’ll be.”

“How do I do that?” This had sprouted a lot of possibilities in my mind and I could tell Menel was catching up because he smiled and nodded.

“There are many ways you can level up, the most straightforward way is getting experience points. Once you fill that, you get boosted automatically and all your stats get a plus one increase. You get stronger, but not by much.”

“That sounds…slow,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound greedy. Menel nodded again.

“It is slow. It is the safest way. You avoid beasts like the one we are hiding from, stay alive to fight smaller ones and defeat people who come after you. But there is a faster way.”

I nodded, worried I already knew what he was about to say.

“Defeating worse and stronger foes. In the hierarchy of creatures you have to defeat, the orc you defeated was in the dregs. You defeat stronger foes and get skills and experience points and sometimes bonuses. You get to loot them and maybe you get assigned a type.”

“What’s a type?”

“Right now, you are just a goblin. You need a type to build on. Something like being a warrior or a ruler or a magician or some kind of mix. The system suggests types for you and you pick whichever suits you best. But you have to reach level five and your stats need to be higher than this for you to withstand the process.”

“So I need to kill to get stronger,” I said, feeling physically sick at the thought that I’d be taking more lives. Menel stared at me, his silence speaking more than words would have said. You have no choice. To survive is to end another’s life. It is the new reality.

“I get it,” I said.

“Good, there is a third one. Quests. And I think you will see that soon enough. Now pull up your Notification log. We have some things to do.”

Despite Menel’s earlier worry of my resting in my current state, after a number of hours devoted to learning the system, I was exhausted. There wasn’t much I could do about the need for sleep, and Menel reluctantly acquiesced. Before I knew it, I was fast asleep with the thought of finding food as my next most immediate action. Hopefully I awake.
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Morning came with no relief. If anything the hunger was heavier, but at least I awoke. I could see Frey-Rock clearly and the destruction was more than I thought it was the night before. The bodies multiplied as if they’d been added while I rested. There was nothing to salvage, no one to save here. I saw them all sprawled everywhere. There were some that I couldn’t look at. With light came a clarity that I hadn’t expected. One I should have prepared myself for. I’d never seen young orcs before, and now I saw the dead everywhere. I was beginning to lose faith in finding anything to salvage, let alone eat. And the dead were not on the menu.

We were near the center of Frey-Rock. I wasn’t sure where I was going, but my conversation with Menel last night gave me an idea. If all I needed to do was build up my power, then I would have to go to cities. There would be targets there for me to defeat and grow from. And then I’d go look for my family. I needed to be sure about their death. Being stronger ensured I would have a chance at surviving long enough to determine their fate, whatever it might have been.

I had to be sure or I’d spend a long time hoping they weren’t or blaming myself for not being there when they wanted me. I learned a lot last night. Menel taught me so much about the system that now I could see why it was so special. The possibilities the system offered were surreal.

Yet, the trade wasn’t balanced. We were given something of such magnitude, and in the end we’d lost much more. I wondered how many kids were out there, searching for their parents and friends like I was. Or parents looking for their children. It was a messy scale, but at least they’d given us something to survive the onslaught.

“There is nothing to feel thankful for, Loren,” Menel said. Sometimes he would sound sympathetic. It was as if he couldn’t really decide what side he was on. He’d witnessed the destruction. To him it was simply an event. He’d felt nothing about it. He was neither alive nor dead. It was almost worrying to know that he could process emotion as cave tunnels felt wind. He didn’t feel them.

“Your world was taken, there is no gift that would balance that scale.”

I nodded. He was right.

The smell was less now as a cool morning breeze blew through. The warmth of the morning sun made me twitch. My body ached and itched. I needed a bath, and food. It would take a long trek toward the next town, and I needed to scavenge for food. After that I might be ready to hunt some beasts and grow.

“You remember what I told you?” I nodded.

“The different levels of beasts and how I can tell what level they are?” I asked and Menel agreed. His robe had changed to a clean and majestic purple, gilded at the edge with gold threads that made up golden petals or something similar. They were too small to see. His hair shone silver even in daylight and in all he looked like royalty.

“Repeat it to me,” he said. I sighed. He’d done much of this the night before. He was like a stubborn teacher, unyielding until he was sure the knowledge was buried in the walls of my skull. I nodded.

“Every monster is split into three tiers. The low, mid and high tiers. At the top of their heads I’ll see the indicator. Yellow for low, purple for mid and red for high. For now I should take care of the yellows. Also this doesn’t apply to people. Orcs and other races wouldn’t have this kind of classification, only monsters that had been let out to make…this fun?” I asked at the end, still unsure as to why that sounded like the humans were using us for a game.

Menel approved. “There is much more you need to know, but those will become clear to you as we move forward.”

“Wouldn’t it be smart to learn everything now?” I asked. We were walking through a street, or more fittingly, making our way through the detritus. The roads looked to have been constructed from old stones fitted together. I imagined the streets had not been redone in years and under the debris would be potholes and cracks. I stopped at an intersection, looked both ways and took the left toward what I thought to be the trading area. Maybe we would have better luck finding things that could be useful. Like food. My stomach growled in response.

In Kilahead, the market was an ever buzzing place. People traded as long as there was light. At night they locked up their stores but their wares were always there, protected by hired help and guards. There were a few stories of theft, but nothing worrying.

I couldn’t remember any time Kilahead had a real crime problem. The small town was ruled by Kasim, the bull chief. His words were law. People respected him, no one feared him. They respected him because under his leadership, things worked out well. Kilahead prospered and was relatively safe.

He was more of a merchant than a fighter. He had friends, many of whom were merchants like him. We called him the bull chief because of how big he was, and the roundness of his stomach. The man drank as much as three men and talked too much. But he was useful.

And now. He was probably dead.

The road took us directly to what seemed to be a different looking part of Frey-Rock. The houses here were smashed and shattered like everything else so far, but this rubble looked different, somehow. The smell here was terrible, but under it I thought I could perceive something different. It felt light, sweeter.

There were flowers, some trampled on and dead, but they were here. Unlike the part of the town we’d slept in last night, this part seemed like the home of the elite orcs.

“This is not where I hoped to go, but there should be food here,” Loren stated, as his stomach once again growled.

We walked from one ruin to the other, until we got to one of the homes that was only half gone. Most of the walls that were destroyed during the breaking had cracked and fallen except for a few. Wind and light filtered through holes in the walls and the now open roof.

Luckily there wasn’t much to wade through inside. Menel expressed his worry that the walls might fall on me if I was not careful, so I tried not to touch anything or move too fast. I knew a little about the rich. They hid food and wines and money as if they expected everyone to steal from them.

As I walked from room to room, I hoped wherever these were hidden, it wouldn’t be blocked by fallen bricks and logs. That would be annoying. I wasn’t sure I could push a stone at the moment. Everything ached. Menel said it was the effect of my health bar reducing. He’d shown me the indicator that would tell me when I was in the safe area and when I was getting dangerously close to my death.

The starvation and damages I’d accumulated the day before had pushed me to the brink. Leveling had allowed me to heal the damages, but what I needed now was food.

I eventually found a door with a lock hanging from the hasp used to secure it. It was different from the others. The wood was thick, but the lock was unsecured. I pushed the door slightly and the cracks stretched up the wall on both sides of the door. I watched, hoping it wouldn't fall and when nothing more happened, I walked into the room, one cautious step at a time.

Inside was dark, but Menel glowed a soft gold and illuminated the place. I almost laughed immediately when I saw what was in there. I should have known I wouldn’t be the first to get here. An orc child was curled up in the middle of the room. Immediately we entered, he sprang up and glared.

I could see the bread in his fist and the knife in his other hand. He looked young, maybe his seventh year. But mountain orcs were different. They had a firm grip on weapons from birth and could slaughter animals once they reached fifteen. The boy had his knife pointed at me. I didn’t move, I didn’t want to agitate him.

“Don’t move too much or you will bring this whole place down on us,” I said in the common tongue. But he obviously couldn’t understand because he charged at me. I sidestepped to the left and watched him run out and away.

I watched him go until I was sure he wouldn’t come back and then I turned to what was left in the storage.

“We have to be fast,” Menel said. I agreed. The boy was innocent, but if there were other orcs in Frey-Rock, they’d be here sooner than I could take two bites of anything.

Stored spice and old grain smell made this room a little more comfortable, but it was the bread and fruit I was there for. I picked up a small bag I found on a nearby shelf and packed as much as I could. I couldn’t take much because it would go bad after a while and I had a feeling there were others who would need this place soon.

“That was fast,” Menel muttered as we left the storage. A nod from him confirmed what I thought. The kid had gone to bring some others. Sometime between when we slept and the many times I woke up during the night, I’d figured out that it probably wasn’t a monster watching us last night. It could just be orcs. But why didn’t they attack?

As I walked out of the house, bag hanging from my shoulder, I realized they probably thought I’d be gone in the morning. And since it hadn’t exactly been bright enough to see last night, they may have thought I was a monster.

They were outside waiting for me. Menel merged with me, which I was still getting used to, as I walked out of the building. I felt so weak I could easily be punched to death. The orcs that stood outside though were old. Old orcs were still orcs though. And mountain orcs of all ages were terrifying. These ones had scars all over their arms. Their faces were dry and their skins sagged, while some of them gripped weapons in their hands with certainty.

Behind them, a small distance away was the boy. He looked different now, almost smiling. Some orcs hated goblins. It had been so for so long, ever since both races had been this far south. I didn’t know why, but I figured it was about wars and lands. Old grudges that had been passed down generations. And whatever grudge that was, it still looked to burn like a forge fire in these old orcs.

“You will have to leave that bag, pup,” one of the orcs said. His face had marks, not scars. Just writings in their language that I couldn’t decipher. Old age was obvious in his eyes, mouth and chest. His belly was round, but I could see some of his ribs.

“There is plenty in there for you,” I replied, bowing slightly. If there was any way I would be getting out of this situation, it would be by showing respect. “I am sorry I trespassed, but you have seen the devastation that has happened to the world. Everyone needs all the food they can get. You don’t have to take mine. Ask him,” I gestured at the boy behind the elders.

Both orcs stared at me, confused. They must have expected me to be foul and angry. The hatred was from both sides after all. But I needed to survive, and I didn’t really care about the old hatred. I took a step forward and both orcs raised their blades. I had never seen blades like that. The hilt was wrapped in cloth and leather, and the curved blade was sharp on both sides.

“You pretend to want just the food and yet you kill our young ones? I have always known your kind is cruel, but now I see you are devious as well.”

“Kill your young ones?” That surprised me.

“You pretend to not know?” The other orc asked. With his blade, he pointed at me. “Just last night, we found another one with his chest cut open. We are faced with this,” he gestured at everything around us, and continued. “And you slimy bastards think you can take this opportunity to kill us?”

My mind was rushing through what he just said. I worked out two possibilities. Menel didn’t object so I figured he was thinking the same thing.

“How long have these deaths been happening?”

Both orcs seemed confused for a moment. Orcs were not the smartest, but they were not stupid either. The orc with markings on his face was the one that spoke up.

“Three nights ago, right after we saw the first group of goblins travel through Frey-Rock. At least that was what we thought. We let them go, watching from the dark to be sure they were not trying to stay. Then Doloth died, gutted like a hunted animal.”

I shook my head, trying to push away the excitement jumping in me. That was good news. If goblins had passed here, that meant they were from Kilahead. My family could be safe.

I told you it was possible, Menel said, his words washing my mind like a cold stream after a hot day. I smiled. Then I realized the problem was far from over. I could try running, but these orcs were not the only orcs here. I didn’t need what Menel called perception to know that there were others, probably stronger, hiding away.

“Were you the ones watching us last night?”

“No one watches anymore. Goblin, your questions ar…”

“Then you need to know that there is something here, killing your people,” I said. Then an idea bloomed in my mind and I felt Menel’s hesitation. But he didn’t speak, so I took that as an agreement.

“I will kill it for you, for a price.”

“Insolent mud-pool. Therea will take your head and gouge out your eyes. You have slain us and now you take us for fools?” The other orc demanded. “Therea, that is a goddess right?”

I ignored Menel’s question, thinking up a way to convince them, and then it occurred to me that I could just show them.

“I will show you this beast,” I said and both men frowned, confused on what to do. I waited for a minute and then turned around, looking at several places where I thought people could hide.

“I will show you what is killing your people, and then I will kill it. For that, I want a horse!” My voice was weak, even when I screamed. But after a few seconds, they all slunk out from where they had been hiding. About twenty of them. And from the crowd, a large orc pushed his way out. I knew immediately that he was their leader.
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“These beasts,” Jimmy said as he watched the screen before him. His partner, Oswald turned to him, eyes questioning until Jimmy pointed to the screen. On it an elf was fighting against something that looked like an elf, but not quite. They’d been fighting for minutes now and it seemed like the mixed breed was going to win. The elf had been winning in the earlier part of the fight though, then things had turned around swiftly.

“It depends on who you are talking about, Jim,” Oswald replied before biting down on the sandwich in his hands. He made a face of deep satisfaction and nodded toward the sandwich. “We should tell them to make more of this, man. We monitor this day and night, I think we deserve stuff like this.”

Jimmy shook his head and chuckled. They were part of a small team of human assistants. They were here for the human touch. The people who owned this operation had invested so much into it, they didn’t want to put it all in the hands of the artificial intelligence that governed much of the system.

He shimmied close to the screen just as the elf tried to conjure a spell of flaming blades. All were dagger sized and they were not just sharp, they were hot too. He pulled up the elf’s character sheet and whistled.

“What do you think about this?” He asked, tossing the tab to Oswald who caught it one-handed. The tab was light and transparent. It wouldn’t break if smashed on the ground because it was made from something called DAMA-X6. The tab’s screen was clear, as if it had just been wiped.

Oswald waved it slightly and the interface brightened at the edge and then a dull gray light came on.

“Send it,” Oswald said, taking another bite of the sandwich. Jimmy sent him the info. Oswald made a crappy attempt to whistle and then turned to focus on the large screen in front of Jimmy.

“His stats are crazy,” Oswald said and forced down what he was eating. “Level six. And look at his mana. No wonder he can make those crazy spells.”

Jimmy chuckled. On the screen, the elf’s spells hit a barrier right in front of his foe. The opponent had some similarities to the elf. His skin, at least the parts his large cloak couldn’t cover, was pale as the moon. Thin too. As it moved, some parts of his face had shown too. That was what had told Jimmy what it was. An Alraq. A small race in this world. They lived far from any sort of civilization. The United Mind had figured they would be one of the surviving races because of their strong affinity for magic.

Pearls of water gathered around the Alraq. His fingers were moving fast, as if he was scribbling things in the air. And as he moved, what had looked like pearls before had stretched to become jagged icicle swords. They shone, reflecting the sunlight.

“You think this is it?” Jimmy asked. He had sat there many times watching the end of many species. They’d even made small bets, nothing as huge as the ones being made by the human elite all back on Earth or up in the Watcher’s Capsule though.

Oswald didn’t have time to respond. The Alraq sent the swords flying. They shone like crystals as they sailed—deadly and beautiful things. Jimmy held his breath without knowing it. The elf ran forward to meet the swords. Instead of conjuring a desperate wall of flames as he’d done many times during the fight, he called on a spell. In response a whip of thick, weeping flame oozed out of his hands.

Fiery whip in pale hand, the elf lashed forward and the swords shattered causing a mist to hang around where they had been a moment before, until the flame ate that too. The Alraq didn’t dally. He created a wide blade and swung. The elf’s agility was an advantage he’d been using against the Alraq. Both were lean, but the Alraq was thin and he looked uncomfortable.

The elf slid under the blade and when he got up, he was so close to the Alraq. Too close for the Alraq to match the speed of the next attack. The whip lashed out, now shrunken to a more favorable size. The Alraq cursed. Jimmy cursed. And Oswald was too stunned to mutter a word as the whip wrapped around the Alraq’s neck.

Flesh sizzled, the hissing sound made Jimmy frown and after a while the Alraq’s cloak caught fire and that was when the Alraq screamed. He sounded nothing like a human. His howls were loud and bone chilling. Oswald knew he was squeezing the sandwich when he felt the cold moistness of mayonnaise on his palm. He looked at his hand and then to the screen.

The Alraq’s face was gaunt, marked in several places. It was eerie, all the marks. They were tattoos carved into his face. And as he screamed, the scars all flared and widened. They seemed to come alive for the brief seconds he stayed standing and then the flames quieted him.

The elf fell back, exhaustion crashing down on him as victory dawned. Jimmy waited, hoping the Alraq wouldn’t just die like that. What he’d felt just now, he wanted more. He wondered if this was how the others felt when they watched, the ones who called themselves watchers. He’d heard a few news stories about them, they were CEOs, Presidents, Prime Ministers, Mafia bosses… people who owned parts of Earth and many other worlds that the United Mind had found and turned into…this.

Did they feel as drawn in as he was? Or was it simpler for them? It doesn’t matter though, Jimmy thought as he moved from that sector of the world, to another. He had to do his job.

******

I don’t like this, Menel said for what was probably the eight time. It was dark, and the moon was still full. I was happy about that. I needed to see what I was fighting and Menel’s glow would be inefficient and distracting at best. There were two others with me. An orc that said its name was Holov. He was young. And from the way the leader had called him, they were fairly close. The other orc was one of the older ones we saw before, one of the two orcs who stopped me. They let me eat enough to get my strength back and took the rest. I didn’t mind. We had a deal and it seemed like Holov was strong enough to help.

The problem was how to draw the beast out of the shadow. I decided we just had to walk around. It preyed on the young, so I asked the old orc to wait somewhere. That would make it easier to tempt the beast.

“What is that?” Holov asked. I snapped out of listening to Menel and turned to the orc, but he was looking at me.

“What is what?” I asked.

“You, you were whispering,” he said. I frowned, suddenly feeling stupid. I must have been so caught up on reassuring Menel. I shook my head and smiled.

“I am worried,” I replied. “Since this started, I have been worried. It is difficult to not be. Something unknown is pushing people to act out of the ordinary.” I was about to tell him about the forest orc, but decided he wouldn’t like that very much. Holov nodded and we continued walking.

“What happened here?” I asked. Holov turned to look at me as if I was stupid. Then he shook his head.

“You are strange, goblin. Your people kill mine any chance they get and you are trying to help us. Why?”

I shrugged in response. “I am not trying to help you, Holov,” I said. “And my name is Loren. I am trying to show your leader that I have nothing to do with your people dying. Nor my people.”

Menel scoffed. Your people? You can’t even keep yourself safe and you are already claiming people? Stupid brat! I ignored him, focusing on Holov, but then I felt it—mostly as an extension of Menel’s perception. When he felt something, I felt it too. He was part of me and I of him. Sometimes he could shut me out, but now he was not.

Holov felt it a few seconds later. I wondered how much he’d leveled up, but then I realized that if he couldn’t sense the pressure around us before I did then he wasn’t that much stronger than I was. That didn’t bolster the confidence I had felt before.

“Where is it?” Holov asked. I turned just in time to see it leap out from the shadows cast by a half fallen house. It almost caught Holov, but I moved just in time to push him out of the way. But I wasn’t lucky enough. Its claw grazed my thigh. It was just a scratch, but hot pain struck up in my head and I screamed even before I hit the ground.

Holov rolled onto his feet, and when I looked up at him his eyes were large, widened in shock. He was huge and his arms were the size of my neck and yet, he stood there scared like the sun was falling toward him.

“Move! Curse you, move!” I screamed. Rage pushed me up and I ran to him, giving my back to whatever beast loomed behind me. I’d seen nothing but shadow, but I knew it was thick. Holov blinked when I pushed him. He staggered back, looked from me to the beast and then back.

I turned, pulling back at the fear bouncing around in my chest. My thigh stung but the pain thankfully had reduced to a minor irritation. My chest tightened when I saw it. It was like looking at a small mountain. Then I saw the outline of its body. It was thick, long and hunched. Its head was bare, almost entirely scalp. The moon highlighted the rest of it. It was hairy? Furry? I couldn’t make out what it really was. But its limbs were long, thin too, and at the end of its fingers were claws. And from my bleeding thigh, I knew they were sharp.

Its mouth, when it snarled, was wide, but the tiny many teeth were what made it even more terrifying. It had no eyes, only small holes atop its mouth that I assumed were nostrils. Its mouth was black with old blood stains.

“You believe me now?” I asked Holov. He nodded, but he did it without looking away from the creature.

Loren? Loren? Focus on it, you see what level it is? I did what Menel said and cursed.

[Monster Info]

Beast name: Avatāra (Artificial)

Difficulty level: Purple

It was purple, I should have expected that. It didn’t look weak. I had boasted that I would kill it, but now that I was looking at it, I wasn’t so su…

I blinked realizing its hands were coming for me. No, its claws. I jumped back, and before I steadied again, it had leapt for me. I stepped left, trying to dodge it but I didn’t have to. Holov kicked it hard, connected with what should be its belly. The kick tossed it back against a standing stone wall. It screeched, its mouth wide open, showing us the darkness down its maw.

Then it pushed off the wall and came for me again. Holov made another sneak punch, but the monster changed its target just at that moment. Holov tried to block, but the Avatāra clawed at the arm he raised up. Holov’s arm was all muscle and those claws tore it up in one swing.

Holov’s body hit the ground and he was too slow to shift away from the next swing. I dove at the beast, caught it by its thin waist and flung it against the hard ground. The crash scattered the stones underneath it. Shards flung everywhere.

I heard it groan, and just before it tried to thrash and slice up my hand too, I pulled away. Holov stood up awkwardly, holding his cut up arm.

The monster whined as if it was crying. It pulled itself up slowly. As it tried to stand, a bone jutted out of its shoulder, having torn through its flesh there. Black blood stained the whole of that shoulder and slowly rolled down its arm. It sniffed the air, turned its head from me to Holov and then farther toward the left.

It’s about to flee!

The Avatāra leapt and I watched it soar as it tried to sneak into the shadows again. Then something hit it and it fell down, hit a heap of stones and rolled down to the ground. We both ran to it and from its side was a small axe, a wood carver’s axe.

The old orc ran over to where we were watching the monster groan and writhe slowly. He tried to get his breathing stable. I withdrew my dagger and walked over to it. It tried to move its thin hands but it couldn’t, it was now bleeding from many places. All it could do was snarl. I reached for its head and slowly pushed my dagger through where I thought its eyes should have been. I avoided the teeth and prayed that I would be able to penetrate its brain. I pushed the blade until the groaning stopped. This was surely easier than killing a person, so I took solace in that.

[You have killed an Avatāra]

[+100 XP acquired]

[+10 Stat points acquired]

[New level unlocked]

That is what I am talking about! I cringed, Menel had just screamed in my head. I let the head fall and was about to stand when I saw another notification. I looked closely and gasped in surprise.

[Would you like to loot the Avatāra?]

I confirmed that I would like to. Three more notifications spread out in front of me. I tried to make it seem like I was looking at the Avatāra, but I couldn’t hide the excitement that hit me when I saw my loot.

[Avatāra claws acquired]

[Skill unlocked: First sense]

[Avatāra’s orb acquired: locked]

The last one was disappointing, but I would find out why it was locked soon. All in all, it had been a good venture. I tried to stand up and my thigh ached. It felt like a stretched string. I pulled my pants up and saw the wound healing. The process hurt more than the wound. Holov was moving his bad arm when I turned around. He looked at me as if expecting that I would ask him, but I didn’t have to.

“You see what I was talking about?” I asked.

“Urek, we have to take him to Boa. He was telling the truth,” Holov said. The older orc nodded. I assumed the one he called Boa was the leader. I would be happy to get the horse and some food and be on my way. I hoped there would be no more trouble, but knowing my luck, I expected the worst.
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Sun-rise met me doing some weird training Menel thought would help build my body. Apparently he’d seen many flaws in the way I moved against the Avatāra and he wanted to refine my skills. He’d mentioned something about there being skills in the system. Special skills that would help me in fighting. I was looking forward to that since this so-called training sucked. I’d notice something in that fight too. Holov wasn’t a full grown orc yet, but I could tell his strength was higher than mine. Menel agreed with my observation and attributed it to the fact that everyone is gifted according to their starting attribute. Meaning since orcs were naturally strong, an innate ability, they tended to gain strength at a faster rate than, say me currently..

To me, this meant that if I could get stronger, the system would recognize that and boost my innate strength. Menel said that wasn’t how the system worked literally, but I wasn’t far from it being a possibility. Like many other things he had said since I met him, I didn’t understand that.

“Your arms are so small. Even though you know the right movements, your punches won’t be as effective as someone like Holov’s.” I frowned, my body shaking as I lowered myself and pushed up for the fortieth time. I swore in the name of minor spirits and mountains. I really wanted to stop, but Menel had a force in his voice that I suspected had something to do with our link.

“What… what is the point? I want to be able to do magic…” I struggle through the words. Menel who now levitated right in front of me rolled his eyes. His robe had changed once again. The collar was pushed up almost to the lobes of his elf ears. The black robe was plain except at the hem where there were flowers embroidered in gold. He looked noble, as if he’d lived in a palace all his life. His silvery hair was tied up, like a tower above his head. He’d picked that after trying about eight patterns.

“You think muscles are only for punches. Creating the perfect body aids both mages and melee fighters. And stop limiting yourself, dumb nut. You don’t have to be just one thing. You understand… let your chest touch the ground.”

I groaned, lowering myself a lot more than I’d been doing. My hands had turned to boulders, heavy while being almost numb. He’d gone from me carrying heavy round stones from one point to another to this. Sweat was pouring off forming a puddle beneath me causing even more of my shirt to become soaked with every downward motion. In addition I could feel my pants clinging to my skin as if they had become melded to me. Ugh.

I was looking forward to bathing, getting food and then the horse I’d been promised and riding toward the next town. Goblins were not really good travelers and from what Holov had told me, it seemed like there had been many. That meant they wouldn’t travel far…not without resting a few times anyway. The next city close to us was Il-Gorr. A small province and part of Valgar; governed by an orc, but open to all races for trade. They frowned on violence, but like the curse of all living things, violence could hardly be eradicated.

Il-Gorr was a few days travel north. I imagined they were there now, facing the harshest reality they had ever faced.

“Focus!” Menel screamed, cutting through my thoughts and shocking me to death. I crumpled, slamming my chest on the stone floor followed by the soft patter of sweat falling to join me from where it had previously been a puddle. I coughed, blinking away the streak of light the impact caused me to see. Menel shook his small head. He lowered himself so he was floating in front of my face.

“What you…what we are up against is the worst. You have to understand this, Loren. The world is wilder right now than it has ever been.” His face was stern, but his voice was soft and pleading. I wondered if he knew about the long War of Races. Then I figured he did. Menel and that United Mind knew so much that it was almost scary.

“You think the Avatāra you fought was bad? There are things out there you will face that will shock the whole heavens out of you. And not just mon…I feel like I have said this before.” I chuckled and he glared at me. “What I am trying to tell you, boy, is that the danger we are riding toward is unimaginable and there is no pattern to it. You have to understand that or you will die. And then, you wouldn’t be able to save anyone.”

That last part wasn’t necessary, but I understood what he was trying to say. I heard the insistence and worry in the corners of his words. I was still weak and it was worrying for him.

“It should worry you too,” he said. I scowled at him. I hated it when he did that. “With enough training you can hide your thoughts from me and others. Right now, your mind is guarded like a tavern’s door. The doors might as well be gone. You are not just weak here,” he pointed at my hands. “You are also weak in your mind.”

I pushed myself up and slowly started the training, again. Even though my arms were killing me, I didn’t want to be the reason anyone died.

“Why are other people trying to kill me?” I asked as I pushed up. Menel lifted up slightly. Again, I wished he’d kept the wings. It would have looked great on him. Then I remembered how weird it looked on him and realized maybe not.

“Greed? Fear? Instinct? Grudge? If you were part of an elf tribe and you saw another tribe that slaughtered yours in the past, with this new power what would you do?” Menel asked. I stopped and thought about it. Many other tribes and clans and races had trampled on the goblins. We were generally not part of the strong or smarter ones after all.

Centuries ago, orcs enslaved many goblins. At one point dwarves did too. The only people who had not stained their hands with goblin blood were the elves, and that was because they were far apart. The elves lived in the colder regions up north, like Krag’irth. The journey down here would take crossing a lot of miles and passing borders that would cause many smaller wars for them. I guess it would make sense that some goblins hated orcs bad enough to attack.

“There are so many parts of this world you still don’t know. You have been sheltered by your ignorance. And now you will see the whole of it, with this chaos as a background. I almost feel bad for you. But that would help you with nothing.”

I sat up, stretched my body left and then right. My body had changed even after my first and second level up. My muscles were still lean, but most of my body was well toned now. I was looking more like the guards back at Kilahead. I wanted to have Holov’s physique, but orcs were made differently. They were made strong and built like shaped mountains from a young age.

I then stood up and jumped a bit. My body was light. I’d realized that the Avatāra’s wound had healed but there was a scar. It looked cool, like a war mark. Menel was surprised, but he didn’t say anything. Holov’s wound was the same. His arm was fine, but his scars were there. I supposed I couldn’t heal completely.

With training over, I decided it was time to bathe. Menel stopped me and asked that I sit down first.

“This part has to do with your mind,” he said. He showed me how to sit and then instructed me on something he called a breathing technique. At first I thought it was funny, but I did it anyway.

“The idea is to relax enough that you feel connected with everything around you. Your perception stat was low because you don’t pay attention to what happens around you. You are not connected. It should be easier now.”

“Why are we doing this?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Because when the Avatāra changed its attack pattern, neither you nor Holov could follow it fast enough. To me, you both died at that point. The beast was a weak one and it hunted mostly on smell so I understand why it couldn’t at least take Holov’s arm.”

My eyes flung open to see Menel’s stern gaze. I snapped them shut again and sighed. “You think that was weak? It was purple.”

“I know it was weak, brat. Also, the difficulty systems are different from beast kind to beast kind. Just like it is for you and the others. For instance, a Level six elf might be physically easier to fight than a level six orc, right?” He asked.

I thought about it, wondering how an elf would fight when compared to how Holov had fought. His kicks and punches would have surely killed me.

“Free your mind, Loren. Connect. Think about reaching out with your mind, do you understand? If you can do this, you can shut me out whenever you want. You just have to start small.”

That was all the motivation I needed. The problem was I couldn’t see it clearly in my mind. Menel had said we were all connected somehow. That what the humans had done made it possible for us to influence the elements and certain parts of the world, connecting us to parts we couldn’t see with our eyes.

“Does everyone have someone like you?” I asked.

“Yeah. But each guardian has a unique consciousness that is…” Menel probably saw my confusion and shook his head. “We will deal with that later. There is no one like me, just know that. Now focus.”

I tried. There was so much about him and where he was from that I didn’t know about and I had a feeling that knowing all of that would help me improve.

“Try to imagine you are stretching your perception. You are trying to see more, smell more, and hear more than you have ever heard before.”

Yeah, that might be easier if I could see them instead of doing this with eyes closed.

Really? Menel replied to my thoughts.

His voice was suddenly soothing, almost intoxicating. I let myself be pulled away by it. I tried to imagine what he was saying. I inhaled and exhaled using the breathing technique he had just taught me. Thoughts were rushing to me, but I blocked them out. The smell of filth, decaying bodies and something else rushed at me. The smell threatened to gag me. I struggled with that, and while that was going on my concentration shattered.

I opened my eyes to see Menel. He was so close to my face that I almost jumped back in shock.

“That was fast,” he said. “You have a natural talent for this. Maybe that is because you put more points in intelligence, but still, that was good. Try again. This time when you get a sense of overload like that, do not run.”

“Sense overload?” I asked.

“Yeah, so much rushing you at once. You have to split them, removing the dregs and taking what you really need. Try again.”

I let myself settle into the state I was before. This time it came faster. He was right. I could understand the process now. The smell hit me, putting a bad taste in the back of my throat. I cursed and just when I was about to stop, I heard Menel.

“Tear through it. Separate noise from what is actually useful and then push the noise away. That is how it begins.”

I sighed. It was not as easy as he made it. I perceived so much feces. I tried to figure out what was what. Every attempt seemed to intensify it and I was getting frustrated until I heard something. I heard his footsteps before I perceived the heavy stench from him. I opened my eyes to see Menel as close as he was before, but this time I knew he would be there.

“Holov is coming,” I said, and Menel nodded. I stood up, used the torn and dirty shirt I had on before to wipe the sweat from my body while I waited. It took a while for Holov to show up at the door. Menel had withdrawn into me. Holov looked around and then at my face. The place was the same as it had been when they gave it to me the night before.

“Boa seems eager to send you on your way,” Holov said. I smiled and nodded.

“I need a bath and food though,” I responded. Holov shook his head as if he couldn’t believe me. They’d expected me to be terrified of them. Many goblins would be. I followed Holov out. I wondered what Frey-Rock had been before the breaking. I would have loved to see that.

They would have cut you up and sent your parts back to Kilahead as a warning. I ignored Menel’s taunting and instead spent the whole trek to the leader talking to Holov. I could get irritated as the seconds turned to minutes, but I didn’t allow myself to.

“You think there is a place I can get a bath and some clothes?” I asked.

“There are washers, but I doubt anyone would give you their clothes. You helped kill the monster, but you are still a goblin.” I frowned and Holov gave me an apologetic smile. “An age old hatred can’t end in one night or with one deed.”

“I don’t mind. I just need some clothes. I smell almost as bad as you and when I clean up, I’d rather not put these pants back on.”

He was silent for a while and then stopped in front of a door. The building had been remade, as it was obvious it had been hastily rebuilt. Mostly.. I understood I had to go in, but somehow I felt nervous. I wasn’t sure I could fight Boa. He was one of the wildest looking orcs I’d ever seen. I sighed. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

“Go on, I’ll search for some clothes for you while you talk. Your horse is over there,” he pointed to a black horse tied to a pole. “It belonged to one of the elders. So it might be a little weak. But it was the best we could do.” I nodded and sighed again and stepped through the doorway, or at least what passed as the new door..

The inside was hot, and Boa was sweating. But his face was set in a menacing frown that seemed intentionally presented to try and unsettle me. He grunted and gestured for me to sit down.

“It turns out, little goblin, that you were right,” I nodded.

“It’s alright, we all make mistakes.”

Boa nodded slightly, but his eyes, red as coal, settled more intently on me. The candles illuminating the house shone on the rivulets of sweat running down his well, everything. His hair was woven into two braids that stretched down his back. His arms were ripped and ornamented with dull jewelries.

The scars on his bare chest were the most interesting part of him. He’d fought a lot. And lost a lot, Menel added. I didn’t care much about that though. I just wanted to be on my way. I wanted to catch up with my family, my friends, if they were still alive.

“Thank you,” Boa said, and my head turned sharply to him. His eyes were still intense, but I knew he meant that and it confused me even more. “You are still a goblin, but you’ve earned our gratitude,” I nodded again. We withdrew into silence for a while and during those long, uncomfortable minutes, I wondered if my friends would believe what just happened to me.
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“Ithought orcs use beasts as mounts,” Menel said as we crossed Frey-Rock’s exit. The wall was still up, stretching far off. Menel had made a joke about that too and I’d had to stifle my laughter because Holov had been there. He was the one who followed me to the exit. The horse the orcs gave me was weak, but that was only because it was old. It seemed fine for my needs.

I had wanted to ask Holov for a map of the north, but I figured things like that either never existed or were lost under the heaps of things destroyed. I figured he wanted to speak about something too, but was holding back. I was neither in the position to ask, nor did I want to. My life was sprinting fast and I had to catch up.

“They use geldings. They favor bulls though. But that would be larger orcs. Not one like Boa.” Menel nodded, floating by my side as the horse trotted along. In front of me were the twin-mountains. I should have known they would be this big, I thought as I rode closer to them.

Holov had told me about the world that stretched ahead, at least until I got to Il-Gorr. He’d spoken about the pass within the mountain trail. According to him, before the breaking, it was a despicable place to pass because of mountain beasts. Now, seeing how evil was spawning up everywhere, it made sense to expect worse things out there.

He told me about The Veld too. A stretch of grassland that started from the foot of the mountains and overlooked the path to Il-Gorr. It would take a long time to get to the city, but the mountains would take me only a day and a half.

I wasn’t looking forward to it though. Whatever lurked around there, it would be dangerous and I was not very excited about that. I turned slightly to see Menel deep in thought, which made it even worse. I liked him better when he talked. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about what kind of plan he was conjuring again.

“What is going on?” I asked. We were moving through a clearing, still a part of Frey-Rock. There was a small patch of trees ahead. Holov told me to take the straight path out and I’d meet the mountains right away. I’d wanted to warn them about staying back in Frey-Rock, but again, it wasn’t my place. It was their home and unlike me, they'd chosen to stay in it, maybe rebuild. Something in me was sure that wouldn’t work out though.

“Something is wrong,” Menel observed. That shocked me. I’d expected that, but still I was hoping it would be just my new over cautiousness. I’d felt like everything had been too easy. And Boa apologizing had caught me off guard. I looked out, searching around us to see if there was anyone. The land was a sloping clear field. There was nowhere to hide, so no sneak attack.

“I didn’t mean the orcs, silly,” Menel said, mildly irritated. “If they don’t leave that place they will be dead in a week. They have to leave anyway, the ones who survive the second wave.”

“Second wave?” I asked. Menel waved my question away. “What I am really worried about is the system. Your system should have sent you a quest by now. While quests show one way to level up, they act as orientation events too. They build you up. And you have gotten none so far.”

I frowned, trying to think in the same line as my guardian. He swerved at me sharply and before I could say anything he poked my forehead. My face felt warm. Menel sighed.

“Functions look good,” he said. “Maybe I am overthinking it. Also, Loren?” I turned to him.

“You shouldn’t look at things with just your eyes,” Menel said. “You should check with your perception. You gain access to more when you use other senses. You feel, taste, hear and smell more than you see with your eyes. Remember our training.”

I nodded, and we continued in silence. After a while he came over and settled on my shoulder. I thought it would be troubling when the horse started to gallop, having not ridden a horse before, but Menel was quiet all the way to the woods. Holov had told me this place was quite beautiful, but I’d never expected the white blooms and the sweet scent of the tree barks.

The floor was soft with low grass and filtered light reached down to us as we rode through the woods. It was surprising to see such a serene place so close to mountains which held much to dread. Once we were out of the trees and the scent was far behind us, I realized I’d been trying to hold back the worry I felt.

“You should get it now. Or maybe when you reach level five,” Menel said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Perception, child,” Menel grunted. I turned sharply and tried what I’d done back in Frey-Rock. I pulled on the reins slowly to slow down the gallop. I needed as little movement as possible to do this. Menel said it was because my perception was low, but I felt like I had no affinity for it.

The smell I got was horrible. The horse stopped, kicked a few times as if trying to push something away and then trotted forward again when I heeled it. Whatever gave off that stench, I couldn’t see it, but I could sense it. Menel was right, perception was a better way to see or feel my surroundings.

It got a lot more intense as we got closer to the mountains. The grassland leading to the mountains was completely dry. I guessed whatever had gotten the towns and villages had gotten this place too. Menel didn’t speak, he was still in a mood. I urged the horse forward towards the mountain pass once again. Ahead, the mountain cast a forbidding shadow over the path, almost as though it had something evil to hide.

“Go on,” Menel muttered. From his voice I could tell he wasn’t paying much attention to what I was doing. The horse was hesitant at first, then it snorted and as if resigned to whatever we were about to face, it sauntered forward. I rubbed its sides. It was a beautiful horse and this wasn’t the first time I was riding one that was mine in some capacity. I had this looming feeling I might lose it soon.

“You don’t have time for that kind of worry,” Menel said, suddenly alert and hovering above my head. The foul smell had become pungent, but still, I couldn’t see anything. The road was not as narrow as I’d thought it would be. It was wide enough for a cart and guard horses to ride alongside all abreast.

“There is something here,” I muttered. Menel scoffed.

“That old horse can tell that much, Loren. The real gift is being able to perceive the threat from afar and preparing for it. That is the true use of the perception attribute. Knowing the level of the monster you are about to face is no…”

Menel stopped talking and before I could wonder why he’d stopped his lecture, I saw them. They were not at the mouth of the path because that wasn’t where they were killed. Bones scattered about the path. Some were in robes and others were bare. Some still had flesh to them, not completely eaten by crows and vultures.

The bodies were indistinguishable at first, until I realized most of them were too large, too tall for goblins. I was about to sigh in relief when I saw the sky ahead. Twenty or so crows circling the sky, some diving down to feed. Fresh food, Menel said just as I was about to say the same.

I tried to restrain the hammering of my heart, but I couldn’t. It seemed like my chest would split open and my heart would force its way out. On that side, my parents and friends and everyone I knew could be dead. Or they could be dead back in Kilahead!

“Death take you, Menel!” I screamed, glaring at him, and then I realized that hadn’t been his voice in my head. That was me, my thoughts. He stared at me, a frown I couldn’t read on his small face. I shook my head, trying to not cry. There was no use for tears. I’d cry later, first I have to be sure they were not there. Their bodies were not being fed on by bloody birds.

“Stop!” This time it was Menel. The horse came to a stop, skidding and spraying small stones everywhere. I turned it to Menel who had stayed where he was when I began my brief gallop. Menel flew to me, and I waited impatiently for an explanation.

“You don’t see it?” Menel asked, surprised. I was too angry for his tutoring. I wanted to be sure, wanted to race there and check the bodies. I needed to be assured or at least be able to imagine them alive. “Abyss! Try to look at least, you dimwit!” I cringed, stung by the frustration in his voice.

I reluctantly turned the horse around, and tried to do what he wanted. It seemed like what was about to attack us wasn’t completely physical. I tried to concentrate, suppressing the fear oozing out of me. The horse wouldn’t stay still. It would be difficult trying to use perception with all the movement so I tried to ease it and Menel screamed for me to jump off.

I froze, shocked by Menel’s command. I couldn’t see what hit us, but when it rammed into the horse, I felt the force. The horse’s head blew up, literally, and the force threw me off. I slammed down on the hard ground and pebbles dug into my back and butt. Nothing was broken, but everything, every part of me hurt.

“Where is it?” I asked Menel.

Right in front of you. You have to try to sense it or it will kill you, Menel replied. He sounded really serious, warning me of how dire the situation was. His voice being in my head lent weight to his words, but the beating of my heart upstaged any true surprise I could feel from this.

“What is it?” I asked, with my dagger out and pointed forward while I tried to at least sense it. I was able to calm my racing heart while I became aware that the smell was stronger, but it came from everywhere. It kind of made sense since whatever this was had here in the mountain pass for however long. I wondered how my parents or anyone from Kilahead would have survived something like this. Or did they?

Take your head out of your butt and focus, Menel called and I pushed his voice away, filtering everything I was receiving. I was desperately grasping for anything I could sense around me. I tore through smells, sounds, and then slowly I started to piece something together, a snarl; the source of the smell. The process felt slow and infuriating. I pushed through these feelings because my life depended on my figuring this out, and if I was to do anyone any good, I had to survive.

Then, as if my body was not mine, I dove to the right just as the sharp smell rushed past me.

“It’s a dog?”

No, some kind of mixed breed. Something allowed to spawn here as some kind of test, Menel said. I could hear it now, its movement. And with that sliver I could evade its attack. But that wasn’t going to be enough in itself.

“I can’t see it,” I complained.

You don’t have to. Not yet. Focus on what you can sense and that will give you some information, at least. I nodded grimly, following the guardian’s instruction. The beast, whatever it was, was coming, but I focused on the movement I could sense. I gripped my dagger harder, sweat made the hilt slick in my palm. When would I get better at this and not sweat all the time?

It was terrifying, but I kept on it and then something flickered. It resolved, then disappeared again.Finally as if forced out, the information showed up almost as the beast made contact. Instead of dodging, I steeled myself and put my shoulder forward ready to thrust with the dagger, and took the brunt of the crash. Its force tossed me back, completely ruining my attack. I was sent rolling to thankfully smash into the mountainside rather than off the edge.

The pain I felt blotted every sense I had. For a brief moment, everything went white and empty and then I slid down the rock wall. My shoulder was smashed. I couldn’t even move my arm. But when I pushed myself up, what I saw made me smile through the pain.

[Monster Info]

Beast name: Unveiled (Artificial)

Difficulty level: Purple

I wished there was more information on these beasts, but that wasn’t the only thing I got. Whatever had been hiding the beast seemed to have been removed or maybe me finding out what it was unveiled it. The beast I was looking at was a large wolf, but with six sharp horns on its head. Its maw was slick with saliva as it snarled. Some of its horns were chipped, and that probably pissed it off because it moved like it wanted to kill me, baldly.

“I guess if the roles were reversed I would want to kill you too,” I said quietly, and then I charged at it, snatching my dagger from the ground where it had fallen after my first attempt to attack. My broken arm made it difficult to run properly, but that was what I wanted. It snapped its mouth and came at me. It was fast, covering the space between us quickly. I sidestepped almost immediately when it leapt for me.

It sailed past me and for a moment I remembered something I’d forgotten.

[Slasher]

It happened so fast. With my good hand, I stabbed where I guessed its neck would be and then dragged the blade in a long slash. The Unveiled’s body jerked and then it fell mid-leap. The beast rolled away and stood almost immediately. Its eyes were still defiant, but that only lasted a moment.

It slumped, tried to stand again but couldn’t manage it. Blood was gushing out from where my dagger had cut open its neck. Its black fur was stained red and there was blood pooling beneath it. It laid its head down. A deep but low whine coming out of its throat. It became ragged, almost as if it was trying to force the sound out.

I watched it die. It was slow, too slow. But when it died, the notifications popped up and Menel appeared beside me.

[Notification Log]

[You have killed an Unveiled]

[+30 Stat points]

[+20 XP]

[You have gained an Unveiled’s cloak: Locked]

[New level achieved!]

[You have unlocked the Purchase feature!]

I lost sight of the rest as I was swallowed into darkness and a new pain pulsed through me when I hit the ground.
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The smell woke me up. It settled all around me, touching even my dreams. I woke up with the sour taste of old blood in my mouth. It was familiar. I’d fought Kilahead kids enough during my life and most of those fights had ended with bruised lips and on one occasion, a missing tooth. My eyes hurt, but what hurt most was my head. The pain after every battle was beginning to seem like a familiar part of this new life mixed with my old. I sighed, dragging breaths like a greedy drunk.

The sky was a clear sheet of night and even though the breeze carried the disgusting smell, it was cool on my face. I lifted a hand. Then put it back down, shocked that it was still there. The battle is coming to me again now. The Unveiled had smashed my hand, and dislocated my shoulder in that one attack. And yet…I raised my hand again. Moved my fingers to be sure.

In my dreams, I’d been armless. In some I’d even died. And for whatever reason, the ones I’d died didn’t seem to trouble me.

There was still a residue of the slumber I’d had in my eyes and my body felt a bit stiff. I knew I had to get up, but I wanted one more second. The ground wasn’t comfortable, but at night, here in the mountain pass, it was quiet and peaceful. It felt as though there would be no peace anywhere else in the world.

“And there is none, here,” Menel said. I could tell he was working up a reprimand, but for what, I didn’t know. His frustration leaked to me through our link. I frowned, confused and squinted at the sky. There was a distant star, I could see it and then it vanished.

“You are the most reckless idiot I have ever seen,” Menel started. He wasn’t screaming, but he wasn’t smiling either. “You want to die so badly? You think death in this new reality is so easy? It comes with terrifying pain and even then, what awaits you is needles and some weed-head probing you like a fish that glitters. You idiot.”

I stayed there, listening, not understanding most of what he was saying but finally getting some understanding of what he was mad about. I stood there as the beast came. I thought it was the right thing to do. I didn’t even think of a way to get healed once I defeated the Unveiled. I just…wanted to beat it.

“I am sorry, Menel,” I said. It came out as a whisper, but I knew he heard it. I felt awful, but at the same time I felt a little relieved. I still didn’t know much about the guardian, nor could I tell what side he was on. He acted like his purpose was to keep me alive, but I couldn’t tell what was motivating that purpose. Yet, his worry comforted me in a way only Kaluk’s tea had done before.

The old woman’s face reminded me of The Kiral. The bastard had tainted my memory of Kaluk and now they would be one and the same in my mind. It felt cruel; it was cruel.

“Get your head out of your ass, the problem is not over. You are lucky we weren’t attacked while you slept, but there are more still out there.” I sat up.

“Unveiled?” I asked.

“No, Santa Claus.”

I frowned, turning to him. In the night he glowed softly. Like the moon. He illuminated nothing but himself. His silvery hair shone subtly, as if to remind me that he was alive. He sighed and flew closer to me.

“Yeah, Unveiled. They hunt separately, but there are always more around. I wonder why they made this place a test, but it is interesting and in your favor.”

“My favor?”

“Yes. We are going to pull that perception up until you can sense a fly peeing. Sit up properly.”

I groaned, knowing what was about to happen. I had been unconscious for a long time. When I fell down, I knew the sun had been up and now it is dark. I probably would have died. Menel didn’t say anything as he floated around me, probably checking to see I was not hurt. He called it something... scanning, I think. I wonder what it does aside from checking.

My hair had dirt in it but it was short so I just had to dust it off, clean my face and prepare for whatever training Menel was about to put me through. The putrid smell in the mountain pass was making my stomach turn. Left to me, I would have waited until I was on the other side of the pass first.

“First, we have to check what you gained from killing that Unveiled. Pull up your stat.” I nodded.

[Stat Log]

Name: Loren Oldrych

Race: Goblin

Type: Unassigned

Level 4

Strength: 22

Agility: 31

Endurance: 16

Intelligence: 14

Perception: 16

Mana Capacity: 8

XP: 190/200

“The system allocates your stats points for you,” Menel explained. I frowned, turning to him. He sighed and shrugged. “Fine, I did it for you. But it is the best way to use what you have at the moment. You will see how different you will be when you face the next Unveiled.”

I snorted. It wasn’t that I didn’t like how he allocated the stat points, but I wanted to do it. From what he said, I could see I was about to level up through my experience points. That would push me up one more point each on my stat and maybe let me get more out of this system. I wanted to know more about it. The more I knew, the easier it would be to use it.

“Your perception is up, you just have to learn how to use it. It has been enhanced already.” I think I understood and agreed. With perception my reflexes will be sharper. If I could match my perception with my agility, I would be able to kill small beasts within purple range easily. That would surely be a great help.

“What else?” I asked, excited about the new state of my stats. Most of it was encouraging. But I didn’t like that my intelligence was still low.

“It is high for a goblin,” Menel said, catching my thoughts. I frowned, not sure if I should take that as an insult or a compliment. He didn’t give me time to consider it.

“Bring up your notification log.” I prompted it and the notification log spread out before us. The list wasn’t as long as I thought it was before I passed out, and there were some things I didn’t understand on the list.

[Notification Log]

[An Unveiled’s cloak acquired: Locked]

[You have unlocked the Purchase feature!]

[An Unveiled’s claw acquired: Locked]

[Azazel has his sight on you!]

[The Council has their sight on you]

[You have gained +100 Kol]

Meta: Expand to access information about notifications.

Menel chuckled and shook his head. I waited patiently for him to explain. There was so much on the notification that I couldn’t decipher and he was the guardian.

“It seems your fighting, and surviving, in extreme conditions has pulled some attention. Not the ones we should be interested in though. In fact, it would be smart to be interested in no one. I doubt anyone would really sponsor you. You are unskilled and you’ve almost died in all your battles.”

“Sponsors?” I asked, getting even more confused. Menel seemed to catch himself and then nodded.

“Right. Don’t worry yourself with them right now. Let’s focus on you getting some mana. And when we get you assigned to a type, we can build on some certain mana types until you become the one force most of the nutcases can’t contend with.”

“Why do I have a feeling that you are not telling me everything?”

“I am not, Loren,” Menel said, looking me in the eye. “But it is for your own good. You should take things slow. Cover the basics and then you learn the real stuff… great! Looks like you have unlocked the market place.”

“Market place?”

“Yeah, it is virtual, but you can buy anything. You just earned your first Kol.”

“That is, money?”

“Yeah, and trust me, it beats the dollar. Now you can loot Kol and when you cross into level five, you can loot items and use them. That is why you have to be ready. From level five, you will meet those who don’t just want to get strong, but also want to get rich. It has been only a few days, but trust me, other guardians are not as level headed as me.”

“You are considered level headed?” I asked and Menel glared at me. I chuckled, turning to the notification. “So I can’t use the cloak and claw yet?”

“Nah,” Menel said through a grunt. “Those are low level items and the claw should be traded for sure. Not the cloak though. That will be useful soon.” He nodded and then asked me to exit the notification. The light faded and we were back in blank darkness illuminated by a pale moon. “Now, we have to focus on you learning perception before we advance.”

“Why is it so difficult for me to keep it stable?” It almost came out as a whine.

“Because you have not accepted things completely. Don’t worry, it will come.”

“What will?”

“Conviction, kid.”

I slipped into the state where everything seemed linked to me. Before it was a sense of being tethered to the world around me, but now I could see thrumming threads stretching forth from me. I could see them go so far that they seemed endless. From the deep, warm place I heard Menel’s voice.

“Is it different?” He asked. I nodded, smiling.

“Yes. There is something…threads?”

“Yes,” he replied, his voice coming slowly like approaching vibrations that I could see before I heard. “As your stats grow, so does your connection and the ease to use them. But to use them beyond what is possible takes something extra. Try now, I bet you can take apart the smells close to you and figure out what is what?”

I tried. I’d been so good with smells before, but now it was extraordinary. And as they came, I split them, identifying the decaying odor and the dry stone and dust and myself. There was some kind of plant I didn’t know nearby. It grew amongst the rocks of the mountainside.

“Yes!” I exclaimed in triumph at my progress.

“Good, now stretch forward. Try to expand this particular sense. It is called spreading your perception, stretching it so you cover a large area.”

It was hard at first, but I did it. The feeling was like riding the threads and they glowed as I gained new distance. I was spreading in all directions, catching new scents. Some were familiar, others were so strange I withdrew and tried again. It was getting intoxicating. Not because I enjoyed everything I came in contact with, but because it was not something I’d ever dreamt of doing before.

“Trees,” I said breathlessly. I could perceive the scent of wet barks and falling leaves. I wondered what direction they were in. I turned westward.

“Good, now try to feel out more. Not just smell, listen. Let your instinct guide you. Start small.”

It was confusing the more I added in listening. Menel’s voice, for the first time since I met him, sounded soothing. He was actually guiding as opposed to what he’d been doing so far. I realized he could feel and read my thoughts so I focused on what we were doing.

“Good,” he said. “It seems your mana is flowing easily now.”

It took some time for me to get the first sound and then more poured in. But much of what I heard was wind. A bit of rustling and panting. Like the smell, it was an assault. I couldn’t separate the noise at first and so I felt like I was drowning. Then I remembered Menel telling me to begin small. I didn’t have to figure it all out at once.

I pulled one string, the golden thread flared. It was flapping. Then a few more and soon I could hear so many wings flapping. I knew where they were coming from. I could perceive a stench in that direction. Then I let it recede to the back of my mind, and I pulled another. Wind scraping against the mountain, shaving away sand and loose pebbles. They rolled down, many a cacophony of tiny barely there sounds as they fell.

It was easier now, and it felt good. I moved from one to the other. Each was so different and sometimes the same. Then I heard maws moving, the sound of teeth sinking into flesh and that of the tearing too. It grunted as it chewed. It was vivid, like I was there, and I was watching. The image was clear in my mind. And so was a familiar scent.

I quickly pulled out of the state, bolted up and before I could move forward, Menel flew right in front of me. The guardian’s face was stiff with worry, but his eyes were stern. He knew what I’d seen, knew what was out there and yet he stood in my way.

“She is there,” I said, my voice hard as steel. Menel shook his head.

“You don’t know that,” he countered. “What is there might not be there. It could be her clothes or the remains of the time they ran through.”

Her face was playing in my mind. I could see her face, her skin dry and her hands filthy. She was tiny and liked to play with dolls. Tabitha. A small girl, sister to my friend. She was there, dead or hiding. Probably dead. Menel knew. Dang him.

“What you are trying to master is not smell or hearing or seeing. You need to be able to combine all of them to aid your instinct. You have to hone your perception to the point where you can sense an attack and not the attacker.”

“And Tabitha?” I retorted.

“If she is there, she is dead, Loren.” And that was it. Again, he was showing that apathy that I sometimes forgot about, though how I didn’t know. He wasn’t going to let me go, and he was not completely wrong. Whoever was down the path was probably dead or dying. I couldn’t save them. I would only get myself killed. Yet, the urge was strong. I reluctantly sat back down, closed my eyes and started again. Oh, how hard it was.

“You probably don’t know this, but the reason you have to get strong now is so you have the chance to run into danger later. Right now, you’re just the right bone for a dog to chew through and there are beasts out there, worse than a dog,” Menel explained, his voice low, but I could hear him.

Another truth, I thought and sighed.


11


“You will have to walk all the way to Il-Gorr,” Menel said as we walked forward. Dawn was splitting the night slowly. Soon, the sun would be cresting above us. I still had some fatigue lingering from learning to use Perception. My head hurt and I felt some sort of heaviness that might just be exhaustion and my body crying for sleep. Menel told me to expect the tiredness. What I’d learned in a few hours, some others took days. I didn’t feel special for that. However, there was a small sense of relief that I wasn’t the boy I was before. In the span of a few days, I’d changed a lot. My life, this new one, had changed me.

Right now, the sirak felt like a lowly prey. Something I could tear apart with my bare hands. My body had changed and I felt taller. The path we were on didn’t go straight as I’d initially thought. It meandered, sometimes climbing the side of the mountain and then taking us back down.

With dawn came the heat. I could sense it more now than I did before. The smell, the decay and the buzz of flies hovering and perching over the dead. I pushed it all to the back of my mind, keeping my head clear for any sharp, invisible thing that would try to kill me. The only weapon I had was my dagger. Right now, I wished I had a sword.

The same time I saw a stone move a little further down the path in front of me, I caught the smell. I remembered the first Unveiled smelling like nothing I’d ever encountered before, and here it was again. Immediately I caught the sounds of its limbs digging and pushing it toward me, I saw its information. Purple, like the first one.

Like the previous one, sensing it unveiled it. This one was larger, but it didn’t matter. I pulled my dagger quickly, feeling the warmth I felt before, but this time I wasn’t going to use the skill Slasher. Menel had warned that my mana capacity was still too low to use skills.

Which meant I had to kill this dang thing with speed and strength. I heard Menel laugh in my head. I didn’t even notice the guardian merge with me. The Unveiled was close. Even with my eyes tracking it, it surprised me and leapt from where it was, coming straight for me.

Its eyes were just the same bright red as the first. Its maw was opened in a growling snarl. It was a larger copy of the first, but this one had two horns. Fleetingly I wondered what difference that made, but my thoughts vanished almost immediately.

I jumped back and it landed in front of me. Before it could lunge for me, I dove for it. It was fast. A large paw lifted up and I saw the claws just in time to dodge what might have been a disastrous yet painful collision. Before, I would have been reckless, but now I knew there was the possibility of me dying and I had too many things to do yet.

The Unveiled snarled, its jaws stretching and snapping like a hunting trap. I just have to stab its neck, right? That should be easy enough. But there was also the problem of its speed.

It lowered its head, setting up its horns to crash into me and tear me apart. I smiled, thinking how stupid the beast was. It was almost twice or three times the size of the first one. I waited for it to come for me, but then something happened. A blue light sparked on the first horn, the right one. It lit up the fading darkness, showing us a mist of dust and then the same thing happened to the left horn.

“What is it doing?” My voice gaining in pitch slightly. The air smelled thick with something I couldn’t name, but it was strong, even more overpowering than the decay that laid all around us.

Kill it, Loren, it is charging up! Kill it! Menel screamed in my head.

Without thinking I acted on his words. It was as if his words focused my mind and my body took charge. I ran toward the Unveiled. My dagger out and my grip on it so hard that it might have been white from it. Then I saw the light flickering around the black horns stretching to meet each other.

As soon as they touched, the world slowed to almost nothing. I knew what it was. I had realized what was about to happen in my own vague way, but my body was too slow to follow my mind. The air sizzled and everything ripped apart. There was a huge echo, and the ground shook. Next thing I realized was I’d been slammed down by the sparkling lights.

“Lightning?” I gasped. “It can shoot lightning with its horns?”

I growled and then rolled and tried to stand up. My body spasmed and my hands shook. My heart was racing and my dagger was somewhere around, but I couldn’t see it. Then I felt the ground tremble and I cursed, pushed off the ground and raced toward the Unveiled. My heart was racing too and I could sense my dagger too far away to be of any use. I cursed again and pushed myself harder to meet it head on.

You know where your opponent is, Loren. Try to sense the attack this time. It is in the same category as the first that you killed, but you have to see why this one is different. I lowered myself, kicked something and fell. I used the momentum to roll forward, and back on my feet and kept going.

The Unveiled didn’t move. It stayed right where it was, its head lowered and its horns turning pale blue with the lightning crackling between them. When it saw I was almost upon it, it howled and then propelled itself to meet me. I slid down, wincing as stones dug into me, but I ignored them as I swung my leg in a back kick just as the Unveiled turned.

The kick sent it flying against the mountainside causing stones and rocks to explode outward. It shook its head, gathered itself, and charged again. This time it ran in a scattered pattern, trying to confuse me. But it didn’t matter. I just had to stand and wait. Oh so easy to do. And when it got close enough to try and tear my head off, I punched its neck from under. In that strike, I felt something crack or break.

The Unveiled hit the ground and before it could attack me again I was on it. My arms wrapped around its midsection and I squeezed with everything I had. It struggled, trying to throw me off. I stayed on it, keeping my legs and thighs away so it couldn’t scratch them. I managed to squeeze even harder, feeling resistance against my grip.

When it whined, and I saw a small delay in the way it thrashed its head about, I knew I was about to win. It was exhilarating. Before had I been this close to a sirak or a namek and I would have been ripped to shreds. By nightfall there would have been nothing left of me. And people in Kilahead would have talked about how stupid I was. The goblin who thought he could wrestle a beast.

Yet, the Unveiled’s fight was oozing out of it and I could tell bones were cracking and snapping the harder I squeezed. My initial hold on my wrist had moved up to my forearm. But this wasn’t how I wanted to kill it. Its neck. I wanted to choke it until there was no more air to breathe. But even a small release and it would capitalize on that, twist and I’d find its mouth closing over my head.

I would have to give up that idea and bide my time squeezing it like this. The beast had other plans though. It was stubborn and there was so much I didn’t know about it. Menel said nothing. It suddenly stopped thrashing about. Almost as if it’d settled for defeat and hoped for mercy. I pondered on going for the chokehold immediately, but then I sensed the horns begin to crackle with lightning again.

Its fur all stood on end whenI detected a faint little vibration. Still, Menel was quietly watching from within. Then I realized why he wasn’t saying anything. Abyss take him! A shock flowed through me, briefly. My senses were screaming, my instinct telling me to let go. I tried. I really wanted to, but I was too late. The lightning flowed through me. I felt every bone in my body go warm and then superhot.

It wrecked me once, twice and then a final time. Every part of me felt totally gone. I could feel nothing. Not my hand, not my mind, and there was no thought.

Only more notifications. My vision filled with them. Pain was there, but overwhelmed by worry. I was hurting, and I was going to die. I thought I could vaguely sense the Unveiled sniffing me, checking…

Move, Loren! It is going to devour you like a piece of filth. Unveiled were made to be monsters. Not the ones you know, but like actual monsters. They eat their dead and play with the rest until they get bored. You want to see your family, yeah? Or do you want to wither to bones here while crows and bald crappy birds pick at you like some wonderful feast? You want to…

“Shut up!” I yelled. The expelled air rushed back into my lungs. With movement came pain and when pain flowed through me, I let it propel me to action. My flesh hurt and the agony was shared by every other part of me. I gritted my teeth, sat up quickly and punched the Unveiled before it sank its teeth down.

I was a tad bit late, its teeth grazed my leg, ripping through the shoe briefly before my punch sent it flying. I moved my hands back and forth and then my fingers. Every movement was a cause to wince, but it was alright. The pain reinforced that I was still alive. It would be enough. It had to be. The sky was almost completely clear. The sun was still blocked by the mountain, but I had enough light to see the black fur limping.

“You are wounded too, huh?” No immediate response was forthcoming from Menel. My heart was racing. I didn’t know what that lightning thing was, but it had left a marking on my skin and had been a hard lesson learned. Dang Menel and his lessons. In addition, I noticed there was some kind of trembling in me. I stood up, tested the leg leaking blood and flinched. The pain was bearable but I couldn’t run with it.

You don’t have to, Menel finally said. Perhaps he felt my mood because he slipped back into silence. I’d realized something. The guardians were there to guide, not to help fight or anything. They were there to guide us from point one to point two, which included training. Maybe that was all Menel was able to do or meant to do. I heard him snort and ignored it. I had a real problem in front of me.

What the Unveiled had done, seemed to have affected it too. I could see blood on its face and I could smell its burnt fur. The Unveiled was resilient though and Menel was right. It didn’t wait for me to attack. It snarled, its teeth bloody from biting me and its eyes crazy with its need to kill me.

I waited.

It came.

It had speed, but I had my perception and I’d picked up a small rock. The need for a weapon almost blinded me to the realization that with the strength I now possessed, I could create one. Just before it rammed into me with its horns, I angled my body slightly and smashed the rock into its jaw.

Its mouth cracked and hung open. It cried out in pain, followed by a whine, but I gave it no time. I was beyond angry now, my rage building as I imagined the many people it had torn through and played with. The corpses that littered this road. Somehow, the thought crystallized in my mind. I will kill them all. I didn’t wake from the trance until I realized my fist was bloody and the Unveiled wasn’t moving beneath me.

My shirt was wrecked and my arm had so many scratches and yet I had no recollection of when any of that had happened. I had punched through the Unveiled’ neck until the skin broke and I didn’t stop there. Even when it died, I didn’t stop. I kept at it until my fist was covered in blood—mine and the Unveiled’s.

Then Menel called my name, in my head. It was like a candle was flicked into life and the world appeared out of the darkness. I was kneeling there, over the beast, breathing hard. And in front of me were the notifications.

[You have killed an Unveiled!]

[+100 Stat points]

[+60 XP]

[An Unveiled Cloak acquired: locked]

[An Unveiled Claw acquired: Locked]

[An Unveiled Horns acquired: Locked]

[+10 Mana Points]

[+100 Kol]

[New Skill acquired: Creation]

{Skill level: Low, but can be upgraded}

[Break Point reached: Welcome Loren]

You are finally ready for the treat. From here on, the world open to you will be a tough platform for growth. The Federation and the United Mind have prepared the best conditions for you. A world to be ruled by only the strongest. You will gain access to the Market Place where you will find endless possibilities. You must be prepared for the challenges. The horrors are a gift and boost. As a Chosen or not, you will need all the luck you can get. Remember! You can rule this world. You can topple it and recreate it. You can be its God.

I blinked and the words vanished. And then I was covered in burning green mist. It tore through me and just when I was about to panic, I heard Menel’s voice asking me to relax. The heat ebbed slowly until it vanished and along with it my pain, the heat and the nausea. The exhaustion was still there, but it wasn’t much. My knuckles that had been bruised some minutes ago were smooth like the rest of me, but I was still covered in filth.

[New level achieved]

“What did it mean by that? That I can rule this world?”

“Not important right now,” Menel said, frowning. He could see me working up an argument so he lifted one tiny finger that I felt could defeat hundreds of me. “Remember what I said about slowing down? This is it.”

I sighed and shrugged. There were still more ways to go and that familiar scent was close.

“One thing you have to know now is that it will get even more difficult to level up. You have done outstanding so far. More than I expected, but from now on, it will be slower and even more difficult. Especially through experience points. You see how that Unveiled was, how different it was even though it was categorized as the first. You will be getting more of that surprise. Be ready for it.”

I nodded. I wasn’t sure why, but I felt a little optimistic. He was a horse puddle sometimes, but he was helping. I sighed, pushed myself up and stretched.

“One other thing, would you like me to allocate your stats now? Or would you like to do it once we have cleared all the Unveiled? I imagine there are two left. We are in the middle of the path.”

“Later,” I grunted. Menel chuckled.

“Excellent choice, Loren. You are turning into one fine goblin.”
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Isaw the bones at the end of the mountain pass. There were lots of them. By the time we got to them, I’d realized none had survived. None. I had to shoo off birds from some of the remains. The bones were chipped in places. Probably the work of crows and vultures. As I went through the bodies hoping I wouldn’t find what I dreaded most, I saw her. I saw little Tabitha’s face. It had been half eaten. The eyes were empty and dry, staring sightless at the beautiful sky in all its glory above them like some kind of cruel joke.

I didn’t even know I was crying until my body shook and I was screaming. My eyes stung with tears and my body felt like I was being dragged through broken glass. I should have been there, I thought. But I knew I would have died if I had been. There was nothing I could do. Menel hovered beside me, watching as I grieved the people I didn’t know much about, even when they were alive.

What I felt was an overwhelming sadness and a small thought that maybe, somehow, my family were lying somewhere like this.

Menel let me sit with the bones for a while. Crying and gathering them together. I wanted to bury them, send their souls away so they could be free. But I didn’t know how to do that, nor did I have the ability to dig into the earth. So instead, I gathered the bones I could recognize. I piled them up against the side of the mountain. At the top of the heap, I placed little Tabitha.

I stood back and sang a short song I’d heard my mother sing. It was sweet yet sad. She didn’t sing it often and when she did, it was never sung in a sad way. It flowed out of me and it felt right. I finished just when the sun was at its peak in shine and heat. I could see the grassland Holov told me about, and I knew even he would be surprised by what I was looking at.

“How long do you think it will take us to reach Il-Gorr on foot?” Menel asked.

I winced. The way the horse had died played in my head slowly until I tried shrugging it away and remembered how it hadn’t even had the ability to scream. The head simply exploded.

“Four days? Three and some if we walk nonstop. But I think there are villages before the city. Towns where we can borrow a horse perhaps.” Menel nodded.

“There are, but there will be threats from both natives and monsters alike. We could just skirt those instead and move around. And you need a weapon, a dagger is not doing it anymore.”

I touched the dagger, which I had been able to retrieve, subconsciously and nodded. I needed a sword. Something sharp and I needed some kind of magical power. Menel chuckled and I knew he’d been in my head, reading my thoughts. I hissed. Soon I will lock him out for good and then I’d feel better about this merge.

“You’d cut yourself with the sword right now, and magic is out of the question too, for now. You will build your mana capacity until it gets to one hundred. There is something you will get when you get to Il-Gorr. I mean I hope you get it.”

“What is it?”

Menel shook his head. “It is never good to tell it. You will see it if the system deems you good enough to see it. And then we can start building your mana capacity in earnest.”

“Sometimes you sound like you see a danger coming that I will soon walk into.”

Menel frowned. “You haven’t been listening? The dangers in this world have tripled, brat. There are more than you can imagine right now. You will see them soon enough.”

I nodded, bowed to the bones once more and turned toward the exit from the mountain pass. On the other side, the sun was brighter. Hotter too. The mountains had almost killed me, but they had also given me respite from the heat. I walked in it, twice healed, but exhausted.

The other Unveileds I killed were stronger than the second, but Menel was right. I got low points from them and didn’t get much loot either.

“We should allocate stat points as we go,” I said and I felt Menel agree. I had a hundred and forty stat points and I got a hundred and twenty three experience points. My items got unlocked, but Menel said I didn’t need to use them. I could keep them or I could sell them. What I really gained was Kol. I looked over the final results.

[Stat Log]

Name: Loren Oldrych

Race: Goblin

Type: Unassigned

Level 5

Strength: 53

Agility: 52

Endurance: 42

Intelligence: 33

Perception: 45

Mana Capacity: 28

XP: 313/500

The new figures were astounding, though by the last fight, even without allocating my stats points, I had felt a difference. My hits were inflicting many times more damage. I’d long stopped seeing damage points because Menel said they were not important, but I could still tell from the effect my hits made. The last Unveiled was so easy, it felt like I’d bullied it.

Like the second one I fought, it could harness energy too. I’d asked Menel how they got beasts like this, but he didn’t know. He didn’t have that knowledge, but I bet The Kiral would. It wasn’t worth going to that thing for, but I idly wondered if it knew where my parents were.

“What about the marketplace which was mentioned?” I asked. I’d wondered what it would look like since I saw the notification. Would it be like a real marketplace or would it be different, like most of the things the humans have brought with them? Menel waved the question off though.

“You don’t need anything there yet,” he said before controlling the window to show how rich I was. From each Unveiled after the second one, I got fifty Kol. He grunted and nodded before asking me to exit the window. The rectangle vanished and once again we descended into silence.

I was glad I didn’t need a map for this journey and though I hadn’t thought about it before, I was suddenly worried for Holov and the rest. When they realized there was nothing in Frey-Rock to save, they would journey up north, like me.

“Will that place remain clear now? Or will they put in replacements for others to pass that test?” I asked. Menel floated over to me and settled on my shoulder. He weighed almost nothing.

“There will be a test for everyone utilizing that path. Think of it as a developmental stage,” he replied. I nodded. They would be alright though. They were orcs. They were not known for their smartness, but they weren’t stupid either.

There were stories of the things mountain orcs had accomplished in the past. Before the forest orcs separated and that time had been so far gone that only those who seek the memories find it. The stories change, but before the world was given one name and then broken again, the orcs ruled. They dominated with strength. They ruled lands far and wide and had so many provinces.

Although that was just as well as the story that said elves rode dragons and had cities of high towers and lush green covering their walls and terraces.

No one believed most of these tales. Before this breaking, no one believed there was still a thing like magic.

I chuckled, realizing how stupid I was. I was worried about orcs. Before crossing that path, Holov could have beaten me to a pulp. Before meeting Menel, any orc would have thrown an axe at me immediately when they saw my skin, hair and ears. And yet, here I was, worried that an orc I met for a few hours would get killed. I shook my head.

My friends would call me a wet wool-head.

We made it to the middle of the grassland by sun-set. It was so wide and the grassland was now a large space quickly becoming a desert. What might have been there before was dead and fading fast. As I walked, my feet kicked up dust. Behind us, the mountain still loomed. I couldn’t see anything, not even smoke to show that there were survivors in front of us.

Far away from where I settled to sleep for the night the tops of trees poked just above the gently sloping soon to be waste of the grasslands. Somewhere down there was the road that led to Il-Gorr.

There was more training before I slept. It seemed like Menel was preparing me for something. I didn’t ask because I knew it would be one of those things he thought I was not ready for. But it was exhausting. I trained until the cold evening breeze chilled the sweat on my back. Then he let me sleep.

I was hungry again. The orcs didn’t let me take any more food, their appreciation had been a brief one. I could still remember the dry bread I ate and that made the hunger worse.

When I finally slept, I was pulled into a world that I hadn’t seen before. Dreams and nightmare interweaving and pulling me down until I was begging for air.

People died in these nightmares. They died, lifted off the ground and died again. Orcs slaughtered, tearing the village with axes and spike clubs. Cleavers took heads off running goblins and spears pierced children. It was bloody. And at the top of the chaos, The Kiral stood. Its face changed between Kaluk and the human face it had when we first spoke.

Its grin was wide and wanton. As if all that was happening below it gave it pleasure. It spoke but I couldn’t hear what it said. I could see its mouth and from what I could discern, it was taunting the dead. Bringing them up again and again to die.

The orcs who dominated at first were soon terrified and the wave of blood turned the other way. Huge orcs fell like mountains crashing down. Their mounts roared as dead goblins chewed through them. The Kiral howled, laughing like it had gone crazy.

In the chaos I searched for the guardian. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t do anything but watch. I hoped that the guardian would save me, until I realized it was dead too. Its energy had fizzled out and it had corroded and finally disappeared.

The Kiral called for my attention. When I looked up at its face, Kaluk’s face, it smiled and pointed up at the sky. The sky seemed like a festival of lights. Constellations filled every bit of it. They sparkled as if flaring with pleasure. The longer I looked, the clearer it was that they were looking back at me, and they were watching.

What are they? Who are they? Gods? Are they coming to save us?

The questions rolled out of my mind and as I asked, The Kiral laughed harder. And then I heard a voice in my head. It was my mother, she was calling to me as Holov dragged her into the darkness by her hair. My eyes widened, and my arms struggled. I needed to be free, to save her, to kill Holov. I needed to fight.

Yes, you need to fight. The voice was a whisper. It was one I’d never heard before and yet, I knew, somehow, that it was real.

I scratched my way out of sleep, yelling like I was being branded by a red, hot iron. When I opened my eyes, Menel was there, frowning. My heart was racing and the sun was coming up. I couldn’t tell if he was angry or worried.

“A dream,” I uttered, trying to catch my breath. “Sorry, I woke you up.” He scoffed.

“I don’t sleep, Loren and that wasn’t a dream. It was the machination of an idiot, doing something he shouldn’t have done.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, worrying that all I just saw might be real.

“Nothing. What you just saw wasn’t real, alright? Your world has gone to feces, but not like that.”

“You can see my dreams too?”

“I can see a lot more than you know.” Menel shook his head. “Get ready, we have to start going.”

I didn’t miss that he didn’t really answer what I asked. He was in a sour mood the rest of the way. As we walked, I couldn’t help thinking about what I’d seen. Menel said they were not real but somehow it felt like I was really staring at people actually dying. And Holov’s face as he dragged my mother away.

Even the memory of it was terrifying. He had seemed dead inside. Maybe he was. I tried to shake away the dream, but I couldn’t. I’d had dreams before that I thought were bad. Nightmares that woke me up screaming. But nothing was as hollowing as watching all those people. I imagine that was what war felt like. People consuming others, death ravaging whole towns like fire taking to a field of dry weed.

I shuddered.

Whenever I tried to think less about it, the harder it became. I tried to focus on what I knew about the system. Menel had mentioned that there were parts of it that I needed to understand for myself. And after that dream, I was thinking of visiting The Kiral again.

It was the only being that could tell me where they were. It was part of the United Mind after all. And according to Menel and The Kiral, the United Mind knew so much. I looked up, expecting flaring stars to look down at me even with the sun blazing down on us.

“The Kiral works with willing access. You asking it for favors gives it access to more of your mind,” Menel explained. He was leading, and now he stopped and turned to me. “While you might not be the strongest, or smartest. There is only one thing unique to you right now. What is it?” Menel inquired.

“My mind?” He nodded.

“It is yours and there is no other like it. That makes Kiral curious. Not just about you, I assume he is doing it with a million others participating in this. You have to keep it closed up, and protected. I have freedom within your mind because you still can’t build the restrictions needed.”

“Will you teach me?” I asked, suddenly interested. Menel chuckled.

“Why would I do that? I like to know about the stupid thoughts in your head. Helps me stop you from acting on them.”

I scoffed. I should have expected that.
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The morning wore into noon and then night and morning again. We got down what seemed to be a hill and then found the path through the forest I had glimpsed before. Like the road had been through the mountains, this one was wide too. It had a naturalness to it, as if the many carts and wagons traveling through the dense pack of trees were what cut it out long ago. It was quiet, except for the insects and birds.

Before I would have been worried about large animals, wild ones who hunted at night and had no repulsion for meat. But as I trained under the shade of trees with the creaking and crowing surrounding us, I felt a small kind of peace. It was nothing like home, but it was different in a good way. I was going to Il-Gorr. I never would have dreamt of this before. We stopped for the night again.

I closed my eyes and extended my perception. Most of the trees were alright, untouched by whatever attacks had ruined cities and the grassland before the forest, but there was something here too. The quiet was unusual. There were no howling of wood dogs, or roaring of predators. I heard slight brushes and rustles—small animals scampering and further still, a panting.

I couldn’t picture everything out there, but slowly I was gleaning more out of my now enhanced perception. Here, within the crowd of trees, the air felt sweet on my skin. I breathed in the smell of dirt and grass and the smoke from the crackling fire and the burning of the meat.

I turned the meat over and settled back into training. The new reach of my perception was exciting to use. It felt like I was in so many places at the same time. The wind spread all over my body and I could hear the sounds as if the insects buzzed so close to my ears. I could both easily extract and dull senses as I needed or wanted to. Taste the moisture in the air and sense quick movements.

Menel disappeared and appeared randomly and with my ears closed I could tell where he was just from sensing what he called the energy in him. He said every being carried an aura and that was his.

There wasn’t much he could teach me about fighting. He believed I would feel it out and become better. Yet I imagine I would lose if I fought someone who was actually trained to use a sword.

On the third day, just before we reached Il-Gorr, we met people. Four bandits. They wore cloaks with hoods covering their faces, but I could tell from the build and height that they were either orcs or some kind of halflings.

It seemed like they’d been waiting for us, but the bags heaped behind them told me they were waiting for anyone who was hoping to get into the city. I could see the city already. Its walls still stood, but I imagined the same could not be said for the city itself.

Evening was coming and I was hoping we could get in and determine the situation within. With any luck there would be somewhere we could find food and such. I wanted to begin searching for my family as soon as possible. The idea was to gather as many goblins as possible, even from other villages if there were any. But first, my parents.

“Welcome to Il-Gorr, one of the only surviving cities,” one of the bandits said. When he spread his hand, I saw the gray shirt under the cloak. Around his waist was a belt I’d never seen before, but I recognized it was made from heig hide. A large animal found in the west. Hunting of heigs was forbidden, both by the elves who dominated most of that part of the world, and the dwarves too.

“Who are you?” I asked. I was filthy and thirsty. The last water I had was a day ago, from a small puddle I found. And that tasted worse than any bad meal I’d ever had. I wanted good food, water or a drink and eventually I wanted to sleep.

The orc in front who had spoken, larger than the rest, turned to his companions and laughed. I was able to discern a lady orc at the back of the group. She leaned against a tree, her face slightly covered, but her slim arms and figure were stark even underneath the cloak.

She caught my eyes for a second and then looked away. They were all taller, and I guessed some of them were stronger than me too. But I didn’t flinch. I had learned a lot from the Unveiled.

“Friends, looks like we have a rude goblin in our hands,” who I took to be the leader said and laughed. The two other men in the group laughed along with him, though maybe a tad strained. I bowed, my hands together in the goblin salute. The voices reminded me of something most parents in Kilahead gave their children. Never fight over something you can get by being polite.

“Forgive me, I was just trying to be careful. The world has…” I hesitated. “…broken. And I have been traveling for days. My family, I can’t find them, so I have come to Il-Gorr to see if they ar…”

“Shut up, brat,” the orc growled. This time he didn’t mask his voice or try to sound civil. “We don’t care for your ills and problems. Give us the coins you have, every shiny piece and you may go about with your misery.”

I stared up at him. He looked menacing. And I could see how they’d amassed the heap behind them. I imagine some of my people’s things were there too. And then it occurred to me that if my family had been through here, these people might have seen them.

“Hurry up with it, boy,” another orc said, this one carrying a short axe. The blade looked old and dull, but a dull blade could break bones, and with enough force, it could tear an arm off. I tried to think, but nothing was coming to me. No idea.

Then there is only one thing you can do, Menel said, chuckling at the end. I agreed.

Before the man in the front could comprehend, I covered the distance between us and kicked him hard. My leg caught his right side, flung him back against the orc behind him. The orc carrying the axe was stunned, which gave me just enough time to reach him.

I used the time up almost immediately. He lifted his axe, causing his hood to fall free of his head. The sight I was afforded was that of a bald headed orc glaring at me with one eye. The other was gone, long destroyed. I adjusted my movement and leapt to his left, where his bad eye was, the axe swung and missed while I gave a low punch meant for his gut but connected with something else.

He howled, it was a scream of someone in intense pain. The axe fell out of his hands and he rolled on the ground, crying. Menel was laughing raucously. I didn’t have time to look at what I’d done. I turned just in time for a heavy fist to hit my face. The punch made the world disappear for a quick second. I jumped back, took a breath and blinked away the light dancing in my eyes.

“You are dead, goblin, dead! By the Lights, I will take your skin and make a belt of it.”

I could tell he was angry. Menel was still laughing. There were three left now. The woman had not attacked, but I could see the short sword in her hand. Orcs don’t use short swords, I informed Menel. He didn’t respond. Which was okay since I didn’t have time to talk anyway because the angry orc decided to attack.

His sword had a curved, small sickle shaped blade. They were called anak noam morn, or Anak. The death bringers. I’d seen one, carried by a trader’s guard in Kilahead. The blade whistled near my face, every dodge and weave seeming to keep me only inches away from my death.

He was fast, his arm moving like wind slithering through tunnels. His cuts made fast vertical and horizontal slashes. There was no opening to explore, nowhere to throw a fast punch. And Menel was now quiet. I had to figure it out myself.

I lowered my crouch and tried to sweep his feet from under him, but he saw through it and jumped back. Giving me enough time to breathe, or so I thought. A gust of wind hit me, throwing me off slightly. I looked up to see the woman’s hand reaching out and three swirling gusts rotating around her.

“Magic?” I asked incredulously. Menel grunted.

“The witch will lead you to your death,” the leader said, his cloak still covering his face, but his eyes and the beard could be seen. Another gust slammed into me again and I staggered back. Before I could gain ground, a heavy fist slammed into my gut.

Air vanished and I felt my insides squeeze tight and hurt. My vision blurred and when it focused, another huge fist was coming for my face. I moved quickly to the side, groaning as I had to put in effort to drag my feet. The punch hit my left shoulder instead and something snapped there. The whole of that arm felt heavy and damaged.

You think it is about time you draw your dagger? Menel asked, and I could hear the mockery in his voice. I’d thought I could take them all on without killing them. Maybe that thinking was wrong. I had to do real damage to these people. They were not very good either. They were not worth the mercy I was showing them.

The leader laughed as he walked over to me. “You stupid, stupid, disease. You goblins have always been naïve. Thinking you can rebuild and get back at the world. Well the world has changed again, leaving you further back as the nauseating filth you all are. Now, I see you have no coin on you, let me kill you then. You have no use for…”

I pushed off, my legs finally feeling a little more familiar. I sensed the pressure of the wind coming and dodged the main force of it while jumping at the leader.

His shock was his undoing. He lifted his hand to block, instead of his Anak. The dagger went through his flesh, then I dragged the blade out between two fingers. He staggered back and then fell on his butt. He screamed, holding his bleeding hand like a child who’d stuck their hand in a fire, this time a forge’s flame. He yelled and swore in the name of the gods I knew and some I’d never heard of.

The other orc, the one he’d first slammed into and the woman, they both watched their boss weep like a fool.

From where I stood, I imagined I could walk over to him and stick my dagger in his neck to quiet him. He was a blabbering idiot. He’d said so much about goblins and yet, when shrank back I looked at him. I shook my head as I took a step, then stopped when he started calling.

“Jurik, kill the goblin! Kill him! Don’t let him get away, witch! Hold him down for Jurik.” The other orcs watched him. I waited, wanting to see what they’d do. The woman had her hand stretched out. I was still surprised that Menel was right. Magic was possible. But I waited. My arm ached and the pain was overwhelming. But I needed to win this or I’d die.

They were all correct. This world, it was either I killed someone or they killed me. Everyone was out for blood. Yet, I didn’t want to kill them. It made me feel weak, but still I didn’t want to. I could kill monsters and beasts, but people were another line I didn’t want to cross. If I didn’t have to.

Jurik tossed his axe down and pulled his hood back. He was young, but still older than me. A forest orc. His eyes were pleading and when he took off the cloak entirely, I saw a new mark burned into his chest. He pointed to the mark and then pointed to the leader. I frowned.

“He says he belongs to Kohan, there,” the woman indicated. Her voice shook slightly but she cleared her throat as she took off her hood. “I belong to Kohan too,” she said, showing the same mark on her arm, near her wrist.

“Slaves?” I asked. She shook her head.

“Not slave, not free. Tied to him.”

I wondered what that meant. They watched me. The leader, Kohan, was still shocked by what they’d done. It was when he looked back at me that I realized what they were asking. Menel chuckled, obviously enjoying the dilemma I’d found myself in. They’d attack if I didn’t kill their leader. And even if they won, Kohan could still kill them. It was clear what I had to do, and yet I hesitated.

It was cruel. I wanted to tell them that, but they already knew that and I could see the pity in the woman’s eyes. I gripped the dagger and with new resolve, I walked slowly to Kohan. I knew the line, I could see it clearly, and with great sadness I crossed it.

“Jurik, hold him down,” I said. The orc looked at me and then at Kohan who started shaking his head. Kohan could fight still, but it seemed their betrayal had defeated him the most. Wind wrapped Kohan as he stretched for his sword and then Jurik held him down. I realized these two could kill me once they were free. They could turn on me and slit my throat easily.

“You can both leave with whatever you have stolen. I don’t want to ever see you again,” I said, looking from the woman to Jurik. They both nodded. It didn’t matter though, I’d already decided to do it. I looked down at Kohan’s face. The orc was terrified, I would have been too.

“You are wrong about goblins, but you are right about this new world. It has broken again and we must change with it.” The dagger went in one side of his neck and the point emerged from the other. Blood erupted out of his mouth when he tried to speak and then at first fountained out as I pulled the blade out of him which turned to oozing. He jerked and tried to swallow, reaching for his neck with both hands in an effort to stem the flow.

It took a few minutes for him to die.

“You will need money to survive in Il-Gorr,” the woman said, stretching a pouch to me. Take it, she is right, Menel quickly added. I nodded and took it. It felt wrong, but so was the world right now. I turned to leave, getting back on the path as I wiped my blade with Kohan’s cloak awkwardly and then let the cloak fall.

“He asks what your name is,” the woman asks. I can’t remember her face as I walked away, giving her no answer. This was my first conscious change and I didn’t like it. It was digging right into me and my arm was hurting. I would pass out soon, but I need to do that far from those two.
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Iwoke up to warmth and Menel staring down at me. Seeing him so close shocked me and then, pain in my arm when I tried to move made the surprise worse. I tried to hold down the scream, but a whimper escaped and Menel chuckled. I glared at him, but he didn’t seem to care. I turned to look at my arm and saw that it had been treated. Or at least someone had made an attempt to treat it.

The bones were set back in place and from my elbow up was tied with wood on either side to keep the bones in place.

In the middle of the room was a fire crackling and the pot atop it had something bubbling.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“You passed out and someone helped you here,” he replied. “She is friendly. I think.” The soup smelled familiar and good. It reminded me how very long ago it was that I’d eaten anything properly made. I looked around, wondering if there was anything else that was familiar.

The walls were made of stone, the roof of the house was high and the bed was—I bounced on it, careful not to stress my bad arm. It was soft. There was nothing else in the room. No chairs. Only a plate and a cup which were set on a table pushed against the wall on the other side of the room.

There I found my dagger and the purse the orc had given me as a gift for freeing them. At least I assumed it had been a gift. I made to stand up, but then I realized my body wasn’t as healed as I thought it was. Menel was right, I was leveling slower now. I was sure before I got to level five, killing Kohan would have given me some stat points at least.

I slowly swung my feet off the bed and let them touch the warm ground. The fire was made atop something, but I could still feel its warmth. I wanted to see my helper, I wanted to thank her. My shoes were on the other side of the room as well, arranged beside the table.

I couldn’t find my shirt though. My body was slick with sweat and when I inhaled, I perceived the stink. I needed a bath, but first I wanted to know where I was.

“It is rude to leave before thanking your helper,” Menel remarked. I scoffed, wondering when he started caring about what was right and what wasn’t.

“I am sure she would like the guy taking her bed to get the hell out. I will thank her with coins,” I replied.

“She already took your coins. Some of them anyway. But that is not why you should stay put. You should check your notification log. We are about to get busy.”

The notification log appeared the moment I thought about it. I didn’t even know I had any. I must have passed out or maybe Menel had kept them away, knowing I wouldn’t be able to look at them.

[Notification Log]

[You have killed a Mountain Orc: Kohan]

[+10 XP]

[+1 stat point for Perception]

[Your affinity for violence has increased]

[Survival mode: unlocked]

Meta: Expand to read.

[Lord of Coins sneered at you!]

[Open Quest Log to see your first quest]

“Lord of Coins?” I asked. “You know who that is?”

“Just an over-bloated asshole,” Menel spat. “I will tell you about them later. For now, focus on what you can and can’t do. You have survival mode now. I suggest you look at that closer.”

I expanded the survival mode notification and more information spilled out. It was basically what the name meant, but it was a title to unlock an event. And it had something to do with the quest, so I called up the Quest Log and it appeared just like the others. Menel’s eyes brightened, and for a moment I wondered if he hadn’t already read this part.

“Was this what you were waiting for?”

He shook his head. “Not this, but this is better.”

[Quest Log]

Quest Type: Survival

Quest Name: Lord of Summons

Meta: In King Nagurg’s ruin, you will find the Howler. Within it is the skill to summon untethered beasts. These monsters will come to your call, and do your bidding only if your will conquers theirs. They come to slay your enemies or you. But, the Howler can summon and undo the summoning as well. This makes it a great weapon.

Quest Difficulty: Red

Quest Reward: The Howler, Two levels advancement, One Skill

“Why must we go after this?” I asked Menel. He was grinning as if he had prey in sight. “It looks like it is as much a dangerous tool to the user as well as the enemy.”

Menel shook his head. “The thing about summoning is mastery. You can summon with will and tame with magic. At least, I would like to try that out. The possibilities of this are so boundless. Everyone in this dang city will be going for the howler. That is why it will be difficult, and there will be things in that place that will make your nightmares look tame.”

“And yet you sound excited,” I murmured. He turned to me with a sharp glare and then chuckled.

“You should be too. You have been taking hits and if your endurance attribute wasn’t a little high just now, that orc brute would have killed you easily. And you were lucky the mute one and the wind woman weren’t interested in following the moron anymore.”

“Yeah,” I said, suddenly feeling the brunt of what had happened to me. I would have died. That woman held Kohan down easily as if he was nothing. “Magic. I didn’t believe you at first.” The words came out in whispers. That had seemed a bit far-fetched, even with everything I’d seen.

“I know. That orc woman was still new to what she could do with it. Trust me. You will meet them soon. Most of the survivors in this city will be so strong you’d look like ants to them. But then, if you follow me and do what I ask, trust me, you’d shock even the humans.”

I’d almost forgotten about these humans. I wondered what others thought about them. I was still thinking when the door creaked open and someone peeked in. A woman? Her hair fell forward, completely dark, like the night. Then she came in fully, her orc ears startling me.

“You do that a lot?” She asked as she walked over to the pot on the fire. The flames had dwindled and gone, but some of the coals were still red. I frowned as she worked in more wood, checked the soup and turned to me.

“Do what?” I asked.

“Talk to yourself and judge people,” she replied.

Now that her hair was off her face, I could see her clearly. She was about Holov’s age, and his height. She wore a brown leather top that stopped just before her navel and seemed a bit tight around her breasts. Her pants were like mine, but her boots were new. I looked up at her face immediately, hoping she saw the glare.

“You steal from strangers all the time?”

“Only the ones who need my help.”

“You still call it help when you get paid?”

“It is always help, goblin,” she said and then walked to the door. From the other side she dragged something in. A bag. She pulled clothes from the bag and tossed them at me. Not new, but not very old either. The shirt she gave me smelled good, probably from a noble’s home.

“Where did you get these?” I inquired.

“You got them. What do you think I took the coins for? Your clothes were torn and your shoes… well, let’s just say they are not good for use anymore.”

“So you bought these for me so it wouldn’t look like stealing?” I asked. Her smile vanished immediately and she took five quick steps to me. Her knife was in her hand and her blade was suddenly pressing against my throat.

“This is better, right?” She asked softly. Her face was right in front of mine and I could see her eyes were large, but I couldn’t tell what color they were with the poor light in the room. “Would you have preferred that I killed you and took it all?”

I shook my head, wondering why she smelled different. Nothing like Holov at all. Then she pushed off the bed, put the blade back in its sheath and smiled.

“Good. You can take your bath and change. You smell like you look.”

She turned to leave and a sudden desperation made me call to her. When she turned to me, my tongue felt heavy and so did my legs.

“Why did you help me?” I asked, discarding the first question and asking the reasonable one.

“Because I would like someone to help me in that situation too. And you had a purse of coin.” I nodded, understanding those reasons.

“You are going for the Howler’s Quest?” I hadn’t planned to ask that, but I suddenly wanted to know. And there was something different about fighting with her. It was better than talking to Menel all day. I heard his low growl in my head and muted him out.

“Everyone who can fight is going.” I was silent, staring at her. She sighed and nodded. “Yes, I am.” I nodded, lifted my right hand for a hand shake.

“I am Loren Oldrych, from Kilahead.” Her name was now bright above her head, but I waited for her to take my hand and tell me herself.

“Lyaene Dundain, from this city now lost to the abyss.” She gestured all around indicating Il-Gorr. I grinned. “You are not of the chosen, are you?”

I shook my head. I wanted to know what they were but Menel had said I was not ready. But now, being in Il-Gorr, I thought I was and Menel was not objecting.

“Who are the chosen?” I asked. Lyaene's eyes widened in surprise. She walked back to the bed and sat down. I tried not to think about how close we were and the fact that I was not wearing any shirt.

“How have you survived this long?” She asked. “I guess Kilahead is too small to have any of the Chosen there, but still, your guardian must have told you.” I shook my head, suddenly trying to picture what her guardian was like. “What about The Kiral?”

I shook my head again.

This time she looked really worried. But she shrugged and adjusted so she was facing me. My arm thrummed with pain, but it was bearable. I could feel the slow healing occurring and Lyaene’s voice helped me forget most of it.

“The Chosen are a few privileged bastards who the humans have decided to sponsor. They are strong, but that is not all they are. They are smart and they get items easily because they can purchase almost anything in the market.”

“Isn’t that cheating?” The question was to Menel, but Lyaene shrugged.

“This new world is bent just like the old one, but in this one, I get a cool gift,” she said. My brows flew up and my heart raced.

“You are one of them?”

Lyaene chuckled and shook her head. She made a fist and suddenly her fist was engulfed in flames. Her hair too blazed like a wildfire and her eyes vanished, replaced by burning coals. The heat was scalding, or at least it should be. But just as it came, it all vanished.

“What was that?” I whispered in astonishment.

“My assigned type. Raphael helped me get it. He said I have a high affinity for fire.” I nodded, my mind spinning with reasons why Menel would want me to wait and fight others without cool, powerful skills like this. Then I realized she’d just voiced a name. The name of her guardian.

“Raphael?” I asked. Lyaene nodded.

“In Il-Gorr, there are four Chosen. And I believe they will be going or are already at the ruin waiting. You should probably sit this quest out. There is no penalty anyway.”

I nodded. Not knowing what to say. I realized Menel had been quiet all this while and when I pushed my perception inward, I felt him slamming against a wall. That stunned me, and then I laughed because it was amazing to finally be able to shut him out. When I expressed a need for him, the wall vanished.

You dang, greenhead goblin!

I tried to do it again, but nothing happened. I tried two more times and failed. Then I realized Lyaene was looking at me as if I was going crazy.

“You are strange,” she said, and before I could respond, she stood up. “Are you ready to wash yourself? You just have to go out that door and go in the one opposite it.”

I nodded, watching her go and when she was almost out, she turned and stared at me for a moment. “You don’t hate me. At least not because I am Orc. Why?”

“I don’t know why I should hate you because of what you are, Lyaene. You are orc and I am a goblin. I wouldn’t want you to kill me just because of that.”

Smart words from an idiot.

“That is fair.” She was nodding. Her hair was scattered from when she showed me her power. “Get clean and we can eat.”

I nodded and tried to stand. When I looked up at the door she was gone. Menel appeared in front of me, his hands folded and his face in a stern frown.

“I thought you were teaching me so I can shut you out myself?”

“No, I was teaching you so you can shut others out,” he said, obviously annoyed. I smiled, remembering him trying to break through the wall I’d mentally used to block him out. He didn’t smile back. Instead, he asked what she told me and I told him everything.

“She knows so little,” Menel said. “I guess she is one of those who got lazy guardians.”

“You have not exactly been very helpful either,” I pointed out.

“Intentionally,” he responded almost immediately. “The Chosen ones are quite privileged, but that is not all. They are being groomed. If you think it is one-sided, you are mistaken. The humans, or gods as they want you to see them, are generous. But only when there is something to gain for themselves. Trust me, I would know.”

“What do we do about the quest?” I asked and that cheered him up almost immediately.

“What else? We have to win the dang thing. It is the starting point for us. With that, you can summon beasts anywhere in this strange world of yours. We are not supposed to stop here, Loren. Valgar is only the first step to what you can achieve.”

His eyes were alive now, as if what he said stoked some crazy flames within him. It worried me.

Menel chuckled. “Remember what the United Mind said? You can be a God of this world? Trust me, you can be more. But first, you have to clean up.”
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“Are you sure you want to do this?” Lyaene asked as we walked out of what I realized was a half collapsed building. It must have been the home of some trader before the city was crushed. I woke up in part of the storage rooms built underground. It had a separate opening, a series of steps that spiraled up to an opening. The walls were rough, the steps too.

The main house was gone, probably destroyed within the first few minutes of the breaking. The house had been built with fine, black stones. And I soon began to understand that most homes in Il-Gorr were made to look like little temples. With rough walls and smooth pillars. Only nobles wasted money on smoothing out their walls and floors along with everything else.

“You didn’t forget what I told you yesterday, right?” I shook my head. I still remembered what she looked like with all that fire burning on her hand and hair. “I may not have overwhelmed you, but there are worse people out there. People whose presence will overwhelm you. You have to know that this quest will not be easy.”

“Nothing has been easy so far, Lyaene.” I sounded annoyed, but I knew what she meant. I couldn’t understand why she was warning me or clearly against my going for the quest, though perhaps she was just scared and this was her way of showing it.

“You are strong,” I said. “At least I think you are.” She gave me a smirk and rolled her eyes before she continued down the cleared path. There was debris by the side of the road, obviously removed recently. I assumed it had been her since this place was close to where she lived, but really it could have been anyone.

“So, why are you scared?”

“In Il-Gorr, a hierarchy system has been established. Not officially, but almost everyone knows and respects it. Those of us who have been assigned are one of the few at the top of the hierarchy. Then there are elementals, those who were assigned to elemental magic? Above the hierarchy, towering over almost everyone else, are the Chosen.”

“You have fought one before? An elemental I mean.” We passed a small garden and then a central fountain in the middle of what seemed like a split path with homes on both sides of it. Both the garden and the fountain seemed to have survived the breaking somehow. The fountain had the statue of a boa being dragged by a winged child. The child was completely nude and the boa seemed to be bleeding from its side. Water gushed out from what should be the wound and the boa’s mouth.

The statue meant something, but I was too busy thinking about Lyaene’s fear to summon whatever the meaning was.

“I have fought Orath. He recently became one of them, and he uses lightning. The truth is, their power is not all that makes them fearsome. It's the crazy amount of sponsorship. These are people who get to use items worth thousands of Kol. They can channel their powers to really unbelievable standards.”

“You lost?” I asked and I saw her wince. It might have been the way I said it, but she was obviously annoyed by it. I was about to apologize, but she was smiling again so I held my tongue. Now we were in the city. The walkways and roads had been cleared to a great extent, which surprised me in a way. There were so many people. Carts plied the streets and for the first time I could see so many orcs and goblins walking side by side.

The city was dead, at least the old Il-Gorr was gone, but it looked like they still adhered to the rules. I stood in the middle of the walkway beside the main road, staring at one face and then another and another until Lyaene pulled me forward.

There were elves too. Not the kinds from the west, of course, but still there were elves. Most of the people in the city had their faces veiled or had cloaks on. Lyaene didn’t though. Her hair was restricted behind her head with a string from my former shoe. She dragged me up the street until she saw a space and pulled me into it.

“How about this? If you prove that you can hold your own, then we can go together.” I stared, waiting to understand what she was talking about. It didn’t matter if she wanted me to go or not, I’d still go on my own. But I could see where it would be better to go with someone who knew the city, and even a bit of knowledge about the palace ruin would help.

She smiled, thinking I’d given up or maybe just feeling good about herself for bringing this up.

“Fine, how do I prove it?” I asked, suddenly impatient to get this over with. She was too close to me and my heart was racing again. Girls didn’t give me this much trouble back in Kilahead. Probably because they left me alone. Everyone left me alone.

I heard Menel’s mocking sigh and chuckled. He’d been in a sour mood since the day before, getting short bursts of excitement every time the quest was mentioned.

“First you have to beat someone,” she responded. “You don’t have to worry, he will challenge you. He challenges everyone.”

“And wins?” I asked, suddenly interested. I could feel Menel’s curiosity pique too. The prospect of fighting someone as strong as Lyaene was exciting, but my hand just finished healing. I still felt a twinge of pain when I twisted it awkwardly to check how good it was, so I wouldn’t want to overdo it.

“Is he as strong as you?” I asked and Lyaene chuckled. In her new brown shirt that looked twice her size, she looked nothing like the girl I saw the day before. But she was exactly the same in manners. We continued our walk in silence. I was too busy looking at people to talk much anyway. And with every new person I saw, the more confused I got.

I told you there were things you have not seen, Menel said when I saw what Lyaene called an Alraq. A small race that was almost extinct—killed by the elves because they thought Alraqs were abominations. Soon the air changed and we were immersed in the smell of spice, meat, and the sound of so many people.

“This is the market,” Lyaene said as if I couldn’t see it spread before us. There was meat hanging from hooks and sickly vegetables spread out on slabs of wood. I heard calls for people to come buy special grade weapons and someone even yelled that he was selling special boost items.

“Some people sell whatever they can to survive. Some people sell whatever items they find on quests and others sell their Kol for real coins.”

“You can do that?” I asked, surprised. I’d never thought about that. I didn’t even know people could sell things they got from the system to other people. There was so much I still didn’t know, and I sent my dissatisfaction to Menel who I could feel brush it away.

The forges in Il-Gorr were larger than any I’d ever seen or heard about. Most had to have been rebuilt since the destruction, not so much for the houses. I wanted to ask Lyaene why, but then I realized the answer. Many people probably knew about the second wave coming and they didn’t want to waste their time building what would be destroyed again.

“If you win this fight, I will get you your first weapon,” Lyaene said. I snorted.

“With my own coins, huh?” She cursed me in Orcish and chuckled.

She stopped abruptly in front of a tavern, then walked in. In Kilahead, there was Horn’s Breath. Not that I expected it was still there. A small tavern owned by a drunk who seemed to never make any coins, according to him. But this tavern was larger, and smelled a little bit better. The chatter inside was thin because there were about only six people in there.

Lyaene walked to the orc pouring a drink for another orc. When I looked over at the tables, there was a huge man there. He was taller than every other person in the place. His face was hairy, and almost entirely covered. His stark, black eyes were terrifying. And when he looked at me, I thought he knew and hated me.

“Gorlen,” Lyaene called as the man finished pouring. He smiled when he saw Lyaene and frowned when he saw me standing by her. I could see him trying to piece together how he felt about a goblin being in his tavern. Then he sighed.

“Pig’s feces, what do you want kid?” He asked. For a moment I was too shocked to speak. He looked larger than Boa and he seemed stronger too. But when he spoke, his voice was calmer. I shrugged.

“Give him a Hog’s Piss,” Lyaene said. The man, Gorlen, turned to her sharply. Lyaene only nodded. Gorlen chuckled and then started to laugh. He went behind the counter, and brought out a wooden cup filled with a drink I’d never seen before. It was clear as spring water, and had a sweet smell and taste that made me take it all in one go.

“Oi! You brought a good one, Lyaene,” Gorlen said as he tapped my back. My tongue felt heavy and my stomach squeezed and I thought I would throw up, but I didn’t. I held it all back and watched Lyaene talk with the man for a while and when it was time to go, she nodded.

“We’ll be there. Tell Haran I will need full pay this time.” Then as an afterthought, she asked, “Are you going for the quest?”

“No. I’ve got no interest in things like that. You kids go be mighty. My time is done and now I raise my cup,” he emphasized this by raising the cup he had been cleaning.

Lyaene shook her head as if she was disappointed. But she grinned as she left, dragging me back into the clean, bright noon light outside. My throat burned slightly and I could hear Menel laughing at me. Lyaene turned to me, a worried look on her face.

“Are you alright?”

“What the hell was that drink?” I replied while feeling my stomach give a slight twist.

“Hog’s Piss,” Lyaene said. “It is a gift given to those about to fight Haran the ungodly,” she said. I looked up at her, my face twisting into a frown. Lyaene chuckled and shrugged. “You said you could do it.”

“I am just wondering what kind of fecal name that is.” Lyaene shook her head and pointed to a building some distance away. This was a complete redirect in our conversation for sure. I didn’t know exactly how I felt about that, but didn’t feel like pursuing it. She was indicating some kind of tower—completely black and at the top was a spire.

“It was once an abandoned place, but now they call it the Tower of the Chosen.” Lyaene spat to the side as if she’d just tasted something bitter. “They live there and act like lords.”

“They rule together?” That surprised me. I’d always thought people in power were always vying to do better than their peers—be stronger, own more than the others. I had thought these people would be competing to destroy each other.

“They don’t. But there are some rules between them. They fight only when they have to, and this quest is a very good reason to fight. They have successfully dominated Il-Gorr. They do not rule because they don’t give a swine’s feces what happens to the others. They take what they want, who they want and where they want.”

She turned to me, the look in her eyes was strange. I couldn’t tell if it was fear or worry, but neither made sense. We just met after all. There was no need for her to be worried about me. It made me uncomfortable. I was alright with being hated, but this was different. It seemed to pull something out of me.

“Those are the people you have to fight to get through the Howler Quest. Do you understand?” She asked. And I was silent for a while.

“I do, Lyaene. I really do. And I just realized that I’d gotten distracted from what I really came to Il-Gorr for,” I muttered the last part, but she heard me. I looked around, wondering how I’d forgotten the people I was searching for. I imagined they would be hiding now. Lyaene’s angry face had reminded me of my mother. She didn’t have the same fierce eyes, and that was why I remembered. The complete opposite was standing right in front of me and yet, somehow, they looked similar.

“What do you mean?”

“Some goblins from my village came here some days ago. I think my family is either part of those who came here or they died back in Kilahead.”

“What? You were not with them when it hap…” I shook my head. I still couldn’t express sadness or hope. They could be dead, and they might be alive here. “Do you know how I can find them?”

“There are people we can ask, but Loren, this city looks like this on the surface, though some people still hold grudges for old wounds. And many of the orcs here are from villages and towns far down the south toward The Great White. Those orcs slaughter goblins for sport.”

My heart tightened. The orcs near the sea were the worst. They were pushed there by an old war. They never forgot their dead, they never moved on. They hated the dwarves and goblins and only tolerated the elves because they couldn’t do anything about them. They were worse than mountain orcs when it came to cruelty. They fought and killed until there was almost nothing left to beat.

“Who do we ask?” My heart was racing and fear began crippling my body, numbing my limbs. It would be worse if they died here, and from the hands of brutes who were still hung up on something that happened some hundred years ago.

“Lojan,” Lyaene was already walking away from the tavern and I was right beside her. “Lojan would know if any goblins entered Il-Gorr. He is the story man. The one who knows things because he has his ears everywhere.”

I nodded. Every city and village had some of those. People who received and spread words like wind carried pollen. I tried not to imagine what must have happened already. When I tried to ask what Menel thought, I realized I could feel him dimly. As if he was so far away his energy was fizzling. I was about to panic when I felt a flush of energy and the link snapped back into place. The brief sense of being hollowed out dug into me until Lyaene called to me and I hurried to catch up to her.

What did I miss while I was whipping Kiral’s butt? Menel asked. He was happy about something and I doubted it was beating a piece of the United Mind.
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They were called Hanjus, Menel said.

He told me about other races that lived in what was now known as Valgar, before more of our ancestors marched in and slaughtered all of them. I wanted to ask how he knew about things like this but not knowing where my family was prevented me. He didn’t break from his lecture as he gave me descriptions and culture of these people that I had never known, nor would I ever meet. He counted out about six. Most of them created the world on which our own world now stood in many heaps of ruin. Surprisingly enough, many aspects of his ‘lecture’ penetrated through my worries.

I looked over at Lyaene who seemed to be in her own head too. We’d been walking for thirty minutes or more without a word. I wondered if she was taking finding Lojan too seriously and I should say something.

Don’t, Menel said, finally breaking from his history lessons. I had a feeling most of them were lies. He mentioned some people called Ar-Arthar. They were people who could coerce nature to do their bidding in small portions. Things like let their crops grow and make rain fall. Some were able to crack the earth and create shapes and things from dust.

They all seemed unbelievable to me. From the ones who could commune with the dead to those who tore the sky with lightning. They all seemed like parts of stories parents would tell their children to build their imagination and for entertainment.

And yet, I was sure I’d seen Lyaene’s hand burn in fierce flames, and her hair billowed like a phoenix caught mid transformation. I remembered all that and yet I doubted what my flying guardian was telling me. That would have made my friends laugh.

“Here,” Lyaene said, turning a quick straight right and slipping through the thick flaps covering what seemed to be a magic shop. Inside smelled sweetly of fairweed. Kaluk often used it on her skin, which made the woman happy. The smell drove nostalgia into me like a spear going through a fish. I groaned and when Lyaene turned to help, I told her not to worry about me.

The place was quiet and I could see trinkets and old feces everywhere. A candle stand here and a stack of plates used by nobles. Some had gold outer layers, but were obviously fake. We looked around and then we went to call on whoever ran the place.

Lyaene rang a bell and something snapped to life. I jumped back, startled. The man that looked down at us, had an unfamiliar darkness. Lyaene glared at him and cursed.

“For someone who comes here often, you don’t seem to like this place, Lyaene. If you hate it so much, why come? Why disgust yourself endlessly?” The man asked and I could tell Lyaene had no answer for that.

I couldn’t tell how the man did it, but it seemed like he’d come to life in the darkness. He looked at me and then Lyaene. The light in the shop was gone, rendering the space a little more mysterious. His face was veiled and he was tall. His hands extended from a robe. I couldn't tell if it was purple or black. It shimmered, shifting color every time I looked at it. He smiled at me, I was sure he smiled, the conviction seared through my mind and when I blinked it was gone.

“What is he?” I whispered, a bit worried now that we may have walked into trouble far bigger than anything we could have handled.

One moment we were so close to the platform he stood behind and then we were far away that he had to gesture, waving for us to follow. Lyaene held my hand and even that startled me. She chuckled, rolled her eyes and pulled me along. Almost immediately after she touched me it felt like a curtain in my mind had been lifted from blocking everything else I had been seeing. The room snapped into a perfect size with me standing beside Lyaene, and right in front of us was a tall thin creature.

“What are you?” I found myself whispering again. The shock of what he had done to me crept up my head and the first thing that came to my mind was taking my dagger out and skewering. He chuckled and then slowly unveiled his face and looked down at me.

“I wonder if you meant my kind or my name, child. But I will answer both. I like to think I am generous when it comes to educating those who lack knowledge. Lyaene was just like you after all. She knew nothing and I showed her more than she wanted. Maybe that is what disgusts you, girl?” His voice was a whisper now and he curved down, his face in my nose as he looked at me with two deep eyes that literally sunk far back into their sockets.

When he blinked, I gasped. Then he stood back up, towering above us.

“They called us Vak’reb,” he said and then inhaled loudly with a thin, pale nose. His eyes were not the only thing weird about it. He reminded me too well of the monster I’d fought off with Holov. The Avatāra. But this Vak’reb had eyes and a nose and his hands were normal. Yet, he was pale, almost as white as the monster and he was tall and lean. I could have put some Kols on the possibility of his ribs hanging out of his shirt. He smirked at me.

“Of course that was long ago. Before a lot of this happened. We lived on the back of your history maps. My name is Lojan. I am not an elf, neither am I an orc. I am a Vak’reb. I am descended from none of the many forms that roam this world now and there are very few of us alive. At least, that I know of.”

“Alright, history master, we didn’t come here for your stories or décor,” Lyaene said. She was staring at him like she was looking at something she had sworn never to see again. He bared his teeth in a smile. They were small and plentiful. White, like a scraped bone. He nodded and gestured for us to follow.

“This new world has changed you, Lyaene. You were cold before, but now you are a pillar of refined snow. Your anger is not with me. It is with the or—”

“No stories, Lojan. I know who to stick my knife in,” she said and this time she didn’t mask the fury. I wondered what had happened for her to hate him and still need him. He could do something to the mind, he had done it to mine. It was like stimulating it, suggesting the curves of the world and letting me believe it. Felt like coercion.

I think she helps your mind settle. Which is weird because you just met her. You should be guarded against him though. We still don’t know if he is a friend or foe. I nodded, agreeing with Menel. Lyaene had since let go of my hand and as we walked behind Lojan, I started to wonder who else was out there that I knew nothing about. And why were they coming out now? They were under for so long and yet they came out after this breaking? Why?

“When did you come, Lojan?” I asked and Lyaene glared at me. I shrugged, letting her know I couldn’t fight my curiosity. The second room was clear, it smelled just as sweet, but different. This scent I couldn’t put a name to. I inhaled deeply, trying to guess what fragrance, but Kaluk had never used this one.

“We didn’t come out, we were invited. The destruction reached us in our hideout. We had sealed ourselves in mountains and in the hearts of great forests. The destruction claimed there too and something asked if I would like to have power, and the old greed of my kind answered in my place.”

“Of course,” I muttered.

“No, Loren,” Lojan said. “It would have devoured us too if we hadn’t followed. I wonder what it wants, but here we are and the world is still shedding.

“I meant your call, I guess we all got one,” I said, almost telling them Menel’s name. My guardian hissed.

“You mean the guardians?” Lyaene asked and I nodded. “Mine is quiet most of the time, except to tell me what I have done wrong and how to be better.”

“Mine is well, a busy body,” I said and Lyaene smiled. Lojan shook his great head as he sat down on a low, large chair. His whole body folded into it and soon he was staring at us.

“You want something?” He asked. I nodded. There were curtains everywhere, keeping the light out. And two torches burned. Bright enough to light the place up and warm it. There was a wooden chair opposite Lojan. He gestured for me to sit and when I did he smiled.

“You are not very special, are you?” I shook my head.

“I am not special at all, nor do I aim to be. What I plan to achieve is simple,” I said, hoping he saw how serious I was. Menel yawned and I threatened to pull down the wall and his irritation flowed into my mind. “I have lost some people, I merely want to find them.”

“There have been no words of new people in a while. I assume you mean goblins, your family?” I nodded and he shook his head slowly. “There has been so much more loss here than I have seen in all my adult years back in the hiding. You goblins and orcs and elves and dwarves and Alraqs. You consume yourself needlessly and now there is a new devourer. Someone who doesn’t discriminate when he spreads death. These new gods are weird in their taste of violence, but it is not far different from yours.”

“Not helpful, Lojan,” Lyaene interjected, while scowling at the tall creature.

I nodded, agreeing with what he’d said. “Do you have any help to offer at all?”

“The last time goblins crossed Kohan and his minions was many days ago,” he answered. “Those brutes stop survivors and steal the clothes off their backs.” Lojan cursed in a language I didn’t bother trying to understand. Lojan continued, “Glad the idiot is dead. And those fools have scattered far from Il-Gorr and deeper into Valgar. Now many can enter the city easily.”

“Lojan, focus,” Lyaene said. Lojan chuckled.

“You like him, don’t you?”

Lyaene went red with rage. Lojan put a large hand up to stop her before she would jump over to him and then he sat up and stared at me. “The goblins live on the other side of Il-Gorr. They call it ‘The Wet District’ because there is a small dock there. Right now it is not very wet,” Lojan said but Lyaene was already pulling me up.

“If your family is there, I bid you good luck, Loren.” All I could do was nod. I wanted to ask how he knew my name, but then he had been in my head. And if he was that strong, I figured he could see my name just like I could see his own hovering above his head.

As we walked out, I felt him try to get in my head once again, and when he couldn’t I heard Menel chuckle. We walked through the other familiar fragrance until we were back under the noon sky. The air outside the magician’s shop fell short, seemed empty in a way I couldn’t describe.

I wanted another whiff of the scent in there. But Lyaene was pulling me toward a road made of alternating white and black stone. It stretched down a slope and soon it seemed like we were walking out of Il-Gorr.

“You should settle this before your fight with Haran,” she remarked.

“The godless?” I asked and Lyaene chuckled and laughed.

“I didn’t make the crappy name. Although he is ruthless. But he is nothing like those you’d meet in the ruins. You should see a little of what Il-Gorr has. I wouldn’t want to go there with you if you are not prepared.”

“Why?” I asked suddenly. She looked at me, confused as to what I meant.

“Why do you want to go with me?” Instead of answering she shrugged and walked forward. It was confusing to me. We walked in silence until we got to what Lojan had called The Wet District.

It smelled and the air there was dry. The place was quiet. There were a few people and most of them didn’t have their faces or heads covered. I stopped an old goblin and asked where I could find information on the goblins who recently entered the city. He looked from me to Lyaene and walked away. Another goblin did the same and finally I got words from a woman. Her ears were ringed at the tip, which told me she wasn’t from Kilahead.

She was the one who told me most of the goblins that came had moved on away from Il-Gorr. But there were some who were preparing to go for the quest.

“Foolish thing, if you ask me,” she said and when I looked at her like I’d been stung she shook her head. “They will get themselves killed. Only Tridor the Chosen can fight them. Have you ever heard of a goblin winning a fight against an orc?”

After that she shooed us away. She didn’t like Lyaene being there and she was beginning to rethink talking to me. I gave her my thanks and we left.

“So you will meet some of them when you go to the ruin?” Lyaene asked. I shook my head. It was looking like I would have to find them after the quest. While in that palace or ruin, I will need all the time and luck I can get. I sighed. Except for the cold air and the smell, this place felt empty. Like it didn’t exist.

I have to take them all out of here. Menel snorted, but didn’t say anything. “We should go,” I told Lyaene. It would be evening soon and I had to prepare for the silly test she had dragged me into.

The walk back was shorter. I knew where they were or where they had been. I got even more questions than answers, but I felt a little closer to them. I just needed power now. I still didn’t know how I was going to make that happen, but I wanted to erase the old fear we all had and maybe getting this item was one way to do it.

It is, Loren, Menel added. Trust me, you will have no fear soon. I felt like a part of whatever Menel was planning. But sometimes, I wondered what part I was. Lyaene hummed a soft tune as we walked back up to central Il-Gorr and behind me was the family I had known until a few days ago.


17


Il-Gorr was just as noisy at night as it was during the day. Maybe more. The streets were busier, I realized as Lyaene dragged me to where my test match was planned to happen. Goblins, so many different kinds were everywhere. I’d known Kilahead wasn’t the only goblin settlement, but still, seeing so many goblins that looked different from me was uncomfortable. Some were so small their heads stopped somewhere around my waist.

At the place where I was supposed to fight, I met many other people too. There was a goblin Lyaene called Malak. The goblin was round in the middle and huge for a goblin. He was almost a head taller than Lyaene and his eyes were chaotic. He had a club resting on his shoulder and pipe in his mouth. Whatever he was smoking smelled worse than rotten food, but he seemed to enjoy it and Lyaene showed no discomfort.

Malak looked at me, snorted and walked away after talking to Lyaene. As he walked away, he heaved the club down and dragged it behind him. I wondered how strong he was and where he was from. Kaluk told stories of goblins up North, near the dwarves. They were stone carvers and sword makers too. They were different from us—in build and wisdom. I couldn’t remember what they were called, but I had a strong feeling that Malak was from there.

“You ready?” Lyaene asked. I looked around. The place was packed full with people—orcs, goblins, elves… everyone who had heard of the fight in Il-Gorr had come. I nodded. It was strange, but in the huge fog of panic I felt, there was excitement, and it was growing.

“I am,” I said and Lyaene nodded. She was wearing her tight leather top with two daggers strapped to both sides of her hips. The blades looked special, complete with two red stones fixed on the hilts. The blades themselves were of the design to slice and stab. Both edges seemed sharp enough to tear a man’s throat open at the slightest touch.

She caught me looking. There was a bit of flesh bare to all between the end of her leather top and the waistline of her trousers. And in the light surrounding us, it seemed rather captivating to look at. Lyaene touched my arm and that startled me. When I looked up she chuckled, Menel guffawed.

“You should focus on Haran,” she commented. It wasn’t a rebuke. I nodded. The people who’d come to watch the fight were all scattered in clusters. Conversation boiling about in bubbles. But what intrigued me was that most people held a torch, making the place bright almost as if it was noon.

The flames danced, illuminating faces or in some cases, nothing. Many were out of their hideouts, but they had their faces veiled. I wondered why the secrecy. This was Il-Gorr, after all.

Menel appeared beside me, and when I looked to see if anyone else could see him, he sent a wave of emotion through our link, smoothing away my worry.

“Everyone is wary of everyone here,” Menel said. He’d been silent for most of the day. Probably because Lyaene had been with me, but his silence had worried me a little. I liked when he talked. He helped more when he was talking than when he silenced himself.

“Why?”

Menel hissed, “This is not Il-Gorr anymore. The city that forbade violence has been washed away in fire. This city has some of the strongest in southern Valgar. Do you understand? The only thing a place like this carries is violence and death. It will bubble to the top soon.”

“You mean they will kill each other?”

“When there is no leader, humans find a way to get one. I think after this quest, it will begin. They are all straining against what they knew and believed before versus the new reality of things. The destruction, or breaking, has pushed up the suppressed resentment for some and for others, the old fear.”

“I see,” I said, realizing now that he was right. Now, I looked at everyone and slowly I could see the patterns form. The clusters of people sticking to their kind. Some were mixed up, but even those were not as many as I’d imagined before. It was amazing how a conversation with Menel could open my eyes to many things.

The place we were going to fight in was a large field and we’d be surrounded by everyone here with their torches competing for light. There will be bets, but I knew everyone would bet against me. Lyaene wouldn’t tell me about Haran, but I already knew he was an orc, maybe a mountain orc.

“You are worried?” Menel asked. I nodded. I knew what I could do and I knew what my abilities were, but somehow, in this place, I found myself lacking. These people were hardened, down to the last dwarf. They were not as soft as Holov or stupid like the monsters I’d fought on my way to Il-Gorr.

These people, they fight and kill themselves and now it is very easy for them. They will throw a spear or swing a cleaver without the slightest care. They will half a man and pull out his bowels at the smallest of provocations.

“Ulrike!” Someone screamed and then there were small murmurs. I saw Lyaene pushing through a crowd to get to me, her eyes wild. Menel groaned. The crowd didn’t stop chanting the name and soon the people split apart to form a path for something. I waited, Lyaene got to me as I watched to see what was coming. Was it Haran?

“What is it?” I asked, my heart racing, unsteady as the chants echoed in the night. The voices seemed to march, like soldiers about to destroy an enemy. Then two orcs came out of the path, carrying something. Someone, I realized later. An Elf, Menel mentioned as the face came into view. The four orcs pulled the litter without any visible strain, instead their faces were frozen in threatening snarls as they dragged, who I figured was Ulrike, to the front of the crowd.

I didn’t have to ask to know who I was looking at. His eyes were rubies, the most perfect of them. He looked nothing like the form I gave Menel, except for the length of his hair. From where I stood, I could feel the power oozing off him. His eyes moved through the crowd, as if searching. Then they fell on me and moved just as fast away.

“Show off,” Lyaene muttered and I chuckled. “He is one of the fallen. A Wind Elf. He lives on the third highest floor.”

“And he takes every opportunity to be the biggest in a place,” I added. Lyaene scoffed and rolled her eyes. It seemed like Haran had been waiting for Ulrike because a few minutes later he showed up. He walked over to Ulrike and bowed slightly. That surprised me. I’d thought others would do the same, but no one else did.

“Why is he bowing?”

“Most people serve the Chosen,” Lyaene said. “It is the best way to be protected from people who slay others for no reason. Protection is important in Il-Gorr. That or be strong enough to keep your head on your shoulders.”

I nodded. “So, who do you serve?” I asked, suddenly worried. I was sure she would go for the strongest and she seemed like the type to go looking for trouble. Which meant it might be dangerous being this close to her. She probably has lots of enemies in the city and those enemies might think taking out a weak friend would be the best way to get to her.

You are not weak, Loren. This time I heard the annoyance in Menel’s voice. I chuckled and agreed. I was not weak, but I wondered how far I would go, stacked against the strong people in Il-Gorr. Then I shrugged. It didn’t matter. I just had to move onward, leveling until there was nothing between me and stars that populate the sky. And then I would topple them, making them my foothold.

Menel laughed. It felt good to hear him laugh, even when it was at me.

A hooded figure I’d hadn’t noticed before, hit a staff against the ground and sparks of fire flew off the end and then flared, as if fanned to life. The new flames dwarfed all the torches in brightness and soon, the night seemed magical. I chuckled, eyes wide at the power I was seeing before me. The flames that had gathered into a massive orb around who it was in the middle, suddenly burst. And darkness slowly settled on us again, pinched here and there by the torches.

“I welcome you to the Challenger’s Den!” The man bellowed. I realized when he took the cloak off and started to speak, it was a dwarf. “The night is fresh and Amgun blesses us with battle, we are grateful.”

I turned to Lyaene who, like many other people, had repeated what the dwarf said. She smiled and explained. Those from Valgar had three common gods. I’d never known that. Amgun, god of battle; Igir, the goddess of fresh harvest and Balzeeb, the wolf who watches.

I nodded. I knew only of Balzeeb, and that was because of the traders who came to Kilahead. I have never been one to dive deep into religion, but it was interesting listening to the chant.

It is sad though, Menel said, they pray to the same gods and yet they can’t drop the old grudge and bitterness. I nodded, finding it foolish too.

The dwarf said many other things about the rules of the fight. Most of which sounded unimportant to me, except his warning that only wounds are allowed. Then he called Haran in. The orc had donned his armor—an iron breastplate that covered only his chest and left his muscled belly bare. He didn’t fight with swords, only the huge gauntlets he wore.

“And from Kilahead, our challenger is a strange one. A goblin. New in the city, but enthusiastic to make a name!” The dwarf yelled. I heard some laughter, and a few booing, but it didn’t matter.

The crowd went silent. Lyaene held me and when I turned, she smiled and nodded. “Don’t die, please. Remember, you can stop the fight whenever you want.”

I nodded.

I wondered why I’d let her talk me into this. Fighting Haran wasn’t important. Then what is? I ignored the question, knowing the answer was embarrassing. I’d just met Lyaene and yet, I couldn’t deny how comfortable I was with her. It felt like I’d known her for longer than just a while. Or maybe it was just my acceptance of people working against me.

“Loren,” Haran called with a wide grin. His face was wide and clean. But his right shoulder and belly had nasty old scars. “You come for death, my boy? Oh, I can’t kill you. The boring old law. But I can put you near death’s door. You’d beg…”

“Shut up,” I had meant the words to come out as a whisper, but most in the crowd heard it. I wasn’t angry, I was just tired of the foul smell coming from him. And I’d known by his name that he was stupid, but not this annoying. Haran sneered at me, seething as if he couldn’t wait to tear me apart.

That was not good, Menel said, yet I felt his excitement through our link. My guardian was enjoying this. You should play with him.

There was no time to play though. I looked, wondering if anyone from Kilahead was here. I couldn’t see any of the faces behind the torches. I gave up and focused on the brute in front of me. Haran grinned. He was a mountain orc in his prime. Almost the size of Boa and definitely bigger than Holov. His arm seemed to ripple when he hit his gauntlets together. Then the craziest thing happened.
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I was stunned; half surprised and half angry. Without taking a single hit? How in the abyss was I going to do that? I heard Menel giggling, unlike him I wasn’t amused. I was staring at a mountain orc who seemed ready to take my head off with his fist. There was no way I was going to win this without taking any hits. And it didn’t even ask me to win, the system wanted me to tame it. To do that I had to subd….

The thought vanished as Haran charged at me. I stepped back, away from his gauntleted fists. I could see his attacks clearly. There was no technique to them. No skill. He was just a brawler. That didn’t make it easy, but it gave me an idea.

Just when I thought I’d dodged his full rotation kick, he spun the other way, making it a back kick. The speed was reduced though, making it easy for me to step away from. He put his fist up, watching me. I’d expected him to use an axe or a large sword. The gauntlet made him faster, but that was all.

I was waiting for him to unleash that bestial mana strength that I knew he had. Orcs were the most obvious fighters. Except for Lyaene, I couldn’t read her. But Haran was an open jar. I could see all that he contained in the way he swung his fists and tried to land his kicks. He wasn’t weak, he just didn’t know how to direct his power. I sensed the mana building in his left fist, and decided to try something.

Instead of dodging the left fist, I pushed forward. My movement surprised him and before he could adjust his arm, I pushed mana to my hand and slapped his gauntlet fist up, redirecting the surge of mana. With my left hand, I punched his belly. The punch wasn’t strong enough to cause damage, but it pushed him back and shook him slightly.

I grinned, finally understanding what to do to tame the orc. I was also glad for all the training Menel had been having me do centering around my mana use. He was too eager, too proud. I wouldn’t need to do much. I pulled out my dagger, the blade screaming for a repair. Haran’s face changed from playful to sincerely horrific.

Perception helped me sense the pool of mana gathering and spreading within him. He was going to be faster now, but still, my agility would be enough. That and a little game.

“I will tear you limb to limb and give your cursed heart to Lyaene as a gift,” Haran growled. I smiled. It was fun, I realized. Being able to defeat the proud. I gave a brief glance at Ulrike, and as I thought, he was staring at me.

Watch, I thought, watch me turn your bull into an obedient dog.
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Haran’s movement got faster. He was like a boulder rolling down a hill, but with direction and a small measure of intelligence. I crouched, letting his fist sail over my head and before he moved, my dagger tore at his thigh, or at least I tried to, but I hit something instead. Something I couldn’t see. In my shock I was slow to retreat, his next attack was a fast kick. With his new speed and his mana force, I was sure if I blocked I would most likely dislocate a bone.

I fell back. Quick enough to dodge the kick, but not so fast that I didn’t hear the air whistle over my face as if his movement was slicing through wind. Then I rolled away before he could stomp on me. I looked at the orc again, this time realizing how presumptuous I’d been. The only stupid person here was me. I thought I’d seen through the orc—his brutish mannerisms and his flair for bragging. Those were usually the pattern with lazy fighters.

Then his first show of power, barreling toward me like a clueless beast. I didn’t think he was smart enough to have something under his sleeve.

That is the curse of those who think they are stronger, Menel said. His words were like waves crashing into my mind. I felt a small amount of shame wash through me. For a moment, the smooth pace of my progress had clouded my sense, dulling my perception of what was right in front of me.

The orc had no weapon, except the gauntlets which made his fists more deadly. This in turn meant whatever he was doing, he was doing it with mana.

Haran disrupted my thoughts with his laugh. He hit the gauntlets together and this time I saw tiny sparks flicker and fade. Then he bounced about and came at me. As he ran, his muscles stretched taut and snapped when he leapt. I blinked the trance away just in time to side step and send a fast kick to his face.

The kick would have knocked one of the Unveiled cold, but it only threw Haran toward the crowd. Wind caught him before he could slam into the watchers, and tossed him back in my direction. He rolled forward, not missing a breath and lunged for me.

I had expected a quick attack. I knew the kick hadn’t affected him much. I moved forward, surprising him again. Smoothly, I tossed him, holding his wrist and his arm.

His back hit the ground with a loud thud and before I could pull my dagger back out of its sheath, Haran twisted, trying to kick me. No real damage done. I sent mana to my wrist and blocked the kick, shoving him away.

My heart was racing, boosted with the excitement of battle. My thoughts too were rolling about with questions. How was he building a protective shield around himself like that? What was his mana capacity? I pushed the thoughts away, they would only distract me. If there was a way to get past that defense, I would find it by trading fists with him.

Before he could gain ground, I rushed at him. I didn’t need the dagger so I let it be. I needed to know what the defense felt like. Mana rushed to my fist and my punch landed in his abdomen. I felt his body resist, the mana shield gathering to take the brunt of my fist. I sensed his attack and weaved out of the way avoiding his fist coming down on me.

It was incredible. And for the first time since we started fighting, I had a new admiration for the orc. His teeth were bared in a smile and one of his gauntleted fists was raised. I could see the intent in his eyes. If he gets me, he’d pummel me until I couldn’t raise a fist ever again.

I chuckled, suddenly feeling a sweet elation. Something I’d only felt once. I heard Menel say something, but I didn’t hear the words. Maybe it was Haran’s craziness, or perhaps I had some all along. It felt good though, to want to crush the orc in front of me.

The thoughts spiraled down and I could see a clear list of what I had to do to tame him. I had to find the flaw in that shield. I could feel it, sense it. I just had to find a way through it. Then I’d crack down on him, make him wish he’d never thought about fighting me.

With brute strength, he was probably twice as strong as I was. And the system would triple every hit he made on me, which meant one of his hits could kill me, or render me useless for a while at best. I chuckled. It was the worst kind of bargain. The odds were so stacked against me, even the gods would laugh at my luck. And yet, I felt alright.

The fear that drummed in me the first time I faced an orc was gone. It wasn’t just courage, it was something else I couldn’t name. I had a friend back in Kilahead. Tama. She would pray to the gods when she wanted to do something seemingly impossible. She failed all the time, but she never stopped praying. She died by the time I turned eleven. I wondered why that came to me at that moment, but the thought was gone immediately as Haran took the first step to signal the interlude was done.

His body was positioned flawlessly. It was the movement of a groomed fighter. I stepped back, disrupting his already calculated move, making him add an extra step and then I twirled right and with the momentum in my turn, I swung my fist and it connected with his chin.

I heard his face snap up and when he attacked again, I ducked from his grappling and punched his right thigh. He tried to whip my head off with a left kick, but it was awkward and slow. I rolled forward, jumped up and rammed my knee into his right side.

I saw him wince then, but that wasn’t what I was looking for. My attacks were reinforced with mana, it should rupture his insides not inconvenience him.

Yet, I’d realized something from those fast attacks. Some parts of him were not evenly protected. The more I thought about it, the wider my grin got.

The chanting around us was louder, but they were all in the background for me. My heart was racing, fluttering fast like the wings of an insect. Haran’s smile was gone. I could see him concentrating now, more focused. I’d taken a short glance at Ulrike and the sneer on his face could have made me laugh. Lyaene was lost in the sea of people. I couldn’t find her, but I knew she was there watching. She wouldn’t leave.

What will winning mean to you? Menel asked. His words seemed to shatter the bubble I’d put myself in. Haran was inching closer now, cautious. It was disappointing in the strangest way I could imagine. I wondered why he was on guard now. It was a slight hit. He’d shrugged it off. Why was he still bothered? I wondered.

You just showed him that you have discovered his weakness, of course he would be cautious now. You didn’t answer my question! I let Menel and his voice recede and then the bubble came back up. I just needed to… I just have to figure out the crack.

Haran put his hands up to block the punches, but he was wrong. I was smaller than him and I had no plan to make my attacks that obvious. I punched his belly, where all that muscle met and then the side and then higher the right side and before I could blink he sent a punch down at my face. Up close I realized his gauntlets were old and crudely made. I moved my head and he missed by a breath. With forward momentum moving to propel him past me, I slammed my fist into his belly again.

He grunted. Again, I wasn’t after a grunt.

I shoved him off me and this time lifted myself slightly so I could reach his neck. I heard it then, felt it. It was real contact. The punch however was not so powerful. He staggered, and snapped back into form and his skin now shone, reflecting the torches. Mine too. We were sweating and I imagined I was the only one who couldn’t feel the drip of sweat down my back.

His movement was slow though, deterred by the shock of feeling even the tiniest bit of pain in front of him. I was on the move already, my feet propelling me forward and soon I learned that was a mistake. He had faked the shock. I smiled at the madness of that. It was interesting how he’d pulled me in for the attack.

I pushed as much mana as I could to my hand, just as I did when I wanted to punch, and used that hand to parry his blow. The force tossed my left hand aside, popping my shoulder with a nasty snap that made my senses scream. Then it cleared like entering the eye of a storm suddenly presented with calm, so beautifully calm, that my next attack might just kill him.

He’d put so much into that attack, heaving his whole body and lowering himself to me slightly. Just enough for me to shatter his face with a punch into his chin. I heard the crack and then he screamed. The punch lifted him off the ground and when he hit the stones, he made a small crater.

I waited for the notification, but nothing came. My left arm was hanging awkwardly, with the pain having intruded back upon me, which made my mind white and noisy. I staggered to Haran’s form. I blinked the blurriness away. There was blood all over his face and his mouth was hanging open.

I unsheathed my dagger. He looked at me, trying to work his mouth, but unable to even muster a word. I stabbed the tip of my dagger in his chest, deep enough to draw blood. I heard everyone gasp, I didn’t look up. Didn’t want to see Lyaene’s shocked face. No one knew why I was doing it. I dragged the blade until I had a word written on his chest.

Paraajit.

I stared at him and there was nothing in there. No pride, no strength—nothing. He was empty, as if that last attack had hauled all that made him the orc I met before the fight began to disappear. It disgusted me that I did that, and yet it felt fair. He had wanted to kill me as I’d seen it in his eyes and also hinted at in his last attack…I looked at my left arm, already feeling the slow attempt of mana trying to stitch it together and failing.

I stepped off him and when I turned, Ulrike’s litter was leaving. The orcs pulling him were snarling again. They didn’t act like slaves, more like guards. There were laws against enslaving any race. Although that world was gone, I hoped the laws stayed.

“Loren?” I turned to see Lyaene looking at me. There was wariness in her eyes. I was confused for a moment, and then too exhausted to ask why she looked scared. She was stronger than I was, and I had no reason to hurt her.

It was how you fought, Menel whispered. You destroyed that orc. Some of those who watched might wonder if you did it out of hate.

“Lyaene, I am—”
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Lyaene watched me for a moment and perhaps she saw that there was no rage in me anymore because she walked closer. She held my bad arm, hissed and looked up at me.

“This is going to sting.”

I could only nod.

She sighed, grabbed the arm and popped it back in place effortlessly. Another wave of gasps came from those still watching. Some of the people had left with Ulrike. A cluster of three forms stood some distance from us. One was holding a torch and the others stood around the torch holder. Their cloaks were too big for them and their hoods covered their faces entirely. But I knew they were watching me.

Then one of them took a step forward and then stopped. They were around my height when I was chasing the sirak. I could take a guess that they were goblins, but sometimes even dwarves could be like that. Lyaene saw me looking at them and asked if I knew them. I shook my head.

“We have to go. There is a physician here who can help. She is not cheap, but she likes me.” I chuckled. I couldn’t think of anyone not liking her. Except Menel. But then the guardian didn’t really like anyone. I wasn’t even sure he liked me. I heard a soft chuckle in my head and ignored it. I followed Lyaene slowly, leaning heavily on her.

The scent of her hair was sweet, almost as if I was lying in a meadow somewhere with just one flower stretching for miles, its scent filling the air. It calmed me enough to begin to lull me.

“Don’t sleep!” Lyaene said and I opened my eyes. We had not gone very far, but the pain in my arm had subsided. I wanted to be cheeky about me winning, but I could feel something building up. The silence was heavy as we walked toward the woman Lyaene knew.

“What happened out there, Loren?” She asked finally. She didn’t let go and her grip on me didn’t loosen. I sighed, not sure how to explain to her how I felt in that place, that moment. I’d felt like I was going to die, and Haran seemed intent on tearing me apart.

“I was scared,” I said finally. It was not completely a lie. Fear was the original motivator, but there was something else. At that moment, I felt alive. Warm. As if time moved at the same pace as me.

“Were you worried?” I asked. Lyaene was silent for a moment.

“Yes. Until you started moving as if you were possessed by Amgun himself. It was…exhilarating and terrifying. But you didn’t die… and that bastard owes me some coins when he wakes up.”

“We are going to the ruins, right?” I wanted to be sure. I was hoping I hadn’t scared her so much that she didn’t want to go with me anymore. Lyaene chuckled and nodded.

“Of course, weird goblin. We are going to get that Howler!” I sighed, relishing the relief that settled over me.
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The treatment took longer than I thought. The elf woman was older than I expected and her mana output was slow, but potent. She smiled at Lyaene when we entered. The pain in my arm was growing, probably caused by the awkward position my arm was in despite Lyaene’s actions earlier. That and my mana’s attempt to fix it up in this position. Menel snorted and scoffed all the way to the healer.

Zelda was making something, a broth I’d never tasted before. She seemed to have been expecting us because she had her bed ready for me when we entered. Her eyes ran all over me, the frown on her face telling me that I’d gotten myself into a lot of trouble this time.

“He is going to be fine,” Zelda announced. She walked slowly as she gestured for Lyaene to follow her. The room was clean, whatever she was making smelled good. My body had consumed more than I remembered during the fight and whatever mana I had was being filtered through me in an attempt to heal myself. My body was in a fight to save itself even though it was doing it wrongly.

I guess I should have taught you mana control, Menel admitted. He flew out of me and hovered over me, looking at me with a pensive demeanor that only confirmed what I now realized. I’d always contemplated dying. When I chased wild beasts and hunted for meat, I feared the many ways I could end up dead in the woods. I’d imagine myself half eaten by the prey I chased or a bigger beast. Sometimes that served as a deterrent, pulling me from venturing further than I should.

I knew I wasn’t that close to death yet, but the pain had made the idea of dying a whole lot closer. It was as intense as before, just continuous. As if the bones were grinding against themselves. When I looked up at Menel he wasn’t looking at me anymore. He sat on nothing, floating above me with his legs crossed and his eyes closed.

“You will have to stop fighting like that,” he said. I didn’t think he had a problem with how I fought, but when he opened his eyes I could tell I was mistaken. “You beat him, true. But you beat him like a monster. You weren’t even thinking. If you were, you could have known that there was a better way for you to take that punch. But you didn’t. You wanted to win so badly that you went into some kind of berserk mode.”

“Berserk?” I asked. Zelda and Lyaene’s voice got closer and I thought Menel would disappear but he didn’t. I had wondered if he vanished most times because he didn’t want Lyaene to see him, but as the women got to me, I realized they couldn’t see him.

Then it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen anyone’s guardian either. That meant only the host could see their guardian. Menel shook his head, sending a sentiment that made the idea of smacking him away a very pleasant one.

Zelda saw my frown and smiled. Through the pain I was still able to make her features out. Her teeth were white and her eyes were the bluest blue I’d ever seen. She ran old, tired hands over my body. They felt too soft, too slow in their movement. She touched my face first, her face showing her concentration.

There was a bowl of what the woman had been making in Lyaene’s hand. She took a spoon of it, nodded and dug in more. I envied her. If it tasted as good as the aroma it gave off, I wanted the whole pot.

Zelda’s hands reached my chest. I thought about what Menel had said. Perhaps he was right. But in those last few minutes I felt unburdened. As if whatever had been holding me, pulling me down by my ankle, had shattered. With every movement, I could feel the flow of the battle. I knew what risk to take and the opportunities to explore.

It was like staring at myself from the crowd. And yet, I’d done it all wrong? Why did I write that word on his chest anyway? The language looked familiar now in my memory, but it was like something I’d locked away. Or maybe someone was playing with my mind again.

Menel hovered there, watching Zelda work. He didn’t seem to mind whatever she was doing. I could feel nothing yet, only the throbbing pain in my head. The non-stop pull that felt like someone was dragging my arm, trying to rip it out.

When I groaned, Zelda stopped. She looked up at me, a smile lit up her much wrinkled face. I hadn’t noticed before but now I could see she was soaked with sweat. I turned to Lyaene who had finished her food and was now staring at us.

“Don’t worry, child,” Zelda crooned, “While you and Ly here got the gift of strength and battle, praise Amgun, I got this. I can search the mana pathway and heal whatever is causing you pain. These new gifts are only an extension of what I have been able to do all my life, mind you. So you can trust me.”

“What is wrong with him though?” Lyaene asked, the concern evident in her voice. “He shouldn’t feel this much pain after I reset the shoulder, right?”

“Yes, child.”

Zelda was quiet again. This time she went to my thighs and then feet and finally when she was done, she gestured for Lyaene to pull her a stool. She sat beside me next to the bed and smiled. “You are lucky Lyaene thought to tell me to prepare, boy. Usually she does a half-baked healing and then sends them on their way.”

“You can do healing spells too?” I asked, straining to see Lyaene. She shook her head. Zelda laughed, her eyes folding beautifully. Her hair was tied up. It was black but greying from the root up. Her robe made her look like a noble, yet her place showed she was one of those aging women who liked to live away from the rest of the world.

“Her father was one of the best physicians I knew. Which is strange because orc men would rather carry a cleaver than deliver a child. He was gentle and Lyaene here looked every way like him.”

“I don’t have his round middle,” Lyaene complained and Zelda laughed again. Then she turned to me with a smile.

“Your opponent was Haran, right?” I assumed everyone knew in the city. She shook her head sadly. “That man always fights like a beast, but his power is how cunning he is. Who won?” She asked.

“Loren won,” Lyaene said before I could answer. I couldn’t see her anymore, she had moved to sit down near the door. I winced, her voice not sounding as happy as the words should make her. I wondered what they had all seen as the fight raged on. Did they see me fighting for my life, or did they see a goblin transform into something that devours others?

“I see, no wonder he did this,” Zelda replied. Then she groaned as she stood up and leaned over me. “He disrupted your mana pathways. It is quite easy if you know what you are doing. For someone who had been involved in something as tasking as a fight like the one you just won, it doesn’t take effect immediately. That was what he wanted.”

“Haran wanted to kill him?” Lyaene asked incredulously. Zelda grunted, nodding her head slowly. “But… why would he want that?”

“An orc losing to a goblin? Child, you are smart and open-minded, and so are a lot of others in this city,” she said the last part to me. “But orcs like Haran are part of the old and chaotic part of our existence. They tolerate the new reality and try not to act on their impulses. But when the opportunity presents itself, they revert back to what they know. Orcs destroy goblins. It is too old to call hate, now it is just their truth.”

“And Loren smashed that truth to the abyss and marked the bastard,” Lyaene added.

Zelda chuckled, looking down at me as if not believing what she’d just heard. I turned to look at Menel and realized he’d left. He wasn’t anywhere close. Knowing he was out there made me feel a little hollow. I could feel our connection stretching as he flew further away from me. I settled back down and let Zelda continue.

“This will hurt a lot.” I nodded for her to continue.

She smiled and placed one soft hand on my forehead and another on my abdomen, near my navel, where I felt mana pooling and coiling about itself. My core was not fully formed yet, but it functioned anyway. Zelda sighed and then I felt a warm stream flow through me. I adjusted my breathing, realizing at once that she was pushing mana into me, directly to my core.

I finally understood why she warned me. Before I could feel the pain in my arm, but now everything was hurting. I felt like I was being burned in a furnace and the heat just kept increasing. I couldn’t writhe. I couldn’t move a muscle. Nothing moved according to my command. I was barely able to glare at her, wondering why she did that. My head was filled with white hot needles poking at the inside, scraping and searing against the bone there.

I could hear someone screaming. It took seeing Lyaene’s face to realize it was my voice. Zelda grinned as the pain intensified. I swore, wanting to kill her in that moment. For that I was glad I lost every sense of motion.

When she took her hand off me, the pain didn’t subside. But then I could move. I curled up into myself, and realized my arm was fine now. I could move it again. But the pain was draining. My body spasmed as if little earthquakes were shaking the foundations of my soul. I wanted it to stop, and begged it to stop.

My tears shocked me, but they came hours later when I'd stopped feeling like I was going to die. I could still feel the sensation, but the ache was gone. Only the memory of the agony stayed. I sobbed for a moment, feeling less guilty about what I’d done to Haran. He could have killed me, he got the better end of the stick.

“You will feel weak for a few minutes,” Zelda said. I nodded. “You should eat. Also, I realized something about your core. You should talk to your guardian about it.”

“What did you notice?” I asked, just as Menel appeared beside her. My eyes moved to him and then settled on the old elf again. She smiled, probably realizing what had happened.

“Talk to it,” Zelda said. She stood up and was about to fall when Lyaene caught her. She untied her hair and it fell to her back in shining, straight strands. Zelda chuckled. “Old age is one of the wicked diseases created by the gods.”

Menel snorted, finding what she said amusing. He flew over to me, nodding as he examined my body.

“She does a good job. Better than your new best friend,” he commented. “It is interesting what healers can do. She fixed your mana pathways and smoothed the flow of mana going through you.”

“I knew nothing about this,” I said. “She said something about my core.”

“Yes, that was my mistake. I needed you to be strong in physical combat first before we explored mana use too far. But your fight today made me realize how short sighted I had been.”

“What do yo—” I stopped when I felt Lyaene was close. She pushed the door in and brought a small bowl filled with what she’d eaten. My hunger slipped back out and suddenly I felt both exhausted and hungry. She smiled when I took the food hungrily and shook her head when I started eating. I couldn’t stop. It was spicy and there was fish in it. I’d never tasted something like it, but I knew I would want more.

“Zelda says you can lie down when you finish eating,” Lyaene said. “You should rest for a bit. It is late already. Tomorrow morning, we will go get you some better weapons. Your dagger was no good tonight.”

When she left, I settled back into eating. The soup was incredibly delicious. So many tastes in one small bowl. The door creaked open again and she grinned at the bowl and gave me a cup of something red.

“Zelda says it will help you sleep,” Lyaene whispered. I nodded, too happy to stop smiling in return. She took the empty cup too after I had drained it and when she got to the door, she turned, and this time the smile was gone.

“I am sorry I almost got you killed,” she muttered. It was so low I wouldn’t have heard if my hearing hadn’t gotten better. I nodded and she slipped out. I was left in silence again. I let myself settle back down on the bed, my mouth still reeling from the taste of what was in the cup. It was sweet and cold. I was still trying to figure out what it was when Menel cut through my thoughts.

“We have to resume your training,” he announced. I sat up almost immediately. He chuckled. “It’s good that you are excited. Your mana capacity is still low, but you need it anyway. The ruin won’t be easy and your usage of mana is primitive. And your core needs to be perfected.”

“What do we do?” I asked, trying not to sound too enthusiastic. Menel sat in the usual way he does when he was about to do the breathing technique he taught me. I mirrored him, wondering what my core had to do with my perception. He must have felt my thoughts because he started to explain immediately.

“Perception helps you sense the world and yourself. A good understanding of yourself shows you where and how to advance. A slow and precise advancement leads to an outburst of potential. Your fight with Haran should explain what I mean.”

I nodded.

“And your hair is getting too long. You want to leave it out?”

I ran my hand through my hair, he was right. I thought about it and shrugged. The hair was not important, not right now.

“Alright. First, we have to take care of your core, Loren. Naturally, it formed on its own, but you have to shape it to fit what you want and its function. I would have loved you to be assigned a type first, but it seems we don't have time to lose.”

I closed my eyes and looked within. I didn’t have to focus hard, it was right there. Like a miniature storm. My core rippled and curved and swirled, and from it mana spread through me. It was beautiful; like watching sparks travel through thin tunnels.

Menel called to me and I let him in. I felt his gaze and when he was done checking, he sighed.

“Good. No damage. Let us begin.”
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The sound of metal on metal made the forge chaotic. There was something about being in a smithy’s forge. The heat and the smell of sweat made it difficult to breathe. In Kilahead there was only one forge. It stood like a small spread of anthill in the middle of the village. The ringing of Old Frigg’s hammer woke some of the people who lived close to him. But this was altogether different.

I could hear so many rings from hammers hitting hot metal and then the hiss of them cooling. So many forgers---orcs, dwarves and others I did not know where they came from. Since I got into Il-Gorr I’d seen so many races that I’d never even heard of before in Kilahead. So many that they would fill a griot’s purse with stories and songs.

Lyaene dragged me forward as I stared in awe at a half-finished blade a forger had set up to examine. The blade was beautiful, curved. The tip looked like the end of a whip. We sauntered past others until we were staring at the wide back of what looked like an orc, but not quite. The head had horns and on the back and arms were what at first looked like lines, but were more like cracks on his skin. The lines stretched from the waistline of his pants up his tanned back and converged at a point on his bald head. It was fascinating.

“Are you going to stay there, silent forever, girl orc?” His voice was deep, almost as if a hollowed out mountain had suddenly decided to speak. Then he stood up straight, dropping the rod he’d been stoking the fire with.

When he turned around to face us, his face was just as dreadful as his back had been, if not worse. His two eyes were completely black and his third moved as if trying to see everything and everyone at once. It stopped on me for what seemed like a second and then continued to bounce around again.

“Lyaene, I told you already, Jorgan,” Lyaene said but she was smiling already. I wondered what he was. Aside from his three eyes, his face was just the same tanned color as his back and the rest of his body. There were the same deep vein-like lines up his arms and some snaking out his waistline and reaching all the way to his throat. I was staring at a man made of cracks.

Then a mist of smoke oozed out of these veins and his third eye settled on Lyaene. He shook and grinned. I couldn’t fathom how he moved his arm, but when he nodded to me in greeting, it was a sort of gentleness I hadn’t expected.

“This is Loren,” Lyaene said.

“A goblin,” the creature intoned, not as an insult, but as a fact of what I was. I nodded, gave him a hand to shake. He undid his glove and took my small hand in his. It was soft, but warm. It took me only a second to realize he was emanating heat from his body. I wanted to ask him what he was so badly that it must have shown in my eyes.

“We are called Cave People. We stay in warm caves. Well, before. Now we mix with you. Goblin boy and orc girl.”

He scoffed and shook his head. “The world is falling on its head, isn’t it?”

I chuckled, realizing what he meant. When I looked at Lyaene, I couldn’t decide if it was what Jorgan had said that made her red or something else. She shook her head and resigned to let the creature call her whatever he wanted. Then he asked what we’d come for.

After Lyaene had mentioned getting me a new weapon, Menel lectured me about mana and helped make my core perfect. Surprisingly it changed my mana capacity, increasing what I could draw into my core so much that even Menel was surprised. Now I felt light, lighter than I was when I leveled up. I could sense things properly and use my perception attribute a lot more accurately.

Menel mentioned something about trading my items on the system market to get coins enough to get a weapon, or we could use the claws I’d gotten to make a weapon for me. A weapon made out of an Avatāra’s claw would make one of the best daggers. At least for now. I really needed better items, but this would have to do for the Howler’s Quest.

“Let me see the claws,” Jorgan said and I summoned the claws from the storage that came with the system. It was the first time I’d done it myself. Lyaene had given me a quick lesson while Menel blamed himself again for not teaching me something as simple as that.

He’d been too focused on me staying alive that he forgot some of the basic things. I had all ten claws from the Avatāra and about fifteen claws that I’d gotten from the Unveileds. Jorgan stared at them for a while, his third eyes moving between my hands. The Avatāra’s claws were long; they looked silvery, like purified steel. I felt a scratch from that claw. I knew how deadly they were.

“These are mid-level items,” he said, nodding slowly. I turned to Lyaene and she shrugged. On our way to the forge, she told me about Jorgan, but not about his peculiarities. I could feel Menel’s interest in the man too. He grunted finally and opened his large hand for me to pour them in.

“What exactly do you want to make?” Jorgan asked. He poured the claws into a large bowl and turned to me. I wondered if he could see through the black eyes. They didn’t seem to move nor did he blink the eyelids there. Only the third eye seemed to be active. “You want a sword?”

I shook my head immediately. When I was little, I wanted a sword like other children who had lived and grown in Kilahead. We were told the legends of some goblin heroes from the past. Damardred the Skinner who sliced long gashes on orc bandits, keeping a long gone empire safe. Velyren who stood guard with his king and fell in battle. The heroes were many and most of them used swords.

Yet all I could think about as I looked at Jorgan was an image of me with two dagger-like knives. Sharp enough to slit an enemy’s throat without much effort. Menel mentioned how my fighting style depended more on my speed and proximity to my opponent and I saw it in my fight with Haran.

“Two daggers,” I replied, and I heard Lyaene gasp behind me. When I turned she smiled and clapped as if I’d just said I would give her a dragon’s tooth. Jorgan huffed and shook his head. His body hissed again, but what came out the cracks in his body was a blue mist, it smelled terrible, but thankfully only stayed briefly.

“You know a dagger weapon needs speed, goblin boy?” I grinned and nodded. His third eye moved violently about, but fixed on me and when it settled again, Jorgan nodded. “Then you will have your daggers for ten Kol.”

“Kol?” I asked, surprised that he’d asked to be paid with the system’s currency instead of silver as usual. He looked back and stared at me. All three eyes this time. For what must have been the tenth time since he turned to look at us, his face terrified me.

“You don’t have the Kol, goblin boy?” He asked, as if I was stupid. I nodded.

“I do,” I told him and he in turn nodded.

“Then go,” he said. “The orc girl will know when to bring you. I will add mana to…” he seemed to search for the word and cursed in his language. Lyaene giggled.

“He will add mana, so you can imbue it with mana. Making the blade recognize mana from creation makes it easier to accept it when you fight,” Lyaene explained. Jorgan smiled.

“Good, orc girl,” he chuckled and even that was rough and sounded terrible. “Now go.”

He turned his back to us again, facing his part of the large forge. I heard his body hiss again and held my breath just in case the smell was foul.

Outside the forge, the city managed to look a little beautiful in its destroyed state. I wondered if we should go to the Wet District again and this time we might be able to find a familiar goblin. Then I decided it was better to wait until after the quest. Menel was right about one thing he said. I would need to be strong to protect anyone.

What if they are being slaughtered right now? Menel asked, his words bubbling up in my mind like my own thoughts. I winced and when he sensed my irritation, he sighed like a bored old goblin. You are no fun.

There was no time for fun in my mind though. I needed to find them, but first I needed to get stronger. I was not sure they were in the city, but I had to be sure.

“Shouldn’t we stay close to the ruin?” I asked. Lyaene shook her head.

“It doesn’t change anything. No one can enter until the quest begins and that is in…” she looked as if she was staring at her boots, and then looked up at me. “Three days and a few hours.”

I shook my head and chuckled when she pulled me forward. As we started to walk farther away from the forge, I turned to give it one last look. It was huge, and at the top the sky was almost entirely blackened. I staggered, bumping into Lyaene. She chuckled, but that stopped when she saw my face. I was looking up the steps that led to the forge. I could have imagined it, but I thought I saw one of the cloaked goblins from the night before. And they were staring right back at me, and then vanished.

“What happened, Loren?” Lyaene asked.

I shook my head, unsure but definitely worried. Were they following us? My thoughts clashed with Menel’s rebuttal. If Menel hadn’t seen or felt them, then was it a coincidence? There were lots of people there, maybe it was just a chance to meet?

All my excuses fell flat. I could feel it in my bones, they were following us.

“I think we are being followed,” I explained, still not sure. Menel was worried. I wasn’t sure there was anything they could do here. I tried to think about the people that would have a reason to come for me and I could only think of Haran. I’d marked him after all.

“Who did you see?”

“Thos…” the words faded when I saw an orc’s smug stony face. He was familiar. The wide eyes and expression of a fixed snarl. I could see his chest now, on it was carved a symbol. Lyaene cursed and walked to stand in front of me as the orc walked over to us. He hissed at Lyaene and turned to me.

The orc said something in a language that only Lyaene could understand. I’d heard of many orc languages, but this one was different. Probably more of a Valgar language than Orcish. Lyaene spat on the ground before the orc. He towered above her, but from the way he stepped back, I could tell he knew she would kill him if he tried to use force.

“Tell Ulrike he can push his face into a pig’s behind and jump into the Abyss. My friend stays with me.”

The orc snarled and Lyaene smiled. “You don’t know? As a dog, you should bark.” I wanted to laugh, but the situation seemed dire. Somehow, the people I saw everywhere had thinned and some were watching us. Behind the orc Lyaene was talking to was another orc, another one of the group carrying Ulrike’s litter the night before.

“With all of you here, who is carrying the baby king about?” Lyaene asked.

She had been speaking the common tongue and that made the insults even worse. I was worried, and at the same time proud. Kaluk was the only one that had protected me from the bullies in the Kilahead. I had very few friends at first and then I realized one day that I had none.

“You should all go to him,” Lyaene said. I could tell she was getting annoyed now. Her hair was billowing and there was no wind. The flames had not appeared but I knew it would burn bright soon. Now everyone had stopped and were staring at us—those who didn’t run immediately.

Then I sensed movement from behind me just before Menel warned. A storm of blades shot at us and a howling, swirling pillar of flame blocked the attack, protecting us. I was already going for my dagger, and about to leap.

“Still quick, Lyaene,” Ulrike said as he walked over to us. His white robe was lined and hemmed with gold. On his head was a thin crown made from twisting black and gold metal. He looked like a prince or some noble man’s son. “Still prickly.”

“Not exactly. I just hate the smell of filth,” Lyaene remarked and Ulrike’s face twisted, annoyance and anger rippling until he eventually smiled again. A mask, I realized. Lyaene didn’t let the flames fade off her hair, but her eyes returned, removing some of the intense look from her face. She still looked ready to burn the city, but I could see that much of the anger was gone.

“Look, I just want to talk to him,” Ulrike said, nodding to me. Lyaene shrugged.

“Go on, talk.”

I didn’t know what to do or say. We had a large audience already and I could tell Ulrike was uncomfortable. He probably hadn’t been in a situation like this since he became a chosen. And I wondered why he didn’t just defeat her by force.

“Goblin, your name is Loren right?” Ulrike asked.

I nodded.

“You are from Kilahead?” This time I took a step forward before nodding.
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“You have our attention now, Ulrike. Talk,” Lyaene said.

She might as well have growled. Ulrike had a princely smile on his face. The look of an elf who thought he’d won. We were sitting in a private room, behind the bar room of a restructured tavern. Behind the thin wood wall, I could hear chatter and grunts. Someone was playing a low tune—something somber, but not sad. The room itself smelled good—polished wood and something else. Probably incense.

I was trying to be patient. I wasn’t sure what move to make. He’d brought us here with a promise to tell me where my family—and the other people from Kilahead—were holed up. And now I wondered what he wanted in return.

“You need to learn from your goblin friend, Lyaene.”

There was no fear in his voice when he spoke. I’d seen Lyaene’s face when it erupted with flames. She looked fierce, like a dragon staring you down, or a volcano bubbling and ready to burn through a village. Yet Ulrike was staring at her, smiling at her sneers.

He is a Chosen. Trust me, she might be strong, but his confidence is not without backing, Menel said, making me all the more curious about these Chosen. Menel receded to silence. I could feel his presence, it was like a ball of warmth spinning near my core. Ulrike turned to me, ignoring Lyaene’s glare.

“I am sorry for wasting so much time. She…” he pointed at Lyaene. “…gets under my skin like no one else. Not very hard to imagine seeing how fierce she is. There was a time I was scared of her.” He grinned and shook his head. I could see why Lyaene didn’t like the elf. He was self-absorbed and he didn’t really care about anybody else but himself.

I think those are his good qualities, Menel interjected. I ignored the guardian’s joke, putting all my focus on the elf sitting across from me. Beside me, I felt the intensity of Lyaene’s impatience. Left to her, we’d get everything done with fists and spells.

“I brought you here to talk about a deal,” Ulrike explained. I frowned, not surprised but a bit disappointed that he was this predictable. I had expected that he would want something. Lyaene was about to respond, but I held her hand and pulled her back. She turned to me and I gave a stiff nod, hoping she’d understand what was at stake.

“What kind of deal?”

“Il-Goth still holds some of the old rules from before the destruction. But I can feel something brewing in the wind,” he said, twirling a finger about. “This quest makes it even worse. Most of the Chosen, except maybe Olryk are gathering followers to their sides. Armies, I call them. Il-Goth won’t last long with five Chosen ruling. Everyone wants to be the one at the top.”

I nodded. I’d thought the same thing when Lyaene told me about the Chosen. Five powerful beings in one city was too many. There was inevitably going to be a struggle for who rules them all. Lyaene looked a little surprised but she quickly hid it. Ulrike smiled and continued.

“This is where you come in. Haran was one of the few strong orcs in my ranks. You dominated him, reducing him to almost nothing. I can’t do anything with someone like him, so he has to g—”

“You son of a filthy whore,” Lyaene responded forcefully. She was on her feet faster than I could catch her this time. “You used him for so long and now you are just going to discard him like he is nothing. And now you want to use Loren?”

“I believe the goblin can speak for himself,” Ulrike remarked. The smile had washed off his face. I wondered if it was because of the insult or he was simply tired of Lyaene jumping in and interrupting him. He turned to me, eyes brilliant with mild rage. “Or can’t you?”

“I still haven’t heard this deal you want to make,” I replied, trying my best to sound bored. I was worried. A fight between Ulrike and Lyaene would definitely end with her loss. Except if I joined in the fight. Then I would lose whatever information the bastard had. I’d lose, and Lyaene would lose. I wished she would understand that.

“You think anything this bastard is going to say is worth it?” Lyaene asked incredulously, looking down at me. I looked up and smiled hoping and praying to all the gods out there that she would sit back down. When she scoffed and sat back down, I sighed.

“You know how to contro—”

“Get to your point, Ulrike,” I responded indifferently. I hadn’t planned to sound so cold, but that was how it came out and the shock on his face was satisfying. He smiled, quickly recovering and nodded.

“Very well.”

I leaned back in the wooden chair. The furniture, much like the rest of the room, was ordinary. The walls were made with salvaged wood in some places. Most of the floor was redone, but I could see where repairs were made despite the effort to hide those kinds of things.

“You have removed one of my soldiers. I will need a replacement. If you swear to fight for me from now on, I will tell you where the goblins from Kilahead are.”

There was silence for a moment. I’d expected this after he started talking about Haran being eliminated. He stared at me, daring me to refuse if I could. Yet, he couldn’t see how easy it was to manipulate him. He was probably one of the strongest, but definitely not the smartest.

“No,” I said easily. I stood up, stretched and nodded to Lyaene for us to leave. The shock on his face made Lyaene smile. She’s petty, I told Menel and the guardian snorted.

“Are you sure?” Ulrike asked as Lyaene stood up.

“You obviously don’t know how to bargain. From what I’ve observed, they are in Il-Goth, which means I will find them soon enough.”

“Yes, but you don’t know what conditions they are in.”

“I will take my chances,” I said, turning away.

“Alright, how about for a year?” He asked and I ignored him and kept walking away. We were at the door when he called for us to stop. There was a spike of mana pressure and I quickly went for my dagger.

“Calm down,” Ulrike said placatingly. His orcs were outside the door. It was just the three of us in the room. Lyaene was glaring at him. “I got frustrated, sorry about that. How about this? You help me get the Howler and I tell you where your people are? Just that. Nothing else. This is better right?”

“Just the quest?” I asked. I didn’t really want the Howler. It was a good weapon, but one that swung too easily between master and foe. It was too dangerous. I turned to Lyaene. She folded her hands and shrugged.

“Yes, just the quest. You help me with it and I will point you to where you’d find them.”

I had to admit that this seemed too one-sided, in his favor. I essentially do the heavy lifting while he ‘points’ me in their direction. Yet, for now this was my best chance at discovering where they were more easily than wandering the city endlessly hoping to spot them. Besides, it would allow me to potentially grow which I really needed if I were to have any chance at protecting them once I did find them. If I found them, I couldn’t help thinking.

“And you decide, for any reason at all to mess with this deal, I swear to Amgun, I will bu—”

“Your threats are empty, Lyaene. I can give you an opportunity right now if you want,” Ulrike said, bristling. He was annoyed. I sensed the swirl of mana in him. A faint tug and he’d release a dam of mana pressure, crippling almost everyone in the bar.

When Lyaene didn't say anything, the Chosen turned to me, his eyes dull and his expression was one of absolute calm. “We have a deal?”

I nodded. “We do.”

He stared at me, and I wondered if he wanted to say something else. Instead he nodded and waved for us to leave first. I pulled Lyaene away. She was fuming quietly.

“Are you sure you know what you are doing? He isn’t very strong, but he is one of the Chosen. What they lack in strength, they make up for with items and weapons. Every Chosen has a somewhat unlimited supply of Kol.”

“How do you get to be a Chosen?” I asked in return. Lyaene shrugged.

The short corridor led us to a door that opened into the bar room. I saw one of Ulrike’s orcs at a table nursing a cup. We walked past the orc and straight outside. The evening air flooded my lungs—sweet and disgusting. It was better than being in that room with Ulrike.

“No one knows?”

“No one does,” Lyaene agreed.

I do, Menel said.

Of course… And you’ve not told me since?

Because it is not important. Trust me. They are limiting. One thing your hot-headed orc is right about though, is that Ulrike is weak. I wonder who chose to sponsor him.

“Loren?” Lyaene called and I blinked out of my conversation with Menel. I turned to her and the worry in her eyes stunned me. She tried to mask it with a smile, but it was there. “I hope you know what you are doing. These Chosen… they don’t see people as allies or friends. They use people. You saw what he said about Haran. You saw wha….”

I nodded. I could see why she was scared. I was a new goblin in a new city. A large one. In Il-Goth, this new version of it, death was a common event. Even under the facade of peace and acceptance of the new reality. She was worried I was getting myself in too deep with them. I saw the reason for her hesitation, and yet, I hoped she would trust me.

Menel chuckled.

“We don’t have to be his allies, Lyaene,” I said as we walked away from the tavern. A brief look behind and I saw the drawing of a mermaid with a trident in her hand and breasts barely covered. The name Kali’s Trident was written in large ugly block letters. The post itself looked hurriedly put together.

“We only have to get what we want and go our own way.”

“And we will be losing the Howler,” she remarked and I snorted.

“I thought you didn’t want it.”

“I don’t…” she shifted into a brief silence and when she spoke again, it was barely a whisper, caught only by my extended perception. “I just don’t like someone like him having something as strong as that.”

“It sounds more like a curse than a weapon. Imagine summons that you can’t control, Lyaene. I worry for whoever gets it.”

“I worry…” she said and then sighed. “We have made the deal. It doesn’t matter anymore. We should get ready for the quest. I heard there are tents near the ruin now. People waiting to be the first to get in. Zelda has heard of people buying high priced weapons and potions. Healers are being commissioned for herbs and potions. There is very little time.”

“What do you want to do?”

We were walking down a black stone street. The road stretched for several paces and made a curve into a larger road with a statue atop a round platform. The statue shone white in the dimming evening, but much of its detail was vague. However, I could tell it was a beastkin. This caused a brief thought as to how this too seemed to have survived the breaking as well.

“We need gear for you. Leather armor and boots. Nothing expensive. Your coins are not infinite and I have almost none. We need supplies, just in case we are stuck in the ruins for days.”

“You seem to know your way around here,” I said, turning to look at her. She shrugged. Walking beside her was like walking with a midget giant. Menel cackled at that. I felt warmth in my face, ashamed of my thoughts.

When I looked ahead of us again I realized she’d been taking me toward the shops all along. This part of Il-Goth was still feverish with activities. There were lamps, spell-stones and other things created for light. We walked past many stores and then took a turn and walked between two buildings. I thought we’d meet a dead-end and was about to ask Lyaene where we were going when I saw another building behind.

It looked haggard, even in the near-darkness. At the front, two torches were hooked on sconces to guide a patron’s sight to the door. There were no guards and the door had marks of cracks and rot. Lyaene knocked and someone with heavy footsteps walked over to the door and opened it.

On the other side of the threshold was an orc. Smaller than Lyaene, but taller than me still. Old and bald. His mouth was missing some teeth when he grinned and his eyes were rheumy and dim—he’d been drinking. I smelled the harsh odor when he laughed.

“I thought you’d never come back, old soul,” the orc chuckled to Lyaene. She snorted.

“I thought you were dead, Kalan,” Lyaene retorted. The orc laughed harder, wheezed and started to cough. It lasted for about ten seconds and then he peered at me. He brought his hand up, a faint light flickered on and then buzzed to brightness.

“Ah, you brought a goblin,” Kalan said, his face withering into a frown.

“Yes, he needs equipment, armor and gear for the quest.”

“Ah, the quest. It is fortunate these barbarians do not force us all to kill ourselves. Only the young will involve themselves in a game like this. It is obvious. All they want is death.”

“It is obvious you don’t want us in your shop, Kalan,” Lyaene said and the old orc seemed to remember then that we were outside. He gestured for us to come in. Inside was warm, lit up by a larger spell-stone and there was a scent…like dried fruit or something sweet. It filled the shop. I couldn’t find what was burning until the orc picked a long, thin pipe from a thick table and sucked on it. Whatever was at the end of the pipe burned bright and the scent became stronger.

“You still smoke that?”

“This, my work and the memories of Jaeya are all that keep my old bones greased and moving. This is for the voices, my work for food, and Jaeya for when the nights are cold.”

Lyaene grinned, but it was a sad grin. Like a wordless consolation. The orc gestured for me to come closer. Then he turned me around, muttering every time.

“What do you specialize in, goblin?” Kalan asked. I stared at him, confused and unable to answer.

“Speed and close combat,” Lyaene answered for me. Kalan clicked his tongue in disappointment. “And his name is Loren.”

“Ah, the goblin that branded Haran…” he seemed to see me anew. Then shook his head. “That was not smart, goblin.”

“Loren,” Lyaene and I said at once. Kalan ignored us and continued what he was doing. He measured me and clicked his tongue whenever I was slow to respond to his question. It took hours for him to finish and when we came out of his shop, I already knew a few things about Il-Goth that were both meaningless and absurd.

I was exhausted and hungry. Lyaene said she was too, but I sensed Menel had something else in mind.
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“You have gotten the hang of your core,” Menel observed. Sweat dripped down my back and face. My pant’s waistline was soaked, showing wet patches. My body shook intensely and my legs had gone numb a few minutes ago. Menel called it training while I saw it as torture. He said something about willing my body fluidly, making mana do things without me actually telling it.

“I am…” my chest tight as I rushed to take a breath. The room was lit by sunlight snaking, tiny spears of light scattered all over the place. On the other side of the room Lyaene sat meditating. I felt her heart settle into a rhythm some moments ago and since then it seemed like a steady flow; gentle and alive.

“Focus!” Menel screamed in my head and I blinked sweat into my eyes. I was tired. We’d been at this for some hours. Maybe two. My legs were cramped and my hands, stretched out and clutching two head-size stones, might fall off anytime soon.

I wasn’t using mana to alleviate the stress on my body, rather I was holding it in. This was the task he had instructed me to perform. I hated the training, but he said this was the way to getting stronger.

“You just have to stop thinking about it,” Menel muttered, this time there is something in his voice, probably worry. Then he chuckled and I realized I was being naïve. My arms trembled and I contemplated falling over. Then I felt the prick in our link, a soft warning; it came as a subtle vibration in my head. I groaned, cursing the guardian. I could hold him off for a short while, but that was no victory. I needed to know how to shut him out, completely and permanently if I wanted.

“Stand up,” he said finally and I straightened myself, relief flooding my insides followed by an alarming pain that put me on my ass. Everything hurt for a long few seconds. “Good, now try to feel the mana around you.”

I sighed. I hoped we were done, but this at least was better. I closed my eyes and I channeled my perception inward first. I saw my core, a spinning mass. It looked like strands of lights weaving together to form the sphere. It revolved gently, fluidly.

Then I let my perception flow outward. I felt Menel, whatever was in him shone like particles of bright energy. They clung together, and he seemed to gather more. I wondered if that was mana. But it was nothing like what I felt from Lyaene. She shone too, but it was nothing close to what I sensed from Menel.

“You can sense and see it now, you can pull it to you. Now we have to figure out a way for you to use it. Not in a crude way like your friend over there, but with finesse.”

I chuckled. Lyaene seemed refined enough for me, but the way she was always ready to jump in a fight was scary. I took a breath in and sighed.

“What do I do?”

“Isn’t it time you call me master?” Menel asked, I hissed and my guardian chuckled. “Alright. What do you see when Lyaene shows you her form?”

I shrugged. “Flames?”

“What color?” He asked.

“Wild red? Orange?”

“That is why I said it is crude,” Menel replied. I opened my eyes to look at Lyaene. She was calm now, a few rays of sunlight were near her and I could see some parts of her clearer than other parts. She’d been like that for so long that it seemed like she’d fallen asleep.

“What am I supposed to see?”

“I don’t know if I should tell you,” he drawled, his hand on his chin like a wise old man deliberating whether to tell the student his sight was limited. I waited for his theatrics to end and then he sighed. “Her flames are not in their final form yet. I guess her guardian is taking it slow. I understand that.”

“You are saying she can get stronger?” I asked, whispering. Menel grinned and nodded. Before I could ask something else, he gestured for me to go back to sensing mana.

“Now, the reason she can manifest those flames is because she pulls and transforms mana into that. She is a fire type, not limited to flames and bla bla bla, but that is essentially what the type does.”

“So without a type, I can’t use mana like that?” I asked, watching the waves and flow of mana around me. It flowed toward and past me, some flowing to my core and some bouncing off me. I wanted to take more in, but something was keeping it steady, limiting what I could take in and at what speed.

“No, that is not it. The truth is you can always use mana for other things. Imbuing, strengthening, speed, crafting. What being assigned means is different. What I want you to learn now, is using mana for simple things like strengthening. Remember what I said about Holov’s punch?”

I nodded.

“Good. We are going to get you stronger than that. But for now, I need you to convince orc girl to spar with you.”

I frowned. I’d wondered what it’d be like if we fought, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to mess with things at the moment. I called more mana to me and I felt the rush, only for it to slow down as it got close and then reduced as mana filtered through me. I wondered if that was Menel and decided he’d tell me if it was important.

“You can learn a lot by sparring with her. She is not that far behind those Chosen guys. At least that Ulrike. I have to see the others to know what their levels are like.”

“You think I can beat Ulrike?” I asked, surprised.

“Definitely not like this. He has mastered some really amazing wind-based spells. The way he caught Haran and tossed him back in the fight and yet his control of mana is not exceptional, but better than Lyaene.”

“So, no?”

“Not yet.”

I sighed, opened my eyes and stretched. I needed a bath and I was hungry. We’d started training when I woke up. I could see changes in my body. All of which had happened after I met Menel. My body looked and felt different. I seemed to be taller.

“Lyaene?” I called from where I stood. She turned to me sharply. I couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or if I’d surprised her. “Do you mind a brief spar?”

She was silent for a moment, staring at me. I felt a bit exposed, but then she sighed and stood up. I’d expected her to ask questions, but she walked into the part of the room with more light. She was wearing loose pants and a grey shirt with wide sleeves.

“Fine, but you buy breakfast if you lose.”

“What? That sounds like a crappy deal,” I said and she shrugged. “You are just a poor, poor orc, aren’t you?”

“Says the homeless goblin living in my house.”

I scoffed. Of course she’d win that. “Fine.”

She is allowed to use her other form if she wants, Menel said and my eyes widened. That was completely rigging the game in her favor. She would be twice or three times stronger and faster. I didn’t tell her that.

“Are you ready?” Lyaene asked as she folded the sleeves of her shirt. I nodded. She smirked. The place was not exactly small, but movement was limited, and the poor lighting didn’t help.

When she moved, I took a step back and caught the quick punch she’d aim at my face. I pushed her fist away, and tried to ram a low fist in her gut, but she swatted it away easily. Then twirl, giving me a revolving kick in the face. My head rang and my face hurt.

“You are suddenly so slow,” she remarked.

I grinned.

She jumped when I made a low kick to sweep her feet from under her. Then she cursed when I pushed off the floor and tried to pummel her with my knee. She stopped my move easily again. We hit the ground and she tried smacking me in the face and I dodged, weaved below the slap and drove my shoulder into her.

She stopped my shoulder, grabbed my arm and tried to toss me. I pulled away, my body slick with sweat already. I took a couple steps away from her, confused on how she was stopping all my close range attacks like they were nothing.

“How are you doing that?”

“What?” She asked as she tapped her left foot on the floor.

“That tip you did with my shoulder and the knee?”

“I assume it is because this is not a serious spar, but your attacks are strong, but with mana strengthening my hands, I could stop them.”

I felt stupid. Of course she was blocking them with mana. I nodded. It hadn’t occurred to me that she would be doing that.

“You want to go again?” She asked. I nodded. She attacked then. This time I was prepared to take the attack. She feinted a punch for my face, but then she withdrew her fist and sent a kick to my side. Pain stretched from there and numbed my mind for a few seconds, making me slow and unable to block the next kick that pushed me some steps back.

I groaned.

“Are you taking this seriously?” Lyaene asked. “You asked for the spar.”

The problem is you are thinking too much, Menel said. Not just about her, but about mana. DON’T think, just pull. Your mana is yours to do with as you please.

I stepped back, inches away from Lyaene’s fist. Then ducked the next. I could guess what Menel was about to say at the end. Simply command it. Lyaene left herself open for a second, but she quickly brought her knee up to smash my face. I pushed her knee down and the force lunged her forward and I punched her hard in the face.

The punch lifted her off her feet and tossed her back. She slammed against the wall beside the door, crashing on the table there. She rolled to her feet quickly and now I could see a sheen of sweat on her forehead. She had her fists up and I knew she was serious now.

She is a sore loser.

I agreed.

Lyaene leapt, and then dove for me. She crashed into me, but I was ready for that. I pushed my right leg back to hold our weight and then flooded my body with mana. The impact caused minimal pain and I ignored whatever discomfort I felt. I lifted her off her feet and brought her down on my knee. She stopped my knee and twirled. Her legs hooked on my neck and tossed me over. I hit the ground and rolled to my feet immediately.

Mana flowed to my legs and hands as she attacked. Her fists were blurs, but I could follow them. All I had to do was sense the mana she had coated her fists in. I blocked punches coming at me like a storm. She was fast and her fists were like boulders.

She was relentless, attacking from every angle. I could feel Menel’s elation, or was it pride? I wasn’t sure why he was happy. Lyaene wasn’t giving me any opening to breathe or attack back. All I was doing was keeping her at bay.

She did one of her feints again, but I saw through it and swerved to the left to avoid her sudden kick. She paused to recover balance and I exploited that. With mana gathering in my right hand, I feigned a left elbow jab and when she put her hands up to block, my right fist slammed her gut.

She groaned, staggered back and fell back. I rushed over, panicking that I may have hurt her. Menel was going crazy with excitement and he let all of it leak into my mind through our link. Lyaene chuckled, coughed and started laughing.

“That last one was a good one. I thought you’d fall for the feint,” she said, then cleared her throat and grinned at me. She didn’t look hurt, but I wasn’t sure if I should believe that she wasn’t hiding it from me.

“I think you should work on your feints, they seemed obvious,” I muttered, still worrying. She smacked my arm and sat up. I watched to see if she would wince, and when she didn’t I sighed.

“Look at you giving me combat advice. You could use some too. Your use of mana is poor, the first half where you were not using mana could have been where you died. And you strengthen yourself slowly,” I nodded in agreement while Menel snorted.

“Thanks,” I said, grinning. Lyaene shook her head.

“Your fighting is interesting though, almost as if you watch your opponent while you fight. Most people can’t think and fight at the same time. They leave most of their movements to instinct.”

She stared for a moment longer and then shrugged. “Well, now I am sure you won’t die out there.”

I laughed at that. She walked out of the room and I started to think about food. Menel appeared in front of me, his wings not moving a beat even as he floated in front of me. Weird.

“She is right, we have to work on your command of mana,” Menel observed. “But you are picking up faster than I thought you would. Making me proud even.” Then he looked at my hair and frowned. I ruffled it up. It was thick and long. I had thought I’d leave it as it was, but now I wanted to cut it down. Less distraction was better.

“I will cut it right after we meet with Jorgan.”

Menel shrugged as if he didn’t care. Then he flew around the house and I sat down to meditate again. Lyaene was bathing. I could hear the sound of water and her whistling from the other side of the wall. With little effort I could catch the scent of soap in the air, but that felt like crossing a line. I busied my mind with training while I waited. I was excited to see the daggers.

Lyaene walked in a few minutes later and the smell of sweat and filth was replaced with something sweeter, like a temptation. I left to wash up and when I came back she was dressed and ready.

“Are you scared?” She asked. It was sudden and I could tell she’d been thinking about it while I bathed. “This quest. Apparently, the Chosen are interested in the Howler too. Maybe even Olryk.”

“Who is Olryk?” I asked, because even Ulrike was scared of him. I heard the worry when he mentioned the name. Lyaene sighed and stood up. She made a show of turning around while I finished dressing. I didn’t really mind. Well, maybe a little.

“He was the first Chosen, at least in Il-Goth. I think everyone agrees that he is the strongest, and fortunately, he doesn’t really care about other people or politics. He uses Creation magic. Not a Skill. That is his type. Like a deviant or something.”

“You are scared of him then?” I asked, expecting to see her show me her arrogant smirk that seemed to say she could stare down an erupting volcano.

Instead, Lyaene turned around as I put my shirt on. The sleeves were roughly cut up around the elbows. Her eyes were wide with worry. “You see any of the things he created, you run!”
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Jorgan brought the daggers wrapped in black leather. The sheaths seemed plain black at first until I looked closer and saw patterns pressed into them. The three-eyed forger chuckled when I looked at him. Lyaene was jumping excitedly as if she’d never seen a blade before.

“What are these?” I asked.

“Who cares? Take out the blade!” Lyaene practically yelled, her eyes shining as if the daggers were hers. I couldn’t blame her though, the sheaths having as much subtle detail within just them surely had to mean the blades themselves would be works of art. I was barely holding my curiosity in. Jorgan looked disappointedly at Lyaene and turned back to me. The third eye was closed today, but that didn’t change how I felt when he looked down at me.

“Those are runes, goblin boy. Old runes. My people believe that from old things, new things sprout. You should pull the blade and see what it means.”

I nodded. Lyaene sighed beside me and I couldn’t help but grin at her. I set the wrap down and slowly pulled one dagger out of its sheath. It was pale white and sharp. The blade was a bit long; almost the same length as my arm from my elbow to my wrist. And there were vein lines. Thin, almost like the ones on Jorgan’s skin.

I looked up at him and he nodded, proud. The hilt was mostly black burned wood, bejeweled with a smoothed gem stone that glowed a little when I held it. The blade was slightly curved, significantly at the sharp tip. It was beautiful and in my hands, it felt comfortable. As if it had always been mine, a part of me.

“What are these?” I asked, pointing at the branching lines that stretched and connected like wild cracks. “Wouldn’t it make the blade frail or something?”

“You speak like you compare my work to that of a blacksmith, goblin boy. I am not a blacksmith. I forge things. Those are mana channels. They accommodate mana, strengthen your blade, make it sharper. The gem on the hilt stores mana.”

“What?” Lyaene exclaimed. We both turned sharply to her. “Jorgan, you didn’t do this for me!”

“Because you wanted a sword. And you didn’t bring any items to use in its making. And you, orc girl, did not care for things like this. You want brute force and I gave you that.” Lyaene frowned and shook her head.

“I wouldn’t have rejected it,” she muttered. Her childishness was funny, but I was already imagining what I’d do with a weapon like this. Something that could store mana for later use. It would help in a drawn out battle.

“You want to try it now?” Lyaene asked. “The quest is tomorrow, but we can do some hunting. Nothing serious and not too far.”

“You have to pay first,” Jorgan remarked and I nodded. I closed my eyes and made the command. I couldn’t tell if the command worked until I opened my eyes to see the notification.

[10 Kols transferred to Jorgan the Forger]

He grinned and he became even uglier. I put the white blade back in the sheath and picked the other dagger. As we made to leave, Jorgan called me back.

“Look for high-level items. Those cause more damage when forged into weapons. I will give you a discount next time, goblin boy.”

I chuckled and nodded. Then I turned and rushed to meet Lyaene. She was waiting at the entrance. We walked out together and then into the main street. She asked for one of the daggers and I gave her the other one. She pulled it out and gasped. It was a black blade. Identical to the white one, except for it being its opposite in coloring, but looked even deadlier. She swung it around, twirled it about and caught it before making a stabbing motion.

“Where are we going?” I asked, noticing that we were going a different way from the one we took earlier. She pointed toward a part of the wall surrounding the city.

“Outside?” I asked and she nodded. The wall was still far and neither of us had enough money to waste on carriage and transport wagons, so we walked all the way to the wall.

It was well into noon when we got there. The heat from the sun was just beginning to build, but a soft breeze was blowing to help dry the sweat trying to accumulate on the back of my neck. Lyaene spent most of the trek telling me about the four other Chosen. She spent a long time talking about Olryk. Probably because he was the one she feared the most.

She wasn’t completely sure how strong he was, but no one in Il-Goth had ever beaten him. There were stories of him defeating monsters in the first few days after the Valgar was destroyed. While most people ran away from Il-Goth, the orc stayed and fought.

I understood why there was a hint of admiration mixed with fear when she talked about the orc. Then she told me about Orath, the Chosen she fought.

When the wall towered above us, I’d come to know a lot about three of the four Chosen in Il-Goth. And I was sufficiently worried about all of them.

There was no one watching the gates. Perhaps because there was not much of a gate to watch.

We marched out along the short dirt road that snaked its way into a sparse forest. I needed to make sure I could get straps from Karan so I wouldn’t have to hold the daggers all the time. Then Menel reminded me I could store them in the system’s storage. He'd been quiet for so long that his voice startled me a bit.

“We’ll have to leave early,” Lyaene was saying. “There are stories about something hunting in the dark around these parts. Probably stupid talk, but things are different now. The truth has broadened to include monsters and shadows.”

I agreed. Her warning threw in a little worry over our brief expedition. We walked farther into the woods, hoping to see something to hunt. In Kilahead, hunters had to travel far for wild animals to hunt. I imagined it was different this far north. The woods here were supposed to be filled with game. The destruction might have dwindled the population of the wild, but I was sure there were still some out there. I extended my perception out, questing to determine if there was anything around us worth hunting. Insects to the smaller animals were plentiful enough, but nothing bigger was around. Could whatever was rumored to be hunting around here have chased or consumed the larger animals?

“What about the fourth?” I asked, pulling my perception back. I’d been hoping she would tell me about the fourth Chosen but she seemed to be avoiding it. Lyaene shrugged. It was getting darker in the woods the farther we walked in. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been walking; with Lyaene, time seemed inconsequential. In a way this scared me a bit. Being around her was so easy I often found myself absorbed more with her than my surroundings. Hopefully this wouldn’t prove to be a problem.

Above us the canopy was getting thicker, blocking away the light. A slow, cold breeze brushed against us and ruffled leaves and boughs. Creeping animals and hoppers ran away from our approaching footsteps. We didn’t worry about them. I was interested in something big and strong. I wanted to test the daggers with real opponents. Once again I extended my perception. And once again, there was nothing close enough to sense that would meet the criteria I had set to test the blades against. Really nothing but the smaller animals. How odd.

“You don’t know who it is?” I asked, after a while. Lyaene sighed.

“No one talks about her.”

I frowned, confused. In front of us, it seemed the woods were finally plunging into night. There was no light at all. Behind us, the trees were dimly lit from the filtered sunlight. We stood for a moment, trying to decide what to do, then Lyaene suggested I wait until the quest and I agreed, especially since I hadn’t detected anything. Flaring my perception skill one more time just to ensure I hadn’t ‘missed’ anything being around Lyaene, I found nothing. Again.

“What do you mean no one talks about her?” I asked as we started back. It was obvious she didn’t want to talk about the fourth Chosen, but that only spurred on my curiosity. I couldn’t see her face when she sighed, but I knew she’d given in.

“She is the worst. She was the second to get sponsored. And before that she was terrible. Not cruel, but she does things out of boredom. Unlike Olryk who stays out of the affairs of people, Blair inserts herself. She finds interesting situations, fixes herself in it and ruins it. She has a few followers and most of them are crazy like her.”

“Unlike Ulrike?” I asked.

“Ulrike is a pale comparison to Blair. Blair has almost as much command and power as Olryk. Blair finds joy in destruction. She is constantly bored, which means she is constantly looking for where to put herself. Where to destroy.”

“What skill type does she have?”

“No one knows, but the manifestation is something like mine….without the theatrics.” I grinned, looking away from her. We’d started walking fast almost at the same time. I think now, as we walked back toward the city, we both knew coming out to hunt had been a bad idea.

When we got out of the denser part of the wood, we realized it wasn’t so dark after all. I used my skill to guide us back to the path which led to the broken gate again and in minutes we were back in the city on our way to get food. I was hungry and there were so many things to think about. I wasn’t sure what to do when I found one of the Chosen. Before the breaking I always felt safe in the reality I could protect myself from what threats I came across while hunting. Since the breaking and my survival, along with everything else, I had started to become more confident in my ability to protect myself against these new threats amongst us.

Yet, these four people sounded like they could clear out the city with ease and murder a host of Avatāra. I was growing every day, but it wasn’t fast enough.

You have to calm down, Loren. I blinked, shocked again by his voice.

“Let’s eat here,” Lyaene said, gesturing to an inn I’d not noticed. At the door the smell of spice and soup made my stomach rumble. The morning had seen us having corn soup and dry tasteless bread. It was crappy food, but it was all we could afford.

I sat down opposite Lyaene and listened to Menel tell me why I didn’t have to hurry to get stronger. He sounded patient—disturbed, but not annoyed. Lyaene was unnaturally quiet too. There was so much in her mind, I guessed, but sometimes I caught her looking at me.

Menel finished talking about how haste could get me killed. Then he told me why people want to be one of the Chosen.

At the end, only the strongest will be at the top. And those sponsoring the strongest are going to own all he or she has. You understand?

Suddenly it was clear. I nodded, not sure how to respond. The Chosen were strong adversaries to us, but to those who chose them, they were pawns. I closed my eyes, wondering why everything suddenly felt pointless. Menel chuckled, and was about to say something but I pushed his voice away. His apathy wasn’t helping.

Menel wasn’t any different. He wasn’t pretending to be better than the humans, but I wasn’t sure why he was interested in making me strong. There were things he was not telling me, things I could get from The Kiral. But The Kiral was a despicable entity, worse than Menel was.

The food came and all of the thoughts and worries faded away. The stew was sweet and spicy. I ate as fast as I could, which was very fast. Then I leaned back in my chair and watched Lyaene eat. She ate slowly, not what I’d expect from an orc. Much of what I thought I knew about orcs and elves turned out to be either completely wrong, or half-truths.

“You are scared, aren’t you?” I asked her when she finished eating. She looked up at me and shrugged.

“Why?”

I was scared too, but that was only because I was beginning to realize how weak I was compared to some of the people that were going for the quest too. But Lyaene was different. She had survived in a city that had supported strength over anything else. She commanded respect from some of the older orcs, and even when it was completely obvious that Ulrike could dominate her in a fight, he wouldn’t attack her.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t explain it. But knowing that some of the Chosen are interested in the Howler Quest makes a huge difference.”

She shrugged again and smiled, or at least tried to smile. Around us, the night crowd was in. Those who worked all day and drank all night and those who came for the music and women. In Il-Goth the inns and taverns were almost identical at night. I could understand why they had an emphasis placed on them for rebuilding.

“You are worried about Ulrike?” I asked. She dropped the cup in her hand and nodded. It had been clear, she’d been withdrawn from time to time and she had talked in more detail about Ulrike when she told me about the four Chosen.

I nodded and looked away. The elf playing the flute was young, almost a child. She played something sad and sweet. I knew the song only in parts. I was worried too if I was honest. I didn’t know anything about Ulrike, even with what Lyaene had told me. But the basis for a plan had been brewing all day as I gleaned more information about these Chosen.

“You realize we don’t actually need to explore the ruins with him,” I pointed out.

“But you made the deal already. He wouldn’t need much reason to crush your family if he knows where they are.” I shook my head.

“I will try to get the Howler for him, true, but we don’t need to follow him. The deal doesn’t say that.”

“So we go on our own?” she asked tentatively. I nodded. She grinned and I could see colors coming back to her eyes. I was distracted by something…a cloak. It looked familiar. And it was confirmed when I saw another dark cloak and two more. The goblins were still following me around again.

“What’s wrong?” Lyaene asked. I shook my head and stood up and immediately the goblin I’d caught stood up too. The three others were slower, but soon they were shuffling away. I thought about following them, but it was obvious they didn’t want to talk.

I sat back down, wondering who they were and if they were sent by someone.

“Are you not scared?” Lyaene asked. I scoffed and shrugged.

“Terrified,” I said. And that was the truth.
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There were hundreds of empty tents on the path leading to the castle ruin. These were the remnants of those who had decided being closer would equate to some kind of advantage. They had gone in hours ago just before the sun would make its presence known. There were still many coming to join, some were servants to strong masters while others were adventurers seeking their fortune. I saw a small group of goblins carrying sacks of supplies for an orc. I tried to remember where I’d seen him before, but the memory stayed buried until Lyaene snorted and glared at him.

The orc grinned, yellow and black teeth bared at us. Then he barked an order to the goblins for them to move faster. I cringed at the treatment and looked away. Lyaene shook her head and chuckled.

“You act as if they are being punished. Those are Burden Bearers. Much like the orcs carrying Ulrike around like a spoiled prince. They are paid for their service. Treated like warts, but still they are being paid.”

“I understand that. Doesn’t change the fact that they are slaves.”

“Willing slaves, Loren,” she drawled my name, grinning then frowned. The path opened to a series of stairs. Since I first saw this setup I hadn’t been able to understand why the king’s castle was so far up, towering over the city like a watcher’s perch. We took the steps and when we got to the end of it, a wide arched gate stood before us.

Behind it was what once housed the royal family of Il-Goth, or so I had come to learn. Nagurg was a benign ruler—or at least that was what was said. His rules were fair and cared for every citizen in this part. Il-Goth was one of the few cities in Valgar where people wanted to visit and stay, especially because all races were welcomed and protected. He was strong too. There were stories of his valor written almost everywhere as if people would have forgotten him.

The gate was left open since there was no one to protect, nothing to salvage that hadn’t been stolen or carried away in the initial moments after the destruction ended. There were probably still chests of coins and gems within the walls, but there were little chances of any of those being found.

“Welcome to Nagurg’s ruin,” Ulrike said as we crossed the gate. He was waiting with his crew of orcs and one elf. The elf’s hair shone like gold in the new dawn. Her eyes were rings of green and white. Breathtaking was a small word for how she looked. She had a hand rested on the hilt of her sword—a beautiful weapon I observed.

I was staring at the hilt when she said, “Kneel.”

I snapped up to look at her eyes. They were serious and fixed on me. Ulrike chuckled and waved for her to calm down.

“These are our allies, Sybre,” Ulrike said, touching her shoulder. The leather of her shoulder armor had a dragon carved into it. The rest consisted of plain leather and ropes. The top of her bosom was uncovered, but even that allure was muted by the small knives strapped to the side. The knives looked ordinary, but curved perfectly. She stared at me for a moment and then nodded.

“Apologies, ally,” she intoned and then turned away to talk to the orcs. Ulrike smiled at me.

“I hope you will forgive that. She is not very used to other people.”

“Who is she?” Lyaene asked. I was curious too, staring at her as I rubbed lightly on White Tear. That was what we’d agreed to call the white blade. I had a feeling I was going to fight with this new elf and for whatever reason, I hoped I was wrong.

“Sybre is the daughter of my father’s sister. She was kept away from people. Her beauty seemed to…well, tempt people to act weirdly,” Ulrike responded, looking at me. “I had expected you to lick her boots in seconds. You surprised me.”

I snorted. You would have, if given time, Menel said with a soft chuckle. I ignored him

“Shall we enter?” Ulrike said. And then frowned at Lyaene. “You did not bring supplies?”

Lyaene shrugged and Ulrike scoffed, shaking his head.

“Your optimism is sometimes refreshing, but this time I find it stupid. You could be in there for weeks, months...and I don’t think I have enough rations for everyone.”

“You do not have to worry about that,” I said. I was staring at the ruin. It was beautiful in its destruction. The spires were gone, except one. All of it had been almost completely covered by the green of rapid growing plants. Something I assumed was the work of the humans. I wondered what the inside would look like, the high roofs and stained glass that I’d heard about from travelers and read about in books…the few I had read.

“What do you mean?”

“It would be wise to split up, don’t you think? Going together would narrow our search and that might not be good, especially since many others seemed to have come in large groups.”

Ulrike shook his head. “Those ones are stupid and misguided. Large numbers are good and well, but strength and cunning is what will save whoever enters the ruin. Remember the difficulty level? Few of us Chosen have defeated a monster with such difficulty. You think you can survive one?” He asked, looking first at me and then Lyaene.

“I think I can manage,” I replied. You sure can. Menel’s encouragement felt good, like a proud father’s hug. Ulrike’s face folded in a frown. It was a wonder how he managed to look good with such a frown. He sighed and nodded. His face was unscarred, and I was sure that was the same with the entirety of the man. He looked celestial sometimes.

He is just an elf, Loren. I nodded. That hadn’t escaped me.

“Fine. But do well to remember our deal. I agree that spreading our eyes will give us more space to cover, but if you decide to renege on the promise you made me?” He walked close and the smell of sweet summer and tender wine filled my nose. The elf was as cruel with his scent as he was with his words. I bet he made women weep too.

“I will make Sybre tear off the limbs of your precious goblins. They will weep and wonder what they’d done. And they will die knowing nothing and hating their cruel fate. And they will cus—”

“Yes, we get it,” Lyaene said, cutting him short. He glared at her. I chuckled and shook my head. He didn’t scare me as much as he wanted to, but his threats were troubling. I nodded, turning away from him. Lyaene was beside me and I could feel Ulrike’s eyes on me. I could tell he wished he hadn’t waited for us.

“You ready?” Lyaene asked.

“I don’t think anyone can be ready for this.”

“You think someone in there is close to finding it?” She asked, turning to look behind us. I shrugged. It didn’t matter. We just needed to do our best. It was important I get the Howler, but there was no guarantee that I would. The thought made my heart beat faster. I’d be in Ulrike’s purse then and he wasn’t one to forgive.

You could kill whoever gets it first and give the princely jerk the Howler.

I sent a wave of revulsion to Menel, hoping he understood how that plan was both cruel and unfair. I got a mental picture of him rolling his eyes. Again I was reminded of how much he didn’t care about anyone. I pulled on Lyaene and we walked up the inverted arch stairs. The pillars in front were large and tall. The top of each one had different beasts sculpted, each carrying a different part of Valgar.

Once we walked through the door, I felt a chill wash over me. We were standing in a wide hallway and it stretched ahead for what looked like miles. I looked up and found hundreds of dull spell-stones, all emitting light to varying degrees.

What made us stop was the feeling of dread that stilled us where we stood. My bones shook and my mind was wrapped with the thoughts of fleeing. Lyaene already had her second form out and the flames didn’t warm me up.

And then it disappeared, faded like the sun drying up dew. I sighed, my heart racing still, but I could breathe now. I hadn’t even noticed that my fingers were gripping the hilts of my daggers. I eased my fingers loose. In front of us, the hallway was different, the light was bright enough for us to see another opening toward the end.

The floor was cracked along the edge and there was a murky smell in the air.

“Let’s go,” Lyaene said. I didn’t have to tell her what that was just now. She knew. Whatever was in the ruin, it had tested us. I wasn’t sure we passed or failed, but it let us in, and that was good enough for me. We were still in the race for the Howler, I still had a chance.

The opening at the end led us into a larger hall. Here most of the pillars were gone; some had crashed down and the ones still standing would fall soon. I wondered how long that would be. The hall looked like the throne room, but there was no throne, only a large stone table and chairs. Half the chairs had been destroyed and the table too. It was like a hoard of ruin.

“We should go,” Lyaene remarked, walking toward an arch wide doorway. Through it was another hallway, further down we saw where much of it had broken and fallen off. We followed the small parts that remained until we got to the stairs that lowered us down to a yard.

The yard was wide and in the middle of it was a headless statue of what might have been Nagurg or one of his sons, most likely dead now. The grasses here were alive, thriving and low. The creepers on the other hand looked dried and barely alive from where they hung on the walls and stones. A strange sort of dichotomy for vegetation so close to one another. The stone benches, once polished and clean, were filthy now; covered in dust and bird crap, but otherwise intact.

“Where do you think it will be?” Lyaene asked. I was looking around. Sometime ago, in this place, the royal children had sparred while their parents and masters watched. Baby orcs waving axes and swords. It felt like walking back in time. Menel chuckled.

“Loren,” Lyaene called and I was pulled out of my thoughts. The smell of abandonment was everywhere. The outside was beautiful, but the inside carried the face of what had happened here. We still had not found skeletons or bodies, but I knew we would soon.

There, Menel said, floating out of me. He was pointing to a door west of us. I rushed to it. It was locked or perhaps there was something blocking it on the other side. I pushed against it with my shoulder a couple of times and then with a sliver of mana gathered in my arm, I ran against it and the door gave and I almost fell in, but Lyaene caught me.

The room the door opened to was dusty and untouched. We were the first to come this way. I didn’t like that. Cobwebs and the smell of rot hung in the air. Food that had gone to waste, I assumed. There were two doors. The first opened to a kitchen and the other to a series of stone stairs. These took us deeper into the building. The route seemed endless, but soon I heard voices.

Lyaene must have heard them too because she turned to look at me and I nodded for her to keep going. I had noticed she wasn’t wearing her sword, I didn’t ask but I was curious about it.

A few more steps down, we saw light. The dancing of wind-whipped torch flames. Then I saw them. The goblins. Four of them, in black cloaks with their hoods down. They stopped muttering and turned to us as we stepped fully into what I now realized was a large space which gave the feeling of having been carved from the living stone it comprised, rather than truly built as the areas we had passed through were. The walls on either side were rough while the floor, on a closer look, had been worn smooth from countless feet.

Yet it was the four pairs of eyes that shocked me. They were young, their skin a vibrant shade of my own, but they were not from Kilahead. The mark on their forehead said they were probably from the north, probably from Il-Goth.

“You,” I stated, realization washing over me. They were all identical, each moved in a weird eerie way. These were the cloaked figures I had been seeing at different locations. Two of the goblins held the torches. I idly wondered where the wind was coming from, but my focus was on them. Lyaene lit up her fist while lifting it up.

“Who are you?” I finally asked. There really was no time to talk, but I had finally caught up with them, or they me, and I wanted answers. They were waiting for you.

“Lila,” the one at the extreme right said. She bowed low, too low.

“Amond,” the next one said. He sounded older.

“Greya,” the next said. And the final one snapped two fingers and a piece of fire from a torch separated and formed words in front of me. Drak

“Drak cannot make use of his voice,” Lila said. I nodded, staring at Drak as he stared right back at me all wide-eyed. He seemed like the fierce one of the four.

“What do you want?” I asked, finally dragging my eyes off of him to look at the other three.

“To show you the way,” Greya answered evenly. Her voice was just like Lila’s and I wondered if Amond and Drak would sound the same too. Except Drak couldn’t use his voice.

“Why?” I asked, suspicious. They could have come to me at any time before but they didn’t. Why now?

“We watched. You are…different from us. Stronger, but kind…”

I shook my head. “You are wrong.” I don’t know why I felt the need to correct them. This would help me. Could help me. Then it occurred to me that they just told me they knew where the Howler was.

“We are not,” Lila said.

“And we…we….” Greya couldn’t finish, but Drak helped her. He spelled the rest with fire. We need your help.

I turned to Lyaene who had been silent since we met them. She peered down at the goblins and shrugged.

“What do you need?”

“We were five… Amin, the Hoarder was captured. If you promise to help us free him, we will show you where the Howler is kept.”

“Who has your brother?” I asked suspiciously, yet intrigued. Again, it was Drak who answered. The flames tore away to form a name that made Lyaene step back. I cursed too. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy and this proved it. I stared at the name in front of me, wishing it had been someone else.

Blair Holcrost

“We ca—” Lyaene started to say, but I stopped her.

“Is she here?” I asked the goblins and all four nodded. I sighed. When I turned to Lyaene, she seemed to understand what I was thinking. There was no way to run from her. We were going to fight her if we planned to find the Howler. The Second Chosen and any other Chosen in this dang ruin.
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The promise the goblins wanted was a bit ceremonial. Nothing like what Ulrike and I made. Lila walked up to me, stretched her hand for mine. She held my thumb and I felt a warm burn, like heat from a ray of sun on my bare shoulder. She let go and I could see a mark on the end of my thumb, dull but clear. She marched back to stand with the others, a proud smile on her face.

“What is that?” Lyaene asked. To me it looked like some kind of link, but I didn’t feel anything. And yet I wasn’t alarmed. Lyaene was worried though.

“A promise rune.” The goblin was still smiling. Her left ear twitched playfully. I chuckled, finding it all amusing. For one, I’d never seen goblins like this before. And no one in Kilahead had heard of five identical goblins.

“If you know where the Howler is, why didn’t you go to it and exchange it for your brother?”

“Not brother,” Greya muttered. I frowned, confused. But before I could ask, Amond was already telling me why they couldn’t.

“The Second doesn’t want the Way-finder,” he said. “She wants to make all one again. It is bad, strong goblin, very bad.”

Lila turned and gestured with the flames for us to follow.

“Way-finder?” Lyaene asked as we walked down. I idly reached out and ran my fingers along the wall as I thought. I noticed the temperature changed from cold to hot and back at different intervals. The wall was easily illuminated by Lyaene’s flame surrounding her hand still. It showed what I took to be great craftsmanship by the way it had been so smoothly fashioned. Everything about this place confused me. Even the goblins themselves.

“Way-finder,” Lila said, raising her free hand. “I see the path is both there and not. One hidden by the punisher.”

I sighed. Another name that made no sense.

All you have to do is listen, Loren. These little goblins are…strange. I agreed. Yet, I could tell that even Menel was finding it difficult to understand them. He was straining and I was frustrated. Lyaene, though, was curious. She kept asking them questions.

“The punisher?”

Lila was quiet so Amond answered. Strapped to his back was a small axe. It looked too put together to seem like a weapon. It was flimsy, probably would be easily smashed to bits.

“Lila can find the way,” he said. I stopped listening as I concentrated on where we were going. We took a third left and went up a long thread of stairs. Still we didn’t meet anyone else. Not even a lost mage. I wasn’t sure I was happy about that. But there was something nibbling at me, a worry. Why me? There must be other stronger goblins out there in Il-Goth. Ones with little trouble. And yet, if they could find anything, could they find my family?

Focus!

I snapped out of my head and realized we were walking through what must have been the castle dungeon. There were cells here. And when Lyaene waved her fiery fist about, we saw some bodies. Some were skeletons and others were decaying still. The place smelled like a dark curse and I was ready to run through it to get out.

The goblins walked slowly, everyone followed Lila. She didn’t break stride. She walked until we entered a small room.

There she stopped and turned to me.

“Through that door is the way,” she indicated and I nodded. “But through that door is the chamber of dark things…and death.”

I could hear nothing, then I felt a sting, as if Menel had stung my mind. I hissed and spread my perception over the hall. I heard Lyaene gasp when she felt my scrutiny. My perception widened until I could feel it. First the smell of blood, feces and fear overwhelmed me. Then something slithery, like a worm creeping over my shoulder.

The sensation lasted for only a moment, then it crystallized into something else—a large beast. There were people in there. I could hear heartbeats and breathing, weapons and cries. I smelled smoke, burnt flesh and more of that shriek that made my hand itch to hold my dagger.

“What is that?” I asked, more to Menel than anyone else. He was silent. I turned to Lyaene, her eyes were wide and wild with fear.

The goblins were calm, watching us.

“Lila, is there no way to go around?” I asked. “You are the Way-finder, right?”

“Way-finder sees one path,” she said and I cursed.

It is the Krakpitan. A Gatherer of souls. It gets stronger from fear, but it is easy to destroy, Menel finally supplied.

What I heard on the other side didn’t sound easy to destroy. It sounded like it was killing everyone and everything in there. The door we were looking at opened slightly and then slammed shut and more screams followed.

“We can’t go in there,” Lyaene said, shaking her head.

“A Krakpitan, eh?” Lyaene said and I nodded. I guess her guardian had told her as much as Menel told me. “Dang,” she whispered, shaking her head again.

“We have to kill it, Lyaene,” I said, trying to banish away the fear hollowing my insides. If I am to lead us in, I should have none or minimal fear.

“Lila, you and the others wait here,” I commanded, walking toward the door. It was weird that I would walk into danger like this. When did I become this person that fears and still walks into a slaughterhouse? Lyaene hesitated a second and then followed me.

“Wait,” Lila called, running to us. I turned halfway to her but she was already close. “You can’t find the soul,” she said.

“The soul?” I asked, confused. Menel laughed in my head. I wished I could shut him up, but he felt my displeasure and stopped.

You are lucky, Loren. You and that orc broad are the luckiest bastards in this whole scenario. This tiny goblin can locate the Krakpitan’s core. That will help you destroy it. Like I said, it is easy to kill. You just have to damage the core and it is gone.

I stared at Lila. Her gaze was neither scared nor brave. She seemed unaware of the danger in there. Yet I was sure she knew. I nodded.

“Will you be able to stay safe while we try to destroy it?”

“We will keep her safe,” Amond declared and Drak nodded. I sighed, looked at Lyaene and when she nodded I pushed the door in. The smell was nothing compared to the head splitting sound that came from the Krakpitan. When we got in, it was difficult to make sense of what I was looking at.

“Balzeeb, protect us,” Lyaene intoned. I turned quickly to Lila, she was staring at the monster. It was huge. It covered the raised platform and the far wall behind it. And there seemed to be some kind of ward protecting this room because no matter how hard it smashed one of its stretching limbs against the walls, they didn't cave.

Its head was large and shapeless. It was more mouth than anything else. Like a large dough that could expand and grow multiple hands. Its mouth was constantly open, ready to guzzle people in and there were a lot of people. I hadn’t noticed before, but now I could see that most of the people in the hall were working together.

“Loren!” Lyaene called, but I’d already seen the hand stretching for me. I jumped back and before I could land another limb came for me even faster than the first one—this one had sharp bone-like spears protruding from it.

White Tear parried the attack and at the same time I pushed off it, landed on my feet and turned to Lila.

“Where is it?”

“It is shifting it. It is slow but the soul is moving,” Lila screamed at me just as the Krakpitan scooped two people into its mouth and clamped down and tore them apart. Its jagged teeth were stained with blood, flesh and fabrics from those it had killed before.

“Where?!” Lyaene asked again, screaming loud enough to shock Lila. The goblin pointed and before she could say anything else, Lyaene erupted like a blazing star. The heat from her fire made everyone shift from her path as she ran toward the monster. I prayed and hoped she’d kill it in one hit, but I knew that was impossible.

The faster she got, the brighter she burned. When she jumped up, I thought I saw something around the edges of her flame, but then it vanished and she blasted the beast. It shrieked and the sound felt like razors tearing through my brain. I gritted my teeth, keeping my eyes open.

Lyaene poured flames on the monster for what seemed like minutes, and then she went out like a candle hit by a violent wind. She started to fall fast. Everyone watched as she dropped, but for me it happened slowly.

My body had already moved before I thought of it. Mana blasted from my legs, propelling me forward. Menel whistled in my mind, but it might as well have been from miles away. I watched her body drop, saw the monster open its mouth like a black-hole waiting to swallow the burnt out sun.

I didn't know she could go out like that, else I’d have held her back. Now, as I watched her plummet to her death, I wonder if I’d been too dependent.

Yes, you were. Now jump!

I leapt. I felt weightless, as if I’d become one with the wind. Something lifted me up and when I caught Lyaene, it pulled me back like a whip. I hit the ground and tried to steady myself and tumbled back. She was too heavy.

Whatever had pushed and pulled me slid away from me and when I turned around, I saw Amond smiling at me, then frowned, his eyes looking past me. I’d sensed the attack almost immediately. I was angry, I could feel the bubbling of rage. My senses were sharp and my blade was out. I tore at the limb and blood splashed all over me and Lyaene. She coughed, wiping the blood off her face and hair.

I blinked, shocked by the sound of her sputtering. Menel’s cackle was pissing me off and the guardian seemed not to care. Lyaene rolled out of the way as another limb came at me. I dove out of the way and the limb went for Lila.

The part of the monster Lyaene had tried to burn off was healing back up. Frustrating.

You both can kill it if you attack at once.

“How?” I asked

Oh! No longer annoyed? He laughed and then sighed when I frowned. You really have to reduce the intensity of your rage. With her silly combustion while you do that trick we talked about?

“Now?” I asked. We’d discuss a technique the night before. It was simple in theory but Menel had said it would take a bit of practice.

Well, unless you can slash so fast that you cover a larger part of the monster while your girlfriend tries to burn the other parts. You just have to damage a large part of it since you can’t sense its core on your own.

He was right, but I wasn’t sure I could do what he was asking. The technique was new and it was something like what Lyaene was doing with her flames, except for me I was going to do it with mana. I’d pull in as much mana to my fist as I could and then release it when I strike, causing a large mana explosion.

“Lyaene?” I called.

“What?” She asked, obviously annoyed. Someone screamed again as they were about to die. I saw an orc slice through a limb in front of him with a large sword just before another limb crashed on him. He tried to wriggle it off, but the monster wasn’t letting go. I sped off after him, leapt off the ground and hacked at the hand wrapped around him.

The orc fell down and immediately slashed at another limb before running off to join the thick of the fight. I could see almost everyone now, which meant the numbers were dwindling.

“Lyaene?” I called again, an idea forming in my mind.

“Yes?” She rolled left, and as she came up she torched a hand coming for her. The smell was weird and nothing like what I expected.

“Can you scorch it like you did before?” I asked. She ducked away from an attack and I cut through another hand with White Tear. The dagger seemed to hum with mana.

“Why?” Lyaene asked, breathing hard. I fought my way to her and together we tore apart a few reaching monster hands.

I felt something touch me and whirled with my dagger, almost taking Drak’s head off. The goblin stared at me with that glare, not moving an inch.

“It is gathering magic,” Lila said behind him. I frowned and spread my perception. The volume of mana it was gathering shocked me and I didn’t need Menel to tell me that whatever was coming was going to be difficult to defend against.

“Where is the soul?” I asked and she pointed up, near the eyes. Then her hand went slightly down and then the side and then upwards. I got the gist of it and it annoyed me.

“I need you to be ready,” I told Lyaene and ran forward to meet the others. I caught the first orc and pulled him back before a large monster claw could cleave him. The orc turned and punched me before realizing what he’d done. I waved his apology away.

“Tell everyone to get back,” I instructed and then ran to the next orc or elf I could find. I needed everyone to listen, or we’d all die. I intercepted a limb before it grabbed a spindly elf. His eyes were wide with shock. I pushed him back and screamed for him to go to the goblins behind. He didn’t waste time and ran back.

“What? Are you stupid? It’s…” I slashed an arm, it was weaker now, deceptively slower. I turned to the orc or whatever he was. I could see blue orc skin and wild fangs of the mountain orcs, but he had horns too. A halfling, I thought.

“It’s getting weak, we can beat it!” He exclaimed and before I could speak he ran past me. There were about ten people near Lyaene and the goblins. Fewer arms were stretching toward them.

You have to go back and regroup. Whatever is about to happen will be huge and deadly, Menel said. I grunted and pulled one last fighter. He struggled against my hold, but I didn’t care. When I got to Lyaene, she looked ready to fight for years.

The man I’d pulled cursed at me but I held him still. The mana the Krakpitan was building up was too huge for the others not to have noticed by this point.

“Any earth users here?” I asked, seeing how some of them had been hurling projectiles at the beast. A few of them raised their hands, worry obvious on their faces.

“Great,” I said, turning to the orc that had now stopped cursing. I pulled him behind me and yelled, “Build a wall!”
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The wall grew slowly and randomly—slow in some places and faster in others. One elf placed his hand flat on the ground clearly causing shoots and roots to wrap around the wall. Those who couldn’t help gathered behind me. I could hear murmurs as some still felt this was unreasonable, but those who could sense what the Krakpitan was doing were silent.

I was impatient and I could see the monster’s physical appearance was changing. Before it had looked like a large wobbly smear of bald flesh, now it seemed to slowly inflate. Its attacks were slower and fewer. Its eyes were bouncing from one end to the other. It abandoned attacking those of us at the back completely.

“What is it going to do with…” I turned to the elf, his eyes were bright green, like his hair. I guessed he was from a southern clan. I remembered hearing they were big on looks there. He wore a dark purple cloak over whatever else he had under and I was sure his muscles were toned, acutely worked to show his masculinity even though he looked as beautiful as most women.

“I don’t know,” I said finally, shaking away the thoughts that weren’t important. Sometimes I got overwhelmed with new things and people I saw. And Lyaene, definitely her. The wall was higher now and almost reached the ceiling of the chamber.

I shifted back when I felt something coming, then someone jumped through the small opening in the wall just before it closed. He landed, rolled and was back up on his feet. Every motion was graceful as if he was being buffeted by wind. I placed my hand on the wall and sighed, glad we hadn’t left any kind of opening for the thing to try and exploit.

They’d done what they could, but I still wasn’t sure it would hold. The green eyed elf was beside me again. Staring up at the wall. More people had joined us as the wall went up and now we were at least a few numbers shy of twenty.

“What is the plan,” Lyaene asked and everyone, even the older orcs all turned to me. Some of these people had run back after I told them to. I ‘looked’ for a second and saw how large the Krakpitan had gotten. Either it was trying to kill itself or it really wanted to finish this all in one go.

“I need to know what you people can do,” I said. “Individually,” I added. Everyone stared at me as if I was stupid. I’d known some wanted to keep their abilities a secret, but still I couldn’t keep the disappointment off my face.

“Fine, just tell me if you can do damage or support. Lift your hand for damage,” I said and just when they started to lift their hands, Greya turned toward the wall and something hit it. Then another hit on a different place and then more. It sounded like punches, rapid ones, trying to crush the wall.

“That is not going to last,” I shouted over the fast attacks. Then the screams started to work their way through the wall. The screams were agonizing to listen to, even if they were muffled to an extent. The small elf I’d warned sat down and pulled his legs to his chest, his weapon long forgotten in whatever anguish and dread he was in. He was a child.

You are a child, by all standards, Menel reminded me. I acknowledged that truth and another truth—I was no longer the weak version of myself I had once been.

“We need supports,” I said and the green elf nodded. When he placed his hand on the wall, this time the shoots that came out from the ground wrapped themselves firmly against the wall from one end to the other. Layers and layers of thick, flexible boughs with leaves sprouting. It was like suddenly standing in a garden. It wasn’t very beautiful, but in a place of death like this it was the most beautiful thing we’d seen.

I nodded my thanks, and caught Greya walking to the wall after the elf was done. The elf walked back, significantly drained. His eyes were still vibrant, but I could see sweat streaming down his face. He sat next to the other elf and bowed his head into the depth of his knees.

Greya placed just a finger on the wall and a dark viscous thing spread over it and the greenery. It wrapped everything completely and then slowly solidified.

I nodded my thanks and she gave me a shy smile. The Krakpitan didn’t stop, but the echo had reduced and I could feel more mana pressure close to the wall. Probably people running back, trying to get to safety. I cursed, closing my eyes tight so I would resist looking in on what was happening on the other side. It didn’t really matter how they were dying anyway.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and I looked up, a little startled. Lyaene was looking down at me. She nodded, as if she knew what I was thinking and gave me a little sad smile before asking for the plan again. I nodded, remembering what we were about to discuss before the attacks started.

During a momentary lull we heard someone curse on the other side. They cursed and begged. The voice was muffled, but it was clear enough. When the voice stopped cursing, I knew whoever that had been was now dead. I turned to the people in front of me.

“The plan is simple,” I said, trying to sound sure. “The reason you haven’t been able to defeat it before was because you were fighting blindly.”

“And let me guess, you know just what we have to do?” An older orc asked. Lyaene turned to the orc and growled. He looked strong, and I could tell he was a forest orc before the world upended. He looked from me to Lyaene and back. I waited for him to say something else and when he didn’t, I knew he understood his place.

I nodded and continued. “What we have to do is destroy the dang thing’s core…” I looked over at Lila. “It is like its soul and Lila can detect where it is.”

“Why didn’t you just crush it then?” Another goblin asked. I didn’t notice there was another goblin with us. He looked almost as tall as Holov, but slender. He had a bow, unfortunately no quiver. I wanted to ask him his name and where he was from, but those could wait.

“Or the orc with the flames. Her fire did almost nothing to it. The dang thing simply healed back up. You mean you knew where the cor—”

I put a hand up and he stopped talking, looking a bit abashed by how he’d been silenced. I bowed slightly and smiled. He was probably older than me and goblins, much like orcs, liked hierarchies.

“We know where it is generally, but it moves its core like a child bounces balls. It had no discernible pattern. And this is why I called you all here. Alone, my friends and I here can’t kill it. It’d just move its core away from where we can damage it. But, if we all attack that area together, it wouldn’t be fast enough to move it safely.”

There was silence and then murmuring. The plan needed no special formation or device. It was a simple task with an even lesser need for precision. They just had to blast the Krakpitan to the abyss when I said so. One after the other they began to agree.

“We won’t have this chance twice. It will most likely realize what we are doing if we miss with this attack,” the green elf observed. I nodded. He was right. That meant we had to get it the first time, as it would be attacking us like crazy if we failed. And I was sure I didn’t want that.

The attacks on the other side were subsiding and the huge torrent of mana I sensed from the beast had begun to ebb towards normal. It was probably not using that special attack anymore, but still I had to be sure. I focused my perception through the wall and saw a body or what was left of it smeared across a large expanse of the wall. It almost looked as if this person had been trying to claw his way through when he was killed.

There was nothing you could do. You warned them, they didn’t listen. I didn’t want to agree with him because of the way he said it, but he was right. I warned and screamed. I pulled and they pulled back. This was not my fault. Still, I couldn’t shake the sadness away.

I asked those that had helped construct the wall to make a small viewing port. This was as much for others to be able to see, but also to try and cover just where my perception level was at. No need to give that secret up just yet.

Once that was complete, I looked through. The beast was too far to see, but the attacks had stopped. I couldn’t see much of the dead, but I clearly heard the silence.

“Lila,” I called, turning around. Those who sat down before stood up. Those who could do damage were more than half of the group gathered, I figured that should be enough.

“Its soul is larger than before,” Lila said. There was no fear in her eyes. Her voice was steady and when she turned to look at me, I saw the hint of a smile. There was something weird about these goblins.

“It is growing.”

“It will grow no further,” an orc in the crowd said and there were murmurs of agreement. Lyaene looked ready and so was I. I’d realized a better way to do what Menel asked. I was still lacking control when it came to pulling mana and letting it explode, but I could do it perfectly utilizing my dagger.

“Pull the wall down,” I commanded. At first they were unsure. It had been one thing to make a relatively small hole to look through. This was taking our safety away, but they did so anyway. The wall crumbled and the shoots and branches withdrew back into the ground, cracking the black stone floor even more. The massacre came into view in all its gruesome entirety. I saw them then and almost immediately I realized what it’d done.

It had used the same skill it used to extend its limbs to make sharp projectiles from its body. I could see the bones protruding from the bodies on the floor. Some were stabbed in the face, their heads shattered. Blood stained the floor in large splatters. Others looked akin to pin cushions.

No one had survived, not even those who had tried to run away. There were a few bodies near the door or what had been the door before.

Its eyes focused on us; two large balls that seemed shocked to see us, and then it shrieked. It sounded like both a cry and a wail of rage.

“Lila, where?” I asked, my daggers ready and I felt others preparing to attack.

“Between its eyes,” the goblin said, her voice sharp and edgy. Something had changed in her expression too. I didn’t wait for the others to join me. I saw Lyaene vaguely at first and then she jumped, used a burst of flames to push herself ahead. A lazy large limb snaked toward her and her fire scorched it. The Krakpitan wailed but no one listened.

The arm that came for me was slow. I jumped on it and ran for the head. The green elf was beside me, gliding on growing shoots that moved with astonishing speed. It was amazing that he was growing all that in real time. Then he was lifted up, almost at the same time Lyaene released a firestorm on the monster’s face. The elf pinned the monster down, holding it in place for those who couldn’t levitate to reach.

My dagger sank into the flesh near its right eye, I felt mana gather and then felt something else. It brushed against my senses, like tasting copper, something harsh. I imbued more mana, dragging as much as I could from my core.

“Get out of there!” Lyaene yelled and when I looked back I saw the others were ready. There was an orc whose fist crackled with energy. Something felt wrong, but I couldn’t waste my time trying to decipher something I didn’t understand. I jumped back, leaving my dagger in the monster. As soon as I landed, the others set off their attack.

The beginning of the explosion rocked the hall, making the ground tremble. I felt when it had shifted its core to try and dislodge my dagger. This must have triggered a chainreaction of my mana interacting with its own, leading to the explosion. The Krakpitan screamed. I felt its pain within the vibrations of the air. My hair stood on end and my cheeks were warm. It tried to move but whatever that elf had done kept it in place. The explosion didn’t stop, it just…rolled on. Nor did the attacks stop. It felt as those gathered wanted revenge at all costs and were intent to deliver. I searched for Lila and when I found her, her eyes shone with tears.

“What is it?” I asked, worried that something unimaginable was about to occur, but then she smiled when she looked at me. She pulled on my hand and clutched it tightly.

“It is going,” she said and the tension in my shoulders seemed to slip away. What was becoming a corpse more than a living being continued to be rocked by explosions, like a wave which wouldn’t stop.

Lyaene’s blazing hair flickered when I saw her and for a second I was about to run to her. Then it blazed harder and she lowered down until her feet touched the ground. I walked over to her, and caught her when she staggered.

“I hear we won,” she said, breathing hard. I nodded. “I saw…more like sensed what you did.” I stared at her for a moment. Then shrugged. Perhaps most of the others saw it too, but they probably didn’t understand. I supported her as we walked back to the jubilating crowd. They were hugging and singing a victory song I didn’t know.

I pushed through with Lyaene and in front of the crowd all that remained was the burning corpse of the Krakpitan. The explosions, or whatever they had been, seemed to have finally subsided. It smelled awful.

“We have to go,” Lyaene said. I nodded. Soon the jubilation would stop and these people would realize that they were enemies again. I squinted, searching for my dagger in the burning mess. I couldn’t find it. I was already giving up when the elf with green eyes walked up to us and tossed it to me.

“It is a fine blade, you shouldn’t lose it.” I grinned and nodded. There was an awkward silence before he bowed. “I would like to join your group. Almost all of mine are dead and the ones that remain have no clue of what to do. They were deeply shaken by this.”

Lyaene shrugged when I asked her and the goblins had gathered around us. I shrugged too.

“We are in a far more dangerous situation though….”

“Galhed,” he said when he noticed my pause.

“Galhed,” I said. “We are….” I turned to the fire and cursed. “Can you run?” I asked Lyaene. She nodded. That harsh taste was back in my mouth, at the back of my throat.

“Lila?” I called and perhaps she felt the danger too because she pointed at a door, one I wasn’t even looking at before. It blended perfectly with the wall. A hidden door. I turned to Galhed, “You can come, but more dangers lie in front of us.”

He nodded. We ran for the door, with Lila leading the way and he followed without a thought. Drak picked her up and ran faster. I should have thought about it, suspected that the monster could and would do that. By now, many of the others had realized what was happening and were already following us.

I didn’t think about that either, Menel admitted.

Behind us the cracked Krakpitan core pulsed with energy and after we crossed the open door, it was consumed completely in one final discharge of energy.
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The vibrations followed us all the way to the next landing. My heart was racing and Lyaene was leaning against another orc, trying to catch her breath. My vision was spotted with black. Someone had lit up a spell-stone and then two more were lit. I let myself collapse to gather strength. Looking up the stairs we’d covered, I couldn’t believe we’d run that distance in what had seemed like an instant.

“What. Was. That?” Galhed asked, pausing between words to level his breath. In the light, I could see him partially and I could tell that had scared him. He’d followed without knowing what was happening.

“That explosion,” someone answered. An elf, the small elf. “It sounded like an attack. Was someone trying to kill everyone there?”

“It was the monster, you pod brain,” Lyaene said, her voice harsh and frustrated. “One dang problem to another. It would have killed us all. These humans have very crude weapons.” She nodded her appreciation to the orc that had let her rest on him and came to sit close to me. Her skin was cold against mine, but I might have imagined the sensation.

“Where next?” Galhed asked. I turned to Lila. She was standing with the others. I sighed when I realized they were all completely still. They didn’t seem as fazed or as tired as the rest of us. There was something mysterious about the four of them, but I understood it was not time to ask.

“Where do we go, Lila?”

She pointed below. “The king’s treasure hoard,” she replied.

“The King’s hoard is above, little goblin,” the orc Lyaene had leaned on pointed out. “I have studied the castle and I know that where these stairs are strange they do not lead to the hoard, by Balzeeb’s watchful eyes.” Lila stared at the orc with mild irritation. I pushed off my ass.

“Maybe there is another secret heap?” I asked. Lyaene shook her head.

“Nagurg was a wonderful king. Transparent in every way. He wouldn’t have kept riches from Il-Goth. Besides, he wasn’t the supreme ruler.” I turned to her, surprised. I wondered at the fact there was more to learn about the world outside Kilahead than I had ever imagined. I pushed questions begging to be asked away, reminding myself to ask her about this place later. I wanted to know more about this place if I was going to live here. Huh. Live here? This thought kind of surprised me.

“There is only one hoard. Below. There is none other,” Lila said confidently. The orc, Horden he said his name was, grunted and looked away with the skepticism evident on his face and movements. I could imagine his frustration, but Lila had saved us more than once in the brief time I'd known her. I decided I was going to pick her judgment over others when it came to direction. Probably all of the time.

“Lead the way,” I indicated. Those who wouldn’t or couldn’t in all consciousness follow Lila could go their own way when they wanted to. Lila grinned like she had just won something before turning to lead us further down the stairs.

I had just begun to think the stairs would go forever when we found ourselves in front of a stone door. On first inspection it didn’t seem like there was any way to open it without breaking through. But it felt wrong to do so. It was too obvious.

I’d read books about adventures into places filled with traps that snapped at the slightest use of force. And when Horden tried to push the stone door Lyaene gestured for him to stop. The orc snorted and moved back. Nine of us stood in the space staring at the door, trying to figure it out.

“What if someone has seen the Howler?” The frail looking elf asked. I shrugged. I doubted anyone had seen it though.

“We would have known,” Galhed said. “The system would have told us. Or something would have happened to us. Nothing has.”

“And this goblin is going to lead us to it?”

“Yes,” I said, squinting as I traced the edges of the door frame lightly with my fingertips. This had been constructed years ago, which meant that it didn’t need magic or mana. There must be a trigger, something that opens it for the king or whoever used these stairs. Even with my perception, I was having a hard time making out anything but the stones which made up the wall surrounding the door.

“Lila, do you see how we go through?” She shook her head. I figured as much. She didn’t know about the Krakpitan until we met it and she didn’t know about the door either. She could see the path, but not the obstacles in front of it. I guess her ability was too good to be true. And what she had was good enough already.

I heard the mummer of whispers. I didn’t focus on them as I was busy trying to perceive how to get past this obstacle. We were too large a group for comfort and I hated splitting my attention between trying to not get stabbed in the back and moving forward.

“I think I see something,” Galhed said. He was staring at something. It looked like a cut out stone that fit back into the wall beside the door. It was small, the size of my thumb. “What do you think it is?”

A key?

“I don’t know,” I answered. “Can you pull it out?” This might explain why I couldn’t figure this puzzle out using my skill. I had been too focused on ‘finding’ a mechanism to manipulate, when all it may have needed was a key. Lesson learned if this proved correct.

Galhed looked at me like I’d just asked a silly question. He rubbed his thumb and index fingers together until something burst out of the beds of both fingers. They were thin and pointed like carved wood. He used them to prod and pull until the stone was out. A small grinding sound started as a few stones slid to the side making a gap next to the door frame. This looked to be the same size as the stone he had just removed. He inserted the stone into the newly created opening after glancing at me, and then the whole wall groaned.

“I guess it was a key,” Galhed said and I shrugged. Menel made a sound in my head which I ignored. I wasn’t going to focus on whatever he was going to say. The whole wall stopped shaking and then the door shaped stone shuddered and gently slid to the left. Didn’t see that coming.

It opened to a passage-way with an arching top and small square bricked floor. The bricks were the size of my palm and they looked clean. It stretched for a few paces and curved left. The walls were smooth here while giving off a soft glow from reflecting the light of the spell-stones.

“Great! Finally I can leave you people!” The smaller elf said as he matched past us all. Lila was about to hold him back, but I caught her hand. We all watched him go, I guess we were tired of his questions. I’d expected the orc to go first, but he stayed put.

The elf walked a good distance into the hallway just before the bend would have taken him out of sight, when a large spear vaulted out of the left wall and pinned him against the right. He died immediately, unable to even scream in pain. Lyaene jumped and so did I. The orc hissed and spat. Galhed was the only one who made some kind of movement with his hands and whispered something like a prayer.

“That confirms it,” Galhed said.

“Yeah, so how do we pass this hurdle?” The orc sneered. “We can go back up and go around. We have gone deep beneath the castle. If it is the hoard she seeks, then it will be above us.”

“We should try to figure out a way to get through this problem,” Galhed said.

I ignored them both. Their squabbles were of little importance to me. If what I wanted was on the other side of this trap-filled space, then I’d get through it.

Their squabbling was beginning to increase in volume. “Wait,” I called for them to quiet down. Everyone turned, except Greya who was still staring at the elf’s limp body. His head had bowed forward resting on the shaft of the spear which had ruined his body.

“I don’t think we have to figure out how to pass it. It was built years ago, back then there was no mana and only rumors of magic.” Galhed seemed to catch on to what I meant because he grinned and started to nod. Again I saw how unfairly good looking he was. Compared to my overgrown hair and goblin face, he stood out in a completely good way.

“Can you do it?” I asked and he nodded and knelt at the edge of the threshold. This time I watched him, letting my perception catch what he did. I felt his mana leak into the stone and then something rushed at him and in seconds bald shoots sprouted off the ground. They followed his commands, curving and stretching across the passageway.

Traps sprung. More spears bolted from each side until the space was covered in a line of dark poled spears. Then all we had to do was climb through. I tapped him lightly on the arm and nodded. Suddenly I could see how valuable he was to the group. Plus, I hadn’t even needed to use my skill.

We climbed carefully through. I went through first, confident no other surprises awaited me. Then on the other side, just before the curve, the ground was back to normal black bricks. I hesitated here as I extended my perception out trying to discern whether there were any more traps waiting for us. I didn’t detect anything, but after the key incident I was a little more wary of relying too heavily on this skill at its current level. I stepped gingerly on to them, prepared to sprint at the first movement of anything. Nothing happened though.

“You can come now,” I called. Lila came next, then Amond and Greya. When we were all on the other side, Lila resumed her place in front of the crowd. Now that we were all through, it felt like that had been too easy, but I remembered the elf hanging back there and banished the thought from my head.

Greya held my hand, walking beside me, making it difficult to walk faster. Galhed came to join us. He was silent for a while, but I could tell from how he glanced at me from time to time that he had something to talk about.

“When you hinted at troubles, what do you mean?” he asked. I smiled. That had probably been nagging at him since I first tried to tell him.

“There are powerful enemies in front of us. People who we might not have any chance at winning against. And people who will not pity us because they view us as ants, or close to that.”

“Chosen?” He asked and I nodded.

Behind us the old orc laughed. I turned and glared at him.

“Wait, you are serious?” Horden asked. I didn’t respond. Galhed was looking at me. “You want to fight a Chosen with what? Four goblins and an orc who can’t control her powers properly.”

Lyaene stopped and turned to him, but Horden put his hands up in surrender.

“No offense, Lyaene,” he called the name like he’d known her forever. Lyaene hissed and continued walking.

“He has a point though,” Galhed said. I shrugged.

“You don’t have to come.”

The elf nodded.“That is true, but I find your path a bit more fun than the last one. Who is the Chosen you have picked to be your executioner?” He asked, smiling.

“The Second,” Lila said from ahead. Galhed stopped, his eyes wide with…fear? Excitement? I couldn’t tell. Then he grinned. In front of us Lila’s spell-stone kept moving. Greya pulled me and once I started moving Galhed moved too.

“I guess this is fate,” Galhed remarked.

“Why?”

“I have thought about many ways by which I could kill her!” He said. Excitement then, Menel said and I confirmed it. Our voices ebbed until it faded. I didn’t want to ask him what his grievances were. He would share when he wanted. Instead I focused on the path ahead. We’d been walking for what felt like an hour.

“Lila?” I called ahead.

“Almost there,” she responded, dragging her cloak with her. I was starting to feel bites of hunger and my legs needed to rest.

“You all sound like fools about to throw your lives away,” Horden remarked. I could tell he didn’t mean an insult by it and it was normal for everyone to fear the Chosen. “If you were after Orath, I’d understand. It still be foolishness, but I think I would understand. But freaking Blair? The Mother Witch? She’d still be bored after she feeds you all to lava. Your deaths wouldn’t entertain her one bit.”

“Coming from the orc who wanted to flee from traps?” Lyaene said. “Why am I not surprised?” Galhed chuckled, I felt a smile on my lips. Horden snorted and shook his head.

“It is not cowardice to take the safest path, Lyaene,” he retorted.

Lila had stopped, facing what I thought was a doorway until I stood next to her. Like the hall with the Krakpitan, this one too was covered in blood, and more. The bodies, if one could call them that, were unrecognizable. Whoever had done this was almost equal to a monster. Or maybe that was what had happened.

Someone whispered a deity’s name behind me and I saw Lyaene was fighting her revulsion. Inside, the walls reflected the white of the spell-stone in Lila’s hand in a red sheen. That is to say where it was covered in blood. Greya shook gently, her hand trembled in mine.

“Amin!” She screamed and I quickly put a hand over her mouth. Lila glared at her, her eyes shiny with tears.

“Who did this?” I asked.

“The witch,” Horden said. I frowned. “Now you see what I mean?”

“Yes, the Second did it,” Lila confirmed. “She burned them all.” Her voice was tight and there was trembling in it. I wondered if it was rage or fear. The bodies were scorched, the walls were blackened in places while the remainder were covered in blood, and some parts of the floor seemed to have been eroded. I remembered Lyaene had said Blair could switch the properties and state of her flames. It made her even more powerful than ordinary fire users and explained how some blood was burnt while the rest remained, fresh.

“You might want to reconsider your enemy,” Horden said, gesturing around. And before Lila could say anything, I pulled mana to my fist and punched the orc in the chest. The force made him crash into the wall behind him and before I could get to him, vines wrapped around my legs and shoulders. I shrugged them off, using mana to crush the vines around my legs and when I turned to Galhed the elf stepped back.

“Loren!” Lyaene called, I snapped my eyes at her, she didn’t step back, instead she stared at me until I could hear my breath and feel it calm and then she came closer and pulled me close.

“You should leave,” I told Horden when I was calmer. He was limping, probably from the fall. “You don’t resonate with us and I understand your fear, but you have nothing to do with us.” He didn’t move, didn’t say anything. I gave a stiff nod to Galhed, hoping that would be sufficient apology.

“Lila?”

“She is in front of us, and the Howler is in front of her,” the goblin answered. I nodded. I closed my eyes, saving the memory of this room. They had no chance against her. She could have subdued them, I thought grimly.

That is not how the strong think, Loren. You will understand when you are above the hierarchy itself. The weak look for mercy. The powerful ones dominate. And in a world like this, they do it brutally.

“Not everyone,” I whispered and my guardian didn’t respond. He knew I understood him and that was enough.

“We have to catch up then.” Lila nodded and stepped into the room. The smell hit us and followed us even when we had walked through the door on the other side.
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“We are close,” Lyaene said as we walked down a long hallway. Above us were large, hanging spell-stones. Probably put there by the Chosen we were chasing or another group before her. I tried to imagine what she would look like and failed. Lila’s steps were faster, pulling the group farther into what I figured was a part of the castle only few had seen.

The walls were night dark and the floors were bare. Whatever Nagurg had kept in this hoard, he had no plan to show it to anyone. Made me wonder what treasure he’d keep. Gold? Silver? Gemstones? Or maybe something else that was less a treasure and just a secret?

“Yes…” Lila stopped. The hallway still stretched a few paces judging from the stretch of light on the roof. Then at the end it spun, curving to the right sharply. I turned to look behind us, there was nothing there. Only Horden, and he was keeping his distance. The orc would not fight for us, I was sure of it. There was every chance he would fight for Blair if given the chance. The smartest thing would be to kill him right now.

The smartest thing was cruel, I told myself. Menel gave that sarcastic laugh that I had come to expect every time I said things like that.

“What is it, Lila?” I asked. The goblin pointed forward.

“She is waiting for us,” Lila replied calmly. My heart froze. I had thought she was still far from the mana pressure I sensed from her. It seemed like she was at least a mile or two away yet.

She is confused, Drak wrote, this time using the glow from one of the spell-stones above. That shocked me. I’d thought he was limited to controlling flames. I walked to the front, putting Lila behind me. Then something occurred to me.

“Can you feel your brother?” I asked.

“Not brother,” Lila said, not looking at me. Her eyes were on the small distance in front of us. This hallway might as well be our graves. All the way here we’d seen the corpses Blair left behind. Men and women, dead before they even moved their blades.

“Do you sense Amin?” I asked, wondering what they were if they were not siblings. They looked identical. Except for Lila’s hair, and their girls’ voice. They looked exactly alike. Lila nodded.

“He is with her. I sense…feel him more than I feel her,” she quietly replied. I nodded. That explained why I didn’t know Blair was right in front of me. I sighed, made my resolve and turned to the others. Galhed had a sword in his hand now and surprisingly, so did Lyaene. Perhaps she had pulled it from her system storage when I had been distracted. Her blade looked old, the hilt at least. The sword shone. There was something etched into the blade near the hilt. And when she swung it, testing its weight, she looked perfect.

Focus, moron, Menel said. I smiled and turned back to Galhed.

“You are sure you don’t want to stay back?” Then I looked past the elf and at Horden. “You should stay here. If we die, you can find a way to escape. I don’t want your help, but if you bow to her, believe me, I will gut you like a fish.”

He didn’t cower. He rotated his shoulders and grunted before looking away. There was defiance and hate in his eyes, but I didn’t mind. As long as he didn’t get in my way. Galhed nodded when I looked at him again.

“Great, the plan is not to kill her,” I explained. “I doubt we can do that. The plan is to subdue her long enough for these four to get their brot…Amin and then we flee.”

“That would only make her want to kill us later,” Galhed observed. “I say we kill her and be done with it. One less Chosen to sit on the necks of the poor and weak is a welcomed deal.”

“I guess so,” I hesitantly said and heard Horden scoff. I ignored the orc. He was scared, who wouldn’t be. I was scared too. I placed a hand on Lila’s shoulder and took the lead. We walked slowly, slower than before. I hadn’t realized it, but we’d all walked at a slower pace because we didn’t want to meet up with her. No one wanted this, except her.

Every step I took brought me closer to an almost certain death. And yet I marched like I was part of a compelled army. We walked reluctantly, but surely. When we took the curve and walked further towards the door at the end of the corridor, I could already tell she had masked her mana pressure to confuse us. Well, really me since I doubted anyone else could really have felt her from any true distance. Now she let it all out, and like walking against a rolling sea wave, I felt it crash against me. I heard someone groan behind me. Then the weight was gone.

Pushing through the door, I stood before her. She sat atop a platform, behind her was a statue. This one was of a woman, it had wings, broad ones, like that of hawks and eagles. The feathers were thick and the white of them was what I assumed pure to be.

She didn’t look at us at first. I had eyes only for what was before me, but I could tell the chamber was large.

“Come in,” she said, with a chuckle. The chamber, whatever it was, was lit up perfectly with spell-stones spread out in every corner. The light was bright enough to see her blue skin. It was nothing like Lyaene’s. There were drawings on one arm, lines—thin and thick—making curves, slithering from the elbow up her arm and out the scruff of her jerkin. Her pants were tight, black and tucked into her boots.

Her face was clear blue, sweepingly beautiful, until I saw her horns. More like antlers, not broad, but curved backward in arching branches to look like an awkward crown. She smiled. There was no part of her that said she was threatened.

Her eyes lit up when she saw Lila, Drak, Greya and Amond. She scoffed, shaking her head. She was about to say something when Horden pushed past us and approached her. She looked at him with a sneer, like he was a pitiful beast—worthless in every way.

“Lady Blair,” Horden intoned, going down on one knee. “I would like to swear loyalty to you. I am not so stupid that I would raise arms toward you. I will fight on your side and tear down these clueless barbarians if you would let me. Please let me serve you.”

Lyaene hissed and my hands itched for my dagger. I’d warned him. His death wouldn’t be my fault. I was clear about what I’d do to him if he did this. Galhed chuckled and my head turned to him. Once it had been seven to one. Now it was seven to two. There was nothing funny about that. I was still contemplating that when Horden’s screams roused me from my thoughts.

My eyes widened when I saw what was happening. The ground beneath Horden was red and liquid. Lava melted his legs rapidly, too fast for him to jump out. Then the rest of him burned and soon his scream was gone. He smelled, probably soiled himself when he realized he was about to die.

“I hate betrayers. Treachery is one of the worst sins, wouldn’t you agree?” Blair asked cheerily. Her eyes flicked from one of us to the next. She was smiling as if she’d just done us a favor. The puddle of lava dried up, leaving Horden’s bones behind. They were clean, his flesh and hair burnt away. The fool, Menel remarked.

He’d never understood, and I don’t think you do either. The strong do not need weak allies, Loren. They hunt for those who are like them. They kill or dominate. Those who remain are just fodder.

I didn’t know what he meant by fodder, but I understood the whole picture he was trying to paint. To Blair, the second chosen, we are either strong or entertainment.

“I got lost,” she said. “Believe me, I wasn’t waiting for you. But now, seeing these four little guys, I am glad I got lost. Amin!”

I looked around, wondering where the other goblin would pop out from. Amin peered out from behind the large statue on the platform and rushed over to Blair. He was visibly scared. There was a small burn mark on his right cheek, and a blister on his arm.

“Kneel,” Blair instructed when the goblin got to her. Amin knelt. “You think I am weak, don’t you?” Blair asked with a smile. “You hid because you think they’d kill me and take you away?”

Amin shook his head. He didn’t move even as Blair brought her index finger to his forehead and then there was a hiss and the smell of burnt skin filled the air. Amin didn’t cry out, he groaned but stayed still for his punishment.

“There... your family is here to join you. You can be one again.”

I wasn’t sure what it was, but there was something different about Amin. Even though they looked the same, he seemed unbelievably weak.

“Amin,” Lila whispered. She took a step forward but I held her back.

“You are a Chosen, right?” I asked. Blair spat on the floor.

“Dang name they gave us. Chosen?” She scoffed. “As if that’s what makes them weak and us stronger. They are weak because that is who they are…that is who you lot are.”

“Is that why you killed my daughter?” Galhed asked before I could respond. His sword was a long one, curved toward the end. There were markings on it, probably something magical. Blair squinted at him and hissed.

“You elves, disrespect flows together with the filthy blood in your veins. If I killed her, then she must have been weak. Although it must have been a boring death.” Amond held him. I saw the elf grunt, but didn’t attack.

Blair turned to me, she seemed interested in me. That baffled me because I felt the others would put up a better fight than me.

“What do you want?” She asked. “To fight? Or talk, goblin?” She stood up and stretched. Her antlers made her tall. I wondered if they were heavy and uncomfortable. “If you want to talk, I don’t mind, but it will be outside this dang castle. And I will be taking all those goblins. I have use for them.”

“Amgun gives you a chaotic end,” Lyaene swore at her and Blair sneered at her but looked away almost immediately.

“Olryk’s brat can shut up while I talk to the goblin. What do you say? You give me the goblins now and I won’t burn your soul…I might even let you share my bed for a while if you pledge like that filthy orc did back there.”

Again my eyes veered to Horden’s remains. I sighed, pulled White Tear and Black out of their sheaths and walked to the front of Lila and the others.

“I was hoping we could end this without fighting. I needed it to be without any blood being spilled. You pissed on that almost immediately, and now you want my friends?”

“Good, good,” Blair said, her lips pulling back to bare her teeth in a wolfish grin. “Please entertain me. This should be fast, and that Howler will be mine.”

“Galhed, keep them safe!” I yelled just before fire rolled out of Blair’s mouth. The flame was crazy, it was nothing like Lyaene’s flames. A large trunk burst out of the ground like a pillar, blocking the flames, splitting it to either side.

Once the fire faded, I pushed mana to my feet and burst out of my hiding. Blair was shocked by my sudden attack, but I was merely a distraction. Lyaene’s flames poured directly on her like rain wetting a field.

I saw the disappointment on Lyaene’s face before I heard Blair’s laughter.

“You think that will hurt me? Your brother will be disappointed!” Large flaming fists were sent toward Lyaene. I burst off the ground, mana propelling me and pushed Lyaene out of the way. Then I rolled to my feet and attacked in earnest.

A mesh of flames blocked my approach but Lyaene’s sword sliced through and once that was gone, vines speared at Blair. She lifted a finger and the vines caught up in flames and melted before they got to her. Blair grinned.

“Fancy teamwork,” she observed. “But that is what the weak do. They plan and plot and think… while the strong do this…”

The floor!

“Galhed!” I screamed but the elf had already started. The trunk that had already grown in the middle of the chamber grew low branches and we climbed on them just before the floor started to hiss and melt. Lyaene pushed off the trunk and with a blast of fire she was coming down on Blair with her sword at the ready.

Blair’s focus shifted, a sword appeared in her hand too and just as she raised it to block Lyaene, a sharp shoot sprouted out of the cooling lava and shot at her.

She was caught between two attacks, but not for long. I knew what she was going to do almost immediately, and despite this I was a step too late when she twirled, dodging the projectile by a sliver and drawing Lyaene into its path instead.

I’d already leapt off and landed on the solidifying floor. Mana rushed to my legs and I made to dive for Lyaene but she swatted Galhed’s attack away and I turned instead to Blair. I needed to reduce the distance between us. She grinned when she saw me coming and as if Lyaene didn’t matter, she turned and faced me.

She swung her sword for my neck and I rolled under and almost got close enough to slice White Tear at her exposed gut. Before my attack could connect, she summoned a buckler that blocked and reflected the force of my attack, pushing me back. The buckler disappeared and the sword came down on me but was blocked by Lyaene’s sword. Almost immediately Galhed’s sword swung for Blair’s head, only for him to jump back when her left hand released a storm of fire in his direction.

The room shook and when the fire vanished, Blair was smiling.

“Yes, yes… this is it! The three of you… I can’t wait to kill you and at the same time, I want this to go on forever!” She chuckled. “I hope you have more to show me, because now I’ll be fighting like a Chosen.”

My fingers tightened around the hilt of my daggers. Menel chuckled somewhere in my head and I could feel my rage boiling.
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She is extremely strong but she doesn’t have any imagination, Menel said as I ran around Blair. I cursed Menel and heard him chuckle. He was essentially saying the words I said to Galhed back to me. I’d thought she would stick to making floods of lava and swords. But now there was something like a flaming dog chasing me while Lyaene and Galhed fought the Second.

Lyaene’s sword was covered in flames and every strand of her hair was lit up in a burning orange. She was angry and rage fueled her flames just as much as her mana. But I had a feeling she knew she was not hot enough. I turned abruptly and with my black bladed dagger, Black, I shifted slightly to the side allowing the dog to pass by mere inches away. I felt the heat burn off the hair on my arm as I dug the blade into its side.

The dagger tore at whatever constructed the body of the dog and vibrated violently in my hand. I forced it through from one end to the other. The flaming dog jerked, sputtered something and then dissipated and before I could take a breather, Blair came for me.

Her sword, wide and apparently very light, swung widely. My core fed me mana, and when I moved, it felt like I was being pulled by invisible strings. Every weave and turn and leap seemed automatic. Blair grinned as her blade missed by inches every time. She cackled and twirled, catching me in the direction I’d dodged to and flames poured out. I ducked at once, feeling the heat of the surge on my neck and yet not giving it a moment’s thought.

My dagger sank into her thigh, and she staggered back making me pull the blade out immediately. The fabric of her pants there burnt out while the skin hissed and sealed, leaving a shiny wet scar. Blair hissed and grinned.

“That is one,” she said. “Only a select few have given me more than one, Loren,” she added. Galhed and Lyaene spread around her. The chamber walls were cracked where her constructs and items she summoned or our bodies had smashed against them. The floor wasn’t any better.

“I see now that you are probably better than me in close combat,” she observed. The sword faded out of existence and instead she created or summoned three more dogs and just when I thought that was all, above her, three of the exact kind of sword she let go a few seconds ago materialized and they were red as if just pulled out of a furnace. She grinned.

Finally, she summoned a small gourd and took a swig of whatever was in there.

“Olryk, when he could be bothered to try, is the only one that has pushed me this far,” Blair explained. “I guess I should give you high praise for making me replenish my mana reserve. But now, you are all dead.” She flicked her wrist and her summons charged.

The ground cracked and a sharp, thick wood impaled one of the dogs. It roared, fire spewing out of its large maw. Its eyes flared and before I could help, another dog lunged for me. I swung a kick for it, coating my feet with mana. It was thrown back. I went for it almost immediately but stopped to parry a flurry of swings from the sword Blair had speared at me.

I hadn’t thought she could control this many summons, but then I saw a notification and cursed.

[Lord of Stars finds your struggle amusing]

I pushed off the notification mentally only for another to appear. I heard Menel’s warning to ignore it, but I missed a swing and the sword sliced open a shallow wound on my right arm. I pushed through the pain and dodged the sword’s thrust.

I knew the sword would twirl almost immediately, so I dove forward, keeping low. I saw the flaming dog coming from the other side too. There was no time to think. I sheathed the daggers and dove for the dog. I caught it mid-lunge and turned just in time to meet the incoming flaming blade. The dog stopped moving almost immediately and just as it faded away, I quickly pulled White Tear and managed to block the sword.

It forced me back and I realized I had my back to Blair. I screamed for Menel and the guardian gave me a flush of assurance. I turned to see Lyaene having trouble taking care of a sword and dog. Galhed had his hands full with a flaming sword like me.

“Galhed!” I yelled and the elf glanced briefly and I could see the strain on his face. I just needed a few seconds. There must be a way to stop Blair’s attacks. The elf groaned, his green eyes were wide with effort, then the sword forcing me back was suddenly snagged away.

It raged, but whatever was holding it was strong enough to hold it in place. It took me a second to realize it was Greya. I’d almost forgotten about the goblins. Lila had her hands over Amin. I had been pulled into the battle and I’d almost forgotten what the plan was.

“You tiny worms!” Blair yelled. I knew what she was going to do a second before I saw the swirling storm of fire heading for them. My body might have moved on its own, but once I was standing in front of the hot and raging gale, I heard Menel’s cry. I could feel him trying to move me and yet I knew I couldn’t move. I wouldn’t move.

I let the daggers fall and my hands stretched out to the fire. It was hot, scorching my fingertips and then my whole arm. Then something burst to life in my eyes, my mind. A flash of a symbol, like one of the marks on Galhed’s sword. It flickered blue, warm and comforting. It strained, vibrated as if being shaken. Then it flared, covering me for a long second and then the light and everything that I saw and felt was gone.

The heat, the light, everything vanished.

I opened my eyes, expecting to see that I was dead, but instead I met Blair’s eyes, wide with fear… no, it was something else. Confusion, maybe. My fingers stung, but not as much as I thought they would. Galhed was staring at me too, but then Menel screamed in my head, waking me up. This was no time to think and wonder.

“Lila?” I asked. I’d seen the doors while we fought. Three of them. Now Lila pointed at one at the left end. Cracked from time and our fight. I picked up my daggers just when I realized Blair was coming out of whatever daze she’d been in. I charged at her just as I screamed for the others to go.

Blair’s eyes widened in excitement. “You! I knew it! How did you do that? What did you do?” She asked as she attacked with a sword that appeared in a second. She was faster, not putting any skill in her swings. They were wild and strong. I stopped parrying and stuck to dodging.

“Tell me, tell me! How did you do that just now?”

She is crazy, Menel said. I ignored him. I needed all my concentration if I wanted to give the others time to run. Blair had all her attention on me. It was the best time for them to… I caught sight of Lyaene. Just a moment, she was watching from the lip of the door. What was she still doing there? She was supposed to be running.

“Go!” I yelled as Blair pushed me back with an attack that made my arms rattle. She turned to Lyaene and was about to send an attack after her but I rushed her and was met with another wild swing. Then another and more that I tried to dodge as much as I could. She feinted a swing and when I put my arms up, she kicked me hard on my left side.

I felt something crack, or maybe it was my imagination. The pain made me double over. My hands were weak, even the grip on my daggers. I had to hang on though. My vision was blurry and I was beginning to feel slow. But the others were gone, even Lyaene. That was a relief. I wasn’t sure Blair would kill me. And if she did, I was sure Lyaene would free my family or at least try.

“You look pitiful,” Blair remarked. “You fought well. Really well. It is weird that you have not been assigned a type yet. You look like you are ready for it. Or maybe that was what happened just now?”

I stood up slowly. And when I stood perfectly on my feet, I put my daggers up. Menel sighed. You know, the only way to get out of this is to call on that rage. I can’t believe I am the one saying this after what I told you before. But I am sure you have felt it?

I had. There were others coming here. Strong ones too. I could feel the mana they oozed already. But I couldn’t run. Blair wouldn’t let me and she didn’t have to worry about the others coming.

“How did you do it?” Blair asked again.

“You talk too much,” I said, it came out as a tired growl.

[Supreme Punisher laughs at your bravery]

[Widow of Steel shakes her head in pity]

I let the notifications vanish. I didn’t know them, they didn’t matter. Only this moment mattered. Blair, me and this moment; that was all I had to think about.

She is weak, Menel said. I felt a rush of excitement, his excitement filled me. No, I mean she is much weaker than before. Still strong, but her mana is depleted. She will need to replenish soon.

“How do you kno—” I saw the lines immediately as Menel pointed them out. The lines that ran through her arms and neck. They were pale, almost completely washed off. I didn’t understand what he meant at first, but Menel explained. I’d been chipping at Blair’s mana.

That did excite me. It wasn’t exactly a weakness, but I only needed to take advantage of that.

“Those summons of yours, they eat at your mana don’t they?” I asked.

“What?” Blair asked. I didn’t answer. Instead I moved, pushing as much mana as I could to my legs to make my movements a bit faster. She countered my first swing and then I lowered myself to plunge White Tear into her, but the buckler appeared in her hand, blocking the attack again and repelling the force.

This time I was tossed back. I staggered, struggling to stay on my feet. Blair did the same, plunging her sword in the floor to hold her up. I chuckled.

“I guess the blessing from being a Chosen can be a curse too?”

“Shut up!” Blair yelled. I saw when she was about to summon the gourd and quickly I lunged at her. She pulled her sword out and swung in one fluid motion. I blocked with both daggers and her fist crashed down on my face, sending me staggering. She was still strong. My face felt numb for a few seconds and I couldn’t stand up.

Where I laid I heard her drink from the gourd. Menel was silent and I was grateful for that. If I was about to die, I wanted it to be in silence. I stayed, and waited. Then I heard a snort and someone chuckled.

“I didn’t expect to see you here.” I opened my eyes and Ulrike was looking down at me. His shirt was torn in the arm and somewhere around the neck.

“What are you doing here, Ulrike?” Blair asked. Ulrike grinned, still staring at me. He finally stood up and waved at someone. A second later Sybre was kneeling next to me. She looked as beautiful as before, even with the blood on her face.

“Why, for the Howler, Lady Blair.”

“He is mine,” Blair hissed. I listened even as Sybre poured something in my mouth. It tasted sweet, but the taste immediately vanished and I was wrapped in a brief warmth. Sybre leaned in and whispered for me to stay put and I’d feel better in a few minutes.

“Is he?” Ulrike asked, his tone obviously mocking. Like Sybre said, I felt better after a minute. I sat up weakly, groaning more from exhaustion than pain.

“Well, he was mine first. We have a deal you see. You can have him after I am done with him.”

Blair glowered, the lines on her skin were dark and thick again. “Don’t piss me off, Ulrike. You can go play with Orath. I hear he is dominating you and your minions these days.”

Ulrike’s smile faded and when he stretched his hand, a small howl of wind filled the chamber. I couldn’t see the sword or whatever he held, but I knew and sensed the mana gathering in that hand. He turned to me and grinned.

“I think you should go, Loren. I am about to teach this hag proper manners.” I stared at him for a second. Blair was looking straight at me too. I nodded and sheathed my daggers. I stumbled toward the door the others took.

“Sybre, follow him,” Ulrike said. I stopped and turned, confusion settling on my face.

“But—” Sybre stopped when Ulrike frowned. She bowed and walked toward me. Ulrike nodded for me to leave.

“Immediately I finish with this overgrown child, I will come for you. You must show me how you did it,” Blair said. I sighed, leaving them behind. I was tired, hungry and thirsty. I needed rest, but I wanted to be sure the others were alright first.

“You fought the Second,” Sybre said as we walked through the wide, arching hallway that the door opened into. “Maybe I misjudged you.”

I was silent. I had no interest in her praises.

“What happened to your supplies?” I asked.

“The orcs got killed almost immediately after we entered the Ruin.” There was no remorse or sadness in her voice, she was simply stating things as they were. She felt no emotion for the loss of the orcs, and surprisingly I didn’t feel much either.

I summoned a skin of water from my storage space. There was not much space provided by the system, but it was enough to keep some food and water. We walked in silence, slowly because I couldn’t go much faster. I leaned on the wall to take a drink, then I leaned fully on it to take a breather.

“Will Ulrike be alright?” I asked.

“I don’t…” Her face was in a tight frown. She let out a heavy sigh. “You fought her and survived…I guess he will be alright.”
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“Iwas sure that kid was dead,” Josephine McNally said and then sipped from her wine glass. She looked visibly angry. Not because she’d lost about six million dollars and a nice piece of property in a recently acquired world, no not just that. She couldn’t look at the faces of the other Watchers. They were not staring, but she was sure she could feel their smiles, their mockery.

The Watchers were in a fierce competition. They competed with everything—the creatures they sponsored, the lands and properties they’d acquired from prior ventures like this one and their future profits. And right now she was losing.

On the screen, the beast she sponsored was in a melee with another. One of the ones they called Elves. This one was easy on the eyes, unlike the hideous monster of before. She held her glass tight, gripping them without knowing until she heard the glass groan.

Josephine sighed and leaned back on the soft, vibrating chair she’d ordered and watched the rest of the battle. She’d been so sure her Vo’gnyr would win that fight. The Vo’gnyr was stronger, and had more items to use and yet somehow the goblin had won… or escaped.

She pressed a large, round button on the edge of the chair’s arm and a holo-screen popped up in front of her, blocking her view of the much larger screen that fed everyone in the room their entertainment.

She pushed a stubborn strand of blonde hair back behind her ear subconsciously while looking at the items still available in her puppet’s storage space. The Vo’gnyr, Blair, was a stubborn one. She’d never acknowledged Josephine as her sponsor even though she used the items and skills Josephine purchased for her.

The list was still long there. There were more than enough items for her to use—some in her storage space would have maximized her attacks and burnt her three opponents to a crisp in mere minutes. Josephine cursed. She hated when puppets were hardheaded. They stunted growth and that in turn pissed on her profits. She wanted to communicate with Blair, but the system prohibited that.

Sponsors were like deities to the creatures fighting down there. They reach out via gifts and sponsored skills and nothing else. Like stoic gods watching their creation suffer in confusion. It didn’t matter though. Blair was strong-willed, but she wasn’t stupid. She wanted to win too, if only to alleviate her boredom. They wanted the same thing.

A small ring cut through her chair’s original vibration. A call to wager. She looked at the name. Celestial Crow. She tried to guess who that might be. They were not completely anonymous, but everyone hid their names regardless. Once in the Watcher room, they were all enemies, scavenging to own more than the other. It was a tight-hole game that helped them stay entertained while fattening up their purse at the same time. Of course many of them lost more than they gained.

That was part of the fun, Josephine thought.

She looked around at the others. There was Mathew Farouche sitting on a throne-like chair. The man was billions upon billions of dollars rich, but he had a small mind. He chose to sponsor the larger, lesser known beasts. It had been killed in only a few days and now he was sponsoring another large beast.

He never learned.

Callan, a French wine maker that had a net-worth of about a hundred billion dollars, was considered the poorest in the room. He wasn’t sponsoring anyone at the moment, yet he made quite a lot of wagers on fights and outcomes every day.

Then there was Valeri Mash, the widow of the Colsate Tech Empire. She was the one Josephine wanted to topple. The woman had the money, the brain and the haughtiness that made her feel like she was above most others.

According to the system every patron could only sponsor one fighter, but Josephine had found a loophole. Her loophole was sitting next to Mathew. A holo-screen covering her pink-ish face. Theresa Holloway caught Josephine’s stare and turned to her. Josephine glared at her and turned back to her own screen.

They were usually six to eight in the room at all times. Most people preferred to watch the scenes in their room or back on Earth, but Josephine had jumped on the premium service when she started investing in the Federation’s United Mind Program. She made so much from it at first, trusting her senses when picking those to sponsor and staking on very promising battles and competitions.

She just couldn’t understand why the Vo’gnyr was different. This world was different entirely, to be fair. The system spread was almost immediate. The dwarves in the far east were keeping to themselves, yet they were the first to get acclimated with the system. Then those down south turned it into a tool for violence and almost immediately the fun began.

“Interested?” Celestial Crow persisted. Josephine groaned and accepted the invite to wager. Her view of Blair's battle with the elf was minimized and another spread over it. It wasn’t what she expected, but she smiled at the prospect.

“Put in your wagers,” Celestial Crow said, this time it was a voice feed. She’d been included into this new wager space and it was filled with a few names she was familiar with. Someone sent her a message and when she opened it, she chuckled

One of the best features of the system is that everyone was allowed to wager on every event happening everywhere as long as there were others who wanted to wager on it too.

“Bet on the orc dying first,” the message said. It was from Sage of the Wind, another loophole that Josephine had planted in the system and instructed to focus on another part of this world. She didn’t question his reason and quickly put a few million on the suggestion. She watched the stakes go higher as others got involved in this side game.

The battle on her screen was a three on five and the orc was on the side of the five. She could see why the sage told her to stake her money on the orc dying. It was slow and at the moment, one of his companions was protecting it. She was beginning to get impatient when a spear found the orc and plunged into its chest.

The force shattered its chest and Josephine jumped up from her seat, pumping the air in jubilation, spilling her drink in the process. She froze awkwardly when the others turned to her, eyes questioning what she was dancing about. Josephine chuckled, gave apologetic bows for ruining the quiet air in the Watcher’s room and settled back into the soft vibration of her seat.

She’d recovered almost eighty percent of what she’d lost because of her Vo’gnyr. Everything was almost good again. She sent compensation to Sage of the Wind through a discreet channel and waited for more suggestions. While waiting, she pulled up Blair’s scene again to see if she had killed the elf yet.

Blair was alone, angry and fairly thrashing the small chamber. Something had happened while Josephine was away, and it seemed like the elf had escaped. It didn’t matter, her Vo’gnyr was alive and there was more profit to make. She looked at Theresa again, she was the only one who knew Josephine’s moniker and in turn Josephine knew hers.

Josephine wasn’t sure what the woman was doing, but she hadn’t made any profit since she was planted in this place. She was becoming useless and Josephine was beginning to lose her patience. There was no time to waste and a lot to gain by being proactive. She’d made sure the woman understood her role when bringing her up here.

Another glass of wine had been placed on a floating platform beside her. She picked it up, inhaled the scent of dry wine and breathed out. She would talk to Theresa later, but for now she wanted to cover her losses. She would have to pull on her webs spread all over the system. They would help her make more and then she’d have to fashion a plan to get the Vo’gnyr sirak back in line.

The wine rolled around her tongue, harsh just as she liked it. Her eyes twitched and the sour taste filled her mouth. She leaned back, loving the life and opportunities in front of her. When she looked at the screen again, Blair was on the move. Josephine switched screens to find the goblin again. It looked better now, completely healed up. And she could see that it was closer to getting the Howler than her puppet.

The Howler wasn’t very important, Josephine thought. But if what she was feeling was anything to go by, that goblin had to be taken care of.

*********

“How long are we going to walk for?” Her complaints were becoming annoying, but she wasn’t wrong. We’d been walking for a while and I’d found nothing. There were no doors like the others. Just hallways connecting to more hallways. The farther we walked, the colder it got. I wondered how far the others had gone, and my perception wasn’t exactly helping either. But there was no indication they had been caught by someone they couldn’t handle let alone anyone. Lyaene didn’t have anything like whatever Sybre fed me that made me better in minutes.

She said it was a potion to replenish mana. Then Menel told me we could analyze it and we found out it was some kind of drug the humans had made. It was only available through the system and was quite expensive too. I made a mental note to check out what the system offered when we got out of the ruin.

She lifted her spell-stone up to illuminate farther ahead and sighed.

“Why didn’t you run?” Sybre asked. She’d started talking more and more some minutes ago. Perhaps out of boredom, but she’d told me quite a lot of things I didn’t know before. Like the possibility that we were not under the ruins at the moment but in a connected space, maybe a labyrinthine set-up put in place by Nagurg.

She had many thoughts and opinions on why the Chosen were stronger, but unlike Lyaene, she didn’t sound mad about it. Probably because of Ulrike.

“Why?” She repeated. I sighed, giving up.

“If I had joined the others, she would have cut us all down,” I explained. She frowned.

“What if the others take the Howler for themselves? Ulrike will never help you,” she said matter of factly.

“Lyaene would never do that,” I quickly responded. Surprised too that there was indeed no doubt in my mind. I had met her a few days ago and now I trusted her so completely that it seemed like she’d always been with me. Sybre had a confused look on her face, as if she couldn’t understand what I just said.

“You are either stupid or naïve… or both.” Sybre said finally. “Either way, you will die fast if you trust too easily like that.”

“Ulrike seems to trust you,” I countered. She shook her head.

“We don’t trust anyone. He knows I will bring him the Howler because I fear him. I fear him like I fear all the Chosen,” she said. “Except Orath,” she added and I noticed how low her voice was when she said the name. I was curious what kind of men Orath and Olryk were. From what Lyaene told me, they sounded like two distinct men. And yet, they didn’t raise dust wherever they went unlike Ulrike and Blair.

“Fear,” I muttered. “Not a very good incentive for others to follow you. And it breeds betrayal, as fast fire burns a heap of dry hay.”

“Not absolute fear,” Sybre argued as we walked into another hallway, this one wider. The walls here were just as rough as some of the earlier ones had been and in addition we started to see more rats running around. Sybre squashed one with her boot not too far back. The poor thing died struggling to move its lower limb. Now she watched them run around as she continued.

“Not the kind of fear people feel for someone like the Chosen. I doubt anyone would betray Blair or Olryk. They know the other end of their betrayal will be death. Fear is the ultimate power,” she stated and from the way she stared, I knew she believed that.

I heard a voice, or maybe it was a scream, I wasn’t sure. But then I saw light in front of us. It was small at first, and then it was moving really fast. My hands went to my daggers and Sybre was ready to draw her sword.

“Master Loren!” A familiar voice yelled and soon I could see the outline of a small body form until Amond came into view. He looked from me to Sybre, not breathing hard from his run. He grinned at me and grabbed my hand.

“We found the Hoard, but there are many there. All killing to get the Howler. And there is one… a monster on the other side of the…and Galhed said to lead you there so you don’t get lost while they fight too. They are ma…”

I put a hand up for him to stop. He was too excited. I knelt before him and said, “Now, tell it all to me slowly.”

Amond nodded. “We found the Hoard. The King’s Hoard.”

“Nagurg’s hoard?” Sybre asked but Amond ignored her and continued.

“There are so many there, all fighting for the hoard. There is treasure there, but too many focused on killing each other. Galhed feared you would get lost and I volunteered to come lead you there.”

I nodded, but something was worrying me.

Their focus is on killing each other? Menel asked and I confirmed it. Well, it is to be expected. No one will wait for the other to claim it. But I think this is where you can use these little ones. And Loren, there is something strange about them, these goblins.

I stared at Amond. He was fidgety, scared. I placed a hand on his head and he turned up to look at me, a small smile spreading across his face.

“Lead us there, Amond.” The goblin nodded and pulled me along. I heard Sybre hiss and when I turned to her, she was glaring at us. Amond led us all the way to where I’d seen his light. Then he stopped before a wall, placed a hand on it and I sensed his mana spread all over a portion of the wall. The stone groaned, scraping against the floor as it slid away.

“Galhed showed me how to do it,” Amond said and I nodded. I expected to see a room like the one we fought Blair in on the other side of the door; filled with gold and treasures. But instead, it was a throne room. It was nothing like the throne room I’d expected.

“What…how?” I asked.

“I see!” Sybre exclaimed, walking past us and immediately into a heated battle. I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. I could see and hear the people fighting, but when I looked up at the elevated platform with the throne on it, I became even more confused.

Amond grabbed my hand and pulled me in and I sensed a coming attack and moved quickly to the left. The axe thrown at me slammed into the stone wall behind me. The wall had closed up and I was in the belly of what looked like a small war. Up there, on the raised platform, was the heap of treasure, but I couldn’t distinguish the Howler.
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“Loren!” Galhed called and I made the mistake of following the voice. A heavy jab to the gut pushed all the wind in me out and I staggered back, trying to catch my breath. For a second or more two of everyone was a blurry mess and turned into a mash of moving colors.

Duck!

I did, and heard someone grunt and hit the ground. Strong hands pulled me up and I turned to meet Galhed’s grinning face. I wanted to pull the elf into a hug, but there was someone falling toward us. I pulled Galhed out of the way and a dwarf hit the ground. He looked completely knocked out, but he still held his double bladed axe.

“What is going on?” I gestured to the people fighting. Someone was trying to climb the stairs up the platform and an arrow found him or her, I couldn’t tell. They fell back. Galhed winced and turned to me.

“We met them fighting,” Galhed said. “Look,” he pointed to someone blazing so hard the flames were almost black. “She has been like this since we got in. I have been trying to call her but she wouldn’t listen.”

“What about the goblins?” I asked. I’d lost Amond when someone attacked me. He was somewhere in the crowd yet Lila could find all of them along with the Howler. But that meant I had to find her. Galhed shook his head. I cursed, not understanding what happened.

“Menel,” I called through our link and for some reason I felt him as if he’d just woken up from a sleep. He appeared in front of me and stretched, yawning as if he’d really been sleeping.

“What? You need my help now?”

“Don’t start,” I said out aloud. Galhed pulled me down and a black bladed longsword whooshed over our head. The blade passed right through Menel. The guardian’s eyes widened and then he turned toward the orc or elf or whoever had done it. Everyone was mixed up with everyone else. It was like a tavern brawl but with swords and magic

“Find Lila!” I screamed at Menel. My guardian glared at me. “Please!” I said, pulling Galhed back just as a ball of flames launched at us, to only be deflected by a shield which appeared in front of us. It exploded and dissolved almost immediately, but left a small creature on the floor.

“Thank you,” Galhed said. I nodded, not sure what was happening, but I had no urge to fight with anyone. I was confused by the intensity of the battle in front of me and it seemed like Galhed was the same.

“It feels unnatural,” I remarked. Galhed nodded.

“You think someone is doing this?”

“Or the system?” I replied. Galhed shrugged and rammed his shoulder into another elf gut and kicked his face. I saw the nose bleed before the elf hit the floor finally. Then he turned to me. “We should stick together.”

“You sent your guardian to search for the…Lila?” I nodded.

“I wish I’d thought of that,” he said. Then he weaved away from a slash that almost opened his belly. I blocked a vertical slash with White Tear. The dagger vibrated and I noticed the gem on the hilt was black where it had been a clear green before. I had no idea what it meant, so I ignored it.

I shoved the orc away with a little difficulty and when he came back for another slash, I increased my speed and punched him with a mana reinforced fist before he could bring his large blade down. He caved in, fell to his knees and I finished him with a blow to the cheek. Someone fell over the body and a spear fell on the goblin. I flinched, but had to quickly protect myself from the spear-wielding man.

This time I didn’t know what race he was. He held a small dagger with the end of his sharp tail and the spear gave him a long reach. Only his hands, face and tail were uncovered, the rest of him was covered first in a sangria robe and then cheap breastplate armor.

His face, just as rough and tough looking as his hands, rippled with…hate? Disgust? I wondered why, but I had very little time to think. He swung the spear at me, saw through my evasion and attacked with the dagger.

I caught his tail and quickly cut through with my dagger. He shrieked, a loud cry of pain and terror. If I’d seen hate in his eyes before, now they were stained thick with a desire to kill me. His spear thrusts came rapidly and randomly. I jumped back, but Galhed caught me and pulled me away from an attack behind me. I used that pace to pivot myself at my opponent, keeping low. He couldn’t keep up with my attack, so when I cut off his right arm, he was stunned by the pain and the sight.

He cursed at me, praying that I died. I sheathed my dagger and retrieved his spear. He must have seen what I was going to do because he shook his head and started to beg.

The spear went through him as easily as I thought it would. The armor might as well have been made from parchment. Galhed was right behind me. He looked at me and shrugged.

“Poor fellow,” he said.

“What is he?”

“Forsten, or Halflings,” Galhed said just as I felt Menel’s elation and relief. Then he popped up in front of me. He saw the Forsten and shook his head. Galhed was staring at me so I nodded at where Menel was floating.

“He is here,” I said and he nodded. “You found her?”

“Are we telling other people about me now?” Menel asked, surprised. “Yes I see,your goblin is hiding near the platform. Probably trying to stay close to your orc who has gone mad now.”

I turned to see Lyaene burning and felling most of the others. I couldn’t see much of her, but I knew that whatever had happened to the others was happening to her.

“Do you have any idea what is happening? I understand everyone is trying to get the treasure and the Howler, but I can’t even find the Howler and no one is looking at the treasure. Those who did…”

“Yes, I saw them.” Menel replied, looking at the platform stairs. But he shook his head.

“I think someone is stoking their violent side,” I suggested and he shrugged again.

“Did he find Lila?” Galhed asked, finally impatient. I nodded and led the way in the direction Menel had sent me through our link. I pushed through those who were too busy fighting and shoved or put down those who thought I’d be an easy target. I hadn’t planned to confront her, but then I was facing Lyaene when I pushed a fat elf out of the way. She had her hand around a dwarf’s neck. The skin around it sizzled and popped.

She was surrounded by four other dwarves. Apparently the dwarf she was roasting was one of theirs. It registered that these were the most dwarves I’d seen since I arrived in Il-Goth. The stories were right. Dwarves did like to stay on their own, together.

“Lyaene, that is enough,” I said. Galhed was standing beside me. He looked uncomfortable, worried. Lyaene’s hair had vanished, turning into strands of flames that billowed to no wind I could feel. Her face turned to me, and she looked quite bored.

Before she needed to maneuver her flames to help her levitate, but now she seemed to float inches from the ground. She was completely covered in flames. Menel was beside me, floating next to my head.

“She is still fueling her powers with rage,” Menel observed. “She will not learn like this.”

“How do you know what her power is supposed to be?” I asked, watching Lyaene come close. She let the dwarf go and the body hit the ground with a soft thud. The skin around the neck stretched, tore and opened to cooked flesh underneath.

“Because what you call magic, is actually a form of pseudo-science to me. And I can see what her assigned type is even though she can’t.”

Menel disappeared when Lyaene zoomed over to me. She was faster, but I caught the punch. The heat coming off her was burning through the mana shielding my arm. I shoved her away. Galhed stepped back, not willing to fight her or maybe he was scared. It didn’t matter.

“Galhed, get Lila. She is close to the platform. Get her to find the others.” The elf nodded eagerly and pushed through the crowd blocking his way. I turned to Lyaene. She watched me, eyes blazing.

“You have to get your mind straight,” I said evenly. “We don’t have time for this. Ulrike or Blair will be on their…” She attacked, cutting me short. I dodged her swing, and blocked with my left hand and punched her straight in the face with the right.

I wasn’t really back to full strength. What Sybre gave me didn’t fill me with mana. Just enough to heal up and stay alive. Nothing like what Blair had taken, I think. I needed to knock Lyaene out though, that might stop whatever was going on.

She growled as she rushed at me. There was a wide space around us now, everyone giving us a wide berth to fight to our deaths. I dodged her punch and when the left came down, I withdrew my dagger to quickly catch the sword which had appeared in an instant.

I shoved it down, twirled and smashed my elbow into her face. She staggered back, caught herself on her back foot and pushed forward. The next swing was wide, careless. I easily parried it, creating an opening for me to smack her face with the hilt of my dagger. Before she could shrug off that, I punched her in the gut.

She fell forward and I was about to hit her again when I saw the flame receding from her. When she hit the ground, I waited for a few seconds and then she coughed. Her hair was wild all over her. She rolled to her back, confused.

“Loren!” She screamed when she saw me, jumping up and on me. I caught her and chuckled. There was no time though and I had no time to explain so I let her down and pulled her toward the platform. We were almost there when I was pulled back. I twirled to meet Sybre glaring at me.

“You disappeared. Trying to take the Howler for yourself?” She asked, the accusation evident. Her face was bloody, obviously not hers. I gritted, annoyed.

“You were the one who jumped into this dang chaos,” I said, pulling Lyaene. She was staring at Sybre who was doing her best to ignore Lyaene. “You should stick to me like crap to under-boot,” I growled. I caught Galhed’s green hair and followed it until I saw the man with Lila and Drak and someone who I guessed was Amin looking up at the platform.

Galhed guarded the goblins and I saw the relief on his face when he saw us. Then alarm filled him when he saw Sybre. She was talking my ears off about how untrustworthy goblins were and I heard almost none of it.

“What happened?” Galhed asked. I shook my head and looked up at the platform. Riches beyond what I had ever seen were there, right before my eyes.

“That is not the hoard,” Lila said and I looked down at her, confused. “I can see it clearly and that is not it,” she continued.

“Can you find it?”

“I am the Way-finder, Master Loren,” she replied and I nodded, seeing Greya and Amond coming to join us.

“Lead the way then.” I turned to Sybre, “Don’t get lost in the crowd again.”

Sybre scowled and followed quietly. We walked around the platform to where there was a heavy stone door. Lila indicated this was the way. I pushed and it groaned, moving slightly until I gave up and gestured for the others to join. Sybre sighed and walked over as if she would rather be back with the crowd hacking at the others. I hadn’t thought that there would be a space beneath the dais. Without Lila, I would have died or gotten lost a million times.

Galhed, Sybre and I pushed. It was slow, but it moved and soon we’d pushed the door-size stone out of the way and Lila was right. This room had chests heaped high. It was a small treasure room, but the boxes were of different sizes. And the Howler was set upright on a slab of roughly cut stone floating in the middle of the room.

“Treasure!” Amin yelled and was about to leap in but Lila caught him and smacked his cheek. After which she turned to me. The Howler looked like a simple wooden flute, well made but ordinary. That was what the eyes could see. I could sense the power in it though.

I turned to Sybre. “This is it, it is yours… or Ulrike’s.”

“You think I am stupid?” Sybre said with a cold sneer. “Ulrike wants you to put it in his hand. You will get it for him.”

“You just don’t want to go in because you are scared it is a trap,” Lyaene said, exhaustion in her voice. She had a water skin in her hand. Sybre snorted. I sighed, tired of the arguments and manipulation. The room looked harmless to me.

I tried to sense for any traps in the room but I didn’t feel anything. There were no hidden contraptions or illusions, that I could sense at any rate.

“We have to get it qui—” I jumped in before Lyaene could finish and waited for anything to happen. Nothing came flying at me. I sighed, scooped the flute off the slab and the instant I touched it, I saw a notification while the flute dissolved into my palm and my right arm began to burn. I pulled my sleeve up quickly, trying to get the sting to stop. Instead, I watched as symbols etched on my skin up to my elbow. The words were strange and yet so familiar. I knew what it meant even before I saw the notification.

[New title unlocked: Howling King]

{Expand to see more…}

“No, no, no,” I said, looking up to see the shock on everyone’s face.
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“What did you do?” Sybre asked incredulously, rushing in to look at the mark on my arm. Lyaene was grinning and Galhed looked worried. Amin ran past everyone else to the chest. He opened the first one and made a little chuckling sound. I caught a glimpse of the gemstones inside, they were small, sparkly and colorful. Amin placed his hands on the chest and a dull golden light shone on it and like the flute, the chest was pulled into him. He burped, turned to see everyone looking at him and jumped back in shock.

“Amin, take all of it,” I said, grinning. I’d need coins if I wanted to get the goblins a place to live. I wouldn’t want them becoming slaves or working like Ulrike’s orcs. As far as I could tell honest labor in Il-Goth right now was a step away from slavery.

“He is going to kill you,” Sybre whispered, still staring at my arm. The symbols were nothing like Blair’s tattoo, but the black on my skin was stark. I pulled my arm away from her and pulled the sleeve down. I was not sure what she wanted to do, but a vibration in the ground stopped her.

It started as a soft tremor, then the floor shook so hard the people at the door stumbled. I didn’t know they had stopped fighting and were watching us. I pulled Amin from the fourth or fifth chest and ran for the door, while the others tried to get in. I suddenly couldn’t see Lyaene and the others. Sybre slashed through those that were blocking her way which cut a path for us.

Once we were outside, the many bodies on the floor made me pause. I turned around, searching for the others. Lyaene had been by the door before the crowd started pushing to get in the room. Amin dangled from my hand. He made a strangling sound and I quickly dropped him.

“Ulrike will kill—”

“Shut up, Sybre. We have to get the hell out of this…” The throne room trembled and this time harder than before. A long crack appeared on the floor, stretching from where we were standing up to the wall on the other end. A chunk of the dais cracked, broke off and crashed.

“Loren!” Galhed called from behind. I caught sight of his green hair, he was pulling Lila out of the crowd. Once Lila was free, she wobbled and collapsed into his arms. The elf looked worried. “Lyaene and the others are in there.”

“This place is about to fall on us,” I said urgently. My heart was racing and anger was swelling inside me. These people were all stupid. They could see the danger but they didn’t care about it.

“Help me, Sybre,” I said as I turned to run for the crowd.

“Why? You have stolen the Howler, betrayed Ulrike and you want me to hel—” The slap on her cheek cut her off, and the shock made her stumble back.

“Curse you to the Abyss! Can’t you think about something that has nothing to do with Ulrike? You are not an extension of him. Now help me or I swear on all the dead here that we will leave you here to die beneath this ruin and you will never see Ulrike again.”

Her eyes were narrowed, and she’d made a defensive pose after the slap, thinking I would attack her again. She’d looked unbelievably beautiful before and now she looked like a little, lost girl. Still beautiful, but more than a little scared. She stood upright and hissed before running toward the crowd.

I caught Greya’s small hand first. She was crying. She could kill most of the people around her, but she was crying instead. The goblins sometimes confused me. They seemed mature one moment and became complete wrecks the next. Except for Amin, I still couldn’t figure out what he was. At the moment he was just a hoarder to me.

Greya almost passed out like Lila, but she held on to me as I carried her back to Galhed. Her grip was strong and where she held my shirt, her nails dug into my skin. I let her down slowly and when she’d finally let go, I told her to wait while I got the others.

Drak simply pushed people aside with what I thought was mana force. One after the other he pushed others out of the way while Amond crept behind him. Lyaene was the last one and when she and Sybre came out, Lyaene seemed annoyed.

“Great. Let’s go!” I said immediately, no time to explain or listen to complaints. Sybre let go of her arm and we all walked quickly back to Galhed. The crack that opened before had become a small chasm. And the roof was slowly crumbling and falling in.

“Lila?” I called and she opened her eyes. Galhed still had her, and she still looked weak. “We need your help getting out of here, Lila.”

She blinked, exhaustion made the movement slow. She pointed to the door on the other side, just over the widening space. We all started for it but stopped when most of the floor cracked and fell away into what was now a gaping hole. There was nothing below, just a seemingly endless fall to death.

Galhed knelt down, cradling Lila. Her leg was hanging down awkwardly, but she held fast to him. He placed his hand on the ground and mana poured through the floor, splitting it for a second. This crack allowed spindly shoots to coil out. Looking to the other side, the process was being repeated there as well. As they grew in size and reached for each other they became ten thick roots connected from one side to the other to make a bridge.

Galhed crossed first, running on top of what I thought wouldn’t carry his weight. Then Sybre ran across while Lyaene picked Greya up and ran as well. Amin followed close on their heels. Drak crept in front of me, his steps small and slow. Another crack dragged the bridge back stretching and straining the roots almost at the same instant I jumped off.

“Run,” I told everyone and they did. I dove for Sybre, pushing her out of the way of crashing debris. Then pulled her up and continued running. “Watch for the ones falling!” I yelled. We skidded to a halt as we reached the door. It was stuck. Galhed and Lyaene were pushing at it, but it wouldn’t budge. Sybre summoned her bow and the others moved away from the door.

She pulled the string back and I saw mana gather and form into an arrow. She let it go and the door exploded. I cursed, hoping that wouldn’t make our situation worse. We didn’t wait for the dust to settle before running through. We ran out into a familiar hallway.

“Lila?” I called. Lila was already pointing the direction for us to go. Ahead, I could see that some part of the stairs had broken off, but it was not a large jump, except for the goblins.

“Sybre, take Amond,” I growled as I picked Drak. The goblin didn’t fight or complain and I was grateful for that. He had always seemed prideful. I leapt over and Galhed followed, holding Lila like his sick child. Sybre didn’t drop Amond even after she jumped. When I looked at her, she tried not to glare at me. Lyaene grabbed Greya again and jumped.

The stair connected to another and then another. All the time we worked our way further up. Behind us, there was no one. All those people had probably perished. It didn’t make sense that they would ignore the danger and go after the treasures instead. Or maybe there is another reason? Menel’s thoughts felt like the better answer so I agreed with him.

“Loren, she said the first door,” Galhed said, and I was about to say there were no doors, but I saw the final landing and after that was what looked like a long passage with doors on all sides. I rammed my shoulder into the first door and it didn’t budge. I added mana as I crashed against the door once again and this time it pulled off the edge and I realized it opened outward. Of course it would.

Once I crossed the threshold, I realized we were not alone and Lila was screaming. Galhed gripped her, but there was nothing to do about her wailing. I couldn’t tell if she was in pain or not. We’d all rushed in and the door was gone. Everything was gone. There were only plain walls that stretched endlessly.

Physically there was nothing wrong with Lila. I put Drak down and all the goblins gathered around her.

“What is this place?” Sybre asked. It wasn’t dark, and the walls were smooth. I knocked on one and realized it wasn’t brick…probably something else. Then I felt Menel’s disgust and anger. His violent emotions made my head drum with pain and then it was gone, everything was gone, even Lila’s pain.

“What was that?” I asked. Sybre looked scared. She once again had Amond in her arms but she looked terrified. Lyaene was crying and Galhed was staring at me. “What just happened?” I asked Menel, not bothering to send it through our link. It had seemed like we were transported to someplace else.

Someone made a call they shouldn’t have. Look around you, Menel instructed. We were in a hallway, much like the one we stepped in when entering the ruins. I looked up and confirmed that we were actually in that same hallway. My legs moved before I could think about the action. Then I was rushing out. But why? How? How did we…

I stopped just before the door.

“Is she alright?” I asked Galhed. He looked down at the girl he had in his arms. I could hear her breathing, but when he nodded, relief filled me up. “Anyone know what just happened?”

“They say it is an error,” Lyaene said and when I didn’t respond she started to explain what an error was according to her guardian.

“It felt like I almost died,” Lyaene said. Sybre nodded. From the way she moved, I wasn’t sure she was aware that she just agreed with Lyaene. She looked up and I saw the confusion.

“Interference,” Greya said. “My guardian…” she shuddered visibly. “My guardian said interference.”

I nodded as Menel explained to me what that meant. It was close to what Menel originally said to me. Besides, I’d sensed someone else the moment I entered that room. They had done something to Lila too.

“What is that?” Lyaene asked and Greya stared at her, unable to explain. I wondered which was better. To think it was an error, or have them know that someone somewhere could mess with their minds.

“There was someone there,” Galhed muttered. His eyes were large and he was still staring at me. “You felt it, didn’t you? Loren?”

I sighed. It would have helped if they didn’t know. What they didn’t know wouldn’t have hurt them. I reluctantly nodded.

“I sensed it, but I didn’t see anyone. I don’t know if it was an error in the system or interference. We have to leave this place though. I think the part of the castle we were in before is collapsing and so will this part. Let’s go.”

Warm air waited for us outside. I hadn’t noticed how cold it had been back in there. It was almost dawn, the sun was still low and there was a brilliance in the air. Maybe it was the hours spent in there, but I wanted to inhale deeply and let my face redden as the sun came up.

My hair, long to my nape, fluttered gently and tickled my ear. I felt good, felt alive. I’d survived somehow, all other troubles would be faced later. I wanted to eat something, anything… and a lot of it.

“You did survive!” A familiar voice called from below.

I cursed, wondering why none of the deities watching over us had thought to let debris fall on him. Ulrike grinned as he walked up to me. He seemed unhurt, not even exhausted. I wondered what his fight with Blair had been like.

“What’s wrong? Thought I’d die in there?” He asked as a grin played at the edges of his mouth. The sun was going up slowly, casting light on him uniquely to make him look a little bit more intimidating as he finished walking up the stairs. Then he stood in front of me, his grin wide and sure.

“From the look on your faces, something happened to you in there,” he observed, not looking the least worried. His eyes slid past me and a few seconds later I heard Sybre walking over to him. She did what he told her and that wasn’t her fault. He was something of a god to her.

“Tell me, Sybre. Tell me the truth,” Ulrike whispered. I placed a finger on her shoulder, where her armor had been when I first met her. Sybre stared at me in the eyes, walked forward and pulled my arm up for Ulrike to see.

“He absorbed the Howler,” she said.

“You cunning snake!” Lyaene shouted from behind me. Even Galhed was moving forward, but I raised a hand to stop them. I was exhausted. Too tired to fight and not sure we could win. Ulrike’s grin had vanished, replaced by a deadly stare.

“Goblins,” he said, his voice calm and sharp. “Always thinking themselves the smart one. Always scheming, and trying to sneak away. We had a deal!” He screamed. The quiet was shattered and he was sneering now. “We shook on it. You promised.”

“And I delivered. Ask Sybre, she will tell you.” Sybre looked away, but Ulrike was not interested in what I was saying.

“I should slaughter the lot of you right now,” he declared. “That would balance it up right? I don’t think Olryk would care much if I cut one of your arms off, Lyaene. And you, you filthy—” I punched him before he could finish what he was about to say. Again, that light showed in my mind. The symbol flickered and something warm spread through me.

[Joker’s Bride is curious about you]

[Deceiver is watching you carefully]

[Lord Kasiel thinks you are interesting]

I ignored the notifications. Ulrike was about to attack and I knew it’d be a strong one. I was ready to throw myself at him even if it meant I’d be run through. Menel was trying to do something, but I wasn’t focused enough to know what it was.

….your mana, stupid brat! Freaking pay attention!

I couldn’t focus, so when I saw my right arm glow, it shocked me. The howler on my arm drank on my mana and then all at once, I could see from four different eyes and my mind was linked to theirs and all of them, I could understand only the intent to kill.

Ulrike stepped back just as one of the beasts landed in front of me. Its back was wide, and when it roared, the air shook. At the top of its head, just before I passed out, I saw its tier. The red was dark, like its eyes, half turned and watching me.

[Hunters Summoned]

[Tier: Red]

[Objective: Kill]
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“Loren!”

My first sensations were a dull pain spread over my face and my headache, oh so bad. My eyes flung open and light blinded me. I blinked trying to force the spots away while also trying to reorient my eyes. I heard my name again, this time as a scream. The colors settled and finally I could see what was happening.

A wave of sharp wind slashed at the monster in front of me. It was huge, bulky like a mountain orc. Its roar shook everything around us but there was another engaging the source of the technique. Then Ulrike came into focus. He was moving so fast between the two monsters. Slashing and hacking and dodging.

He ducked just before a heavy punch hit him from behind and he in turn slashed at the thick arm. Blood splashed, staining his robe. The wound healed quickly. I was so focused on the fight that I didn’t see the sword pointed at me. When I did finally notice it, I looked up the thin blade to see Sybre holding it.

“What are you doing?” I asked, pushing away from the blade. She was angry, scared. I didn’t have to think too much to know what was happening. I could see from the monsters’ eyes, feel what they felt and knew what they knew. The two should have been four, the answer to that question quickly came to me too. I didn’t have enough mana to summon four red tier monsters.

“End this,” Sybre said. Her sword hand shaking. Then I saw that her other hand was stained with blood. She was wounded, and I felt a spike of worry. And that vanished as soon as I realized Lyaene and the others were not around.

“You are going to kill him,” Sybre stated. I tried to reach Menel and felt him there, faintly. Something was happening to me and I couldn’t understand it. I could feel the strangeness in me. Ulrike yelled, flew in the air and smashed to the ground.

The ground cracked and a crater formed around him. Raising dust. He stood up immediately, and I could sense mana surging through him, but he was wounded. He was probably healing himself too. Sybre was right, he was going to die if the fight continued. The problem was, why would that be a problem? Ulrike was not exactly a good person. He was drunk with power and treated people like dirt.

“Where are my friends?” I asked.

“You don’t understand,” Sybre began. She was about to launch into some kind of explanation, but I stopped her. I spread my perception, searching for them. There was no way Ulrike could have killed Galhed and Lyaene. And the elf wouldn’t let any harm come to Lila and the others. Before I could spread my awareness out very far, she answered.

“There,” Sybre muttered, pointing her sword to where something like a cocoon made from a weave of vines was under a small heap of debris. “They are safe. Now save him.”

“Why?” I asked, standing up. I wasn’t sure I could fight Sybre in my current condition. I couldn’t feel much mana on or in me and from the dull glow from the marks on my arm, I assumed I wasn’t controlling the monsters. They were different from anything I’d seen before. One moment I’d linked with them and the next they were here. It seemed the description of the Howler was correct. I must have summoned them.

The fight between Ulrike and the monsters was not lulling. Ulrike was holding them, but suffering a lot of damage in doing so. Just a bit longer and he’d be dead. I wondered if that was the right thing to do and admittedly I knew that it wasn’t.

Sybre’s eyes were shiny and wet. Her chin was set and when she turned away from me and her sword vanished, I knew she was about to do something really bad. The bow appeared, and she pulled the string back. I thought I’d been wrong, but she angled the intense mana arrow toward the cocoon.

She pulled the string back and turned to look at me. I must have thought she was better than Ulrike because staring at her, knowing she’d do it if I didn’t save Ulrike, I realized that I actually hadn’t thought of her as an enemy.

“I don’t want to,” she pleaded, and just then one of the monsters shrieked. I stared at it, distant from its pain even though I could feel the chaos in its mind. There was no intelligent thought in it, only a compulsion to kill. No control.

“Loren!” Sybre screamed, but I was lost in watching the monster suffering. Invisible blades shaped from condensed wind tore at its flesh. It freed itself from the attack with brute force, but that was hopeless. It had mana, but it had no idea how to use it. Instead it swatted Ulrike with its tail and when Ulrike dodged it, the other monster caught him in large hands. Ulrike broke out, slicing through the tough skin.

I turned to Sybre at that moment. She seemed to think I’d made my decision because she let the arrow go and it crashed against the cocoon, tearing at the top layer. She pulled the string again and this time, I knew the attack would be stronger.

“Wait,” I said. “Why do you want to save him?” She looked at me as if I was dead stupid. “You know he is terrible. You have seen the way he treats others.”

“And you think I am better?” She retorted. I shrugged. She seemed to act like Ulrike, but then I’d see her be kind too. Sybre scoffed. “You are naïve, Loren. I guess that has something to do with your race. But that is one of the reasons you won’t survive in Il-Goth or this new world. People like Ulrike will survive, because they know what they have to do. And that is why I follow him.”

She looked at the mark on my arm and I saw something that might have been regret or longing.

“Stop them already,” she said finally. “Don’t make me let go of this arrow. Trust me, it will hit its mark this time.”

I believed her. And yet I couldn’t do what she wanted. I didn’t know how to stop the howler skill and I didn’t want her to figure that out. I knew they would attack us immediately after Ulrike was dead. They knew neither master nor foe.

“You might want to hasten whatever you are doing,” Sybre said. “Wouldn’t want their death on my conscience.”

“You sound as if you have one,” I mumbled. My thoughts were racing, going through all the many things Menel had told me about mana. I tried to reach him again and got the same faint connection. I cursed him and wished he’d appear in front of me at the same time. Then it occurred to me that something had called the monsters, probably my desperation.

If my desperation had built a link, then I could reach through it. I just had to concentrate harder. I tried to pull my perception within, find the thread of mana connecting me to them. It was easier now, after all I’d been bonded with Menel for quite a while now.

I could piece the thread apart, and find the ones that I wanted. I sensed Sybre’s mana, saw the volume of mana infused in the arrow she had poised to kill Galhed and the others. Ulrike’s mana was like a leaking pool, it gushed, slowly now.

When I found the monsters, the mana was dull, fading. I pulled it and then carefully snipped it. I opened my eyes to find both monsters still fighting, but now there was nothing feeding them mana.

“Shoot the one on the right,” I indicated and pulled both my daggers and rushed at the monsters. Sybre’s arrow whistled above me and when it hit the monster it tore off one of its arms. I waited for it to heal, but it couldn’t. Without our link it couldn’t heal itself even when it had enough mana to do that. I leapt before it could swat me with the remaining hand. I pushed off when I landed on its arm and dug my daggers into its eyes.

The monster wailed and tried to hit me, but I dodged and it bashed its own face, pushing my daggers further into its own head. That killed it immediately. When I turned to see if Ulrike needed help, I found the other one dead too. He staggered, turning to me.

“You bastard… this…” he gestured at the dead beasts. “This could have been mine!” He was rushing at me. I didn’t move, didn’t feel a shred of fear.

“I gave Sybre the Howler, you idiot. I delivered my side of the deal. But she wouldn’t pick it up because she was scared. You owe me, for this and what you promised me.” Ulrike laughed. He was standing right before me covered in blood, some of it was still fresh.

“How many days has it been since you trembled before me?” Ulrike asked. “How long ago was it when I saved you from dying beneath Blair’s flaming sword? You stand there, suddenly the mighty danged goblin, staring at me like I am any other elf in this forsaken city.”

“You want fear?” I asked, surprising him. My voice was low. I didn’t want to fight, but he still couldn’t see that he had lost and until I made him see that truth, he wouldn’t give me what I wanted. “You want me to kneel before you and beg for my life and that of my family and friends?”

“What are yo—”

“You look pitiful right now, Ulrike.”

I saw the rage that had dimmed out sprout up again, bubbling in his eyes and in the way he stood straight and stiff. He was poised and ready to attack. He would kill me if he did. I wasn’t sure I could muster enough mana to put up a fight. Luckily I didn’t have to.

“I saved you, you large-headed goof,” I said and I heard a soft chuckle in my head. Menel was back, relief flushed through me like fresh water flowing through my parched throat. “I saved you, you saved me…we are even. I didn’t have to save you. I could have let you die while I killed your cousin over there. But because I am no monster, no cursed, prideful mud-brain who thinks himself a god due to some silly entity’s backing, you are safe. And yet, this is your appreciation? This is your gratitude? To bare your dull fangs at me and threaten me?”

I observed his first step back; the first crack in his armor of arrogance. I watched the light in his eyes dim once again. There was a stubbornness there, but now he looked defeated. I could have said more; show him how beneath me he was at the moment. But I didn’t want to. That would have made me no different from him.

A loud crack tore through the awkward silence. For the first time, I realized Nagurg’s castle was gone, completely flattened. Perhaps it had happened while I was knocked out. Galhed and the others came out from the cocoon. Galhed saw me and gestured for the others to come out.

The sun was cresting near its zenith causing sweat to slide lazily down my back. I felt filthy, hungry and exhausted. I wanted a good bowl of spicy broth with chunks of roasted meat and a good wine that would lull me to a long sleep. And a bath. Couldn’t forget that.

“Will you be honorable or will you deprive me what you promised?” I asked, turning back to Ulrike. He seemed to have forgotten all about it. I watched his eyes light up as if he just remembered something.

“I guess this will be the reward you get for cheating me out of what is mine,” he replied. “Oh, I will tell you where they are. They are with her brother,” Ulrike said, pointing past me. I turned around to see that he was pointing at Lyaene. “The First and worst of us all, that is who you have to deal with.” He chuckled and bent forward in laughter. When he started to cough, Sybre came to hold him. He shrugged her off.

“You will see that there are worse things than death. And that is if Olryk thinks you are worth giving the mercy of death.”

“You are lying,” Lyaene said, coming to stand beside me. “Olryk would never enslave goblins.”

“You have been away for too long, Lyaene. Ignorance is good, but right now you are sounding like a child who can’t see the danger in something as beautiful as candle flame. I urge you, though, try to take them from him.”

“He hates killing,” Lyaene said, but I heard the doubt in her voice. Ulrike shook his head, his face ripe with disdain.

“I grow tired of convincing you,” he said to Lyaene. “You, he will gladly kill. Not because he has to, but because you will be the first one who thinks he can take what he has. Many people think he doesn’t involve himself because he is good and soft hearted, but that is a notion for the blind and stupid. The ignorant, like the orc beside you. He doesn’t involve himself because he fancies himself above us all. One of the reasons I hate him. And with that, I would have been able to face him.”

I looked at the black symbol on my arm. I wasn’t sure how I felt, but I had what I wanted and now I knew what I had to do next.

“Come on,” I said to Lyaene. She let me pull her away. I caught Sybre’s quick glance and then I walked past them. Galhed and the others caught up. My mind was working fast, trying to imagine what this Olryk would be like. Everyone feared and respected him in Il-Goth.

“You are already thinking about fighting him,” Lyaene observed as we walked away. We had left Ulrike and Sybre behind, but I imagined Ulrike could hear us.

“I don’t know him, Lyaene,” I replied, looking into her brilliant and tired eyes. “Right now, I just want to eat and sleep. I want a long bath and drink something strong enough to make me sleep for days.”

“I would like to join you,” Galhed said. I was surprised to see Lila and he hand in hand.

“I thought you would like to split once we give you your share of the loot,” I remarked. “As you can see, the dangers are not over.”

Galhed snorted. “Where will I go that will be safe? Blair will kill me the first chance she gets and they will know of what we have gathered here. I will be hunted by both the Chosen and shadows who want my share.”

I nodded. He had a point.

“It won’t be easy, Galhed.”

“I wouldn’t want it easy, Loren.” I stretched a hand to him, he walked down to where I stood with Lyaene and shook it. Menel scoffed. Already building a family? I hope you understand the responsibilities you are taking on, and the strength you will need to keep them safe. I looked from one goblin to the next and sighed. I had no choice now.

“We have to find a new place to live,” Lyaene said, grinning. Galhed cleared his throat.

“I may have an idea,” he replied, smiling.
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Galhed’s idea turned out to be a sprawling low house set out in a quiet end of Il-Goth. Most of it was left untouched by the destruction, except the roof. The house looked like it could stand a lot more years of strife and war. Most of its walls were made with brown stones that were only used by nobles. The vaulted roof and hardwood floors confirmed what Lyaene said. The house had probably belonged to a merchant.

Galhed wasn’t sure who owned it, but his group had lived there before with him. They were all dead now, or late in coming back. He’d seen two of them hacked apart and a third killed just before he met us.

“Are you sure this is alright?” I asked, staring at the room he gave me. It was clean and the bed was made, ready for someone. Galhed nodded.

“It belonged to Tomar. He is not coming back.”

Aside from the room being clean, there was nothing else in it. Just a bed, and what looked like a bag of clothes beside the bed. Galhed took that away, leaving me alone in the room. Menel came out immediately after the elf was gone. He flew around the room and settled on the bed.

“Tomar is nothing like you,” Menel said, rolling from side to side. On the bed he looked like a tiny doll, tossed by a forgetful child.

“What do you mean? I clean up after myself.” I said, scowling at the guardian. Menel scoffed.

“I have been merged with you and I have most of your memories, brat. You might as well be lying to yourself.”

“I wonder why that doesn’t work the other way too.”

Menel chuckled and pushed off the bed. I pushed the wide window open and leaned out. Galhed had indicated there were other rooms in the place. About twenty, he estimated. That would do for now. I just needed to liberate my friends and family from Olryk and they could be happy here.

I pulled up my stats window and sighed proudly.
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Name: Loren Oldrych

Race: Goblin
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Strength: 200
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Intelligence: 176

Perception: 191
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The quest had been a big treasure trove for me. I’d gained more than I set out for. And I’d gotten a skill; something called Authority. Menel was excited about it, but it was locked, only to be opened when I gained my assigned type.

That soured what had been a good mood. There was so much to do and I still felt unsettled about my ability to accomplish them all.

“You want to talk about that now?” Menel asked. I sighed, pushed off the window and walked over to the bed. A long, deep sleep was all I could think about. I knew Menel wasn’t going to let it go though. I’d felt something lately. Doubt? Or perhaps fatigue. And he could feel it too?

“What are you going to do?”

The question felt like a trap about to snap shut. He could feel or sense my thoughts. I wasn’t sure how much he could tease out when I made an effort to keep him out, but he could tell what I felt. And yet, he wanted me to say it. I let myself fall back on the bed.

It was soft, unfamiliar. Lyaene’s bed back at her hideout was comfortable but hard. It felt good because I’d missed anything softer than a forest floor. This almost felt too soft. Almost.

I let my eyes close, hoping I’d be dragged away from this confrontation. For a moment I thought he’d let me be. I could sense the echoes of his presence, but there was silence too. I settled in, searching for comfort. The bed was dusty, but it didn’t matter. With every second I felt my bones unlock, giving me relief like no other. Many times in the last few hours I’d been close to death. It had been like wind brushing my nape, whistling in my ears.

“There is no point in rethinking it,” Menel said, burning through the state of rest I’d cultivated. I sighed, letting the quick anger that flared in me go. I couldn’t hurt him. In a sense, he was the strongest being I’d ever seen, second to the humans who cast us into a world of pain and death. Not that this world was any better before.

I groaned, turning to my side.

Menel was right.

I felt dust on my face. Under my left eye it itched and I let it until I couldn’t feel it anymore. My plans had seemed possible at first and now it felt like I was standing in front of a mountain. There is no point rethinking it. I wondered if that was Menel or me replaying what he’d just said. I looked up to find the guardian watching me. He had his hands folded in front and his small face pinched in a frown.

“What?” I asked.

“You. There is so much you still don’t understand or accept yet. You shouldn’t let little things push you off your path.” I scoffed. Not because I didn’t agree, but because I didn’t like that he was right.

“This Olryk fellow will not hesitate to crush you if he has to. And soon he’ll have plenty of reasons to. You have bested two of the four Champions and I am not sure you'll find any threat in Orath.”

“You think just beca…”

“Orath being the Fourth has nothing to do with it, moron.” The guardian lowered himself until he was hovering over my face. The fine trim on his coat and the fabric of the shirt underneath was so detailed it seemed intentional. His hair, pale white fell straight down his back. His wings were darker at the tip, unmoving and divine as always.

“You have no enemy in the Fourth. Unlike the others, I have heard nothing from him. And somehow you seem to have forgotten that these four are not the onl…” He grunted and shook his head. “Again, we are being derailed by things that do not matter.”

I sat up and as if being pulled by something invisible from behind, he slid back away from my face. “Then tell me, guardian, what exactly matters?” I asked harshly. I hadn’t planned to let anger pour out with the words, but he had been pushing and pushing and now I could feel the cold, sharp sting of the wall behind me.

“You are supposed to guide me, right? Then guide me! Tell me what I should do and I will follow that path! Don’t talk like a bloated deity filled with its self-importance gazing down on us with teeth bared in a grin mocking our stupidity.”

He watched me, and maybe it was because I suddenly felt sick for acting out, I couldn’t look at him. I settled back on the bed, withdrawing until it felt like I was folding into myself.

“I am scared,” I whispered.

“I know,” Menel replied softly. We were silent for so long I thought he had let me be. I was not sure that was what I wanted anymore. If there was anyone who could help me work out what I wanted to do, it was him.

“What…” My throat felt tight and I realized I was acting like a spoiled child who’d offended his father. The old me would have cursed me if he saw me now. The rebellious, head strong Loren was gone. I began again, “What do I do?”

“You have to decide if you want to protect others or yourself. Do you want to rule or be ruled?” I didn’t have to speak my answer, he knew already because he continued almost immediately, “Then the truth is we need to face Lyaene’s brother.”

“You think she would want to do that?” I asked uncertainly.

“The question you need an answer to is, would you stop just because she is against it? Are your goals that small? Insignificant?”

I didn’t know how to answer those. I’d never felt this perfect with someone before. Not even in Kilahead. It was easier with Lyaene than it had ever been. I groaned. I never knew wanting someone was this difficult; like untangling knots with unfeeling fingers.

“If you are so worried about what she might think, how about you ask her?” Menel said, looking at the door. In that moment, what he meant was clear as wiped glass. My heart raced like a thousand horses galloping in my chest.

You have to know which is important, Loren. I hope you pick the right one. There is no place in this new world for those who want to bend to the rules. People like Olryk, they make the rules bend to their whims.

And then he was gone, almost as if he hadn’t been right in front of me. I stared at the door, wondering what Lyaene had heard. I could sense her now. I had been so embroiled in my discussion with Menel that I hadn’t sensed her approach.

“Lyaene?” I called. There was no movement or sound. I imagined she’d been surprised and then confused about what to do. “I know you are there, Lyaene. Come in. Please.”

I heard her sigh and the door swung open. She looked better. Unlike me, she’d settled into the room Galhed gave to her. Her hair was combed and she was wearing a new shirt. It looked a little big on her, yet it was beautiful. She shyly grinned as she walked in completely.

“I forget how sharp your senses are,” she said and shook her head. I smiled.

“You want to sit?” I asked and she nodded, and then sat next to me on the bed. She was close enough for me to smell the soap in her hair, different from the one she used before. She was obviously nervous and from the way her heart raced, she was worried about something.

“What is…”

“Don’t d…”

We both stopped. She didn’t have to repeat it again for me to know what she was about to tell me. Menel’s question pushed to the fore of my mind, urging me to answer it.

“He is strong, Loren,” Lyaene pleaded. Her voice was so low she might have whispered, but I heard it as clear as it would have been if her lips were close to my ear. I understood the intention, but I also felt a tiny piece of myself tear off and float away. I’d doubted that she’d want me to go, but I wished she’d want to go with me.

I felt a small sting of betrayal.

“He is not just the first to get sponsored. He was the only one who fought those monsters with red eyes and survived.”

“You are scared I will die?” I asked, my throat clogged by something so intense I couldn’t tell what it was. She was silent. “What if I kill him?” I asked instead.

I heard the soft gasp and that confirmed something for me too. The possibility of that happening had never occurred to her.

I turned to her then, and it was the most difficult thing at that moment. She tried not to look at me, but in the end she did.

“You would rather I leave my family as slaves?”

“I would rather you stay alive,” she answered honestly. “Olryk knows the life of the weak. Unlike the others, he isn’t cruel.”

“Then he would give them back when I ask?” Confusion spread over her face. “If he isn’t cruel, he should let them go without a fight, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“They are slaves, Lyaene!” I snapped. “Slaves he bought like you bought the shirt you just tossed away to wear this new one. I don’t care if your brother is cruel or not, but I will not watch my family be treated as slaves.”

I slid off the bed and walked over to the window. A bald, dying tree stood a stone throw away. Sometime ago, it must have been lush, filled with leaves and flowers. Now it was nothing. And there was no one to remember what it had been before. I turned to see Lyaene staring at me.

“You don’t have to come, Lyaene. I don’t know anything about him or you, or your relationship with him. You don’t have to follow me when I go to meet him.”

“I know,” she retorted. She sounded angry, and she put her fury in her feet as she marched out of the room. Immediately she was gone, the place felt lonely. Empty. Her warmth had lasted a few seconds, but it felt good to have her there. I didn’t mean to get consumed by rage. It wasn’t her fault.

Menel’s presence filled the room. I turned to see him drop softly on the bed and then he folded his legs in front of him.

“You shouldn’t have done that.”

“I know.” I sighed. “I just thought she’d support me. She doesn’t seem to think I can win.”

“Using Blair as a measure of what the top two are? I don’t think you stand a chance as you are either.” The guardian gestured for me to sit on the floor. I didn’t want to train. I wanted to sleep, I could feel my body protest.

“Just sit and listen, kid!”

I sat in front of him and stared up at him.

“You can’t beat him as you are at the moment. We don’t even know what he can or can’t do. We have to know that first while building up your strength. And for that I have a plan. You won’t like it, well most of it, but you will need to do all of it to keep your head on your shoulders in the end.”

I could tell whatever he was about to say, I’d hate.

“The hardest part of the plan will be getting your assigned type,” he said. “You will need that to match whatever Olryk can do.”

“How do I get that?”

“This is the part you won’t like,” Menel said with a mischievous smile. “We will have to beat it out of you and I know just the right person to do that.”

I stared at him for a moment, confused. I’d expected he’d want to begin more training with my core.

“Who,” I asked, knowing I’d regret asking.

“The only person that has managed to do it so far. Blair Holcrost.”

My eyes widened. I stared at Menel, unable to believe that he’d just said that. He’d watched me almost get myself killed and yet he wanted me to put my neck before the woman’s blade again?

“She will kill me, Menel,” I said earnestly, knowing he’d already prepared a response for that. “And she didn’t beat anything out of me. I almost died.”

“She did… were you not even paying attention to the symbols?” Menel shook his head, suffocating me with a cold feeling of disappointment.
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“Iwould like to say this is a bad idea,” Galhed whispered as we walked down a road most people now call the Bloody Path because of what happened the last time one of the Chosen lost their temper here. I had expected the place to be quiet, near-empty but it was rife with drunks and prostitutes trying to get a coin or two in exchange for glorious minutes. An orc whispered at us, calling for Galhed with a sultry voice that was funnier than it was enticing.

“You have said that all night, Galhed.” I wasn’t very supportive of the idea too, but Menel had asked if I had a better one. He believed he had trained me the best he could and now I needed something practical to take me to the next level—that being an assigned type.

“And you have not listened,” Galhed remarked. I could hear the strain in his voice. He was worried and scared that I was being reckless because of what Ulrike told me. I’d spent two days thinking up an alternative after Menel suggested finding Blair. And after that I asked Galhed to spar with me. The elf had an amazing grasp and control of what he could do, but he was slow compared to me and there was that lack of animosity that Blair had, in spades.

“I have no choice, Galhed. If you don’t like the place, you can go back and stay with Lila and the others.” I heard him curse at that. Most of the goblins had turned him into a parent. I still didn’t know much about them, but something had happened to them, making them somewhat of the same individual. They shared a connection unlike they did before, which made it easier for them to sense and feel one another.

Lila had taken to Galhed immediately, and I could tell Galhed liked her too, but it was a lot and too sudden for him to ease into it.

“There must be hundreds of people in this city that you can spar with. And don’t start raging, but I think your guardian is crazy. No one would push their host to what it is sending you into right now.”

The Bloody Path had one thing more than the other streets and sections of Il-Goth did. Taverns. It was the district for drunks, thieves and those who dealt in things only done in the shadows. Cut-throats and assassins found pleasures here. It wasn’t much of a surprise to hear that Blair Holcrost was a consistent visitor of this part. The woman was damaged, but she was strong.

“There aren’t many who have brought out my type sign before, are there? Why go around when I can just get what I want without the struggle?” That made me laugh a little inside as I pulled the hood of my cloak tighter to cover my face from anyone that would stop us before we found the place we were told she would be at.

Every board outside carried one depraved name or the other. In Kilahead, this would have been frowned upon.

I stepped back just as something flew past and crashed on the ground beside me. I turned to see a woman shaking her fist at a drunk fellow. We continued walking searching for The Twin Mountains. That was the tavern I was told she would be at. The information had come at a price but after our haul in the ruins, it was an easy price to pay. I’d thought the goblins would want to take their share and flee, but they decided to stay like Galhed.

I would have preferred to come with Lyaene, but she was giving me the cold shoulder at the moment and I had way too much to do and very little time. I had to get stronger, strong enough to beat the one person everyone feared in Il-Goth.

“Were you ever married?” I asked Galhed as I checked another sign and realized it wasn’t what we were looking for. The elf looked young, but I’d learned that elves had a deceiving appearance. An elf can live twice as long as goblins and four times as long as an orc. The dwarves outlived everyone else.

“No,” Galhed said and I sighed, a little bit disappointed. “I almost did,” he added after some minutes. I turned to look at him. His face was set in a frown. At least his mouth was. I couldn’t see much of his face under the hood.

“She…died,” Galhed offered. “A swift sickness. It took her on the fifth day. The healers could do nothing. They didn’t know what was wrong with her.”

My throat tightened and I felt like something sour had dropped on my tongue. I had wanted to shift the man away from his worrying and I’d managed to make the situation worse. What do you say to a man who had lost his love and then his home?

We walked silently until it occurred to me that maybe we were doing this all wrong. We were walking through the main road of the Bloody Path, when we might be looking for a place hidden away within the area. I stopped, scanned around searching for someone who would speak first before swinging a punch.

I caught a young orc coming out of what looked like a brothel. I could see the carefree look on his face as he swayed gently. Drunk, but not completely blinded by whatever he’d imbued. I called as I walked over to him, pulling my hood down a bit more. A drunk could become a deadly one in a moment.

I asked for directions and with a smiling face he tried to give as many instructions as he could manage while telling me that strangers like me were populating the city these days. I bowed, gave him my thanks and walked away.

The Twin Mountains was a smaller looking tavern, not what I’d expect Blair to be in. Its door was shut and except for the torches lit outside, it seemed like there was no one around. I knocked and a part of the door slid open to show half a face of an orc. He grunted.

“What do you want?” He asked, his eyes carrying the constant irritation of mountain orcs. Galhed pulled his hood back, nudged me to let him speak and nodded to the orc.

“Entry, you swine,” Galhed said, his face having changed from worried to annoyed. His voice held a cruel layer to it and I half expected the orc to stab through the door for his heart. The orc sniffed and snarled as if testing Galhed and then the open part of the door slid closed again with a snap.

“It is an elite tavern, created for those seen as either rich or strong. Prepare yourself, Loren,” Galhed whispered as the bolts and locks were undone and the door was pulled in. Smoked oozed out, sweet smelling and intoxicating. I almost took a step back but Galhed caught me.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Each tavern uses a different herb, it dulls the mind a little, awakens needs and…” I nodded to tell him I understood now. I took a step forward, ignoring the orc’s eyes.

The inside was dim and smoky. I could hear soft whisperings in the darkest parts where the spell-stones’ light couldn’t reach. The door slammed shut behind us with the bolts being thrown home, after which the orc led us to a table. I heard more whispers, grunts and someone slammed a table but nothing happened afterwards.

“What would you like to have, my lovelies?” I looked up at the woman and froze. She was a thing of beauty. Her horns were curved backward and thick. But her eyes, those were what held me. They shone gold, with black vertical slits in the middle. She wore a thin fabric around her and she watched me with an amused smile. Her hair was dark and long, clinging to her shoulders and arms.

“Drinks,” Galhed said, placing a coin on the table and then another on top and soon he’d created a small tower of coins. Whatever she was, when she smiled, it seemed to pull me in. I wanted to stand and follow. And then Galhed reached out, held her hand and with an intense glare, he said, “Stop.”

We really need to work on your mind. And I seem to forget that you are not much of a man yet. One look at a succubus and you are already drawn in like a moth waltzing to its death.

I sent my irritation to Menel and the guardian chuckled.

The woman smiled at me and left. Her movements were smooth, almost like the smoke in the place carried her away.

“Succubus are annoying and flirty. They are perfect for places like this,” Galhed explained. I nodded, looking around, wondering if Blair was here. I tried to see through the smoke, but even with an enhanced sight, it was almost impossible. Some of the faces were obscured or blocked by bodies and covered in masks. It would be impossible for Blair to hide physically. Though with her ability to mask her power before, I hadn’t even tried to use my skill to root her out.

The drinks came and I took a sip as I looked about. We were quiet for most of the time we spent. I wasn’t sure what to say and Galhed was staring at something or someone behind me.

“You’ve been summoned,” the succubus informed, appearing like before. I could tell the smile on her face wasn’t real, unlike the one from before. Her eyes were untouched and her lips quivered slightly. She was scared, or maybe terrified. Galhed probably caught up on it because he stood when I did without asking questions.

“I should have known she wouldn’t be in the common room with the others. She is too proud for that,” I whispered to Galhed. He smiled but didn’t reply. The woman led us through a door, into a creaking hallway that briefly stretched to another door, this one was marked private. She knocked softly and Blair barked for her to enter.

The succubus pushed the door in and gestured for us to go through. I entered first, cursing almost immediately. The space was a little larger than the room Galhed gave to me. In the middle of it was a low table with gourds and cups. There was a hint of wine in the air, it smelled familiar. Blair sat with her legs folded on the other side of the table and beside her an elf seemed fast asleep. The elf had his head rested on her thigh and his chest heaved up and settled peacefully.

“Ah…I knew I perceived something familiar,” she said, grinning. “I have thought about coming for you, but no one seemed to know where you hid. You keep away from the public quite well, Loren.”

“Then you didn’t know I would come to you,” I said, trying hard as I could not to look at her. There were three spell-stones positioned perfectly with their glow set to dim. The light was not bright enough to ruin the mood, but it was just enough to see her move when she adjusted her position.

The elf stirred and settled back to sleep and Blair looked at him with a mild hunger before turning back to us. To Galhed.

“You look like you want to take Boris’s place, elf.” Galhed glared at her and Blair chuckled.

“I don’t think you are stupid enough to come for your death so willingly, so why come here? Why find me?”

“I need your help,” I answered. “And you get what you had always wanted since I escaped the last time.”

She stared for what could have been a long time and sighed. “I heard you got the Howler,” she said. I nodded, pulling my sleeve up to show her my arm. She leaned close and I watched the light travel her body.

“Interesting.” She didn’t sound interested though. “I would like to see what it can do.” I shook my head.

“For what I want, I can’t use it. I doubt you can face the monsters either. Ulrike almost died when he fought two of them.”

Blair smirked and shook her head. “Do you think in the rankings of Chosen Ulrike matters much? He is a child given the opportunity to watch kings rule. But he is arrogant.”

Menel snorted and I couldn’t help being amused too. I nodded in agreement.

“That may be, but I won’t be using it when we fight. And just in case you are wondering, I am hoping to use you to train.”

“I know you plan to take on Olryk,” she responded, shaking her head when she saw the surprise on my face. “You think I don’t have ears around?”

“I assume Ulrike had something to do with this?”

Blair grinned. “You made a bad bet with him. He is as filthy as a boot smeared with feces.” She pushed the elf she’d called Boris off her and stood up. I looked away but Galhed did not. She picked a cup from the table and took all its content in one swing and dropped the cup back down.

“I will help you and in return, I want us to agree on two things.”

“What?”

“Your marked arm, when you die. Because if Olryk’s golem doesn’t kill you, the orc himself will bash your head in with his club. His cruelty to the weak is…” she shrugged and left it at that.

“And the second thing?” I asked.

“That I won’t go easy on you. While you train, I will aim to kill you. I won’t be just helping you, Loren.”

I swallowed, worry bubbling up through my chest. Again, I realized how terrible the plan was. I could turn around now and leave, but I was sure she would give chase and in the end I’d probably die. Galhed stared at her as if he was transfixed. Blair’s eyes were on me though, waiting.

“That’s good enough,” I said, shrugging. Then I turned to leave, pulling Galhed with me. I heard him sigh as we got to the door.

“Tomorrow,” Blair called. “Come to the tower. I will show you what you are up against before we begin.”

“You will show me Olryk?” I asked.

Blair grinned, “Even better.”

Once outside the tavern, I let out a long sigh. She was actually more reasonable than I’d expected. I lifted my arm, the torches made the marks seem bolder. I wondered what she would do with the arm if I died. I hadn’t even thought about what it would be like for the others if I died.

“Galhed, we have to make plans,” I whispered as we walked back home. He nodded, but I could tell his mind was still back there, in the room with Blair.
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The day was bright, and the heat was heavy outside the carriage window. Galhed was the one who suggested we take the carriage. The seats were comfortable but I had to sit facing Lyaene. Her eyes avoided mine and in the few minutes it took us to get to the tower she said no word to me. Menel said she would come around but I didn’t see that happening. She was set in whatever offense she seemed to think I had committed and I was not sure there was anything I could do.

I heard the click of the dwarf’s tongue and the beasts pulling the carriage slowed down to a stop. Galhed put his head out the window and nodded when he looked back at me. Relief washed through me. I liked seeing Lyaene, but the air was getting so heavy and I was worried I would be on my knees begging if we stayed that close any longer.

Galhed paid the dwarf and the three of us stood before the tower. The Tower of the Chosen. The name reminded me of a legend I’d read about back in Kilahead. A story about an undying princess that was locked away in a tower and saved by a knighted goblin. Stories I’d gobbled as a child and forgotten until now that I was grown.

Somewhere in there, whoever remains of your family is slaving away, Menel said and bile rushed up my throat. I cursed him and yet I knew he was right. He’d said it to keep me focused on why I was there. Still, I hated him for it.

The black of the tower was dull, as if years of dust had become a part of it. I thought we’d be going in, at least to the floor Blair occupied, instead she was waiting for us at the door. There were quite a number of orcs, dwarves and elves serving as guards for the tower. I assumed somewhere at the back was a stable because I could smell the horse crap in the air.

Blair was beautiful and chaotic as always. She wore a blood-red coat over her shirt and snug brown breeches that were tucked into spotless boots. Behind her was Boris, clothed this time. He looked at Galhed and then finally rested his eyes on Lyaene. There was an air of servitude to him, as if he’d run into a blade meant for Blair in a heartbeat.

“We’ll ride,” Blair said, gesturing to Boris. The elf nodded and as he walked away, he called for Galhed to help him. Blair stared at Lyaene, her lips widening to form a smile.

“You want to go in? You won’t find your brother, but you will find his wives,” Blair intoned. “Although I imagine that would be weird for—”

“He is not my brother,” Lyaene muttered. It was low and weak and I wondered how much of it was for my benefit. Blair grinned, shaking her head.

“The smitten goblin there might believe you if you try harder.” She turned to me and shrugged. “Or maybe he already believes you. I guess that makes him an easier man to fool.”

I looked away, desperately willing Galhed and Boris to come with the horses. I was uncomfortable with Lyaene around, and Blair made my skin itch. The situation was only going to get worse when thankfully Galhed and Boris came around the corner. Galhed led two horses on his left and another on his right. They were saddled already.

The horses made me remember the one I’d had briefly. Galhed gave one to Lyaene who looked like she’d mounted horses all her life. Hers was a large black beast. It snorted when Lyaene got on and then trotted back and forth finally coming to rest beside Galhed.

Blair and Boris climbed theirs swiftly, and suddenly I was the one left unmounted. It took me a couple seconds to get on mine. I rubbed on the side of the horse hoping it’d take that as an apology. Blair grinned and nodded.

“I’ll bet you a bag of coins that you won’t last the whole trip,” Blair said and I ignored her. Boris’s smile was a proud one, like a son laughing to a father’s joke. “Fine, follow!” Blair yelled and moved.

The ride was tiring and quiet. There were no conversations and the silence made it all the more depressing. We left Il-Goth behind and then got past a grove of sparse thick trees. Blair’s hair fluttered behind her, lifted by the dry wind. My eyes watered while the smells constantly shifted.

We stopped when the sun had just started its descent. Blair insisted we leave the horses and walk the rest of the way. Galhed secured the horses and Boris fed them something he summoned from his system store. The walk through the woods was short. When we came out the last of the wood, the air was warm and the smell of burnt grass was everywhere. Ashes fell from the sky and the sound of steel clashes rang from one end to the other.

I’d thought we had walked out into a field, but I was wrong. Whoever was fighting, they’d cleared through the forest, cutting through a large part of it. The grasses were gone and so were the trees. I couldn’t see much in the distance, but I heard it clearly. It was akin to what I saw when Ulrike fought with the beasts I summoned. The speed was insane. I wanted to get closer, see what was happening over there.

I didn’t know I’d taken a step forward until Blair caught me and pulled me back.

“You can’t get closer,” she said, frowning. “Any closer and he’d notice. He is sparring with his golems.”

I hissed, pushing mana to my eyes to augment my limited sight. I could see it a little clearer. The movements were blinding fast. With my increased agility could I move like that? I couldn’t wait to try.

“That is what you are up against, Loren,” Blair said. “Are you scared?”

I scoffed and turned to meet her eyes. Galhed looked sick, as if he’d pass out any moment. The elf’s sense of his own strength was weird. I saw him as one of the strongest people I’d met since entering Il-Goth and yet he feared everyone who seemed just a little stronger than him.

“Fired up, huh?” Blair asked. She nodded. “Good. I guess I will enjoy this.”

“Why are you helping him?” Lyaene asked.

“Helping him?” Blair asked. She’d been turning away from the catastrophic battle. I couldn’t, I wanted to watch some more. There was fear somewhere in my mind, but beside that was an enthusiasm to train. I wanted to train so hard that the orc I was looking at wasn’t much of a threat to me. There was nothing to remove his status as a Chosen. I didn’t know all he had in his arsenal, but I didn’t need all that. Menel had told me that being Chosen wasn’t all that special.

“You think I am helping him?” Blair asked Lyaene. There was no mockery in her voice. Lyaene folded her hand over her chest, willing herself not to step back from the Chosen as Blair took slow steps toward her. Her question had pulled me from the battle Olryk was having with his golems, but every crash and shriek made my heart pound in my chest.

“Little princess, this is a win-win for me. Your lover here loses and I get his arm. There are things I can do with the ability to summon monsters. Chaos, your brother over there, can’t even imagine his own creatures.”

“And if Loren wins?” Lyaene asked. I tried not to smile, but I couldn’t help telling Menel, she didn’t refute it. Menel snorted and so did Blair. She looked at me and shook her head.

“I am not stupid enough to place my bets on him. Olryk has fought real monsters, Lyaene. Think with your head, not your heart. And if he wins, there would be chaos in Il-Goth. It will be a paradise for me.”

“You are goading him to his death,” Lyaene remarked. It was a whisper, but everyone heard. I saw Menel’s face in my head, his mocking smirk making me cringe. Blair shrugged.

“I am not doing anything. I would kill him myself if that would be more fun. I am simply playing chess with two willing pawns.”

Perhaps it was because I’d been trying not to care since I decided to fight Olryk, but at that moment I wanted to prove them both wrong.

“Blair, let’s go,” I said, walking away from them all. Blair probably caught the tension in my voice because she turned at once and followed me. I wasn’t sure Lyaene was following behind us and I refused to check. I would say I didn’t care about her, but every time I heard her voice saying I’d die, it felt like a small cut. Not enough to kill, but enough to cause pain and her voice was repeating in my head.

I was grateful for Galhed’s silence. He rode beside me and Blair led us to her own training ground. Like Olryk’s, it was away from any possible human reach—except by someone stumbling on her.

Boris and Galhed anchored the horses and Blair asked if I was ready. I nodded. The sun was warm on my back, and Blair’s smile became a dark grin.

“First, let us begin with a simple…” Her flaming sword appeared in her hand and she pushed forward. Menel confirmed what I’d thought before. Blair didn’t have a good initial speed, but she utilized a blast of flame, much like me using mana.

The problem was that she wasn’t as agile as me. She couldn’t control the direction she moved, it was always a straight path when she used that technique.

You can cut her as much as she can cut you, Menel said and I grinned.

I let her get close and ducked under her extended sword, but she had a plan for that as well. Immediately I felt the heat, I pushed off to the side with my hand to the ground. I rolled to my feet and tossed Black at her. I knew she’d swat it away, which gave me the second to get to her. Her surprise filled me with pure elation.

I was too low so I had to go for her thigh. She pulled her leg up and the blade slid off the hide of her boot and with her foot she stumped me on the chest. I groaned, falling back. She came for me immediately, blocking whatever light I saw in a minute.

I kicked her leg in an attempt to clear her feet from under her. The dull throb I felt told me never to try that with someone who had a large pool of mana to drag from.

Fire!

The flames came from her palm, as if spat out of a dragon’s maw. I kicked her wrist, redirecting the attack quickly. I didn’t have time to celebrate. She swung the sword again and this time a sharp fiery blade extended from the sword hilt. I ducked, letting it go over me. I rushed at her, giving her no time to make another attack.

She swung the sword, but it was in a rush to stop me. I already knew what I was going for. I rolled under her attack, grabbed her right leg and dug White Tear in. She groaned in pain, but like I’d thought, she was being protected by a mana shield. The wound wasn’t deep and soon it started to heal.

Blair staggered back, her grin back on her face, and the sword disappeared.

“You have learned a few tricks,” Blair said, but it wasn’t just that. I felt different. My perception covered a wider range now and I could see Blair’s attacks as if they were a beat slower. I grinned, walked over to pick up Black which I had used to distract her with.

“I wonder how you hope to kill me like this,” I said, still smiling. That probably riled her up because she scowled; her eyes seemed to pierce me and when the flames came this time, it was all over her body. Completely different from Lyaene’s godlike appearance. Blair was disgustingly frightening.

“I will tell you one secret,” Blair intoned, the inside of her mouth red hot and her eyes burning coals. “There are very few things that distinguish us from you or the princess there. It is simply how easy it is for us to get items. And believe me, the things a hundred thousand Kol will get you?”

She grinned. The void she showed me before appeared behind her. It started as a small black sphere with red-hot edges. Then the edge spun and it enlarged almost instantly.

“These are not summons like your Howler can call for you, nor are they golems like Olryk’s. They are dummies, created with a hollow. And what I do is fill that hollow with flames.” The first beast to come out of the void was a bull. From its nose, a hiss of smoke puffed out. Then a serpent followed.

Blair put her hand in the void and when she brought it out she held a long whip. She flicked her wrist and the whole whip lit up.

“Fair warning, my flames are hotter than a forge’s furnace.” She spread her hands and beckoned to me. “Now, let’s be serious.”

The bull was fast even with its weight. The snake was silent and it attacked in cue with the bull. I jumped left to avoid the bull and the serpent slapped me with its tail. I ducked just in time, rolled forward to get closer to the snake. It hissed in my face, but I was too deep in my head to be fazed by its malicious pressure. I dove for it, sure that my daggers would tear off its head, but Menel sent a warning almost too late.

I broke my attack, using a burst of mana to push myself sideways, avoiding Blair’s flaming whip but putting myself in the path of the charging bull. I heard something groan and crack when it rammed its head into me, and then I heard footsteps as I laid on my back, drowning in pain. It lasted all of a minute before relief came. The foul taste of the healing portion filled my mouth and when I opened my eyes Blair, Lyaene and Galhed were looking down at me. Blair with amused eyes and the other two with worry and fear.

“Let’s start again,” I said, groaning as I regained my feet. Blair chuckled and Lyaene sighed irritably. I ignored her. It was only the first day and I was nowhere close to where I wanted or needed to be.
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Idanced around the whip as it split the space beside me. The bull raged at me and I sheathed the daggers, poured mana into my fist and smacked the side of its head. The snake was immediately on me, but I’d expected it. Blair was strong but she was not good at tactics. Her attacks were straight forward and filled with holes for me to exploit.

I jumped back and just when it seemed like I was about to give up, I pushed forward, dagger extended. It took me three days of almost getting killed to know the snake would die from being stabbed. Those three days of fighting Blair non-stop had helped me learn something about the daggers too.

I sent a wave of mana through the dagger and once it started siphoning it I stopped and stabbed the snake. The triggered gem on the dagger pulsed as it began to steal the mana Blair had used to activate the serpent.

She noticed it immediately and the whip flicked toward me while the snake shrieked like it was burning from the inside. I dodged the whip but Blair wasn’t going for me; the whip wrapped around the snake and she pulled it away from me.

The bull’s snort reminded me that I was still fighting against three entities. Blair sneered at me as flames leaked out from where I’d stabbed the serpent. I’d seen that look many times in the few days she had been helping me train. It vanished as easily as it appeared.

The ground around us had been upturned in many places. The grass was dead and the air was rife with ash and smoke.

“You are progressing,” Blair remarked, I shook my head. I’d seen the symbol once. Only once, but it stayed long enough for me to get confused about what it meant. Menel was confused too. He had made a guess about it being life but that didn’t make sense. There was no way anyone would be able to control life.

“Not yet,” I said. “Let’s go again.” Blair grinned.

“You really are dedicated.”

“I have to be. Now, why are you not doing it?” I asked. She frowned. The bull and serpent were on either side of her. The snake's tail was silvery where its skin was a shiny metallic black. It swayed as if following a current of its own. It was the real threat.

“What are you talking about?”

“The storm,” I said, twirling my daggers and preparing for an attack. I wondered how much Kol one of these dummies were and what Blair’s sponsor would think if I ruined one of them.

You should do that. It would piss them off!

Menel sounded happy; he was pleased with my progress. My perception had increased and my strength too. I could endure more than I could before. Now, I just needed to understand what my type sign was. That would help me uncover its power.

“That is what you want?” She asked, grinning. Yet I could tell she was angry underneath again. Sometimes she acted like a child. The bull snorted and smoke oozed out of it. Through its eyes I saw the fire in its belly flare up. The serpent’s quiet hiss didn’t change, but its head eased forward and back.

The bull pushed forwards first and just as it approached I saw Blair’s whip vanish and her sword, lit up in a bright flame, appeared in her hand. I ran forward, knowing that only brute force worked against the bull.

Both puppets were made from different materials. I still recalled the vibration and strain in my arm when I tried to slice the bull open. But with the new technique I’d made, I could use mana in many ways.

[Creation: Mana burst]

Mana gathered in my right leg and when I swung the kick, all of it exploded on the bull. It slowed to a stop and the flames in it spluttered and died off. I turned to the serpent and saw Blair’s shock. She hadn’t known about that, no one knew. With my creation skill, I could make new techniques. Menel had suggested it what felt like long ago now, but I had to fight with Blair to realize how important it was. Between the long training sessions with Menel and now this seemingly endless battle/training with Blair I finally came to understand how to implement it. And this was the result.

“What did you…” The rest of her words vanished as the snake, fueled by its master’s shock and anger blitzed to me. I almost missed it, but then I was fast too. I dove sideways, rolled to my feet and knowing Blair and her serpent wouldn’t give me time to rest, I unsheathed my daggers immediately.

When I turned, Blair was in front. She swung the sword and I watched the blade of fire approaching ever closer to my head. I perceived my death, but I’d been in too many of these situations to freeze. I caught her strike on Black and groaned when I felt pain blossom in my wrist. I willed more mana to strengthen me and shoved her back.

She whirled and smoothly turned to slash me from the other side. It was as if she had begun a dance and I’d been swallowed by the moves. I ducked only to meet the slit eyes of the snake. Its strike was in complete match with its master’s.

She is closing the loops you exploited before, Menel supplied. I grinned

This was perfect.

[Creation: Fierce brawl]

Mana filled me and for a second I felt weightless and free. I could have been in water, letting go. But that was only in my mind. I caught the snake’s head and it writhed, thrashing with its tail from the side, but then I wasn’t really interested in holding it. I tossed it at Blair who was coming at me incredibly fast.

Blair caught it, letting herself be pushed back. I grinned, eyes wide with delight. I could feel something, like the beginning of pleasure. Menel’s voice was in the back of my head though, he was saying something.

I pounced at Blair. My daggers drawn, with me mid-air. Blair swung the sword and flames projected from the swing to close the distance with me. I triggered both blades and once they came in contact with the attack, they drew in as much mana as they could causing flames to engulf the blades. My laughter filled the field.

Blair’s second swing was stopped when I landed on her, but she rolled away, letting the sword go. The air around me suddenly began to sting, almost as if tiny hot needles were pricking my skin.

I groaned and rushed at her. She dodged my first swing and then the next and I caught her grinning. Whatever I’d felt before; that intoxicating, slow bloom of pleasure had exploded like a bubble and now I was getting slow.

The burning intensified and my vision wavered. My heart was beating frantically.

You have to calm down. Remember what Lyaene said? Blair can change the state of her power. She is heating up the air around you.

I cursed. The technique I’d used before already increased my heartbeat, now this, was making it even worse. I felt blinded. Blair’s laughter reached me. I blinked, trying to find her. I saw her almost immediately. I wondered what would have happened if she’d used this in the ruin. Gently mana pushed to my right hand and I knew if this failed, I’d die. Galhed and the others hadn’t come this time. It was Blair and I in this open field alone.

She could kill me and cut off my arm. I blinked, sweat rolled into my eyes and cursed.

To the left, Menel said. Your swing should be low and do it when she least ex… I opened my eyes again and she was there, my vision clear for just a moment. I banished the prickling heat and the sensation of a thousand needles stabbing me. I didn’t lift myself up, only my arm.

The swing was fast and high. I was going for her throat, but then I heard a growl followed by a scream. The pain subsided slowly, but her scream didn’t. I wasn’t sure what I’d done, but I knew I hit her. I pushed up gradually, not sure my legs could carry my weight just yet.

I know what it is now, Menel said.

“What?” I asked.

Menel appeared in front of me as I staggered toward the crying Blair. I couldn’t understand why she couldn’t just take out the dagger. She was writhing on the ground and scratching the dirt with her nails.

“You will see it when we begin training tonight, and trust me, it is nothing like what you’d expected.” I lowered myself beside Blair. I hadn’t noticed before but the blade was still burning. I stretched over to pull the blade and Menel stopped me.

I turned to the guardian and he shrugged. “The deal didn’t say you had to save her when she is in trouble. We can have one less Chosen on our tail.”

“She probably won’t die, then we will just have a pissed off powerful Vo’gnyr chasing us. I don’t see how that helps.”

Menel flew down and settled on Blair’s groaning form. She’d stopped writhing when I got close. Her eyes were wet and I think she wanted to say something but she couldn’t.

“Her mana is being eaten by the blade, and when it gets all of it, she will die.”

I stared down at the woman and tried to weigh which was the best thing to do. Not just for me, but for everyone. I sighed and pulled the dagger out of her. She arched upward, as if I’d almost dragged her soul out of her. Menel seemed irritated by my decision, but not saying anything.

Blair settled back down, exhaling and then curling into herself. I stared at the blade for a moment and then put it away.

“Check your core, Loren,” Menel instructed and I nodded. I was tired but I let my body relax and felt for my core. The mana there surprised me, but the most amazing thing was how firm my core felt. It had blossomed and now the mana movement was smoother and so was my healing.

“She almost had you.” I nodded. If there was any truth here, it was that I won by luck and pure will. I chose to see it as more will than luck.

“Let’s do it,” I muttered.

“Here?” Menel asked and I nodded. I closed my eyes and let myself go. Connecting with my outward mana was easier now than before. Menel merged with me again and his presence was one with mine. His thoughts and understanding flowed into me and with it I meditated.

It took a long time for the insight to manifest. I thought about what I had seen and what Menel felt he understood. Understanding had many facets and every level of understanding opened a different surface I’d never thought about.

The symbol manifested again, this time it glowed white. It was so large it seemed as if the moon itself had come down to me. It was a circle of interconnected smaller rings. An endless extension of self. I watched it twirl, its rings changing and moving then it faded when I willed it to.

[Type assigned: Gravikinesis]

[Explore to know more]

I didn’t have to, I already knew much of what I could do with the gift. I quickly checked if the new skill I got from the ruin had been unlocked.

[Skill: Authority]

[Status: Unlocked]

Meta: This skill allows you to influence other things like people, techniques and monsters. Your authority only works on those you are stronger than or there will be a blow back. This skill has no time or use limit, but it consumes mana.

“What are you smiling at?” Blair asked. I looked up to see that she was sitting in front of me. Menel’s excitement was flowing through our link and I couldn’t help my smile from growing wider. Blair scowled and still I smiled.

“Why didn’t you let me die?” She asked, sincerely confused. “I am sure that would have made it easier for you. With me alive, you will always wonder if I’ll be coming for you.” I nodded.

“Yet I couldn’t do it,” I patiently replied. “Recently it has been easy for me to swing my daggers for the death of others. It wasn’t how I started.”

“You really are naïve.”

“Maybe,” I said, agreeing. I watched her for a moment. Soon it would be dark and we’d ride back for Il-Goth again. I was tired, but my exhaustion felt good.

“I guess I owe you for saving me,” she stated and I was about to shake my head but she summoned the gourd I saw her summon back at the ruin. The one she claimed replenished her mana. “Here, you can have this.”

I stared at it. Not sure I wanted to take something as precious as that. I didn’t have to ask Menel to know the guardian wanted me to take it.

“You don’t have to worry. The human sponsoring me is rich,” Blair said and tossed it to me. I caught it, shook it to find that it was full and then sent it to my system storage.

“Thank you,” I said and she shrugged.

“Don’t think it means we are friends, goblin.” I smiled, shaking my head because I doubted she had any friends. “Good. I guess we should go.”

“Can you do something for me?” I asked.

“What?”

“Two attacks, one a bit weak and one really strong. I want to try something I have been working toward.” She seemed suspicious, but sighed and stood up.

“A simple attack first then,” she said as she raised her hand and a roaring vortex of ire spilled out toward me. I lifted my hand out immediately, and felt mana surge in me.

“Vanish,” I said, and the flames tore apart and faded. Blair’s eyes widened, a mixture of both fear and shock.

“What was that?”

“A skill,” I replied. “Something stronger, please?”

She swallowed and put up her hands. The ground between them ruptured when the flames came out.

“Vanish.” Nothing happened, just as I’d expected. I put both my hands up and felt like I could touch something in the air. I pulled on it and then kept pulling until Blair’s attack was gone. I staggered, instantly depleted. Blair was awestruck, the look on her face made passing out feel good. Menel was laughing in my head when I hit the ground.
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Ididn’t think Blair would come with me when I met Olryk, but she did. She’d been eager to spar some more after what she saw me do. I could tell she couldn’t wrap her head around it. She rode beside me, leaving the new elf she had with her to follow from the rear. Behind us Galhed and Lyaene rode quietly. Lyaene’s eyes were swollen from crying. She’d begged all night for me to wait a little more, and every time she pleaded I felt a little bit more conflicted.

Menel reminded me why I was doing it. I had realized there was a different reason Menel wanted me to fight Olryk, but it worked out all the same.

Lila and Greya rode with Galhed and Lyaene. As we rode through the woods to where Olryk trained, I heard Lila whisper something in a language only Greya would understand.

I was worried, scared that they were all coming with me. If I should fail, they would all fall to Olryk, or even Blair. She would use them like slaves still and it would all be my fault. I half turned to see Lyaene’s waiting eyes. She gave me a thin smile; nervous and scared. I nodded, hoping that would assure her that I knew what I was doing. I didn’t. The battle was uncertain and I would much prefer that there would be no battle at all.

Lyaene had begged that I let her speak to her brother first. She’d stayed away from him since he became a chosen and her request now felt like a huge sacrifice. Yet she would not let me go until I promised. And when I swore, she promised she wouldn’t hate me if I killed her brother.

Promises were good, and oaths were unbreakable, but I knew she still thought of Olryk as her brother. That must have been why she hid it away for so long.

“Are you scared?” Blair asked, I pulled at the light breastplate she’d given me as a gift. She made a joke that it’d be a help to my victory, or a worthy armor for my corpse. On it was etched a large serpent with six heads all snarling in different directions.

I nodded, and Blair smiled.

“Wise to be,” she said. “On this side of Valgar, I don't think there is anyone who fights like Olryk. He was not trained, not by any Valgar standard anyway. I think much of what he knows is what his guardian fed to him. And his sponsor.”

“Who sponsors you?” I asked. She grinned, shaking her head. I nodded, understanding that it was a secret. “Why did you fight him?”

“I was naïve. No one could beat me and then I got picked to be sponsored. I wanted his position. I hate looking up to anyone. Fortunately, Olryk doesn’t ask for that. He doesn’t want to be ruled either. He was…merciful. But only because I was strong.”

“He is always merciful,” Lyaene said from behind us. Blair scoffed.

“I have seen Olryk cut the hands of a small thief. Once he plucked the eye of a slave during a tower party. One of his golems did it but we all knew it was him.”

I waited for Lyaene to refute what Blair had said but I heard nothing. I could see that she knew almost nothing of the brother she once knew. And not for the first time, I wondered what happened between them.

“You know what I say is true,” Blair said, turning to Lyaene. “You know why you haven’t talked to him since the day he killed Zeke. It was like he snapped and something changed.”

“That was an accident,” Lyaene retorted and Blair frowned and shook her head.

“You're a fool if you believe that, Lyaene. You saw him change. One moment it was a spar and the next his golem was choking Zeke to death. There are accidents, Lyaene. I have seen plenty of those, and as sure as the sun would give way to cold, cold winter, that wasn’t one.”

There was a long silence. Blair turned away and hurried her horse. I galloped after her.

I wonder what this Olryk will be like, Menel said as we rode hard. There doesn’t seem to be a united idea of what the orc can do or the kind of cruelty he possesses. Maybe he is just misunderstood?

“It doesn’t matter. I will not fight, if there is no need to,” I replied. “I would rather avoid the blood spill if I can. There is no sense in fighting when we can solve things amicably, right?”

Menel sighed and I felt exhaustion gag me in an instant, then it was pushed away. I hadn’t thought about the toll it took on him, I wanted to ask him what I just felt, but I didn’t want the distraction. The less I had to worry about, the easier it would be to focus on what I was supposed to do.

Galhed and Lyaene followed behind, coming to a stop just before the clearing. I sighed, trying to free my mind. I’d spent the night listening to Blair tell me all she knew about Olryk. She wasn’t sure about his current strength since no one had challenged the orc in a long time, but she gave me as many stories and rumors as she could gather.

Now as I approached him, about to ask for the freedom of my family, my people, I wondered what he had them doing and why he would rather kill than let them go. According to everyone, he was untethered to the rest of the world, preferring to keep to himself.

“Are you ready?” Blair asked and I nodded. “Good luck,'' she said and heeled her horse to the side. The mount carried her past the line between clearing and shade of trees. I followed, hoping the others would stay there, far enough to not be pulled into my troubles.

Galhed followed immediately. We went at slow trots. The other elf, Blair’s lover, stayed back. Even when Lyaene followed he wouldn’t come. Blair clicked her tongue in disappointment and kept going. We trotted closer. There were no loud crashes like the other time and I‘d soon find out why.

We weren’t many trots into the clearing when the ground before us engorged and burst open. A hand came out and rested on the edge of the tear and then the head heaved out. The eyes were empty and vacant, but the head moved from one of us to the next, sniffing at us.

“What do you want?” It inquired, the head was made with stone and dirt. It was like a badly molded piece of clay with things sticking out.

“Olryk?” Blair said and smirked. “You would greet me with a golem?”

The golem twisted its neck extremely to the left and then I heard something snap. The head rolled down to us and the rest of the golem shattered. Blair’s horse moved again, slow still. We got closer and soon I saw the real golems. The well-formed ones.

The farther he sends them, the harder it is for him to control, Menel noted and I nodded. It didn’t help me in any way. The long-distance attack I had was Authority. And my Gravikinesis. Only, I was not very good with them yet.

“Blair,” Olryk called as he walked up to us. His eyes were just like Lyaene’s, but nothing else was similar. He was huge as many grown orcs were. I could feel mana from him, but there was no pressure, no imposing force as it had been with Blair.

“What is this?” He asked.

“This young one seems to have a request. The like of which I had before,” Blair said with a smile and I glared at her. I dismounted, walked to stand in front of the others and gave a low bow.

“I am Loren Oldrych,” I said, looking up to the orc. I had to look him in the eye so he saw no fear, only respect. “I have a request, one I would like to beg you kindly for.”

“Speak,” Olryk said. His voice was a commanding boom, like a large hollow cave with words. He looked at me with neither respect nor curiosity. I might as well have been a talking rock. I nodded. It didn’t matter.

“You have some slaves with you. Goblins from Kilahead. They are my family, my people. If you would be so kind, I would like them freed.”

I waited for him to speak. When he said nothing, I continued. “I understand you might have paid to own them, I will pay twice what you spent on them and you’d have my unendi—”

“No,” he stated flatly.

I looked up to see that his expression hadn’t changed, nor had his temper. He had simply stated what he wanted.

“What?” I asked.

“I said no, little goblin. What was yours is now mine, it is as it should be. I carry no hate or malice for your kind, but I owe no sympathy and I would like to keep what is mine. You may now leave.” He sighed and turned to leave.

“Brother!” Lyaene called, hurrying off her horse. “Brother!”

Olryk turned to her and I found no recognition in his eyes. Actually he seemed annoyed as he turned to face Lyaene.

“You have come to speak for the goblin too, little Lyaene? You will beg like the other weaklings? Poor child. You should all leave.”

“So, you won’t give him family because you think he is weak?” Lyaene asked, flames gathering in her hair. Olryk regarded her with bored eyes and grunted. I caught the movement before anyone else so I was in front of her before the golem could punch her.

Lyaene’s surprise made me chuckle. In that moment, I saw her heart break.

“Shatter,” I said. Cracks formed in the golem’s hand I was holding, then they stretched through it and with a single snap, it shattered.

There was no time to revel in what I’d done. A second golem flew toward us. I pushed Lyaene away and slipped left to dodge its gleaming sword.

“Stop,” I said and it obeyed, unable to move. I felt its strain against every thread of my authority. I walked over to it and before I touched it, I turned to Olryk. “I don’t know you, I really don’t care who you are. I just want my people back.”

Then I placed a finger on the golem and rapidly it squeezed into itself as if being crushed by an insane force then it dispersed as dust in the air.

“Interesting,” Olryk said. “I apologize for calling you weak. But like I said, I want what is mine to remain mine. Besides, I think they are happy as they are.”

“No one enjoys working and suffering to the whims of others, Olryk. And Balzeeb and the many other gods curse you for making my people work like they are nothing.”

Olryk grinned and turned to face me. “How about a bet then?” He countered. “One like the one I gave Blair over there. You beat me and you get whatever you want. I will relinquish my status as a Chosen.”

“I don’t care about your status, Olryk. I just want my people.”

He chuckled and shrugged. “You get that anyway.”

“All of them?” I asked and he grinned, showing large teeth.

“All of them, young…Loren.”

I nodded and turned to Blair. “You should probably go back for now.” She frowned and shook her head.

“Silly words. Why would I want to miss this?”

“Ready?” Olryk asked and I nodded. I had wanted to get his attention, and that was why I had used Authority. But I’d learned something. Olryk wasn’t controlling them. Each golem was an individual once created.

The real problem is knowing his limit, Menel said.

Six golems walked forward from behind him. He had his hands clasped behind him like a teacher about to watch his students perform. The six were of different shades and one had a broad-leaved plant growing on its head.

They were almost identical, like orcs.

“Menel.”

They all came at once. I had expected it, but actually seeing them move quickly like trained soldiers was jarring. I jumped back to put space between myself and them. Then I lifted my left hand and I saw them visibly withdraw. That gave me just enough time to attack.

A bust of mana shot me forward and with my fist augmented, my punch went through the first golem. Its scream faded as it shattered.

[Creation: Mana burst]

My palm hit the next and the mana flow within it was disrupted and it went still and slowly disintegrated. I withdrew Black immediately to ward off a longsword. The force of the impact pushed me back and one of the other golems landed behind me with its mouth open and its jaw red with flames. I quickly threw Black at it and the blade sank in its mouth and when it tried to pull the dagger out it ignited the gem’s mana storage.

Its screams tore through the field, startling everyone for a second. Everyone but me. With Mana Burst, I turned two more golem to dust and then stabbed White Tear into an eye of the last golem. I watched it fall to its knees and then hit the ground and become shards of molded clay.

He is testing to see what you can do, Menel said. I’d noticed the tactic. These golems were weak, not even Lyaene would have any trouble with them.

That is actually wrong. She would beat a couple, but their speed w….

“You are missing the point, Menel.”

The guardian seemed to realize what I’d meant and made a sound I assumed to be him smacking his head against a wall.

“You have done your test, Olryk. Will you face me now?” I asked. I stretched my hands out and my blades flew to me as I walked toward Olryk. “I don’t care how many you send. But in the end, you will have to face me.”

Olryk’s confident grin annoyed me, but I was too busy watching his golems melt away until there were only two left. An armor formed over him; breastplates and shoulder guard made from some kind of material I had never seen before. It shone like silver and I could tell it was sturdy, but then I had something for that too. Another gift from Blair.

“I see why Blair brought you,” Olryk said as a double-bitted axe with wide arched blades appeared in his hands. “And I am sorry I will have to end your life here. I am justified. I only want to keep what is mine.”

This is the craziest orc I have ever met, and I have seen plenty!

Again, Menel was right. I charged at the orc, with my daggers humming as mana strengthened the blades.
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Isensed an insane amount of mana in the two golems with Olryk. One of them used a lightning sword which I had been able to figure out from a quick examination of it. An expensive item, I guessed, that charged the air around the golem to well, produce lightning. The second golem’s sword seemed ordinary since I couldn’t detect anything about it, but I was sure it had an attribute I couldn’t see. I had to be smart about how I fought. One against three, I was either going to die or end up profoundly hurt if I moved carelessly. Not unlike any of my previous encounters so far, I chuckled to myself.

Olryk’s sword sliced the air beside me, inches from my arm. I jumped back, almost into the grasp of the second golem. Its face was thorny, like that of a locust tree. It grinned as I struggled to stop my movement. I flicked Black out and tried to stab but the golem swatted the blade away and with its left hand it smacked at my face.

Mana filled my left hand and I met his slap with a punch of my own. The contact pushed both of us away. Again I couldn’t stop the momentum so I let myself crash and roll. Lightning crackled above me and when I opened my eyes, the sword was falling towards me. I pushed off the ground and White Tear was suddenly in my hand.

I felt a tremor in my bones when I stopped the swing. Its skill overpowered my mana protection and I felt like every part of me was struck at the same time. I gritted through the attack, swung my right leg and caught it in the side. The kick tossed it away and while it crashed down in the distance Olryk was already on me.

I lifted my hand and watched his face twitch with worry, but that was only a feint. I wasn’t sure I was going to try using Gravikinesis on him yet. Mana blasted from under me, shooting me into the air over Olryk. I caught the second golem behind Olryk, pointed at him and commanded.

“Fold.”

Up to now I felt the command unfold with ease, but this time it felt like my gut was being grated and every part of me was being squeezed. I saw the golem crack and then its parts started to fold in on itself. His arms first squeezed and withdrew into his chest and so did the other and it cracked at the waist and finally its leg gave way and it crashed, lifeless on the ground.

The mana in it seemed to swell, unable to move. I landed a good distance from the golem just as it exploded, spraying dust everywhere. Olryk glared from where he stood and watched.

One down, Menel said and I nodded. Although I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that anymore. The golem’s mana force fought against my Authority. I could have died from that if it was any stronger.

Left!

I dove right, Olryk’s sword missing me again, but his golem was waiting already. Its hard leg crashed into my side, taking my breath away for a moment. I tried to break my fall, but my wrist hurt and I smashed against a boulder I hadn’t seen there before.

I stood up slowly and my eyes widened in shock at Olryk’s swing for my neck. Almost immediately a black smoking sword appeared in my hand to block his blade. I was pushed back and when I gained balance back, I lifted the sword readying myself for the fight that was really about to begin.

“Where did you get that?” Olryk asked, confused. The sword oozed something unimaginably disgusting. Blair said it was death. Or something akin to it. But when Menel checked it out, he said it was mana. The sword, like my dagger, could store mana and this was the manifestation of it.

“Does it matter?” I asked Olryk who was looking toward where Blair and the others were watching. I knew Blair was smiling. She’d mentioned that my daggers wouldn’t be enough and now I could see why. My daggers were not strong enough to pierce the golems, and Olryk’s armor would be stronger.

“I guess she really puts her hope in you. Poor thing. I thought she learned, only the weak need allies.”

I hissed, irritated by every word coming out of him. The sword felt lighter as its mana mixed with mine. It seemed to fuse with me.

The golem came to stand beside Olryk. Its sword crackled menacingly. It turned, its movement as smooth as any orc I’d seen. Olryk nodded, as if giving it permission. I prepared myself for its attack.

Then it vanished.

Above you!

I’d already caught it though. Mana was surging through it like a storm and I could sense it like a bonfire on a cold, dark night.

The air charged up and I smelled its attack a second or two before it crashed down on me. I’d already moved, ignoring it completely. I went for Olryk instead.

The orc grinned, and the ground before me ruptured and a half formed golem shot itself at me but crashed before it touched me. I kept my eyes on Olryk. He twirled, making a heavy scythe attack that would have cut me in two. I was faster though. I ducked low, rolled forward and slashed at his leg but that silvery thing quickly formed there, blocking the sword.

The mark on the armor healed before I dodged the lightning coming from behind. I cursed, frustrated by how little I knew of his skills and defenses.

That armor must have cost a fortune, Menel remarked. But that wasn’t important.

Olryk and the golem attacked at the same time, each from either side of me. The golem swung and a blistering bolt of lightning flew at me while Olryk came at me with fast random swings.

Menel enhanced my mind, surprising me for a split second as he had never offered help on this level before, flooding me with movements and predicted directions. I moved my body accordingly, trying to stay clear of the blade’s path. When the lightning almost hit, I smashed it with the smoky sword and in that same motion, I swung deceptively for Olryk. He ducked my attack, allowing him to open me up with force and then his right hand punched me hard in the gut.

I fell back, reeling from the pain but not having the time to curse because another lightning storm was coming for me.

I lifted my hands up. “Fa…Fade.” It vanished just before it reached me. Olryk seemed to have expected that because he was already going for my head, but then he sensed the daggers flying toward him and turned to wave them away. I had an opening, but I couldn’t take it because the golem was coming.

You need space to think.

Instead of pursuing Olryk I rushed the golem coming straight for me and leapt using mana to propel myself forward. It brought its sword up to block me from crashing into it, but I had no plan to do that. With my hand extended, I sent a huge force to it. It blocked it with the sword, but that gave me the opening I needed to land and slide under it.

I pushed mana to the black sword and it gobbled it fast. Then I swung at its legs. The sword went through and the golem fell. I pushed off the ground and just before Olryk could attack, I pressed a finger to the golem’s head and smashed its head with all the force I could manage.

I stood up looking at Olryk. His eyes were wild with anger and the grin was gone. I was beyond tired and I felt pain somewhere near my core. The sword took whatever mana I had as long as I was holding it.

“You will pay for this,” Olryk ground out, but I was beyond caring about whatever threat he was making. I summoned the gourd, the first gift Blair gave me. I took a long gulp and let it vanish. Whatever was inside was thick and sweet and it flowed through me like water flowing through rock channels, becoming tunnels and eventually streams. I felt exhausted still, but not to the point that I would fall on my butt.

“Are you going to stand there? Or will you come make me pay?”

He sneered, perhaps incensed by my arrogance. His mana seemed to bubble up because suddenly I could feel the full force of it. The fierce pressure. I sensed I’d been trapped but I could see nothing around me. Olryk lifted his sword and the ground shook. Not mere trembling, rather it tore up behind him and a large golem pushed out of the ground.

It was created from sand and dead grass. But it was simply a torso, hands and a large head.

Olryk’s eyes were large and tense now and I could tell he was straining himself with this attack. Whatever he was about to do, it would be his last attack and I’d probably be dead.

The golem’s hands settled on the ground and it lifted its upper body up, right above Olryk’s head. Its eyes were vacant holes and slowly its jaws opened, widening like the maw of a great beast. I was so focused on it that when I saw Lyaene galloping toward us, my heart broke.

A beam gathered in the mouth of the golem, and slowly it built up to a large black ball. The mana I sensed in it was infinitely more than I’d ever felt from any other person, even Olryk. Blair had stopped Lyaene, and I was able to concentrate on what Olryk was doing.

“You know you can’t control that,” I yelled at him. The orc grinned, and fell to his knees and hands.

He is sacrificing all of his mana to make sure you don’t escape. Loren you have to stop…

The rest of what Menel said was muted in Olryk’s command. With his right hand stretched toward me, the golem shot the massive ball of mana at me. I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to do, but I had a feeling I’d die if I let that hit me.

“Stop!”

The command bounced out and I felt dizzy for a moment. But then I quickly pushed against the ball, willing the force I controlled to hold it back. It didn’t stop, instead it pushed me back. My feet dug into the ground as it pushed me. Soon I’d be back in the woods and it would explode. I was going to die. The thought blossomed in my head like a wildflower. I would die and my family were all going to remain slaves. It was the worst thing ever!

Dig it up!

“What?”

Instead of pushing it back, root it and send it up. You can send it up, trust me.

I had no choice. I slowly changed the direction of the force I was applying, slanting my hands downwards. It felt easier, now. The weight reducing tremendously. I pulled it, gritting in pain as I pulled it up. My feet shook, exhaustion making it seem heavier than it was. Then I swung, dragging it upward.

I watched it soar up, blotting out the sun for a second. Then, as it descended, I watched something fly to it like an arrow. It took a second or two for the arrow to get there and then the sky burned red. The explosion shook the ground, the trees, and caused birds to take to the sky. For a moment, the day was twice as bright and then it dimmed as the mana dissipated and vanished.

I fell to my knees. My hands were gone, wrecked in so many places. And my eyes were wet. I looked toward where Olryk was before. He was on his feet, limping to me. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t do anything. There was blood oozing out of his nose and ears. It took a second to see that he was holding one of my daggers.

I wanted to stand, I needed to face him. But no part of me was obeying my command to me. I was done. He was so close now and my heart was racing fast. He stopped and looked back and my eyes went behind him too. Horses were coming, galloping madly for us.

They will be too late, Menel remarked. He seemed sad. I felt bad too. We’d lost after everything. Olryk didn’t move though. He stayed, watching the others come. And when Blair reached us, she was grinning.

“Olryk, you look like pig’s crap,” she observed.

The others finally joined our little party. Sybre was with them too and so was Amin and Amond. I looked around for Ulrike, barely able to keep my eyes open.

“You have lost, brother,” Lyaene declared. Her face was wet, I thought. Had she been crying? “If you won’t yield, I will put a sword through you myself.”

There was silence. I swayed gently, about to fall but someone caught me. I looked up to see Galhed’s face, he was smiling.

“You won, kid, you saved them.” I groaned, unable to respond.

[The Spartan has submitted a sponsorship offer]

[The Lone Walker would like to support you]

[Holder of the Vase has asked to speak with you!]

[The Great Emperor has his sight on you]

My eyes closed, and soon the voices were gone too.
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